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Business writing skills
with GovPD and Lorraine Forrest-Turner




Course and your objectives

This workshop aims to help you:

· Plan your writing to get better results
· Make the best use of your time
· Produce a good first draft
· Help your reader understand and act on your writing 
· Ensure your writing is accurate, concise and consistent






Write up to three things you personally would like from today:

1)

2)

3)


Content scenarios

Either use your own subject or choose one of the following scenarios below to plan a new piece of writing. 




As this is only a writing exercise, you can:

· use the information provided to prompt your thoughts
· use your own knowledge of the subject
· make up ‘facts’ 
· or use a combination of all three

1. Your organisation is participating in an event, and you’ve been asked to provide a short ‘About us’ summary for the event website. Include details such as who you are, what you do, where you’re based, how many people you employ, etc. See some ‘About us’ examples: https://www.berkshirehealthcare.nhs.uk/about-us/   https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/hm-prison-service/about   https://www.abdn.ac.uk/about/     https://www.barrattdevelopments.co.uk/about-us 

2. Your organisation is supporting this year’s ‘Macmillan Coffee Morning’ and you’d like everyone to get involved in whatever way they can, including baking cakes and bringing them into the office, hosting an event offsite, spreading the word, etc. Read about the event at: https://coffee.macmillan.org.uk 

3. You need to update (some of) your colleagues on the progress of an ongoing project. They don’t need to do anything with this information, but you’d like them to be aware of what’s happening as it will eventually affect them. 

4. Your organisation offers hybrid working but too many people are choosing to work mainly from home. Senior management wants to encourage more people back to the office, ideally three days a week. They’re going to be offering lunch and wellbeing incentives, such a yoga and/or Pilates classes.

5. Your HR department is carrying out a survey into which staff benefits people are using, are not using and would like to have but are not currently available. These include private health insurance, mental health and wellbeing support and childcare assistance.  Read examples here: https://www.globacare.co.uk/guides/what-are-the-ten-best-employee-benefits-to-offer-staff  

Planning exercise – part 1

Use as many of the following questions you need to help you summarise who you’re talking to, what you want them to think, feel or do, and why they might want to do it.





1. Who are you writing to?
Who are your intended audiences? Internal? External? Both? How much do they know about this subject already? What will they need and/or want to know? 



2. What do you want them to think, feel or do?
What is the purpose of your document? Why are you writing it? What does your organisation  hope to achieve by writing about this subject? What do you want your audience to think, feel or do?



3. Why would they want to do it?
Why would they be interested in doing what you want them to do? What’s ‘in it’ for them? How would they benefit? What problems are you solving/reducing?






Now summarise who you’re talking to, what you want them to think, feel or do, and why they might want to do it.




Planning  exercise – part 2

Now that you’ve considered the ‘big picture’, you can start thinking about the detail. What information do you need to tell your audience?

Use as many of the six W questions as you need to help you work out what you need to write. Don’t write the document yet.



1. Source material
What information do you need to convey? Where will you find it? How will you get hold of it? From your own knowledge? By talking to someone? By reading information from elsewhere? Who will you need to talk to? When are they available? How will you record the information?


2. Who, what, when, where, why, how?
Use the W questions as required. For example, who is doing something/has done something? What are they/have they been doing? Who will it affect? Where and when is it happening/did it happen? Why are they doing it/did they do it? How will they/did they do it? How do others get involved/benefit/find out more? 


3. Need to know and want to know
What is the most important piece of information your audience needs to know? What else might they want to know? What are your key points?
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Structure examples – inverted pyramid
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Example of inverted pyramid structure – comment

Comment on online absent vote applications being launched from 31 October 2023

We remain firmly of the view that launching online absent vote applications (OAVA) on 31 October 2023 is a mistake at this time. We believe this decision should be urgently reconsidered.

We support OAVA being introduced – but only once a fully functioning and end-to-end tested system is ready. This is the universal view of the electoral sector.

Returning Officers (ROs), Electoral Registration Officers and electoral administrators will do their best to implement the new system. But we worry the current agile iterative approach exposes them to untenable levels of risk. 

