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Executive Summary

The writing crisis can be easily overcome

The pervasive nature of the writing crisis in the corporate world is the result of factors much less
alarming than a national shortage of well-educated employees. On the contrary, writing quality has
deteriorated over time precisely because of the antiquated approach that corporations have taken in
their management of the problem. While the logistics of content and document management have
been constantly improved with advanced enterprise software backed by sweeping policy changes, the
act of improving writing quality has been all but neglected.

Few policies about writing quality exist. Even fewer writing standards have been established. And
trainingN the engine of reform in core competencies such as writingN has been directed at improving
the skills of solitary writing even though most professionals now write in teams.

The straightforward solution is to create a writing standard, train all staff to meet it though teamw ork,
and mandate a peer editing procedure to reinforce that standard and training at every turn.

This white paper assesses the scope of the crisis, reveals a variety of causal factors that are not
generally appreciated, and details an effective solution by which corporations can repair the problem
and significantly reduce what is becoming an inordinate cost.
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1. The Corporate Writing Crisis

The writing crisis has been widely acknowledged

Two thirds of corporate employees must write well to do their jobs
competently, yet one-third of those are unable to.

That statementN deceiving in its simplicity and just as relevant todayN was penned back in
September 2004 as one the key findings of an American survey® conducted by the Washing-
ton-based National Commission on Writing. Affiliated with The College Board, the Commission
is a solidly funded, highly regarded agency with direct access to the 250 CEOs of the Business
RoundtableN an association of America's top corporate captains who are committed to
advocating public policies that ensure vigorous economic growth and a well-trained and

productive U.S. workforce essential for future comp etitiveness.

Responding to the Commi ssion® survey, these CEOs reported back that the dimension of the
American writing crisis was far beyond anything previously imagined. In fact, what had been a
generalized (albeit vocal) discontent about the educational system@& habit of launching
graduates into the workforce without adequate writing skills continues today with me asurable

evidence of both the degree and financial imp act of an identified writing crisis.

Survey results

Tracking sector by sector, the survey results indicated that the requirement for writing as a
core competence was highest in the financial, insurance & real estate sector, where 84% of all

staff had to be able to write well to
live up to their job descriptions. As
Figure 1 shows, the services sector
(including  hospitality, legal and
travel) was almost just as high at
80%, with manufacturing and
construction trailing close behind.

Only the transportation & utility
sector posted figures that were
uniquely low, with only 32% of
employees required to write to do
their work. The average across all
sectors was 68%, yet if transporta-
tion & utilities were excluded, the
average climbed to 79%. Today the
scope of the problem is more evident
than ever, as writing continues to

become the prominent activity of all

Employees are now expected to write well
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professionals in knowledge industries. The trend
continues to grow: writing is now 31% of the average workday in most sectorsN and 40% in
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Figure 1 Percentage of US employees expected to
write well to do their jobs.

the financial services sectorN an increase of 18%.2

In Canada, similar challenges exist. Alan C. Middleton, Chair of the Board for ABC CANADA
Literacy Foundation, in the premier issue of Canadian CEO wrote about a series of cross-

country presentations conducted by Tim O®leill, executive vice-president and chief economist

of BMO Financial Group, who spoke to senior business leaders about the direct link between
corporate Canada® future economic prosperity and the literacy levels of its workforce.

! WRITING: A TICKET TO WORK OR A TICKET OUT. A SURVEY OF BUSINESS LEADERS. National Commission on

Writing for America® Families, Schools and Colleges. September 2004

2 WRITING AS A PERCENTAGE OF THE WORKDAY. Segment of July 2005 Omnibus Surveys by Greenfield Research

(USA) and Pollara Inc. (Canada)

The writing crisis is
worse than most
CEOs thought.

68% of American
corporate employees
must write well to
do their jobs.

The time wasted by
slow and poor
writers is a produc-
tivity cost.
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In his presentations, OMeill cited some alarming statistics about literacy rates in Canada.
Reports published by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Developme nt, Statistics
Canada and Canada® National Literacy Secretariat showed that 48% of adults aged 16 to 65
fell below the level of literacy considered appropriate to function in today® society, and that
the literacy skills of 20% of recent high school graduates were too low for entry-level jobs.
Middleton concluded that, Ok@ only a matter of time before the issues raised by such statistics
start to undermine the financial prospects and productivity of [Canadian] businessesN if they
aren® already doing so0.0

OMeill@ message was a wake-up call for many of the CEOs at the me etings, who wondered
aloud what more could be done to educate Canada® corporate leaders on the importance and
imp act of improving workforce literacy skills. One common conclusion was that there is a need
for CEOs who have impleme nted successful workplace education programs to talk about and
share their experiences with other CEOs.

