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IS481 Communication Skills
Week 8 – Writing Skills

Dr Ahmad J Reeves
احمد ريفس. د

Content
• Formal writing vs informal writing
• Styles of writing
• The importance of structure in writing
• Writing a business case
• Writing a letter
• Writing emails

Formal vs informal writing
Formal writing: -
• Much more complex – The use of longer sentences is common in formal writing. Need to be thorough using the formal style. Each of the points you make needs to be introduced, discussed and concluded.
• Objective writing – state the main point you are trying to make clearly and then support this with a full argument. Avoid showing emotions and emotive punctuation, e.g !!
• Use full words – Use ‘It is’ rather than it’s’
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Formal vs informal writing
Informal writing: -
• Colloquial– Similar to spoken conversation, and can include the use of slang, broken syntax etc. A personal tone is used as if you are speaking directly to the reader.
• Simple– Short sentences are used, some incomplete sentences.
• Abbreviations used– Use I’m, doesn’t, couldn’t, it’s etc

So when do you use them?
• Formal styles normally used  when writing for professional purposes
• Informal styles an be used once you are familiar with the recipient
• Emails tend to lean towards an informal style than paper based communication
• If in doubt, take a precaution and use the formal style rather then the informal one.

Styles of writing
• Academic writing – full lengthy and detailed style of writing. No inaccurate information or omissions. Use references & quotes. Written in a clear and logical way. E.g:

A major change that has occurred in the Western family is an increased incidence in divorce. Whereas in the past, divorce was a relatively rare occurrence, in recent times it has become quite commonplace. This change is borne out clearly in census figures. For example thirty years ago in Australia, only one marriage in ten ended in divorce; nowadays the figure is more than one in three (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1996: p.45). A consequence of this change has been a substantial increase in the number of single parent families and the attendant problems that this brings (Kilmartin, 1997).
An important issue for sociologists, and indeed for all of society, is why these changes in marital patterns have occurred. In this essay I will seek to critically examine a number of sociological explanations for the 'divorce phenomenon' and also consider the social policy implications that each explanation carries with it. It will be argued that the best explanations are to be found within a broad socio-economic framework.
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• Academic journals – produced by different institutions regularly. Provide analysis of latest ideas and thoughts across the academic community. Academic journals are generally well-respected as their content has been peer reviewed. Peer review means that an article has been examined and scrutinized by an expert in the field (a peer) and that it is considered acceptable for publication.

Styles of writing

• Journalistic writing (newspapers)
– Broadsheet = good command of language and argue their point well
– Tabloids – more sensational, more photos less discussion

Styles of writing

• Fiction – use of imaginary people and events. Works of fiction do not usually contain a list of references and will not contain a bibliography.
• “Then there was the bad weather. It would come in one day when the fall was over. We would have to shut the windows in the night against the rain and the cold wind would strip the leaves from the trees in the Place Contrescarpe. The leaves lay sodden in the rain and the wind drove the rain against the big green autobus at the terminal and the café des amateurs was crowded and the windows misted over from the heat and the smoke inside.”

Styles of writing
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Non-fiction - Non-fiction deals with facts, examples of which include biography, history and special interest subjects such as gardening through to academic texts. All non-fiction books will contain references to others’ work and a biography.

Styles of writing

•Thinking about a simple framework or structure for your writing can help to save time and help your text to flow. You can construct headings and sub-headings to help the reader navigate through your writing, and for you to organise your thoughts.
•Different writing pieces require different structures, lets look at an example for a written report…

The importance of structure in writing

Reports are always presented in sections and subsections since they contain a lot of 
information which needs to be organised in a way that makes sense to the reader.  
Sections are often numbered and long reports should include a title page and then a 
table of contents which lists the section headings and subheadings, preferably with 
page numbers.
Example Structure:
•Title Page
•Contents Page
•List of Illustrations (optional)
•Acknowledgements (optional)
•Abstract/Summary/Executive Summary
•Introduction
•Background/Literature Review
•Research Methods/Methodology
•Findings/Analysis
•Conclusion
•Recommendations (optional; in some business situations, this section may be included at the 
beginning of the report)
•Further Research
•References/Bibliography
•Appendices

Example report structure
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Writing a business case*
• A business case is intended to convince key decision-makers of the merits of a particular course of action. 
• It is a key part of your project documentation: if a project brief describes what needs doing, and a project plan explains how, the business case sets out why.
• A good business case will explain the problem, identify all the possible options to address it, and allow decision-makers to decide which course of action will be best for the organisation.
• It will also allow any changes to the scope or timescale of the project to be assessed against the original purpose.