With ROs held personally responsible for the safe delivery of elections, it is imperative the system works correctly from launch.

Local by-elections and referendums are held every week. Introducing an untested system is an unfair burden on the professionals running them, particularly when they are held liable for any errors in delivery.

A steady stream of election changes is also increasing risk levels. New postal vote handling rules are coming in from January for the 2 May 2024 scheduled polls across England and Wales, and voter ID is still bedding in.

The 2 May polls will be the first time voter ID is used in Wales, and in the quarter of English council areas that did not hold elections this year. Scotland will only use voter ID countrywide for the first time at the next general election.

Add changes to voting eligibility for British citizens overseas, and to voting and candidacy rights for EU citizens post-May polls, and the complexity of running elections is set to increase even more.

Of all these changes, OAVA is the only one that is not a manifesto commitment. It is our view that introducing it after the 2 May 2024 polls will give developers and electoral administrators more time to make it work from the start.

In the meantime, we will continue to support our local authority colleagues running polls in November and December 2023. They face navigating a system that is universally accepted as being unfinished, ahead of promised upgrades in January 2024. As is always the case, they will be working hard to ensure electors are not disadvantaged.



Example of inverted pyramid structure – news update

Shaw Gibbs forms its first ESG committee

Accountancy firm Shaw Gibbs has formed its first Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) advisory committee. 

The committee, led by Partner and Head of Audit Steve Neal, will focus on ESG policy and strategy, assigning responsibility for implementing and reporting metrics. The goal is to become ‘ESG Excellent’ within the next 12 months. 

The team will involve members from different areas of the business, split into three sub-groups covering the key ESG elements. They will provide feedback to the wider business via an annual report. 

The ESG team and Shaw Gibbs are working to improve the company’s impact environmentally, socially and in the way the business operates. An in-depth action plan is underway to provide significant improvements to the company’s performance, as well as setting longer term ESG goals for the committee to work towards. 



Example of inverted pyramid structure – letter to MP

Dear John

Remotely Piloted Aircraft System (RPAS) Evaluation Report

I refer to your correspondence of 25 November 2020 regarding the Authority’s consideration of Police Scotland’s Evaluation Report on Remotely Piloted Aircraft Systems (RPAS) at our Policing Performance Committee (PPC) on 17 November 2020.

The use of RPAS by Police Scotland can add capacity, value, effectiveness and capability to Police Scotland’s purpose to protect the safety and wellbeing of all citizens. The use of RPAS for activities relating to missing persons, for example, could be significantly more efficient than that associated with the Police Scotland helicopter.

However, the use  of this and other new technologies, and  the  benefit  to  operational policing, must comply with the rights and protections of all citizens, including the right to privacy. All policing in Scotland is undertaken in accordance with the values set out in the Authority’s Joint Strategy for Policing. These values are fairness, integrity, respect and human rights. We would all expect using RPAS now and in the future to reflect these  values.

The initial evaluation of RPAS deployment was requested by and submitted to the Authority’s Policing Performance Committee (PPC) on 17 November. It reported the use of RPAS for activities beyond the scope of missing persons. Members raised concerns at  the meeting that they were not satisfied with the evaluation or reported wider use. Martyn Evans, as Chair of the Committee, escalated and raised these concerns directly with DCC Malcolm Graham on 23 November.

As a result, Police Scotland agreed to immediately limit the use of RPAS to searching for missing persons, unless its use is identified as operationally critical and authorised by a Police Scotland senior officer (for example, at the tragic Stonehaven rail derailment in August). This discretion is to allow Police Scotland senior officers a temporary, reasonable and proportional public interest discretion in RPAS deployment. It was agreed between the Authority and Police Scotland that these exceptional uses deployments would be detailed with evidence of the impact assessment processes followed in any decision to deploy.

