






c h a p t e r   f o u r

Writing for Positive Effect

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
Upon completing this chapter, you will be able to write business
communications that emphasize key points and have a positive
effect on human relations. To reach this goal, you should be able to

1 Explain the need for effect in writing business messages.
2 Use a conversational style that eliminates the old language of
business and “rubber stamps.”
3 Use the you-viewpoint to build goodwill.
4 Employ positive language to achieve goodwill and other desired
effects.
5 Explain the techniques of achieving courtesy.
6 Use the four major techniques for emphasis in writing.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF A POSITIVE EFFECT
Clarity is a primary concern in most of the writing you will do in business. Your main objective will be to communicate the information in a matter of-fact way, and you will want to do so quickly and accurately. Besides this, when you communicate with people outside the organization your major concern is to gain or maintain favorable relationships. Email messages or letters written for a company to its customers are examples of such communications. The information in these messages will be important, of course. In fact, probably it will be the most important part. But you also will need to achieve certain effects—effects that will contribute to a favorable image of the company.

One effect you should strive for in virtually any message is the goodwill effect.
Building goodwill through written messages is good business practice. But the goodwill effect in messages is not desirable for business reasons alone. It is, quite simply, the effect most of us want in our relations with people. The things we do and say to create goodwill are the things we enjoy doing and saying. 

As you read the following chapters, you will see that other effects help ensure the
success of written messages. For example, in writing to persuade a reader to accept an
unfavorable decision, you can use the techniques of persuasion. In applying for a job,
you can use writing techniques that emphasize your qualifications. And in telling bad
news, you can use techniques that play down the negative parts. These are but a few
ways to manage the effects of your writing.

Getting positive effects with your messages is largely a matter of skillful writing and
of understanding how people respond to words. It involves keeping certain attitudes in
mind and using certain writing techniques. The following review of these attitudes and
techniques should help you get the effects you need.
CONVERSATIONAL STYLE
One technique that helps build the goodwill effect is to write in conversational language.
By conversational language we mean language that resembles conversation. It is warm
and natural. Such language leaves an impression that people like. It is also the language
we use most and understand best. Because it is easily understood, it is courteous to use it.
Resisting the Tendency to Be Formal
Writing conversationally is not as easy as you might think.  Instead of writing in friendly, conversational language, we write in stiff and stilted words. We seek the big word, the difficult word. The result is a cold and unnatural style—one that doesn’t produce the goodwill effect you want your messages to have. The following examples illustrate this problem and how to correct it.








Stiff and Dull
Reference is made to your May 7 email, in which you describe the approved procedure for initiating a claim.

Enclosed herewith is the brochure about
which you make inquiry.

In reply to your July 11 letter, please be
informed that your adherence to instructions outlined therein will greatly facilitate attainment of our objective.

I shall be most pleased to avail myself of
your kind suggestion when and if prices
decline.
Conversational
Please refer to your May 7 email in which
you tell how to file a claim.


Enclosed is the brochure you asked
about.

By following the procedures you listed in
your July 11 letter, you will help us reach
our goal.


I’ll gladly follow your suggestion if the
price falls.
Cutting Out “Rubber Stamps”
Rubber stamps (also called clichés) are expressions used by habit every time a certain
type of situation occurs. As the term indicates, they are used much as you would use a rubber stamp.

Because they are used routinely, rubber stamps communicate the effect of routine
treatment, which tells readers that the writer has no special concern for them—that the present case is being handled in the same way as others. In contrast, words specially selected for this case are likely to impress. They show the writer’s concern for and interest in the readers. Clearly, specially selected wording is the better choice for producing a goodwill effect. Some examples of rubber stamps you have no doubt heard before are listed below. 

a blessing in disguise			 last but not least
as good as gold 				learning the ropes
back against the wall 			leave no stone unturned
call the shots				 to add insult to injury

Some of the rubber stamps used today are relics from the old language of business—a
way of writing that was in vogue over a century ago. Some examples are:

I am happy to be able to answer your message.
I have received your message.
This will acknowledge receipt of . . .
According to our records . . .
This is to inform you that . . .
In accordance with your instructions . . .

