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INTRODUCTION 

Predictions around disruption to the world of work declare there is a 

new work order. Young people today may have 17 jobs in five different 

careers. Portfolio careers are on the rise i.e. not one job, one employer, 

but multiple jobs and employers, perhaps over more than one 

profession. 

In a tech world, it’s high social skills that help you stand out and get 

ahead. The best managers are outstanding communicators who know how 

to lead a team, collaborate with a diverse range of people and able to 

influence peers and customers to take action. They know it’s not what you 

say but how you say it that makes the difference. Word choice and how we 

use language impacts the way we persuade others. In the age of disruption, 

being adept at human interaction is rewarded with higher wages. 

Being average at your job is over. Not being interdisciplinary can harm 

your career. To thrive in a rapidly changing world, managers and teams need 

to continuously improve all aspects of their workplace know-how: the art of 

communication and influence, productivity, sales and service, leading people 

and creating a conscious and transparent workplace culture.  

To future-proof your employability in a VUCA world, (short for 

volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous), constant reinvention is the 

key to keeping up, evolving and staying relevant. Your job IS change. It’s 

up to you to stay change agile and continuously grow and reboot your 

brain. I trust this book will help you achieve the getting of workplace 

wisdom. 

How to use this book 

For managers 

Each chapter is a stand-alone piece of micro-learning. Copy a chapter to 

distribute to your team and invite them to read before the next team 

meeting. You’ll find a list of trigger questions in the article How to Brainstorm 

within the Stay Curious section, such as: 

• What can we start doing?  
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• What can we stop doing? 

• What can we do more of? 

• What can we do less of? 

• What can we improve? 

And when you’ve captured in writing a wish-list of next actions, then 

rate each suggestion as an A, B, C or D according to its priority, for 

example: 

A. low effort, high payoff – do first 

B. low effort, low payoff – do next 

C. high effort, high payoff – just get started with the first action-

step 

D. high effort, low payoff – don’t bother 

For individual contributors 

Show this book to your manager and volunteer to copy a chapter to send 

around, with your manager’s blessing, to team members with the invitation 

to read then participate in an ideas discussion at the next team meeting. 

You might like to suggest your manager leads that discussion, or if they 

decline, offer to do so yourself. At the meeting, use the trigger questions 

and record each suggestion in writing as they come up. Allocate a specific 

time. After idea generation, go back to quickly rate each suggestion as an A, 

B, C or D priority.  

By you taking the initiative this way, (where there’s a positive workplace 

culture), it will likely identify you as a high-potential team member destined 

for leadership. (However, if this suggestion is not well-received, ask yourself 

what can be done to make the culture more conducive to growth and 

learning; or was it perhaps the manner in which you suggested you take the 

initiative?)  

Always be reading 

To grow your workplace wisdom read a non-fiction book (digital or print or 

listen to an audiobook) at least 10 minutes a day. Read at least one book a 

month, 12 books a year. See the article Read Your Way to the Top in the 
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Gather Wisdom section of this book for reasons to read every day. Leaders 

are readers. Be a reader. 

Feel free to stay in touch by visiting the contact page at www.brain 

powertraining.com.au and sharing your thoughts.  

The way we did business five years ago can't be the way we do business 

in the next five. Constant reinvention is the key. 

 

 

 

 

Nina Sunday 

http://www.brainpowertraining.com.au/
http://www.brainpowertraining.com.au/




Communicate 
‘Look for the clutter in your writing and prune it 

ruthlessly.’ 

William Zinsser, 
On Writing Well: The Classic Guide to Writing Nonfiction 

 





THE TOP 5 COMPLAINTS 
OF EMAIL COMMUNICATION 

Wordiness is probably the biggest sin of email and all written 

communication. The confident writer uses not formal, fussy language but 

Plain English which makes their writing clear, brief and to-the-point. 

Most of us receive too many emails. That’s a given. But what specifically 

irritates you about how emails are written? 