The committee also agreed that the evaluation report would be reviewed, revised and resubmitted to the PPC by Police Scotland to address issues relating to compliance with best value, privacy, human rights and ethical assessments, and any other emergent and relevant issues. Police Scotland undertook to engage its Ethics Panels in considering the revised evaluation prior to resubmission to a meeting of the PPC scheduled for March 2021, or a special meeting of the Committee before that date if mutually agreed.

Yours sincerely
DAVID CRICHTON
Interim Chair

Structure examples – inward spiral
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Example of inward spiral – advice/opinion article 

VAT new penalty system: the GOOD, the BAD, and the UGLY

For those that aren’t already aware, the system for levying penalties on late VAT returns and late payments is changing in 2023. 

The much-maligned Default Surcharge system is being replaced with a more complex but arguably much fairer system for penalising late return submissions, and late payments of VAT due. 

The new system will come in to play for VAT returns starting on or after 1st January 2023. For lots of businesses this will be VAT period 03/23, unless you file monthly in which case it will apply to your January return. 

We haven’t quite escaped the old system yet as Default Surcharge will still apply to any VAT period starting prior to 1st January e.g., periods 01/23 or 02/23 if filing quarterly. 

But broadly speaking this is the new approach to be adopted by HMRC:

Late Filing Penalties – a points-based system where you rack up penalty points for each late filing of a VAT return (think driving license points for offences!). Once you hit a specific number of points relative to your periodic filing, a fine will be levied. 

Late Payment Penalties – a tiered system designed to be more punitive the later you are paying your dues. If you pay or agree a payment plan within 15 days, no penalty will be applied. If you pay or agree a payment plan after 15 days but before 30 days, a 2% penalty applies based on tax owing at day 15. If you pay later than the 30-day period, another 2% penalty applies to the tax owing at day 30, plus a further daily penalty equal to 4% per year for the duration of the balance owing. 

Late Interest – From 1st January 2023 interest will be charged from the date of tax due to full payment to HMRC, set at 2.5% above Bank of England base rate.
Repayment Interest – HMRC are introducing repayment interest which will be paid on amounts owing to businesses that file repayment VAT returns albeit it at 1% below the Bank of England base rate.

What’s GOOD?

· No more Default Surcharge which was draconian in its application
· Proportionate penalties for late payments, and in some cases no penalty at all
· HMRC will adopt a soft landing period for one year whereby NO penalty will apply to late payments if paid in full within the 30 days 




What’s BAD? 

· A business that files ‘nil’ or repayment VAT returns will also be impacted by the late filing penalties, so tardy filers now have a reason to get returns submitted on time. 

And the UGLY?

· Hidden in these changes is the scrapping of Repayment Supplement, a self-imposed fine when HMRC take too long to authorise a VAT repayment. This was a valuable tool in keeping HMRC on their toes and processing claims without undue delay.

Read the full details on VAT penalties and interest.





Example of inward spiral – email/letter 

Dear Mr Smith
Are you paying too much for design?

If you’ve ever asked a design agency how much it would cost to produce a website for you, you’ll be familiar with the phrase ‘how long is a piece of string?’  Which, while truthful, isn’t very helpful. 

That’s why at Group Hug Creative we come at design from a different point of view.  We don’t ask you how big or how flash you want something; we simply say, ‘what do you want to achieve and how much do you want to spend?’ 

Your price is our starting point. But that doesn’t mean that lower budgets get a second-class service.  Far from it.  We work to the same high standard whatever we do. (In fact, the lower the budget, the more important good design becomes.)

Once you have an idea what you want to achieve (and how much you want to spend) we use our combined creative skills (in design, copywriting, photography and production) to come up with ideas that are good for your business – not ours.  Ideas that help sell your goods and services and meet your business objectives. 

But enough words.  Good design should speak for itself, right?  If you have a need for design, like the sound of our proposal, and the look of the enclosed/attached samples, call us on 01234 56789, email Jon@grouphug.com or visit www.grouphug.com.

We won’t try to sell you something you don’t want or come up with an over-produced package that’s way off your mark. 

Thanks for your interest.  We look forward to hearing from you.

