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General Good Practice When Writing – A Basic Checklist 

The basic principles of effective writing are straightforward. Some of what follows may seem 

very obvious. But no writer, no matter how competent, is immune from bad habits – especially 

when under pressure. 

Plan before you start  

Ask yourself: “who, what, why?” 

 Topic – what, precisely, is the topic? 

 Audience – who do I want to read it? 

 Tone – what tone of voice is right for my audience? 

 Purpose – why am I writing this? What do I want them to do when they’ve read it? 

 Message – what must I tell them? 

 Relevance – why should they want to read this? What are the benefits, opportunities, 

dangers for them? 

 Persuasion – what do I recommend? When, where, how and why? 

 Information – what information do they need before they can act? 

Once you start to write 

Keep it: 

Simple – the key to effective writing is simplicity. Use short paragraphs, short 

sentences, and short words. If the right word is a long word, use it; but if a shorter word does 

the job, use that. You are writing to communicate a message, not create a work of literature. 

Make it easy for your audience. So, for example, use “help” not “assist”. Avoid jargon that your 

audience may not understand, or explain essential terms in simple language 

Crisp – use active, not passive, language. “I suggest”, not “it is suggested”. Delete every 

redundant word. When one word will do the work of two or more, use one word. Use 

“explain” not “give an explanation of” 

Brief – say what the reader needs to know. Nothing more 

Clear – express your arguments in an easy to follow, logical order. Listen to what you 

write. Imagine what you would say if you could talk to every reader individually. Read what 

you’ve written out loud. If it sounds stilted or confusing, rewrite and simplify it until it sounds 

right and makes sense. Write so that you cannot be misunderstood 

Focused – stick to the point and draw clear conclusions. Cut through irrelevant detail 

Don’t be afraid to engage with your reader. In all but the most formal of written 

communications it is perfectly acceptable to refer to your reader as “you” and your own 

company as “me” or “we”. It makes your writing more personal and helps the reader to feel 

involved with what you are trying to say.  

© Active Presence, 2013 
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Writing for an International Audience 

Remember that in today’s highly connected world, all written communications may be read 

anywhere in the world. Take care not to alienate or offend your readers by using expressions 

that they may not understand or that may cause offence.  

Avoiding offence: Writing without causing offence is largely a matter of common sense. 

Avoid potentially offensive words in your writing – even if you consider the word to be mild. 

You risk alienating your audience and detracting from your own professional reputation. 

Avoid racial and sexual stereotypes, religion and politics. Be particularly careful with 

examples and humour. If you think something may be offensive – leave it out. Try to make 

your examples international and not biased to one country – use names and locations from 

different parts of the world. 

Using appropriate language: Readers may not be familiar with the meaning of slang or 

informal language. It can easily be misunderstood and is usually best avoided. There is a trend 

towards more informality with respect to material produced for the internet. This less formal 

language is becoming more widespread.  

Consider your intended audience: It is impossible to cover all the pitfalls of writing for 

an international audience in a guide such as this. The most important principle is to think 

about your reader, their culture and experiences. For example, it makes no sense using the 

seasons when referring to times of the year – your summer is someone else’s winter. If you 

need to refer to different parts of the year, use first quarter, second quarter, third quarter and 

fourth quarter.  

Avoid local expressions, use international alternatives – for example: 

Use “Postal code” rather than “zip code” 

Use the name of your country, e.g. “Ethiopia” rather than “this country” 

© Active Presence, 2013 
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Spelling 

In terms of defining a house style, I suggest the following. Use ‘z’ rather than ‘s’ in words such 

as those shown here. Add them to your spell checker dictionary so you always get the 

preferred version. 

authorize 
capitalize 
customize 
globalization 
maximize 

modernize 
organization 
optimize 
publicize 
realize 
 

recognize 
specialize 
standardize 
summarize 
visualize 
 

 

This is both the standard US spelling and one of the two alternatives for UK spelling (in 

fact, the preferred usage of the Concise Oxford English Dictionary). 

If you use ‘z’ in this way, your written material will be ‘reader-friendly’ on an 

international scale from the start. There are, however, some words that are not spelt with a ‘z’, 

such as: 

comprise 
expertise 

 

Local spellings: There are a number of words whose spelling differs between British 

English and US English. Where these differences occur, you could chose to follow the Concise 

Oxford English Dictionary as your reference for spelling, so your house style would follow the 

right hand column in the table below. Add them to your spell checker dictionary so you always 

get the preferred version. 