Participants in my Business Writing workshop list their email pet hates. 

In this article we reveal the top five complaints and what you can do about 

it. Be part of the solution, not part of the problem. 

Complaint #1. Not Being Concise 

Review your email draft with this question in mind, ‘What unnecessary 

words can I delete?’ Less is more. You can probably remove as much as 20 

per cent of the words, yet your message will stand out even more clearly. 

Many people go into long-winded explanation or justification that takes up 

their reader’s time. 

Ask yourself, ‘Is this sentence essential’. Delete those that are not. 

Five Sentences 

If possible, aim to get your message across in just five sentences. 

After writing your email, count the number of sentences, then decide 

which unnecessary sentences can go. 

Eventually you’ll automatically stop ‘waffling’ and keep it to the essential 

five. And when you get good at doing it in five, aim for three! 

Shorten Long Sentences 

Long sentences make an email appear wordy. 

To improve readability, here’s a quick trick. Locate each time you write 

‘and’, combining two ideas. Assess if it could just as easily be two sentences. 

Add a full stop or period to end the first sentence; start a fresh sentence 

where the ‘and’ would have been. To grasp each idea one at a time helps 

your reader follow your train of thought. 
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Complaint #2. Not Being Clear 

Communication involves a sender and a receiver. Good communicators 

consider their recipient. They review their draft to remove any ambiguities 

or idea gaps. 

Three Questions 

Here are three questions you can ask yourself after writing your email draft: 

1. Is there enough information for the recipient to act? 

2. If proposing a time-based event like a meeting, have I listed my own 

availability as a starting point? 

3. When requesting action, have I included a timeframe, when it’s 

needed by? Email is full of unrealistic demands where everything is 

urgent. Good time management is about working to priority. Stating 

a timeline aids that. 

Complaint #3. Re-Using Old Subject Headers 

Frequently mentioned as a major irritation is using superseded subject 

headers when the topic has changed. It can lead to confusion or your email 

being missed altogether. 

Know When To Pick Up The Phone 

If you find yourself rewriting the same paragraph over and over or 

struggling to find just the right words, there’s a 50/50 chance your email will 

be misunderstood. Consider picking up the phone. 

Complaint #4. Negative Tone 

A live conversation over the phone or face to face is two-way. You can 

amend what you say based on responses you receive. Email is a monologue. 

Without the benefit of tone of voice or facial expression to soften what you 

are saying, words on their own in an email might be perceived as brusque or 

rude, (despite that not being your intention). 
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Tone: Command vs Possibility 

A Customs Officer writing to an importer might include, ‘You must comply 

with the law by. . .’ But consider the use of ‘You must comply with the law 

by . . .’ Does that sound officious? 

What if they write instead, ‘Please comply with the law by . . .’? Does 

that get the same idea across without sounding heavy-handed? 

Here Are ‘Command’ Words To Avoid In Business Writing: 

• must 

• should 

• ought to 

• have to 

• need to 

• required to 

Instead Replace With The Language Of Possibility: 

• I recommend or It is recommended that . . . 

• Would you be willing to . . . 

• Please . . . 

• You might like to . . . 

• If you can . . . it would be appreciated. 

Complaint #5. No Salutation 

Are you too busy to write ‘Dear’ or ‘Hello’, or better, ‘Good morning’ or ‘Good 

afternoon’ followed by your recipient’s name? I suggest you are too busy not 

to. Relationships are what make a team hum. Did you know some people 

not only notice lack of a salutation, but in fact are offended by that 

omission? It may not be important to you, but it’s important to them. 

I personally prefer ‘Good morning’ or ‘Good afternoon’ and their name. 

It’s courteous, it adds positive tone and endears the reader. As well, adding a 

simple ‘Hope you are well’ after the salutation takes only a second to add, 

and does wonders for adding positive tone. 
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Don’t Blame 

Before accusing anyone, don’t assume. Ask a question instead. And the best 

response when you receive a negative email? Don’t justify or explain. Reply 

simply with a sincere, ‘Let’s do coffee and talk about it.’ 