Regards


Jon Jones
Creative Director Group Hug Creative
 



Structure examples – AIDA
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Example of AIDA – email 

Dart across faster with a pre-pay Dart Charge account

Forget setting yourself reminders or receiving unexpected fines. Set up a pre-pay Dart Charge account and relax in the knowledge that you’re covered for every trip.

Now that the toll booths have been replaced with Number Plate Recognition Cameras, you can pay for each trip across the Dartford Crossing before or after you travel. 

But why would you when setting up an account is quicker, easier and more reliable?

Setting up a Dart Charge account takes less than 7 minutes and can be done from any computer, tablet or smartphone.  

Plus, you’ll save up to a third every time you cross. 

Make it easy on yourself. Go to www.gov.uk/dart-charge, follow the on-screen instructions and enjoy having one less thing to worry about. 



Example of AIDA – letter

Dear Mr Bardot
Card protection now goes even further

Thank you for using our Card Protection Plan service. We want you to know that to ensure you to remain protected, we will renew your policy, as previously authorised, unless we hear from you before 28 April 2024. 

Your new Policy Guide and Terms & Conditions of Cover are enclosed so please take some time to read through them as they contain important information about the new benefits we’ve added to protect you even further.

Benefits such as:

· Cover for up to 5 household members living at your address
· CIFAS Protective Registration to reduce the risk of your personal details being used fraudulently to obtain credit or other products and services in your name
· £500 cover per policyholder for replacement house keys, locks, car keys and immobilisers if your keys are lost or stolen

We’d also like to remind you that losing your cards or having them stolen is stressful enough without having to remember exactly which cards you were carrying. So please take a few minutes to update your card details on the enclosed Card Registration Form and return it to us in the prepaid envelope. Or call us on 0870 120 1251 and we’ll record and store these securely on your behalf.  The quicker we can contact your card providers, the quicker your cards can be stopped and your replacements organised. 

Also, please remember to use your free coded key fob so that in the event of your keys becoming lost, the finder can return them to you through us. 

If you would like to know anything else about your policy, please call us on 0870 120 1251.  We hope you never need to use our service, but if you do we’ll be there to make life easier.

Yours sincerely



Betty Best
Customer Services Director

Please find overleaf details of the cards you have already registered.   Please take a few moments to check that these are up-to-date and advise us of any changes.


Medium and structure exercise

See pages 6-17 (structure templates and examples) and decide how to reach your audience, the main purpose of your writing and the order in which you’ll place your source material.


1. How will you reach your audience?
What is the most suitable medium/platform for your communication? Email, letter, intranet, media, report, etc.? How will the medium affect how you write the copy? 





2. What structure is the most relevant for both your medium and objective?
Are you writing to inform, engage or persuade? Should you use the inverted pyramid, inward spiral or AIDA?





3. In what order will you place your information?
What’s the most important thing readers need to see first? What follows in the middle? What’s the purpose of your ending? How will you conclude your piece?





You can now start to tighten up the first draft you started in the previous exercise.








Writing in different styles exercises

What techniques have been used to create the four different styles below?



Formal, legal, academic, technical
Users are strictly liable for any loss, damage and breakages to the nutritional preparation equipment and facilities within the communal culinary premises howsoever caused.

Direct, business-like, plain English 
You are responsible for the equipment and dishes in the shared kitchen and will be expected to pay for any loss or damage.

Conversational, friendly, considerate
We want you to enjoy using our kitchen. 
But we’re sorry to say if you lose or break something, we’ll have to charge you the replacement cost.

Informal, fun, humorous 
Hire it. Use it. Leave it in good nick.
(Or we’ll have to slam one of those liability things on you.)






What makes good writing good?

1. Schools and Service Departments are responsible for the content of the external website relating to their programmes and areas of responsibility. The Marketing Department endeavours to ensure that information published on the external website is accurate by maintaining a list of responsible named contacts for content and a review schedule whereby all schools and services are asked to update the website twice per year.

2. Organ donation occurs at a time of great emotional distress. The terminology and phraseology in this report are necessarily factual and might appear unsympathetic to those most closely affected by organ donation. This dispassionate reporting of events and outcomes should not be taken as disrespect to deceased donors, their families and the amazing gift of life that they make.