US spelling Preferred house style 
airplane aeroplane 
analyze analyze 
center centre 
color colour 
defense defence 
dialog dialogue 
dialed dialled 
enroll enrol 
equaled equalled 
esthetic aesthetic 
favor favour 
fiber fibre 
fueling fuelling 
fulfill fulfil 
gage guage 
gray grey 
grueling gruelling 
humor humour 

 

© Active Presence, 2013 
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US Spelling Preferred House Style 
installment instalment 
kilometer kilometre 
labeling labelling 
labor labour 
leveling levelling 
libeled libelled 
liter litre 
louvered louvred 
marvelous marvellous 
meter metre 
neighbor neighbour 
normalicy normality 
offense offence 
practice practise (verb) 
prolog prologue 
redialing redialling 
refueling refuelling 
relabeling relabelling 
rigor rigour 
skeptic sceptic 
signaled signalled 
skillful skilful 
specialty speciality 
tire tyre (noun)  
totaling totalling 
traveler traveller 
traveling travelling 
unequaled unequalled 
unrivaled unrivalled 
vapor vapour 
vigor vigour 

 

Tricky words: There are a number of words that often catch writers out. Some are just 

tricky to spell and others have two possible spellings. A list of the most common of these words 

is given here, with some explanations where necessary.  

accommodate 
accessible 
acknowledgement 
adviser 
affect  (to change or influence) 
effect (to make something happen) 
 
For example:  
 
“The demolition of the wall was effected by a charge of dynamite.”  
The dynamite did not just affect (influence) the demolition of the wall: it caused it.  
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benefiting 
biased 
channelled 
convertible 
dependant (person) 
dependent (adjective) 
dispatch 
enrolment 
ensure (make certain) 
expertise 
focused 
improvise 
install 
insure (against risks) 
labelling 
licence (noun) 
license (verb) 
manageable 
modelled 
occur 
occurring 
practice (noun) 
practise (verb) 
preferred 
principal (adjective) (first in order of importance or main) 
principle (abstract noun) (a fundamental truth or proposition) 
profited 
program (suggest only to be used when describing a computer program) 
programme (when describing a series of events, like the GSA’s ISDP, for example) 
queuing 
recur 
recurrent 
recurring 
scalable 
supervise 
traceable 
transferred 
unparalleled 

 

Words to avoid: Although their use may be technically correct, there are some words 

that may be considered a little old fashioned and as such are not commonly used in 

international English: 

Whilst, amongst, spelt, learnt 

Instead, use: 

While, among, spelled, learned 
 

If you do a lot of writing, purchase a recent copy of the Concise Oxford English 

Dictionary (Oxford University Press) to ensure correct spelling. 

© Active Presence, 2013 
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Punctuation – an Overview 

Punctuation makes your writing clear and unambiguous by: 

 Clarifying the structure (full stops, commas, colons, semi-colons and brackets) 

 Indicating words that form something other than a statement (question mark, 

exclamation mark and quotation marks) 

 Showing how words relate to each other (apostrophe and hyphen) 

 Illustrating that a word has letters missing (apostrophe) 

Here are some useful guidelines to problematic punctuation points: 

Apostrophes: Use the normal possessive ending ’s after singular words or names that 

end in ‘s’:  

boss’s, James’s.  

Use the normal possessive ending ’s after plurals that do not end in s:  

children’s, women’s. 

Use the s’ ending on plurals that end in s:  

Danes’, bosses’   

including plural names that take a singular verb:  

Reuters’ 

Although singular in other respects, United States, the United Nations, the Philippines 

and a number of other exceptions have a plural possessive apostrophe:  

who will be the United States’ next president? 

The plurals of dates do not have apostrophes:  

1980s 

Confusion over the use of it’s or its has led to many an argument. The rule is simple. If 

“it’s” is an abbreviation of “it is” or “it has”, then it’s correct. If not, then use “its”. 

(For an exploration of these and a great many other traps relating to punctuation in 

English, see the book “Eats Shoots & Leaves” by Lynne Truss (2003 Profile Books, UK ISBN 1-

86197-612-7), a witty and very helpful short volume, described by the author as “a zero-

tolerance guide”.)  