And yet, in spite of the proven benefits and the demonstrable importance of basic skills
education to the growth of Canada® business economy, workplace literacy programs are still
relatively uncomm on. In Canada, only 31% of employers pay for training, compared to more
than 80% in Britain and 75% in Japan.®

These figures are corroborated by a variety of other indicators, chief among them, the
ubiquitous proliferation of corporate email. Christina Cavanagh of the University of Western
Ontario (www.christinacavanagh.com) suggests that even one hour a day spent writing low-
value emails represents a 12% hit to corporate payroll, more so for executives who spend as
many as four hours a day wrestling with email correspondence. The same 12% hit (represent-
ing roughly one-eighth of an eight-hour business day, and rated at $7,750 per staff making
$50,000 and benefits) is suffered when an employee labors with writing, unable to originate or
respond to email swiftly. Cavanaugh® study®Nthe latest update of an annual assessme ntN
also reported that while spam and the volume of emails are often cited as the greatest email
frustration, the most common complaint is that many emails are rambling and incomprehensi-
ble. One CEO lamented that since the advent of email, his staff of engineers had Obst the
ability to pass an idea from one person to another®.0

3 Source: ABC CANADA Literacy Foundation website, www.a bc-canada.org

* EMAIL IN THE WORKPLACE: COPING WITH OVERLOAD, Christina Cavanagh, 2004. Richard Ivey School of
Business at the University of Western Ontario

° (From Page 3) The frustrated executive was AndrZ Sincennes, then Executive Vice President of ADGA
Group, a firm of consulting engineers.

The biggest
complaint about
emails now is that
they are poorly
written.
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Content development is the pain point

As visible a problem as it may seem, email is not where corporations take the greatest hit.
Content development is the most vulnerable activity, with high-value content such as product
marketing collateral, sales proposals, customer-experience comm unication, investor-relations
materials and technical documentation among the most obvious examples. Accuracy,
timeliness, relevance, clarity and appeal are of paramount imp ortance here, for these kinds of
content directly drive businessE or impede it. So much so, that analysis of key content types
often show them to be directly linked to business objectives, and indeed a critical element of
customer acquisition, satisfaction and retention. As Figure 2 makes clear, managing content
quality should be seen as a strategic spend.

=

|

Compromised time-to-market. Slow cus- PRODUCT Faster time-to-market. Early adopter up-
tomer comprehension of value proposi- MARKETING take and existing-customer sell. Greater
tion. market share.
)
Without differentiation, must compete on SALES Better differentiation from competition.
price. Confusion about offer and condi- PROPOSALS Clarity around offer and conditions. More
tions drives jury to competitors. \ / Class A clients. Bigger contract wins.
)
Increased customer churn. Loss of reve- CUSTOMER Increased customer loyalty. Word-of-
nue and requirement for new customer EXPERIENCE mouth generation. Decreased customer
wins to maintain targets. \ / service calls.
)
Investor twitch in less-than-great news INVESTOR Investor confidence. Lower migration.
periods. Claims of @ood governanceQin- RELATIONS Real-time reporting of material changes.
fraction. Lower share price. \ / Better analyst interest and understanding.
)
Increased tech-support, call-center and TECHNICAL Reduced call center and customer service
customer-service demand. Non-scalable DOCUMENTS activity. Enhanced customer loyalty for
reliance on salaried resources. other products.

Figure 2 The impacts of weak writing, like those of strong writing, differ with the kind of con-
tent created, but invariably affect a corporation@ ability to meet its core business objectives.

This is certainly the argument made by providers of enterprise document-management
applications such as Documentum, Stellent, Vignette and Interwoven. Their products help
manage the logistics of writing, making it possible for geographically dispersed authors,
editors and managers to move through millions of words of content, confident that the right
eyes are on the right text at the right time.

Content management
systems don® help
solve the problem of
writing quality .

Unless content is well
written, it doesn®
work, and costs
money.