You can avoid these rubber stamps writing in the language of good conversational vocabularies.
YOU-VIEWPOINT
Writing from the you-viewpoint (also called you-attitude) is another technique
for building goodwill in written messages. Since it focuses on the reader’s interest, it is a technique for persuasion and for influencing people favorably.

You-viewpoint writing emphasizes you and your and de-emphasizes we and our. But it is more than a matter of just using second-person pronouns. You and your can appear prominently in sentences that emphasize the we-viewpoint, as in this example: “If you do not pay by the 15th, you must pay a penalty.” Likewise, we and mine can appear in sentences that emphasize the you-viewpoint, as in this example: “We will do whatever we can to protect your investment.” The point is that the you-viewpoint is an attitude of mind. It is the attitude that places the reader in the center of things. 

The following contrasting examples demonstrate the different effects that changes in viewpoint produce. With a bit of imagination, you should be able to supply information on the situations they cover.


We-Viewpoint 

We sell the Chicago cutlery set for the
low price of Rs 550 each and suggest a retail price of Rs 800.

Our policy prohibits us from permitting
outside groups to use our equipment
except on a cash-rental basis.

We have been quite tolerant of your
past-due account and must now demand
payment.

We have received your report of May 1.

We have shipped the two dozen Cross
desk sets you ordered.

We require that you sign the sales slip before we will charge to your account.
You-Viewpoint

You can reap Rs 250 profit on each
Chicago Cutlery set you sell at Rs 800,
for your cost is only Rs 550.

Our policy of cutting operating costs
by renting our equipment helps us
make efficient use of your tax dollars.

If you are to continue to enjoy the
benefits of credit buying, you must clear
your account now.

Thank you for your report of May 1.

Your two dozen Cross desk sets should
reach you with this letter.

For your protection, you are charged only
after you have signed the sales slip.
A Point of Controversy
The you-viewpoint has been a matter of some controversy. Its critics point out two
major shortcomings: (1) it is insincere and (2) it is manipulative. In either event, they
argue, the technique is dishonest. It is better, they say, to just “tell it as it is.”
But those who favor the technique argue that insincerity, flattery, and unethical manipulation need not—in fact, should not—be the result of you-viewpoint effort. The objective is to treat people courteously—the way they like to be treated. People like to be singled out for attention. They are naturally more interested in themselves than in the writer. 
On the matter of manipulative use of the you-viewpoint, we must again concede a
point. It is a technique of persuasion, and persuasion may have bad as well as good
goals. Supporters of the you-viewpoint argue that it is bad goals and not the techniques
used to reach them that should be condemned. Persuasion techniques used to reach
good goals are good.
ACCENT ON POSITIVE LANGUAGE
Whether your written message achieves its goal often will depend on the words you use. As you know, one can say anything in many ways, and each way conveys a different meaning. Much of the difference lies in the meanings of words.
Effects of Words
Positive words are usually best for achieving your message goals. This is not to say
that negative words have no place in business writing. Such words are strong and give
emphasis, and you will sometimes want to use them. But your need will usually be for
positive words, for such words are more likely to produce the effects you seek. They tend to put the reader in the right frame of mind, and they emphasize the pleasant aspects of the goal. They also create the goodwill atmosphere we seek in most messages.

Negative words tend to produce the opposite effects. They may stir up your reader’s
resistance to your goals, and they are likely to be highly destructive of goodwill. Thus,
to reach your writing goals, you will need to study carefully the negativeness and positiveness of your words. You will need to select the words that are most appropriate in
each case.

Negative words convey unhappy and unpleasant thoughts. Such words include mistake, problem, error, damage, loss, and failure. There are also words that deny—words such as no, do not, refuse, and stop. And there are words whose sounds or meanings have unpleasant effects. For examples, itch, guts, scratch, grime, sloppy, sticky, bloody, and nauseous.