© Active Presence, 2013 
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Brackets: If a whole sentence is within brackets, put the full stop inside. Colons 

Use a colon to introduce a list:  

ABC Inc. has two main subsidiaries: FGH and YTD. 

Use a colon before a whole quoted sentence, but not before a quotation that begins in 

mid-sentence: 

She said: “For the customer, the agreement has three key benefits.” She added that it 

has “strengthened SITA’s ability to meet the air transport industry’s requirements”. 

Commas: Commas are simply an aid to understanding. They usually represent the 

natural pauses or breaths you would take in speech. 

If no natural pause exists, it is not always necessary to put a comma after a short phrase 

at the start of a sentence: 

On August 2nd he returned home. Next time he will leave earlier. 

After longer phrases a breath, and so a comma, is needed: 

When it was clear that he had his eyes on the apple pie and the chocolate cake, Anna 

replied. 

Use two commas, or none at all, when inserting a clause in the middle of a sentence. 

Do not write: 

Use two commas, or none at all when inserting… 

or 

Use two commas or none at all, when inserting… 

If the clause ends in a bracket, which is not uncommon (this one does), the bracket 

should be followed by a comma. 

Commas can alter the sense of a sentence. 

Mozart’s 40th symphony, in G minor… 

indicates that this symphony was written in G minor. 

Mozart’s 40th symphony in G minor… 

suggests he wrote 39 other symphonies in G minor. 

There is no need to put a comma before “and” at the end of a sequence of items unless 

one of the items includes another “and”. 

© Active Presence, 2013 
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We can help you achieve improved management effectiveness through the definition of 

business drivers, goals and objectives, and critical success factors. 

It is not necessary to put commas after question marks, even when they would be 

separated by quotation marks. 

“Are they cost effective?” he asked. 

Dashes: You can use dashes in pairs around a word or phrase inserted as an 

explanation or afterthought, but ideally no more than one pair per paragraph. 

Use a single dash to introduce an explanation, amplification, paraphrase or correction 

of what immediately precedes it. 

Exclamation marks: In business writing you do not often need to use exclamation 

marks. Avoid using them just to add a false sense of drama or sensation to writing that is 

otherwise routine. 

Quotations: Use double quotation marks for quoted speech and single ones for 

quotations within quotations. Put punctuation inside the quotation marks for complete quoted 

sentences; otherwise the punctuation goes outside. 

When the quotation is broken off and then resumed after words such as “he said”, 

decide if it would naturally have had any punctuation at the point where it is broken off. If the 

answer is yes, put a comma within the quotation marks to represent this. 

“We gain that understanding from customers in every corner of the industry,” he said, 

“including airlines, airports, aircraft, aerospace, logistics and travel distribution.” 

But if the words to be quoted are continuous, without punctuation at the point where 

they are broken, the comma comes outside the quotation marks. 

“We have had particular requests”, he said, “relating to the emerging technologies 

associated with e-business.” 

Use single quotation marks around words and phrases that need to be distinguished as 

something separate or special. 

The word ‘web’, for example, has now become common, so does not need quotation 

marks. 

Semi-colons: Semi-colons are used to mark a pause longer than a comma and shorter 

than a full stop. They are also used to distinguish phrases after a colon if commas will not do 

the job clearly. 

They agreed on only three points: the work should start immediately; it should be 

independently supervised, preferably by the United Nations; and a meeting should be held, 

either in Geneva or Montreal. 

© Active Presence, 2013 
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Capitalization 

The trend today is to use capitals (upper case) on fewer and fewer occasions. You should aim 

for consistency, but not at the expense of clarity. As with many aspects of style, it is impossible 

to be totally consistent: there are almost always exceptions. You will see variations, so some 

decisions are left to individual judgement.  If in doubt, use lower case.  A good rule of thumb is 

to remember that:  “A balance has to be struck between so many capitals that the eyes dance 

and so few that the reader is diverted more by style than by substance.” (The Economist Style 

Guide) 

Avoid using initial capitals for words in the middle of sentences throughout body text 

and bullets (unless the words are proper nouns), to convey emphasis and importance. For 

example, instead of: 

Today, Airports are facing change from three main drivers: 

squeeze on Government Funding/move to Privatization 

growth in Air Traffic 

competition among Airports 

This is preferable: 

Today, airports are facing change from three main drivers: 

squeeze on government funding/move to privatization 

growth in air traffic 

competition among airports 

Titles of publications, headings and subheadings: You need to make a decision as 

regards capitalization of titles, headings, etc. A common rule nowadays is to capitalize titles, 

headings and subheadings as you would a normal sentence. Only the first letter and any proper 

nouns have initial capitals: 

The voice of the client; not The Voice of the Client 

Flying into the 21st century; not Flying Into The 21st Century. 