These content-management systems give a corporation fine control over roles, scheduling and
versioning, but not one of them solves the problem of writing quality. How well the content
actually reads is not addressed. Yet the intended effect of all these types of contentN from
emails and help files to sales proposals and corporate blogsN is achieved only when they are
written well. Only then can they convey the right impressions and call the intended audience
to the appropriate action. When this occursN when content quality performance is achievedN
the benefits are many and varied. When it is not achieved, the imp act is ultimately financial.

w
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2. The Neglected Technology

Writing is the oldest technology used in business

Writing is a technology.® Even though individual writing talent has been viewed historically as
a mark of genius (or less helpfully, as a complete mystery), educators are well aware that
written language is a kind of machinery, and that writers can be taughtNin the same way
me chanics areN to master one mechanical procedure at a time. The fundamental components
of the machinery of language (diction, gramm ar, punctuation, syntax, logic and rhetoric) are
my sterious only in that the terminology that explains them has not been well adapted for the
workplace. For many, these terms are throwbacks to high-school English, not tools by which a
corporation can pursue its goals. Precisely because the relevance of writing technique is not
reinforced at work, the quality of writing cannot be materially improved.

Like any technology, writing has been subject to a vast number of upgrades, with English in
particular widely admired for its open-source attitude. English writers adapt and adopt words,
phrases, spelling and pronunciations from almost anywhere. This process of upgrading is not
subtle; it is profound. The current trendN only 20 years oldN is toward written English that is
consistently logical, uncluttered and easy to read. Corporate writing, which in the past has
been wordy, humble and informal is now crisp, confident and more formal in tone.

Even 10 years makes a difference, especially in subtle aspects of writing such as the use of
punctuation marks. Looking back at documents written just a decade ago, one sees plenty of
parentheses, semi-colons peppered through unending sentences, double dashes everywhere
and, without exception, at least two spaces after every period. Those days are over.

But who has been certified to use English Rev.2009? If any other technology used in industry
were upgraded so regularly, there would be an insistenceN by unions if not by manageme ntN
that staff be given the appropriate training to master it, especially those who touch critical
content as described above.

In earnest effort, almost all major American corporations have some provision for training. In
the National Comm ission on Writing® survey of the Business Roundtable, the 53% of invited
members who did participate report that they will spend $3.1 billion on writing training, a
figure that boils down to an average of $950 per person trained. Similarly, State governme nts
spend $221 million each year trying to train their employees to write to an acceptable
standard.’

In April of 2005, George David, CEO of United Technologies (UTX), unveiled a plan to educate
his own workforce. Stating on network television® that we should Olet the cheap jobs leave
America,O George declared higher education to be the key to America@® economic recovery.
Under his urging, United Technologies invited all of its 26,000 employees to take any post-
secondary program of their choice at any college or university of their choice with the
comp any footing the bill.

That same year, Newsweek reported that Geico Insurance had declared writing proficiency to
be a priority, and that an extensive training program would be put into place to ensure that
the priority would get addressed. Geico, with a much admired reputation for attending to the

 The first public release of writing technology occurred in Sumeria some 5,000 years ago, where
pictograms were drawn with reed styluses, and where soft clay tablets served as the first storage media.
If this sounds quaintly ancient, it worth remembering that the purpose of the technology was naked
capitalism. The earliest tablet was a record of a B2B transaction in which 300 acres of land were
transferred betwe en two farming enterprises.

" WRITING: A POWERFUL MESSAGE FROM STATE GOVERNMENT, Report of the National Commission on Writing for

America® Families, Schools and Colleges. July 2005
8 The program was CNBC@ Market Call, broadcast on April 28, 2005.

Writing is a
technology that is of-
ten upgraded, but
training doesn® tend
to keep pace.

Business Roundtable
companies spend
$3.1 billion on writing
training each year.
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needs of its staff, is investing funds at a specific pain point at which, as the Comm ission made
clear, 84% of all Geico employees were affected.

Writing is now a collaborative venture

Corporations such as United Technologies and Geico have awakened to a profound realiza-
tionN that writing has increasingly become a collaborative act. No one in a corporate setting
writes in isolation, and it is rare now to find a single shred of corporate writing that was
conceived, drafted and refined by a single person. Just as the speeches of congressional
leaders are crafted by teams of professionals who know all the issues, and just as the
me ssage from the CEO in the corporate annual report is almost always a group effort, so too is
almost all corporate writing, including proposals,

collateral and technical docume ntation. Surprisingly,

almost no writing training is focused on teaching EMAI L

teams to write together, concentrating instead on

the solitary writing skills better suited to the pre-

dlgltal era.9 VISUAL

) PRESENTATIONS
Content development is arguably today where

manufacturing was a decade before Henry Ford
determined that craftsmanship could indeed be LETTERS/ MEMOS
migrated to the assembly line. The move to a
managed automotive manufacturing process had the

imm ediate benefits of quality control and reduced PROPOSALS
cost. So will enterprise-managed writing quality. & REPORTS
Part of the difficulty in bringing this problem under TECHNICAL DOCS

control is the dual nature of the writing function

within a corporation. Some writing is controlled

within a hierarchical structure, subject to review,

input _a_nd app_roval (or re]ectlon)_ _by designated Figure 3 The five most common
authorltl_es, while other forms of ertlng_are lateral, writing types as reported by
thus typically created, refined and published under Business Roundtable CEOs.

the authority of the original author.