Examples of Word Choice
To illustrate your positive-to-negative word choices in handling written messages, take
the following example:

We regret to inform you that we cannot permit you to use our auditorium for your
meeting, as the SunCity Investment Club asked for it first. We can, however, let you
use our conference room, but it seats only 60.

The negative words are italicized. First, the positively intended message “We regret
to inform you” is an unmistakable sign of coming bad news. “Cannot permit” contains
an unnecessarily harsh meaning. And notice how the good-news part of the message is
handicapped by the limiting word only.

Had the executive searched for more positive ways of covering the same situation,
he or she might have written:

Although the SunCity Investment Club has reserved the auditorium for Saturday, we
can instead offer you our conference room, which seats 60.

Not a single negative word appears in this version. Both approaches achieve the
primary objective of denying a request, but their effects on the reader differ sharply.
There is no question as to which approach does the better job of building and holding
goodwill.

For additional illustrations, compare the differing results obtained from these contrasting
negative-positive versions of messages (italics mark the negative words):


Negative 
You failed to give us the fabric specifications of the chair you ordered.

Smoking is not permitted anywhere except in the lobby.

We cannot deliver until Friday.

Chock-O-Nuts do not have that gummy,
runny coating that makes some candies
stick together when they get hot.

You were wrong in your conclusion, for
paragraph 3 of our agreement clearly
states . . . .

We regret that we overlooked your coverage
on this equipment and apologize for the trouble and concern it must have caused you.

We regret to inform you that we must
deny your request for credit.

You should have known that the camera
lens cannot be cleaned with tissue, for it
is clearly explained in the instructions.

Your May 7 complaint about our remote control is not supported by the evidence.

Positive
To complete your order, please check your choice of fabric on the enclosed card.

Smoking is permitted in the lobby only.


We can deliver the goods on Friday.

The rich chocolate coating of Chock-ONuts
stays crispy good throughout the summer months.

Please read paragraph 3 of our agreement,
which explains . . .


You were quite right in believing that you
have coverage on the equipment. We
appreciate your calling the matter to our
attention.

For the time being, we can serve you on a cash basis only.

The instructions explain why the camera
lens should be cleaned only with a onscratch cloth.

Review of the situation described in your
May 7 email explains what happened
when you used the remote control.
COURTESY
A major contributor to goodwill in business documents is courtesy. By courtesy we
mean treating people with respect and friendly human concern. It produces friendly
relations between people. The result is a better human climate for solving business
problems and doing business.

How to be courteous ultimately depends on the given situation. Including “please,” “thank you,” “we’re sorry,” and other standard expressions of politeness do not necessarily make a message courteous. Rather than focusing on stock phrases, consider what will make your reader feel most comfortable, understood, and appreciated. A message with no overtly polite expressions whatsoever can still demonstrate great courtesy by being easy to read (conversational language), focusing on the writer’s interests (you-viewpoint), and conveying the writer’s feelings of goodwill (positive words) which we have already discussed.

Still, courtesy is enhanced by using certain other techniques too. 

Tailoring Your Message to Your Reader
One of the other techniques is to write directly to your specific reader. Messages that appear routine have a cold, impersonal effect. On the other hand, messages that appear to be written for one reader tend to make the reader feel important and appreciated.
For example, a message granting a professor permission to quote company material in the professor’s book could end with “We wish you the best of success on the book.” This specially adapted comment is better than one that fits any similar case: “If we can be of further assistance, please let us know.” Using the reader’s name in the message text is another good way to show that the reader is being given special treatment, such as “You are correct, Ms. Sharma” or “As you know, Mr. Joshi.”

Refraining from Preaching
You can help give your documents a courteous effect by not preaching—that is, by
avoiding the tone of a lecture or a sermon. In most cases, a preaching tone hurts goodwill. Most people like to be treated as equals. We do not want to be bossed or talked down to. Thus, writing that suggests unequal writer–reader relations is likely to make the reader unhappy.
Preaching is usually not intended. It often occurs when the writer is trying to convince
the reader of something, as in this example: 

You must take advantage of savings like this if you are to be successful. The pennies
you save pile up. In time you will have dollars.