3. Throughout next year, in preparation for 2020 devolution, we continue to work with local leads to develop and finalise the processes and support that may be required to assist Mayoral Combined Authorities (MCA) and the Greater London Authority (GLA) to achieve a smooth transition for devolution of the Adult Education Budget.  We will also get the sector ready for the implementation of T levels.

4. Police Scotland's 13 Strategic Aims within the operational Gold Strategy were welcomed by Group members, while specific assurance was sought around the use of new technologies, RPAS and Body Worn Video in particular. Police Scotland reported no current plans for the operational use of RPAS beyond currently agreed missing person searches.

5. An NHSP system was being used previously by staff at Prospect Park Hospital, and there were other pockets of banks elsewhere within the trust, but now this will all come under one system that has a team dedicated to its co-ordination and staff enrolment based at Fitzwilliam House. The team spoke to people about the consequences of hydration, giving out bottled water to people, as the summer approaches.  

6. We’ve been working in an environment where we’ve become even more reliant upon technology and IT, and we’re now dependent on phones and screens. I’d like to thank all our foster carers for staying committed to learning and adjusting to the new ways of connecting with each other.

7. The European Broadcasting Union (EBU) will be leading trials with five EBU Members and 19 industry partners of production workflows to shoot, process, record, and distribute live Ultra High Definition (UHD) content, with High Frame Rates (HFR), High Dynamic Range (HDR), and Next Generation Audio (NGA), at the 2018 European Athletics Championships in Berlin. The event is part of the multi-sport European Championships taking place in Glasgow and Berlin (2nd-12th August).


Editing exercises 

Part 1: edit the following so there’s only one point per sentence. You might want to write up to three shorter sentences.



Glaucoma is the name given to a group of eye conditions in which the main nerve in the eye (the optic nerve) becomes damaged, usually as a result of increased pressure in the eye. 


Part 2: replace the following long Latin based words with shorter Anglo Saxon equivalents. List as many alternatives as you can for ‘facilitate’.



1. Participate
2. Commence
3. Communicate
4. Capabilities
5. Implement
6. Endeavour
7. Facilitate – how many can you come up with?


Part 3a: change the passive sentences to active.


1. The event was attended by more than 2,000 visitors.

2. A decision has been made and the complaint will be withdrawn.

3. Bins are provided for food waste only.

Part 3b: change the active sentences to passive.


1. You haven’t paid your bill.

2. Paramedics rushed the victims to hospital.

3. Three police officers have arrested a man in connection with the armed robbery.



Editing exercises continued

[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Part 4: remove unnecessary filler words from the following passage – and make it clear, concise and conversational. 


Residents are instructed to send us their stories for the customer magazines. The communications officer will receive the stories and send them to the editorial panel, who will analyse them and decide which ones are best to use.  

[bookmark: OLE_LINK9][bookmark: OLE_LINK10]

[bookmark: OLE_LINK3][bookmark: OLE_LINK4]Part 5: make the following more conversational and remove any unnecessary platitudes – aim to write from a person to a person.


We are proud to have signed up as an early adopter and are working closely with the National Housing Federation on a new initiative which emanated from the government’s green paper which seeks to rebalance the relationship between the social housing tenants and landlords by looking at issues such as complaints procedures, transparency and accountability. 



Part 6: use all the techniques to make the following easier to understand and more person to person.   


In keeping with performance directives to maintain structural policies on compliance with ethics and the law, combined with efforts to adhere to transparency and proportionality in all our dealings, the Justice Sub-Committee on Policing is undertaking an extensive inquiry into the implementation of facial recognition technology within the activities and processes operated in the practice of Scottish policing.



Grammar and proofreading exercise



1. “We are taking the advise of the Emergency Services” said senior safety officer Bill Gibbs “and closing the depot immediately”.  

2. Its always myself whose left to do everything.

3. Neither David or Mia are going to the meeting.

4. Thank you for inviting John and I to present our proposal, I think you’ll find our approach is different than other consultancies.