TOP 5 BUSINESS WRITING 
MISTAKES AND HOW TO FIX 

Here are the top five business writing mistakes. Are you making any of 

these?  

Mistake #1. Sentences And Paragraphs Too Long 

Limit sentences to maximum 22 words, paragraphs to four or five lines, and 

short reports and documents to one page (rarely two). If you can’t say it well 

on one page, you probably can’t say it well at all. 

Mistake #2. Using The ‘I’ Word Too Often 

Some written communication may contain as many as 20 or 30 uses of ‘I’, 

but communication shouldn’t be all about the writer. Rewrite your sentence 

with a reader-focus, starting ‘you’ rather than ‘I’. For example: 

You will receive . . . vs I will send you . . .  

Mistake #3. Using Formal Register 

‘Enclosed herewith please find . . . ’ This sounds formal and stuffy. You 

don’t talk that way, do you? Business communication uses what’s called 

standard register (or style), not formal register. Write the way you speak 

(without becoming too informal). 

Mistake #4. Run-On Sentences And Comma-Splices 

I like chocolate ice-cream she likes vanilla. 
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This example is actually two sentences in one. Adding a comma after 

‘ice-cream’ does not fix the problem. In fact, we then have another common 

error, a comma-splice. A comma alone cannot join two complete sentences. 

Solution #1. Keep the comma and add a connecting word. 

I like chocolate ice-cream, but she likes vanilla. 

Solution #2. Join with a semi-colon. 

I like chocolate ice-cream; she likes vanilla. 

Mistake #5. Using Passive Voice Instead Of Active 

Consider this sentence: The chair was broken by Jim. 

This is an example of passive voice. 

Compare with active voice: Jim broke the chair. 

In active voice, Jim performs the action. But in passive voice, the chair is 

being acted upon. 

The email was written by him. Passive. 

He wrote the email. Active. 

Dynamic active voice: 

• uses fewer words 

• is to the point 

• sounds better 

• reads better. 

Action 

A clue to finding passive voice in your writing, search your document 

for the word ‘by’; for example, 

• The report was sent by . . . 

• The meeting was chaired by . . . 

To transform active to passive, simply turn it around: 

• The Registrar sent the report . . . 

• The Team Leader chaired the meeting . . . 
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ANATOMY OF A 
CUSTOMER-FRIENDLY EMAIL 

Because an email is relying 100% on words to communicate without the 

benefit of facial expression or tone of voice, the words you choose can 

influence decisions and make a difference. Here are some tips for customer-

friendly email writing. 

1. Always Open With a Super Positive Salutation. 

‘Dear’ or ‘Hello’ is just ok. In a previous chapter I suggested starting with 

‘Good morning’ or ‘Good afternoon’ plus their name? This adds positive tone 

right from the start. 

Whichever salutation you use is part of branding, affects client 

perception and should be consistent throughout the organisation. 

2. If It’s Possible To Start With a Thank You, Start With 

Thank You. 

• ‘Thank you for your invoice.’ 

• ‘Thank you for your email.’ 

• ‘Thank you for your update.’ 

Starting with a thank you adds positive tone and enhances a relationship. 

3. Whenever Any Action Is Requested, Embed ‘Please’ In 

The Question. 

Which reads better? 

‘Please amend the billing name on all future invoices.’ 

 vs 

‘Could the billing name be amended on all future invoices?’ 

In the second example, ‘please’ is missing. It sounds more officious, 

even reprimanding. It can put the reader off-side. 
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Your choice of words talks to your reader. It’s called the writer’s voice. 

In literature, Ernest Hemingway’s voice is different to Patrick White which 

is different to James Joyce. 

In the world of business, client emails have a voice too. Every email you 

send is a moment of truth, that is, customers make a decision about whether 

it’s easy and pleasant to do business with you (or not). 