It is insulting to tell the reader something quite elementary as if it were not known.

Likewise, flat statements like “Rapid inventory turnover means greater profits” fall into preachy category. Such statements are obvious to the experienced retailer and would probably produce negative reactions. So would most statements including such phrases as “you need,” “you want,” “you should,” and “you must,” for they tend to talk down to the reader.

Another form of preachiness takes this obvious question-and-answer pattern:
“Would you like to make a deal that would make you a 38 percent profit? Of course you would!” What intelligent and self-respecting businessperson would not be offended by this approach?

Doing More Than Is Expected
One sure way to gain goodwill is to do a little bit more than you have to do for your reader. Too many of us, however, do not realize the role little extra acts in building our personal relationships, and hence fail to use them in our messages. The barest essentials in our messages result in brusque, hurried treatment.

The writer of a message refusing a request for use of company equipment, for example, needs only to say no to accomplish the primary goal. This answer, of course, is blunt and totally without courtesy. A goodwill-conscious writer would explain and justify the refusal, perhaps suggesting alternative steps that the reader might take. A wholesaler’s brief extra sentence to wish a retailer good luck on a coming promotion is worth the effort. So are an insurance agent’s few words of congratulations in a message to a policyholder who has earned some distinction.

Avoiding Anger
Expressing anger in messages—letting off steam—may help achieve the goal of a message only when that goal is to anger the reader. With both writer and reader angry, the two are not likely to get together on whatever the message is about.

To illustrate the effect of anger, see this example:

If you had read Section IV of your policy, you would know that you are not covered on accidents that occur on water.

The words in this sentence show anger and lack tact. Their obvious effect is to make the reader angry. A more tactful writer would refer courteously to the point of misunderstanding:

As a review of Section IV of your policy indicates, you are covered on accidents that
occur on the grounds of your residence only.

Most of the comments made in anger do not provide needed information but merely
serve to let the writer blow off steam. You can see from the following examples that you should not use them in your writing:

No doubt, you expect us to hold your hand.
I cannot understand your negligence.
This is the third time you have permitted your account to be delinquent.
We will not tolerate this condition.
Your careless attitude has caused us a loss in sales.
We have had it!
We have no intention of permitting this condition to continue.

Being Sincere
Courteous treatment is sincere treatment. If your messages are to be effective, people
must believe you. You must convince them that you mean what you say and that your
efforts to be courteous and friendly are well intended. That is, your messages must
have the quality of sincerity.

Sincerity results from believing in the techniques of courtesy. If you-viewpoint promotes harmonious relation, and tactful treatment spares your reader’s sensitive feelings, use these techniques carefully.

Overdoing the Goodwill Techniques. Being sincere will help you avoid two
problems. The first is the overdoing of your goodwill techniques. The efforts to be positive and to display the you-viewpoint can be taken to such an extreme that readers will be put off. For example, referring too often to your reader by name can seem manipulative, as in this example:

If you will help these children, Ms. Khanal, you will become a heroine in their eyes.

Likewise, the following example has a touch of unbelievability:

I was delighted today to see your name listed among Macy’s new charge customers.

Exaggerating. The second danger that you should avoid is exaggerating the positive.
Exaggerations are overstatements of facts, and they can give a mark of insincerity to your message. The following examples clearly overstep the boundaries:

Already thousands of new customers are beating paths to the doors of Martin dealers.

Never has there been, nor will there be, a fan as smooth running and whispering quiet as the North Wind.

Everywhere coffee drinkers meet, they are talking about the amazing whiteness Muskan gives their teeth.

Many exaggerated statements involve the use of superlatives. Words like greatest,
most amazing, finest, healthiest, and strongest are seldom appropriate. Other strong
words may have similar effects—for example, extraordinary, stupendous, delicious,
more than happy, sensational, terrific, revolutionary, colossal, and perfection. Such
words cause us to question; we rarely believe them.