5. Sarahs taking a weeks holiday because she can’t bare Emmas’ kids in the office. 

6. We’re writing to our MP’s about assisted dyeing.

7. She is a hard working employee who has made good improvement in the last year.  

8. Western Health Authority has, today announced plans to open a special care baby unit (SBCU), at the Western City Hospital, in Bristol.

9. I’m not adverse to ante-government protests but I would’nt go on won myself.

10. He is going to loose his license if he gets caught speeding again. 

11. I enjoy stamp collecting, repairing antiques and cake decorating and working unsociable hours is not a problem for me.

12. He was presented with the award by Terry Waite, humanitarian hostage negotiator at the Business Excellence Awards.



Structuring reports and proposals

A proposal is a document that outlines what one person or company will do to help another achieve a goal. 

A report is a document that outlines what one person or company has done to help someone achieve a goal. 

The structure of a proposal

Whether your proposal is to move the coffee machine from the reception desk to the area next to the stationery cupboard or to build a multi-million-pound retail complex, the basic structure should answer the following questions:


· Position - what is the situation at present/where are we now?

· Problem - why does it need to change?

· Possibilities - where do we want to be instead?

· Proposal - what can we do to get there?

The structure of a report

Whether your report is on why a prime minister lied to a nation or on the feasibility of getting an additional six desks into an office, the basic structure should answer these questions:


· Aim – what were we trying to establish?

· Method – what did we do to find the answer?

· Results – what did our findings reveal?

· Conclusion – what does this now mean?

· Recommendation – what should we do about it?




Example of a report template

1 Title page

Title pages may include all of some of the following: 

Title

Unlike stories or articles titles (where titles are often clever and intriguing) report titles should be clear, concise and explicit 

For example: “Report Writing for Business: value for money or a waste of time and effort?”

Identification

This should be the date the report was submitted, the author, department, company and reference number if required.

“By John Smith, Senior Manager, ABC Ltd
31 March 2016
Reference number: 123/456/789”

Abstract

The abstract (sometimes confused with the summary) is basically a very short section that briefly states what the document is.  Abstracts are useful in reports where the titles give little or no indication of their content.  For example, if the title of a report was Report Writing for Business the abstract might read:

“A report for the HR department on the benefits of Senior Managers attending the Report Writing for Business training course.”

Distribution

This is simply a list of those to whom the report has been sent.

“Full report to: JJ Blogg, DS Soap, NN Normal, etc.
Summary, recommendations and conclusions to: AA Smith, BB Jones, etc.”

Acknowledgements

You may wish to thank certain individuals, departments or organisations for their support. 

“Grateful thanks to BB Black and SS Smith in compiling the section on...”

2 Contents page

People rarely read a report from cover-to-cover so a contents page (listing the main headings and sub-headings in order in which they appear) helps readers turn to the section(s) they are most interested in reading.

3 Summary 

Often referred to as the “executive summary”, this is the most important part of your report and is often the only section that some readers read in any great detail.

The summary is a brief précis on what the report is about including its main findings, conclusions and recommendations.

The summary should be capable of “standing alone” (and for this reason is often not numbered – the numbering starting at Introduction) and is usually no more than 300 words in length. For example:

“Following a request from the HR department to determine the value and benefits of the one day training course Report Writing for Business, this report sets out to demonstrate that the course is indeed value for money and that Senior Management has no hesitation in recommending that it becomes mandatory training for all ABC Ltd managers.” 

4 Introduction

The introduction is not the same as the summary.  It is the “historical” part of the report and outlines the origins and objectives of the report. Often introductions end with a list of questions that the author has set out to answer.

“In line with the ABC Ltd personal development philosophy (which requests that personnel present findings on all new training courses) Senior Management has produced this report following its attendance at the Reed Training Report Writing for Business training course held on Friday 11 March 2005.”