No message is neutral. You are either enhancing your organisation’s 

perception or detracting. If it’s too wordy, if there’s no white space in the 

layout, if tone is too robotic and distant, it influences your client perception. 

Consider the business voice in this opening of an email in the Standard 

Style, ‘We are in receipt of invoice number . . . ’ 

This style is what authors of the book, The Cluetrain Manifesto(1), call 

‘robo-voice’. Cluetrain authors urge us to write instead with a human voice. 

On my bookshelf next to my copy of Cluetrain is an antiquarian book, 

The Companion Letter Writer published by F. Warne & Co.(2) 

One of its business letter-writer template responses starts with ‘We are in 

receipt of . . . ’ What year was it published? Answer: 1866. If your 

communication still uses ‘We are in receipt of . . . ’, it’s not just last century, but 

in fact, century-before-last. 

Your correspondence is your organisation’s image, branding and 

perception. If you wouldn’t say it like that over the phone, don’t write it in 

an email. Write the way you speak (without becoming too informal). 

POOR GRAMMAR AND SPELLING 
COSTS BUSINESS BILLIONS 

IN LOST SALES 

Did you know 30% of customers won’t buy from businesses that use poor 

spelling and grammar? 

A Royal Mail survey(3) of 1,000 consumers in the UK showed that poor 

grammar, spelling and layout costs businesses billions in lost sales. 
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• 74% of customers distrust businesses using poor spelling or 

grammar 

• 30% say they won’t buy any product or service from them 

According to the survey, companies who failed to invest in training their 

staff in grammar and spelling lost customers and revenue. 

Good written communication, however, opens doors and wins deals. 

Alex Batchelor, Royal Mail’s Director of Marketing said, ‘Businesses are 

losing the goodwill and faith of customers by failing to pay attention to 

good English.(4) This study is proof that poor communication really does hit 

companies where it hurts — the bottom line.’ 

Batchelor continued, ‘Now we know it has a financial impact. 

Customers are just driven away. 

‘No business is perfect but we recognise the need for all employers to 

encourage staff to actively check documents going out to customers.’ The 

survey also revealed that only 56% of workers rely on the spellcheck function 

to proof their business documents. This function could be used more. 

Why Is Writing Now So Important? 

In the 60s, telephones dominated business communication. It was easier 

to pick up the phone than pen a letter. With email, writing has made a 

comeback. It’s more important than ever to write with impact and clarity. 

If you think about the number of times your people have to write 

something in a typical week, and every communication reflects your 

company image . . . scary, isn’t it? Grasping the secrets of good English 

usage gives your business a competitive advantage. It’s powerful. 

TO REDUCE WORDINESS, 
USE ACTIVE VOICE  

Business readers prefer direct and concise writing, using as few words as 

possible. Did you know you can reduce the number of words used overall 

by as much as 30% by using active voice? Here’s an example: 
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• ‘John hit the ball.’ (four words) — active voice takes the form of 

‘A does B’. 

• ‘The ball was hit by John.’ (six words) — passive voice takes the 

form of ‘B is done by A’. 

How To Spot  

Tell-tale compound verbs like ‘were ordered’, ‘was written’ are clues to passive 

voice. Often there is an extra preposition, usually ‘by’, for example. ‘The house 

was built by Smith Brothers’. 

You can quickly search for every occurrence of a specific word or 

phrase using your document’s ‘find’ function. 

Re-read the sentences one of these words appears and if it is in passive 

voice, recast the sentence in active voice. You will reduce the number of 

words and make the tone more confident, direct and energetic. 

Tip: do a word count before and after this process to determine how 

many words you were able to delete, simply by switching from passive to 

active voice. 

When Is Business Writing Too Abstract? 

Using nouns instead of verbs makes writing abstract and hard to read. It’s 

called nominalisation, and too much of it is a bad thing. 