THE ROLE OF EMPHASIS
Getting desired effects in writing often involves giving proper emphasis to the items in
the message. Some of these items are more important than others. For example, the main
goal of a message is very important. Supporting explanations and incidental facts are
less important. A part of your job as a writer is to determine the importance of each
item and to give each item the emphasis it deserves.

To give each item in your message proper emphasis, these four techniques are the most useful: position, space, structure, and mechanical devices. The following paragraphs explain each.
Emphasis by Position
The beginnings and endings of a writing unit carry more emphasis than the center
parts. This rule of emphasis applies whether the unit is the message, a paragraph of
the message, or a sentence within the paragraph (see Figure 4–1.). 
Space and Emphasis
The more you say about something, the more emphasis you give it; and the less you
say about something, the less emphasis you give it. If your message devotes a full
paragraph to one point and a scant sentence to another, the first point receives more
emphasis. To give the desired effect in your message, you will need to say just enough
about each item of information you present.
Sentence Structure and Emphasis
As we noted in Chapter 3, short, simple sentences call attention to their content and
long, involved ones do not. Therefore, place the more important information in short, simple sentences so that it will not have to compete with other information for the reader’s attention. Combine the less important information, taking care that the relationships are logical. In your combination sentences, place the more important material in independent clauses and the less important information in subordinate structures.
Mechanical Means of Emphasis
Perhaps the most obvious emphasis techniques are those that use mechanical devices.
By mechanical devices we mean any of the things that we can do physically to give the
printed word emphasis. The most common of these devices are the underscore, “quotation marks,” italics, and boldface type. Lines, arrows, and diagrams also
can call attention to certain parts. So can color, special type, and drawings.


SUMMARY BY LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Although clarity is a major concern in all business writing, you also will be
concerned with effect.  (LO1: Need for a positive effect in business messages)
• Specifically, you will need to communicate the effect of goodwill, for it is
profitable in business to do so.
• Sometimes you will need to communicate effects that help you persuade, sell,
or the like.
• To achieve these effects, you will need to heed the following advice.
2. Write messages in a conversational style (language that sounds like people talking).
• Such a style requires that you resist the tendency to be formal. (LO2: Using conversational style)
• It requires that you avoid words from the old language of business (thanking
you in advance, please be advised).
• It requires that you avoid the so-called rubber stamps—words used routinely
and without thought (this is to inform, in accordance with).
3. In your messages, you will need to emphasize the you-viewpoint (your refund is
enclosed . . . rather than I am happy to report . . . ). (LO3: Using you-viewpoint for building goodwill)
• But be careful not to be or appear to be insincere.
• And do not use the you-viewpoint to manipulate the reader.
4. You should understand the negative and positive meanings of words. (LO4: Employing positive language)
• Negative words have unpleasant meanings (We cannot deliver until Friday).
• Positive words have pleasant meanings (We can deliver Friday).
• Select those negative and positive words that achieve the best effect for your goal.
5. You should strive for courtesy in your messages by doing the following: (LO5: Techniques of achieving courtesy)
• Practice the goodwill techniques discussed above.
• Focus on your reader (write for the one person).
• Avoid preaching or talking down.
• Avoid displays of anger.
• Be sincere (avoiding exaggeration and overdoing the goodwill techniques).
6. Use the four major techniques for emphasis in writing. (LO6: Techniques of emphasis)
• Determine the items of information the message will contain.
• Give each item the emphasis it deserves.
• Show emphasis in these ways:
— By position (beginnings and endings receive prime emphasis).
— By space (the greater the space devoted to a topic, the greater is the emphasis).
— By sentence structure (short sentences emphasize more than longer ones).
— By mechanical means (color, underscore, boldface, and such).