In a survey of Business Roundtable CEOs, cross-sectoral data for frequency of writing types
indicatedN not surprisinglyN that email, the least controlled of all writing formsRN is comm on in
98% of all comp anies. As Figure 3 reveals, the next most frequent type is the visual presenta-
tion, followed by letters and memos, then proposals and reports, and finally by technical
docume ntation. Paradoxically, if not surprising, the likelihood of quality assurance over these
types of writing is in inverse proportion to their frequency.

Technical docume ntation, for instance, is often created, published and managed within the
controlled regime of content-management software, by which authorship, reviewership, and
versioning are shepherded activities, geographically dispersed yet managed down to the
kilobytel®. At the other end of the continuum, email is largely anarchic, with both topic and
tone subject only to the judgment of the individual employee. Next most frequent, the visual
presentation has itself become a medium of exchange. It has been proposed (but not
guantified) that more than 50% of all PowerPoint?2 decks never squeeze through a projector
lens, living and dying solely as email attachme nts.

° As far back as 199 9, the writing firm of Stiff Sentences Inc was called in to ®ixOthe writing problem in
the correspondence office of Health Canada, where 90 writers struggled to answer letters to the
minister of the country® largest public-facing institution. To the chagrin of upper management, it was
taking up to two full days for a single writer to pen a letter of three-paragraphs, many of which were
pre-approved. Tellingly, not once had anyone suggested that writers work together.

10 These systems manage such functions as security control, version control, edit history and rollback,
document release control, and check-in and check-out of both authors and documents.

Writing has become a
team activity, but
writing training
teaches people only
solitary writing skills.

The more frequent
the ty pe of writing,
the less likely it is to
be controlled for
quality .



Ending The Writing Crisis

The Corporate Perspective

With the object of managing the quality of all these forms of writing in mind, the clear need is
for a system that allows for a consistent quality intervention to be made for all writing types.
Yet it must also be an intervention that does not interfere with the existing paradigms of
creation. No corporate edict that every email must be proofread by a superior would get much
further than a mention in a Dilbert cartoon, and no attempted quality review of technical
docume nts that does not fit seamlessly into an enterprise content-management system would
last more than a week.

The authoring cycle is misunderstood

The task of designing the appropriate solution is
made much easier when one examines the common-
alities of all these writing types. It is a tenet of
knowledge management that the content life cycle
must be managed if the intellectual assets of an
enterprise are to be used effectively. One culprit in
this writing quality-management problem may be
the iconic, oversimplified model of the corporate
authoring cycle seen in Figure 4. While terms differ,
the generally accepted phases in the classic life cycle
are content creation, content review, content
sharing, and content archiving.!

3.0

Figure 4 The classic model of the
authoring cycle is misleading.

The risk of using such a diagram is that it inappropriately displays these phases as some how
equal, which they manifestly are not. For instance, the act of content editing consumes more
hours, and therefore has a greater hit on the corporate payroll than any other phase. Review,
while not as burdensome a task, usually takes the bulk of the project calendar, with docu-
ments for review often languishing in either a digital inbox or in the ether of a content-
management system, awaiting the time when a reviewer can muster the intellectual focus to
attack the job.

As the amended Figure 5 reveals, the more appropriate content life cycle diagram would be

one in which the arduous
. . . task of getting a draft com-
JJduoee

posed, reviewed, refined
Figure 5 The bulk of the workN and the site of the problemN lies

and approved is repre-
sented as the bulk of the
in the iterative and arduous draft-and-review phases of the cycle.

work. The greatest cost to
the organization comes in
these iterative phases of
drafting and review, when
the project milestones may
be well managed but the
quality of written expression
is certainly not.