Compare the sentence, ‘They conducted an investigation.’ with ‘They 

investigated it.’ The first sentence doesn’t have nearly as much impact as the 

second, does it? 

Avoid changing verbs into nouns. Use the verb more often; it’s more 

dynamic. 

• instead of, ‘We made a decision.’ write ‘We decided.’ That’s vigorous 

English. 

• ‘We reached an agreement.’ is better expressed as ‘We agreed.’ 

• for ‘The introduction of . . . ’ use ‘By introducing . . . ’ 

• ‘ . . . to submit an application . . . ’ becomes ‘ . . . to apply for . . . ’ 

• instead of ‘ . . . conduct an assessment . . . ’ simply use  

‘ . . . assess . . . ’ 
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In summary, a simple step for clearer writing is to use more verbs, fewer 

nouns. 

Action 

Locate any abstract nouns in your writing and turn them back into verbs. 

Clues to look for? Look for words ending in -ion, -tion, or -ment. 

HOW TO GAIN EMAIL 
CUT-THROUGH 

FOR QUICKER RESPONSE 

Are you ever frustrated waiting for an email response? You can’t move to 

the next step in a project because action you’ve requested by email hasn’t 

been completed? Do you simply resend the same email again and again? 

Many of us have email inboxes that are overfull. How can you grab your 

recipient’s attention if they are swamped by a deluge of emails? Here are 

some creative ways to gain attention and get done the action you need. 

1. Pick Up The Phone Instead 

It’s hard for someone to ignore a living, breathing human at the end of 

the phone line. Don’t simply resend the email. Pick up the phone 

instead. 

Voicemail 

And if you dial and get their voicemail, don’t overwhelm them with 

detail. Here’s the best message to leave. I call it the QQ (quick question) 

message: 

‘Hi [their name]. 

This is [your name]. 

I have a quick question for you. 

Please call me on [your number].’ 

Curiosity about the quick question forces them to call. 
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2. Subject Line 

If a phone call still doesn’t inspire action, what can you do to make your 

next email stand out? 

Answer. Put urgency language in the first word of the subject line. 

Here’s a list to choose from: 

• Action requested: (Sounds better than ‘Action required’.) 

• Reminder: 

• Resending: 

• Did you miss this? 

• Urgent: 

• Important: 

Busy people appreciate a visual indicator in the subject line so they 

know what to action first. 

3. Set A High Importance Level 

To indicate the message needs the recipient’s attention, you can set the 

level of importance as high. Recipients see a visual indicator — a red 

exclamation mark — in their inbox. You’ll find this function in the 

‘Options’ group. 

4. Use Fewer Words 

Can you reduce your email to three or five sentences? Wordy emails get 

ignored. Concise emails get actioned. 

5. Give A Reason 

Check any email requests that are being ignored. Is it lacking a reason 

you are making that request? Add the reason; watch the responses come 

in. 

People are influenced when a reason is given with a request for 

action. For example, ‘Because our client is asking for an answer . . . ’ 
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6. Attach A Read Receipt Request 

A read receipt request makes the recipient feel like you are 

‘watching’ for their response. But don’t attach a read receipt request 

with every email you send though. Email users often mention this 

feature as a source of irritation. Use read receipt sparingly. 

7. CC: Their Supervisor 

Warning. Be very careful. You are now escalating the situation over their 

head. Know the right time to bring in a supervisor so you don’t destroy 

trust or be regarded as a snitch. 

8. And If All Else Fails, Phone Their Supervisor 

Another warning. I don’t need to remind you, this is a last resort. 

In summary . . . What tactics do you use to gain faster response to your 

emails? What’s working for you? 

DON’T HIDE BEHIND EMAIL. 
KNOW WHEN TO PICK UP 

THE PHONE. 

Composing an email, ever found yourself writing and rewriting the same 

paragraph over and over, struggling to find just the right words to convey 

the correct tone? That’s a sure sign to pick up the phone instead. 