5 Findings/Proposal 

This is the main body of the report and can be divided into as many sections, sub-sections and even sub-sub-sections as necessary.  For example:

1. The efficacy of the various learning methods 
1.1.1 Lecture
1.1.2 Discussions
1.1.3 Exercises
1.1.4 Group exercises
1.1.5 Individual exercises

6 Conclusions

This section looks at what your findings/proposals mean to the reader.  It should be clear, concise and address the issues raised in the Introduction.  Any questions posed at the beginnings should be answered and any arguments summarised.  

At this stage in the report, no new information should be included.  If there is a need for further information, this should be stated in the recommendation.

It is also important to remember that a conclusion is precisely that.  It is not a summary, it is a statement concluded from your findings or proposal: your understanding based on the evidence provided. 

“In conclusion, the Report Writing for Business training course delivered a number of key benefits to the Senior Management and was delivered in a way that maximised delegates learning abilities.”  

7 Recommendations

Finally, this is where you outline your recommendations for the way forward.  It should include an appropriate course of action based on your conclusion and may even suggest the additional work needed in order to do so.   

“Senior Management has no hesitation in recommending that this training course become part of the mandatory induction programme and that...”

8 References/Bibliography

You should include references to items referred to in the report.  For example, if you state that “25% of users have experienced problems with Version 1.4” you will need to show the origin of this information.  

A bibliography lists the publications that the author has referred to in a general sense.  It may also include additional publications that the reader may want to follow up as further reading.  

9 Appendices

This is where you include additional information such as graphs, questions, tables, profiles, etc that is not directly relevant to the report but may be required by a small number of people. 

“The Report Writing for Business course workbook and exercises.”

The the 5 most common proofreading mistakes
If you didn’t spot the ‘double the’ in the subject line, don’t beat yourself up. You’re in good company. Very few people spot a ‘double the’. In fact, very few people are good at spotting most of the common proofreading mistakes, particularly in their own writing. 

Not wired for proofreading

The human brain isn’t geared to notice detail. It’s very good at spotting what it needs to see – a mate, food, danger (not necessarily in that order) – but unless told otherwise, it tends to miss the little stuff. 

Spot the gorilla

If you’ve never seen or heard of The Invisible Gorilla test, have a look sometime. It’s amazing what we don’t see. When it comes to proofreading, stop working on instinct. Train yourself to look for the gorillas! 

Common proofreading mistakes number 1 - homophones

Homophones (from the Greek words homos, meaning same, and phone, meaning sound) are words that have the same sound but different meanings. They occur when we type quickly and because they don’t look wrong, we don’t see them. Unfortunately, spelling and grammar checkers won’t spot these. You’re on your own here. 

Some commonly overlooked homophones:
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Anti/ante
Bare/bear
Break/brake
By/buy
Compliment/complement
Fair/fare
Hear/here
Hole/whole
Its/it’s
New/knew
One/won
Peace/piece
Principal/principle
Right/write
Sight/site
Steal/steel
Stationery/stationary
There/their/they’re
To/too/two
You’re/your
Common proofreading mistakes number 2 - inconsistency

There are so many potential inconsistencies, it’s hardly surprising we miss a few. We don’t spot them because individually they’re not wrong. It’s only when they occur again later in the document in a different form that a problem occurs.

Here are some classic inconsistencies to look out for:

· Dates – 4 July 2025, July 4 2025, 4th July 2025, July 4th 2025
· Compound words – proof-reading, proofreading, proof reading 
· American and British English – colour/color, programme/program, licence/license
· Headings – Title case (Second Quarter Report), Sentence case (Second quarter report), Uppercase (SECOND QUARTER REPORT)
· Times – 3.00pm, 3pm, 15.00, 3 o’clock
· Numbers – 3, 5, 9/three, five, nine
· Symbols – %/percent, +/plus, &/and
· Layout – one or two spaces after full stops, hyphens (-) used instead of dashes (–) 
· Double and single quote marks – “We’re delighted with the result.” ‘It was a tough campaign – but we did it!’

Common proofreading mistakes number 3 – apostrophes

With apostrophes being used to show possession (belonging to something) and contraction (missing letters) it’s no wonder some people get confused.