All writing types suffer identical problems

When one isolates and analyses the draft-and-review process, it becomes clear that the
difficulties cited by groups such as the Business Roundtable are comm on to all writing types.
This may not sound radical, but it contradicts almost all presuppositions about writing in the
corporate world. In the author® 25 years in the field of corporate writing and writing training,

1 A fifth phaseN championed by knowledge managers and reviled by historiansN is content destruction.
This step is still rare; for the most part, little content beyond email is ever destroyed once archived.

There is a clear need
for a writing system
that improves all
writing ty pes equally.

EditingN the process
of reviewing and re-
writingN is where the
greatest time waste
occurs.

The training that
companies most
often ask for is not in
fact what they need.
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virtually all requests for training have been genre-specific. Companies repeatedly insist that
sales representatives be trained in sales writing, technical documentation teams learn
technical writing, and web teams master webwriting.

These specialties demand special instruction of course, but the issues that make writing weak
are seldom specific to the genre. Granted, a web contributor who has not studied the work of
Jakob Nielsen'? may not know to ensure that all headlines be value-laden, or that no copy
block be longer that 120 words, but the preponderance of complaints made against writing
have nothing to do with any particular comm unications vehicle.

The most voiced gripes are with writing that is either gramm atically flawed, poorly punctu-
ated, meandering, irrelevant, redundant, overly dense, illogical, incomprehensible or (and
usually because of all these) boring. These failings plague writing of every type and should be
addressed, therefore, in training that is independent of the medium in which the writing is to
be published. If the writing crisis is to be overcome, this fact must be widely admitted.

Richard Sterling, Executive Director of the National Writing Project,!® has said that @earning to
write in a digital world is an area of professional development that sorely needs attention.d*
Sterling believes that the single most common writing problem is one of density, in which
writers repeatedly (and unwittingly) cram comp onents of many different thoughts into a single
sentence. Because they know what they meant to say, they cannot appreciateN even on
rereadingN that their ideas are too densely packed for someone else to grasp. The teachers
who attend Project-sponsored seminars are taught to spot those dense sentences, and say to
their own students something like, O'hose are lovely ideas. In your next draft could you
unpack them for me?0

Unless a student is taught the unpacking technique, the habit of creating overly dense writing
is carried over into adulthood and into the workplace, as are all the other disconcerting
weaknesses mentioned above.

12 Hailed by some as the king of usability, Jakob Neilsen was among the first researchers to quantify

habits of web use, and came to fame by publishing standards of web design that included webwriting
best practices.

Under Sterling® guiding hand, the National Writing Project has become America@® largest in-service
training initiative. Each year, more than 120,000 educators spend as many as five full weeks learning
bette r ways to teach students how to master the techniques of clear, compelling writing.

Richard Sterling. Testimony to House Appropriations Sub-Committe e on Labor, Health and Human
Services, and Education, March 20 04.

13

14

Writing training
should not always be
tied to the specific

ty pe of writing
required.
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3. The Crisis Overcome

The solution to the corporate writing crisis is straightforward

The solution for these problems, paradoxically, has never been closer at hand. There are two
reasons underlying the opportunity. First, corporations are process driven, with quality
management systems already in place to ensure continuous improvement in the creation and
delivery of goods and services. With the rapid uptake of content-manageme nt software, there
now exist specific applications to help manage writing logistics. Given that writing quality too
mu st be managed, it makes sense to simply add a writing-quality comp onent to the manage-
me nt function.

Second, as the National Commission on Writing revealed, professionals are now writing more
than ever before. Indeed, writing is fast becoming the predominant activity of every profes-
sional in every knowledge-based organization. This is good news. For centuries, English
teachers have been imploring students to practice their writing. Today, the average profes-
sional now has almost three hours a day to do just that. Given that practice makes perfect, if
a reliable system for writing-quality assurance were put in place, the likelihood of significant
improveme nt would be greater than ever before.

Step one: Give editing back to authors

Given that professionals must write more than ever before and that writing itself has become
a collaborative act, it follows that editingN the revision and refinement of textN should be an
equally collaborative act. The current practice, however, is the opposite; most formal editing
within corporations is accomplished in a hierarchical structure. A writer passes work to
some one senior who makes changes and moves it on further. Far too often, the original author
never sees the piece again.

There are many problems with this approach. First, it means that the original author has no
firm stake in the final product. Unable to influence the final shape, and not required to see the
writing through, the original author has no direct feedback with which to improve, and little
motivation to excel. Second, it often places unbearable pressure on those proportionately few
editors a company deems competent, as the stream of drafts awaiting their input grows
steadily. Third, because of that pressure, an increased reliance on outsourced writing
resources is required. FinallyN the ultimate result of this perverse authoring cycleN the original
content developers (the inhouse authors) are left to languish as an undeveloped pool of talent.
Intimately knowledgeable about the corporation, its objectives, culture, products and
customers, they are impotent to comm unicate what they know.