Proper nouns: Use capitals for proper nouns.  

the World Wide Web when referring specifically to the public World Wide Web.  

When talking about “web” as a generic noun for a style of programming etc, such as is used in 

a browser-based intranet, then web is lower case, as is web-page, website etc). 

the Middle East (but, Geneva is to the east). 

© Active Presence, 2013 
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New Words, Jargon, Acronyms and Abbreviations 

New words are constantly being added to the English language and existing words evolve into 

new forms. One feature of the evolution of language is the pairing of words to form a single 

new word. Sometimes linked with a hyphen, many of these new words have eventually 

dropped the hyphen as the new term becomes sufficiently commonplace, such as: 

worldwide 

audioconferencing 

homepage 

online 

website 

 

Some specialist fields develop at a rapid rate. Consequently, the specialist language – 

jargon – of these fields evolves just as quickly. Jargon should be used with care in written 

communication. Remember that not every reader will be familiar with the jargon that, to you, 

is everyday language. 

Avoid overloading text with abbreviations and acronyms (a word formed from the 

initial letters of a name or other words). Use only those that your specific audience will quickly 

recognize. Many abbreviations, such as ‘phone’ and ‘comms’ are used frequently in speech. 

Use common sense when writing. Generally it is better to use the full version of a word. To 

avoid confusion, remember to include in your text what an acronym stands for, the first time 

you use it.  
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Hyphenation 

Hyphens are used to join compound adjectives so their meaning is clear and any ambiguity is 

eliminated, such as ‘small-business people’ rather than ‘small business people’, which could 

mean small people in business. Other examples include: 

first-choice partner 

value-added services 

round-the-clock service 

mission-critical operations 

 

Note:  Compound modifiers that are adverbs do not take hyphens. For example:  

a rapidly growing company 

 

© Active Presence, 2013 
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Other Useful Tips 

A or an? Use ‘an’ before a word beginning with a vowel or an ‘h’ if the ‘h’ is not pronounced 

when speaking: 

a hospital 

a hotel 

an historic moment 

an honour 

an hour 

Abbreviations: Do not use full stops or spaces in abbreviations. 

US 

IATA 

Spell out all but the best known abbreviations on first use.  

Use lowercase for units of measure such as kg and cm. The following exceptions apply 

for standard internationally accepted metric abbreviations: 

kW, mW, MW (million watts) 

A megabyte (one million bytes) is abbreviated as MB; a megabit (1,000,000 bits, equal 

to 125,000 bytes) is abbreviated as Mbit. Abbreviation of kilobyte should be kB. The plurals 

simply have a lower-case ‘s’ added. 

When used with figures, measures should follow immediately, without a space: 

10kg 

Acronyms: Unless an acronym is so familiar that it is used more often than the full form 

e.g. UN, CIA, write the words in full the first time you use them. To avoid filling the page with 

capitals, try not to repeat acronyms too often  

Bold text: Over use of bold type can make the text look unattractive and detracts the 

eye from headings (which form the reader’s ‘path’ through your document). Reserve the use of 

bold text for document headings.  

Bullets: If you are using bullets for single words or short phrases, there is no need to use 

initial capitals, semicolons or full stops. For example: 

Our solution is delivered in the following stages: 

 stage one, blah, blah 
 stage two, blah, blah 
 stage three, blah blah 

 

If one or more of your bullets is a complete sentence, however, or contains more than 

one sentence, and it makes better sense, then use punctuation and capitals as in normal 

sentences for all the bulleted points. 

© Active Presence, 2013 
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Dates: Confusion can occur between the European convention of DD/MM/YY and the 

convention in the USA of MM/DD/YY. Be totally clear, for example: 

19 November 2007 

Monday 19 November 

Footnotes: Wherever possible, avoid the use of footnotes. Include the information in 

the main body of text. Forcing your readers’ eyes to jump around the page can irritate. If you 

need to use footnotes, and you are using Microsoft Word, create footnotes using the relevant 

function in the ‘Insert’ menu. 

Italics – emphasizing a point: Italics are a stylistic device used to stress the importance 

of something, or to distinguish a word or phrase that is used in a context different from its 

common usage. 