* Taken from www.skillsyouneed.com

1. Executive Summary
• The executive summary summarises the business case, including your recommendation. It is often best written last, when you’re clear about your recommended course of action, and why. Remember that some decision-makers may only read the executive summary, so you need to make sure that you have included everything relevant.
2. Introduction
• This section introduces the business case and briefly sets out what it is about.
3. Statement of the problem
• This should be a brief paragraph stating the problem. It should relate back to the organisation’s strategy or vision to demonstrate how solving the problem is important to the organisation.

Writing a business case

4. Analysis
• This section provides a more detailed account of the problem and why it is important to address it. It should include any analysis you or others have carried out to identify the impact of, or the reasons for, the problem. Hard evidence is always helpful: the number of people affected, or the cost to the company or to its customers. At this point, it is appropriate to mention anyone who has been involved in the work within or outside the organisation.
5. Discussion of Possible Options
• You should identify and discuss all possible options for addressing the problem, including doing nothing. For each one, you need to discuss:

– The benefits: why it would be a good idea to do it, including how far it addresses the problem;
– The costs, including resource requirements. It’s often helpful to include figures and graphs here; 
– The likely timescale for the project, and to see a return on the investment, with reasons; and
– The risks, both of doing it, and that might prevent successful implementation.

As far as possible, these should be realistic, and preferably supported by solid data. Where you have estimated, this should be based on a reasonable source, which you should cite if possible.

Writing a business case
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6. Recommendation
• Finally, you should make a recommendation for which option is best, weighing up the costs and benefits.
7. Details of your Chosen Option
• Depending on your organisation’s preferences, the nature of the business case, and how you feel about it, you may at this stage wish to include a more detailed consideration of your chosen option. Alternatively, you could include a more detailed analysis in an appendix, including all the supporting data, or provide a later report with all the project details.
8. Conclusion
• You should conclude the business case with a reminder of why it is important to address the problem and the action that you wish the reader to take as a result of reading, for example, agree a course of action or approve further work. Make sure that you have made clear why your proposal is the best way of addressing the problem.

Writing a business case

• If you are writing an informal letter, you may omit the recipient’s name and address, and you may also sign it off more informally: ‘With love’, or ‘With best wishes’, rather than ‘Yours sincerely’, and sign with just your first name, omitting your surname and title.
• Forms for signing off a letter vary depending on how you addressed it.The rule is that if you addressed it ‘Dear Sir’, then you sign off ‘Yours faithfully’, and if you addressed the person by name, then you sign off ‘Yours sincerely’. 
• Never start a letter ‘Dear Sir or Madam’. In this day and age, there is no excuse for not knowing the name of the person to whom you are writing. Google the company to which you are writing, and use the correct name. The only exception is if you are writing to the editor of a newspaper, in which case you always write ‘Dear Sir’.

Writing a letter

Writing emails
1. Subject Line
• Always have a subject line that summarises briefly and clearly the contents of the message (example: Re: Summary of Our Meeting with Finance Committee).
2. Simplified Sentences
• Don’t make your email look overcrowded by trying to use too many technical terms or long words.
3. Think of who your reader is going to be
• Is it a colleague, a client or your boss? Should the email be informal or formal? Most business emails these days have a neutral tone. Note the difference between Informal and Formal:

– Informal – Thanks for emailing me on 15th FebruaryFormal – Thank you for your email dated 15th February
– Informal – Sorry, I can’t make it.Formal – I am afraid I will not be able to attend
– Informal – Can you…?Formal – I was wondering if you could….?
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Writing emails
4. Be very careful of capital letters, punctuation, spelling and basic grammar
• While these can be tolerated in informal emails, they are very important in business emails as they are an important part of the image you create. Give yourself time to edit what you’ve written before you push that Send button.
5. Think about how direct or indirect you want to be
• In some cultures, it is common practice to be very direct in email correspondence. However, this can cause a problem if you’re writing to someone in another country and in a language that is not your mother tongue. They might find your directness rude and possibly offensive.
• Consider these:

– Direct – I need this in half an hour.Indirect and polite – Would it be possible to have this in half an hour?
– Direct – There will be a delayIndirect – I’m afraid there may be a slight delay.
– Direct – It’s a bad ideaIndirect – To be honest, I’m not sure if that would be a good idea.

By adjusting your tone, you are more likely to get a positive response from your reader.
6. Be positive!

• Look at these words: helpful, good question, agreed, together, useful, I will do my best, mutual, opportunity.
• Now look at these: busy, crisis, failure, forget it, I can’t, it’s impossible, waste, hard.

The words you use show your attitude to life, so choose your words wisely.

Summary
• Formal writing vs informal writing
• Styles of writing
• The importance of structure in writing
• Writing a business case
• Writing a letter
• Writing emails