Granted, there is a risk to giving authority for editing back to the authors; without a coherent
set of expectations that define precisely what editing is, author-led content refinement will
continue to be subjective and the results unreliable. This is the precise point at which a real
long-term solution at last becomes clear. If every author were trained to review the written
drafts created by their peers using a uniform approach, and accept similar feedback, the
system would quickly become a sustainable, effective and inexpensive guarantee of good
writing across the enterprise.

Step two: Create a uniform standard
The difficulty in determining a contemporary and uniform approach to editing is that the
traditional vocabulary for expressing the eleme nts of writing style is itself obsolete®®.

15 Language experts have decried the obsolete nature of traditional grammars since the 1940s, but there
has been little change in the way that writing is taught and discussed. Vague, even misleading terms
such as part of speech, mood, case, parse and the like still abound, yet are of little practical help to
anyone standing in the fast-flowing stream of a corporate workflow. For a complete discussion, see

Because people write
more now than ever
before, they can
improve faster now
than ever before.

Giving peer groups of
authors the task of
refining th eir own
work will quickly
solve the writing
crisis.
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To cope with that limitation, one approach is to build a three-part system that clarifies
expectations, trains all content developers quickly and, with no additions other than a single
standard operating procedure (SOP) and one form, tackles the problem head on.

The three components of that system are the establishment of a single writing standard, a
training program to teach that standard to staff, and a docume nt editing procedure that allows
the application of that standard every time something is written.®

The first componentNa
unique writing standardNis
readily achieved. It is the
set of decisions about what
the corporation expects con-
tent developers to do and
what not to do when they
write. To build the standard,

ADHERENCE ADVOIDANCE the corporation establishes
HOUSE STYLE COMMON FUMBLES a house styleNthe set of
Spelling Diction rules that must be adhered
Punctuation Grammar to, including how things are
Capitalization Punctuation

Terminology Syntax spelled (program or pro-
Formatting Logic H
Templates Rhetoric gramme?), punctuation,

capitalization, terminology

(business line or business
Figure 6 A peer-review editing system can cut editing time by as practice?), formatting (how
much as half, but it requires the creation of a clear standard, the many bullets on a
training of staff to know how to apply it, and a uniform editing PowerPoint? screen?), and

rocedure by which it can be reinforced. . :
P y finally templating (how does

text cluster on a web page
or product sheet?). Most large organizations have some form of house style, but it must be
dusted off, modernized and mandated.

As house styles tend to be limited by their static nature, the second complementary element
of the writing system is comprised of avoidance guidelines. While these might appear within
the style guide, they really constitute a discrete element.

The greatest single obstacle to writing speed is judgme nt. Non-expert writers make judgme nts
slowly, and writingN even in the most straightforward technical examplesN is an activity where
the numb er of judgments is large.

Because making judgments is time-consuming, if the corporation is to save money by
substantially reducing time for comp osition, there can be no more effective tool than making
decisions for writers in advance. But most attempts in this regard have been counter-
productive. Pre-approved boilerplate invariably reads like boilerplate, and is quickly dismissed
by readers as predigested generality, which it is. Unbending rules about language comp lexity
(nothing above Grade 10), sentence length (no sentence over 17 words), and or even
templates (always put the budget last) often result in written documents that lack the
originality corporations must now project to be thought of as comp etitively intelligent.

Crystal, David, THE CAMBRIDGE ENCYCLOPEDIA OF THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE, Cambridge University Press, 1995 ,
Ch 15.

The model was originally developed by a firm of corporate writers to ensure quality across multiple
disciplines, lexicons and writing ty pes. The model proved effective, and ultimately led its creators to 1SO
9000 certificationN the world® first such SO ranking of any writing operationN which was granted based
solely on the effectiveness of the writing and editing system.

16

A reliable writing and
editing system must
set a clear standard,
offer broad training,
and mandate a single
editing procedure.
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Step three: Identify the fumbles

A better approach is to identify and prohibit those writing choices that have a predictable,
destructive effect on the clarity or appeal of the writing itself. Simply put, anything a writer
does that either confuses or distracts a reader should be avoided. As even the so-called rules
of grammar are arguable (Americans believe their British counterparts are making errors in
subject-pronoun agreement when they confidently write O'he corporation is having their
AGMO) any decision that results in confusion or distraction is better referred to not as an
error, but rather as a fumble. A fumble is a decision that adversely affects downstream writing
imp act.