C R I T I C A L   T H I N K I N G   Q U E S T I O N S
1 Discuss this comment: “Getting the goodwill effect requires
extra effort. It takes extra time, and time costs
money.”
2 “Our normal conversation is filled with error. Typically,
it is crude and awkward. So why make our writing
sound conversational?” Discuss.
3 After reading a message filled with expressions from the
old language of business, a young administrative trainee
made this remark: “I’m keeping this one for reference. It
sounds so businesslike!” Evaluate this comment.
4 Discuss this comment: “The you-viewpoint is insincere
and deceitful.”
5 Evaluate this comment: “It’s hard to argue against
courtesy. But businesspeople don’t have time to spend
extra effort on it. Anyway, they want their documents
to go straight to the point—without wasting words and
without sugar coating.”
6 “I use the words that communicate the message best.
I don’t care whether they are negative or positive.”
Discuss.
7 A writer wants to include a certain negative point in
a message and to give it little emphasis. Discuss each
of the four basic emphasis techniques as they relate to
what can be done.
8 Imagine that a customer has written to complain about
the lack of attention that she received when visiting a
paint store. The manager’s responding letter explains
why the sales staff were so busy, offers to make a
special appointment with the customer to discuss her
decorating needs, and then ends with the following
paragraph: “We do apologize again for any inconvenience
that this situation caused you. We thank you for
your understanding. Please do not hesitate to contact
us again if we ever fall short of the superior service
that you have come to expect from us.” If the manager
asked for your feedback on this letter, what would you
say? It’s full of polite expressions. Is it a good concluding
paragraph? Discuss.

C R I T I C A L   T H I N K I N G   E X E R C I S E S

Instructions, Rewrite Sentences 1–11 in conversational style.
1 I hereby acknowledge receipt of your July 7 favor.
2 Anticipating your reply by return mail, I remain . . .
3 Attached please find receipt requested in your May 1st
inquiry.
4 We take pleasure in advising that subject contract is
hereby canceled.
5 Referring to yours of May 7, I wish to state that this
office has no record of a sale.
6 This is to advise that henceforth all invoices will be
submitted in duplicate.
7 Kindly be advised that permission is hereby granted to
delay remittance until the 12th.
8 Replying to your letter of the 3rd would state that we
deem it a great pleasure to accept your kind offer to
serve on the committee.
9 In replying to your esteemed favor of the 7th, I submit
under separate cover the report you requested.
10 In reply to your letter of May 10, please be informed
that this office heretofore has generously supported
funding activities of your organization.
11 Kindly advise the undersigned as to your availability
for participation in the program.

Instructions, Sentences 12–22: Write you-viewpoint sentences
to cover each of the situations described.
12 Company policy requires that you must submit the
warranty agreement within two weeks of sale.
13 We will be pleased to deliver your order by the 12th.
14 (From an application letter) I have seven years of
successful experience selling office supplies.
15 (From an email to employees) We take pleasure in
announcing that, effective today, the Company will
give a 20 percent discount on all purchases made by
employees.
16 We are happy to report approval of your application for
membership.
17 Items desired should be checked on the enclosed order
form.
18 Our long experience in the book business has enabled
us to provide the best customer service possible.
19 So that we can sell at discount prices, we cannot permit
returns of merchandise.
20 We invite you to buy from the enclosed catalog.
21 I am pleased to inform you that I can grant your request
for payment of travel expenses.
22 We can permit you to attend classes on company
time only when the course is related to your work
assignment.

Instructions, Sentences 23–31: Underscore all negative
words in these sentences. Then rewrite the sentences for
positive effect. Use your imagination to supply situation
information when necessary.
23 Your misunderstanding of our January 7 email caused
you to make this mistake.
24 We regret that we must call your attention to our policy
of prohibiting refunds for merchandise bought at
discount.
25 Your negligence in this matter caused the damage to
the equipment.
26 You cannot visit the plant except on Saturdays.
27 We are disappointed to learn from your July 7 email
that you are having trouble with our Model 7 motor.
28 Even though you were late in paying the bill, we did
not disallow the discount.
29 We were sorry to learn of the disappointing service you
have had from our sales force, but we feel we have corrected
all mistakes with recent personnel changes.
30 We have received your complaint of the 7th in which
you claim that our product was defective, and have
thoroughly investigated the matter.
31 I regret to have to say that I will be unable to speak at
your conference, as I have a prior commitment.