Adverbs do not need to be linked with hyphens. 

Listen to what you write. 

Used this way, italics are the equivalent in print of underlining in hand-written text. 

Quotation marks may also be used instead of italics, but not both forms together. Choose 

whichever you prefer, but be consistent within the same document. However, avoid the 

overuse of italics for emphasis, as it will reduce their effect. 

Italics are also used to denote foreign words or phrases (au revoir), unless they are so 

familiar that they have become Anglicized (ad hoc, a priori, status quo – however, try not to 

use phrases such as these that are derived from Latin, since they may not be understood by 

those for whom English is a second language).  

Numbers: If a sentence begins with a number, write it in words: 

Two thousand people turned up to see the show. 

Normally, numbers from 11 to 999,999 should be written as figures, then 1M, 

3.2billion, etc. All numbers which include a decimal point or a fraction should be written as 

figures (4.2, 3¼). Use words for numbers from one to ten except for percentages (2 per cent) or 

in a set of numbers some of which are higher than ten. 

Number of enquiries in the last four weeks were 5, 20, 19 and 9. 

Unless they are attached to whole numbers (8¾), fractions should be spelled out in 

words and hyphenated. 

One-half, two-fifths. 

In numbers consisting of four or more figures, use commas to separate each group of 

three consecutive figures, starting from the right: 

21,746,910. 

© Active Presence, 2013 
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Per cent: In general, write out per cent in words rather than using the symbol %. If you 

are writing a document that contains many references to per cent, use your judgement to 

decide if it is more sensible to use the % symbol. Always write percentage in full rather than 

%age – and always spell as one word, rather than as ‘per cent’.  

References to other documents: Titles of books, newspapers, magazines, journals or 

other sources of information referred to in body text are normally written in italics: 

Successful Speaking Secrets 

Sexist language – the best solution: It is often difficult to know what possessive word 

(his, her, etc) to put in a sentence, as in this example: 

Every manager should be in control of his budget. 

In this case, ‘every’ can mean a male or female manager and by writing ‘his’ readers 

may think you assume all managers are male. It is usually possible to get around this dilemma 

by putting the whole sentence in the plural: 

Managers should be in control of their budgets. 

Starting a sentence with ‘and’ or ‘but’: It is increasingly common to find sentences 

beginning with ‘and’ or ‘but’. But this never used to be the case when I was a young boy. And 

I’m not sure it’s really acceptable either. 

Time: Use the 24-hour clock when expressing times and write them as a string of four 

digits (as opposed to separating hours from minutes with a colon). 

0044  

2359 

The time zone should always be given with reference to GMT: 

1356 EDT (GMT–5). 

Where an event takes place that spans many locations, it may be a good idea to 

translate into local time: 

The press conference is on Thursday, 30 August 2003 at 1300 in New York (GMT– 5), 

corresponding to 1900 in Paris and 0300 the next day in Tokyo. 

URL format: Most URLs should be expressed in the format: www.microsoft.com. 

A URL is shown without the preceding http:// where the URL follows normal 

conventions. However, if the URL is in another format such as ftp, or https, or there is no www, 

then include the whole address. For example: 

http://talk.poynter.org/online-writing/ 

© Active Presence, 2013 
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Conclusion 

There are no hard and fast rules for good style. All writers have their own way of getting their 

messages across. Good style is achieved through constant practice and a determination to stick 

to the principle of writing in a direct, simple, brief, vigorous and clear fashion. I hope that these 

guidelines will help you save valuable time and get your message across without suppressing 

your own individual way of expressing yourself.   

Additional reference material: Material presented in this style guide covers issues frequently 

encountered by many people. For further research and guidance, refer to the following: 

The Concise Oxford English Dictionary (Oxford University Press) 

The New Oxford Thesaurus of English (Oxford University Press) 

Fowler’s Modern English Usage (Oxford University Press) 

The Complete Plain Words (by Sir Ernest Gowers, Penguin Books) 

The Economist Style Guide (Economist books, 2003 – the in-house style companion for writers 

at The Economist magazine) 

Eats Shoots & Leaves (by Lynne Truss, 2003 Profile Books 

Webopedia (www.webopedia.com) (Online dictionary and search engine for computer and 

Internet technology definitions.)  

Reading this online? Click the image above for more 
information on English Business Presentations 
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