When one begins to think of fumbles as decisions that reduce either the clarity or appeal of
writing, a variety of obvious examples spring to mind. Run-on sentences, thoughts out-of-
order, vague references, sloppy diction, needless repetition, overuse of capital letters, broken
parallel structures, multiple endings, inappropriate tone, faulty logic, confusing formatting,
mixed metaphors, overuse of the passive voice, overstateme nts and wrong verb tenses among
them.

A three-year study by BackDRAFT Corporation!’ to identify a comprehensive set of these
fumbles established that only 40 fumbles account for 95% of all incidence of writing weakness.
By simply declaring that all 40 fumbles (or a variation) are to be avoided, any organization can
set a reliable, effective performance benchmark, which when combined with the adherence
principles in the house style guide, becomes a unique writing standard that trained staff across
the enterprise will be able to meet every time they put fingers to keyboard.

While creation of the designated set of fumbles will take some collaborationN typically among
product groups, commu nications, and sales & marketingN the resulting codified set of fumbles
(the codex) will give all staff a manageable set of guidelines by which to accelerate their
writing while vastly improving the quality of their output. This codex should be flexible and
open to continuous refinement and improveme nt.

Step four: Make writing training universal

The second of three elements in the writing quality-management system is universal writing
training. By universal, we mean that everyone who is ever required to touch content on behalf
of the organization must be trained to do so competently. At the technical documentation
level, that will include everyone named in the content-management process, and at the other
end of the scale, anyone whose emails might possibly extend (or jeopardize) the brand.

Mentoring

The most effective form of trainingNits gross inefficiency asideN is mentoring. High-achieving
executives with superb writing skills routinely cite the influence of a senior executive some-
where in the past (usually in their early careers) who spotted their talent and insisted on
personally overseeing the development of writing talent in the young professional. Often, that
kind of mentoring has less to do with grammar and punctuation than with aspects of judg-
me nt. Which elements to include in a written brief to an executive, and how to position an
overall message to the public are skills that can be taught by those who have gone before.!®
But as great writers are rare, and as most mentors are unable to personally oversee the work
of more than three others at a time, the likelihood of thousands of needy employees each
finding a mentor is low.

7 The three-year studyN undertaken within the rigor of 1SO-9000 processesN was completed in 2002.

8 pon Kramer, (mentioned above) for many years a senior executive at ACE Limited, recounts being
taken in his youth under the wing of an insurance executive who simply would not allow him to write
sloppily. After a few years of constant rewriting, Kramer emerged with both a facility for writte n English
and a deep appreciation for the costly effects of poor writing.

10

A fumble is an
inadvertent decision
that adversely affects
downstream writing
impact.

Fumbles reduce either
the clarity or the
appeal of writte n text.
Once identified, they
can be swiftly
repaired.

Mentoring is effective
but grossly inefficient.



Ending The Writing Crisis The Corporate Perspective

Classroom

The second most typical method is classroom training, either in formal school and college
programs, or offered as business-writing events to which staff members can escape for a day
or two. In the school and college setting, even in so-called business writing courses, the focus
is often on familiarity with the common types of business writing (proposals, reports, business
letters) and not on boosting an ability to wield a sentence with the necessary power to
influence a behavior or change an opinion. The classroom model is also unable to accommo-
date the vast numbers of geographically dispersed staff who must have training.

Correspondence

Correspondence coursesN and their latter-day web-based equivalentsN are the third form of
writing training that has proved valuable for the individual. With each student® work overseen
by a remote expert, correspondence courses offer one-on-one input without the limitation of
geography. Yet, as with mentoring and classroom solutions, these solutions are not scalable.
The appearance of 1,000 students in need of rapid training would sink most remote-training
operations; 10,000 would be unthinkable.

Software

Enter the application-driven solution. Unlike text-based websites, these web-accessible
software engines can track studentsOprogress, and monitor their relative performance in the
classic categories of diction, gramm ar and logic. More to the point, application-driven solutions
can adjust the curriculum to give students more of the material they need to study most, but
at lower levels of difficulty until they truly master it.

If supported by a robust and scalable software engine, the writing-training application will
shine as the only solution that can make enough of a contribution to give a measurable return
on corporate investment. When one can put every product manager, every member of global
comm unication team, and every employee who writes customer-facing emails through the
same training all within eight weeks, the possibility of vastly improving the brand through
written comm unication finally emerges.