We are so used to communicating through email; do we sometimes hide 

behind it? So how do you know when to pick up the phone rather than 

email? 

Here Are Three Scenarios: 

1. You want to influence someone to say ‘yes’ or there’s no response 

to a request; pick up the phone. 
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2. A deadline looms and you wish to remind them of the urgency; pick 

up the phone. 

3. You have to convey negative or disappointing news; pick up the 

phone. 

Words alone lack the additional meaning that comes from tone of voice, 

facial expression, body language and other non-verbal cues. This means 

when writing emails it makes sense to include words that add conscious 

positive tone and friendliness. For example, you can start with a friendly 

opening such as: 

• Hope you are well. 

• Thank you for your email. 

• How are things? 

If a friendly phrase is absent, your email might sound abrupt. 

Any request, make sure the word ‘please’ is included. (You’d be 

surprised how often that magic word is missing.) Rock musician and 

humanitarian, Bob Geldof, once said during a conference presentation, ‘an 

ill-considered email can destroy a deal.’(5) 

Consider the attributes of a phone call: 

1. It’s a dialogue. (Email is a monologue.) 

2. You don’t have to say everything you are thinking all at once. 

3. You can monitor or adjust what you say, even as you speak, based 

on your listener’s reactions. Even non-verbal sounds (‘Oo’, ‘Hmm’, 

‘Oh’) tell you something. 

4. Your own vocal tone influences how the message is received.  

5. With email there’s a lag between when you send, when it’s read, and 

when you read their reply. Confusion or ambiguity can fester during 

this limbo period. With a phone call, you can generally tell if you’re 

getting your message across. 

Case Study 

As a PR exercise, an accounting firm decided to post all clients a letter 

informing them about upcoming changes to tax law. So clients could take 
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appropriate and timely action, this information was useful only if mailed 

well before end of the financial year. 

Instead of a face-to-face Planning Meeting explaining the benefit to 

clients and to the firm, generating enthusiasm for the extra effort involved, 

an email was sent to administration staff informing them they would be 

doing this mailout. 

They were not asked, ‘Would you be willing to assist our firm raise our 

profile with our clients?’ No perception of choice. 

Guess what happened. The email and its reminder were simply ignored 

by recipients until the last minute when there was a mad rush to complete 

the mailout (which included an ‘all hands on deck’ weekend shift).  

With any special project, first win the hearts and minds of the people 

involved. It’s hard to lead an extra effort through email alone. Know when 

the power of influence is better gained face-to-face or over the phone. 

COMMAS MADE SIMPLE  
WITH FANBOYS 

In business writing we urge people to be aware if sentences are too long. 

Conversely, short isolated sentences make writing ‘choppy’, for example: 

The machine broke down. The operator fixed it. Now it runs well. 

Good writing connects short sentences into one complex sentence, 

correctly punctuated. The machine broke down, so the operator fixed it. Now it runs 

well. 

What are called ‘joiner’ words allow writers to join sentences to 

eliminate choppiness. 

‘FANBOYS’ is a handy acronym to help remember the seven joiner 

words you can use with a comma to splice two sentences. ‘And’ and ‘But’ 

are the most common of the seven joiner words and here is the list of 

seven: 

F — FOR 

A — AND 

N — NOR 
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B — BUT 

O — OR 

Y — YET 

S — SO 

The trend today is towards fewer commas, so it’s not essential to place a 

comma before a joiner word, but it is still correct if you choose to. 

Action: Remember the acronym FANBOYS as a memory aid for when 

it’s correct to place a comma. 

An exception 

If the sentence fragment coming after the ‘fanboys’ joiner word is NOT a 

sentence, do not use a comma. 

• I enjoyed the movie and want to see it again. 

• The storm raged but didn’t spoil our fun. 

Action 

Watch for complete sentences within sentences and use a FANBOYS 

comma to join them. 
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