Step five: Formalize a peer-review process

The final element needed to build a uniform writing quality management system is a single
and simple editing procedure. An effective approach is that each draft, once completed, be
submitted by an author to a peer for a review. To be both quick and of value, the reviewer®
task must be strictly limited to ensuring that the draft meets all elements of the house style,
while avoiding the codex of fumbles set down in the new corporate standard.
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Figure 7 It is possible to cut editing time in half universally by mandating a single
editing procedure by which content developers review each other® work remotely
using fumble codes to identify where lapses in judgment have occurred. When the
draft is returned to the original author for repair, that author knows exactly what
was in the reviewer® mind, and can make revisions accordingly.
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By insisting that every document written undergo a peer review, content developers will be
able to produce writing of consistently high quality in much less time than most professionals
usually spend on redrafting. Importantly, a review by a peer who uses codes to identify the
fumbles at play in any portion of the text will not have to discuss any observations with the
original author. The common language of the codex will be sufficient to communicate all
aspects of the review.

4. Conclusion

The writing crisis can be easily overcome

The pervasive nature of the writing crisis in the corporate world is the result of factors much
less alarming than a national shortage of well-educated employees. On the contrary, writing
guality has deteriorated over time precisely because of the antiquated approach that corpora-
tions have taken in their management of the problem. While the logistics of content and
document management have been constantly improved with advanced enterprise software
backed by sweeping policy changes, the act of improving writing quality has been all but
neglected.

Few policies about writing quality exist. Even fewer writing standards have been established.
And trainingN the engine of reform in core competencies such as writingN has been directed at
improving the skills of solitary writing even though most professionals now write in teams.

The solution is to create a writing standard, train all staff to meet it, and mandate a peer
editing procedure to reinforce that standard and training at every turn.

Whether or not the system is a customized enterprise solution such as BackDRAFT ,° this
approach promises to make considerable improvements to a problem whose costs (such as
lowered productivity, customer dissatisfaction, devalued share price, contract losses, payroll
pressure, capital outlay and, ultimately, corporate profit) are at last being admitted, examined
and can therefore soon be reduced.

19 More information can be found at www.b ackdraft.o rg.
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5. Postscript

The curriculum is key

Whether a corporation develops an in-house product, shops at online universities or licenses
an existing corporate-centric offering, management should be aware that comprehensive
applications that can do the job are rare. The author suggests that management keep these
seven features in mind as minimum solution requirements:

Trains large, geographically dispersed groups
Getting people together for training is costly and burdensome. The software must allow for
enterprise-wide training. Mentoring and classroom models are inappropriate.

Focuses on business writing

Corporate writing is unique. Many courses are too broad in approach, and inappropriate to the
task. Avoid any course that does not enable staff to promote the brand and support business
objectives.

Enables writing quality assurance across groups
Writing is now a collaborative act, so training mu st teach best practices for creating content in
groups.

Ensures industry-specific training

While writing training that pertains to all corporate writing vehicles should be the norm, the
pressures of career life suggest that courses reflecting the topics and terminology of the
specific sector in which employees work day to day will achieve far greater uptake than non-
specific courses.

Supports the existing official corporate writing style
The solution must accomm odate and reinforce the specific pre-existing writing standards of
the corporation so that staff members are emp owered to write on brand.

Applies to a broad range of writing abilities

The solution must make an appreciable improvement in the writing of both novice and
seasoned content authors.

Creates personalized content for each student

No two writers face exactly the same set of issues. Training must allow for the equivalent of
me ntoring, achieved through software functionality.

END OF WHITE PAPER
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BACK DRAFT

C O RP O RATI

BackDRAFT is a leading provider of Business Writing Training Solutions that help organizations
build stronger brands and better serve customers and partners through the written word. The
BackDRAFT Quality Management System (QMS) is the industry® only business writing system
that results in a sustainable, uniform writing style across a group or organization. Benefiting a
variety of companies in diverse industries worldwide, BackDRAFT QMS enables organizations
to harness writing intelligence potential to improve corporate productivity, enhance branding
efforts and boost revenue through better overall business practices.

Headquartered in Ottawa, Canada, BackDRAFT was founded in 2003 by the leadership team of
Stiff Sentences, Inc., the world@® first comp any of writers to achieve 1SO 9000 registration.

For more information about BackDRAFT, please visit www.backdraft.org.
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