Common apostrophe problems: 

· Wrong: Its uncertain whose to blame. 
· Right: It’s uncertain who’s to blame.

· Wrong: Childrens’ clothes are usually cheaper than adults clothes.
· Right: Children’s clothes are usually cheaper than adults’ clothes.

· Wrong: I’m selling my old DVD’s. 
· Right: I’m selling my old DVDs.

· Wrong: We’re going to Paul’s and Joe’s party. 
· Right: We’re going to Paul and Joe’s party. (when Paul and Joe share a party)

Common proofreading mistakes number 4 – poor syntax

Syntax is the arrangement of words and phrases to create well-formed sentences. Poor syntax is often due to missing a key word; sometimes it’s simply the right words in the wrong order. Poor syntax is easy to miss because even poorly constructed sentences can still make sense. 



Examples of poor syntax:

· Poor: She served sandwiches to guests on paper plates. 
· Better: She served sandwiches on paper plates to guests.

· Poor: After eating my lunch, the waiter seemed keen to talk.
· Better: After I’d eaten my lunch, the waiter seemed keen to talk.

· Poor: For sale: bed for cat shaped like a dustbin
· Better: For sale: dustbin shaped cat bed (or ‘dustbin shaped bed for a cat’)

Common proofreading mistakes number 2 – double or missing words

Double words aren’t a problem if you’re using Word with the Spelling & Grammar Checker running as you write, or if you run a check the end.  (Why would you NOT run a check?) 

For example, there are two such mistakes in the following. Can you spot them?
Made from an aluminium alloy, the vehicle is both lightweight and durable, and, thanks to the the latest anti-oxidising technology, its anti-rust properties are up twenty times longer than traditional underwater tracking devices, thereby reducing whole-life costs overall.



If you’re not using a spelling and grammar checker, or you’re reading a print out, watch out for double or missing words. They’re easy mistakes to make if you type fast but not so easy to spot.














(Answer to spot the mistakes – double ‘the’ on line 2 and ‘to’ missing at end of of line 2)



Using apostrophes correctly

The problem with apostrophes is they have two (sometimes conflicting) uses.

1. They’re used to show possession as in David’s car is blue while Jane’s is red.
2. They’re used to show that a letter or two has been missed out as in Don’t do that. It’s wrong.

Using the apostrophe to show possession (belonging to)

Most of the problems surrounding the apostrophe relate to possession. That’s probably because it can be placed both before or after the ‘s’. 

When the possessive noun is singular, as in David’s car and indeed in David’s cars, it’s placed before the ‘s’.  

When the possessive noun is plural, as in the boys’ room or in the the boys’ rooms, it’s placed after the ‘s’.

When the noun already ends in an ‘s’, as in Frances’ car, the second ‘s’ can be left out, although Frances’s car is also grammatically correct. It’s one of those style things.

Most grammarians agree that pronunciation should be your guide. So James’s bike and Jones’s day off sounds right but Moses’s departure and Bridges’s desk sounds odd. So, with nouns ending in ‘es’, it’s better to simply write Moses’ departure and Bridges’ desk.

Single possession is relatively easy. I’m spending the week at my uncle’s house. (One uncle, one house.) But what happens if your aunt and uncle own the house together? 

When something is owned jointly, you only use one apostrophe. We’re going to Helen and Tom’s party. I’m spending the week at my aunt and uncle’s house.

Using the apostrophe to show contraction (missing letters)

In contraction, we use the apostrophe in place of missing letters, as in don’t, can’t, five o’clock, mustn’t, she’s, he’s, I’m, you’re and we’re. 

It’s only ever means it is. Its only ever means belonging to it. Its  (like his, hers, ours and theirs) is already a possessive pronoun so it doesn’t need an apostrophe to indicate possession. 

Using the apostrophe to show plurals

There is a third use of the apostrophe – to show plural letters. Take the sentence How many t’s are there in commitment?  Without the apostrophe, you might be wondering what a ‘ts’ was. 

In summary, here are examples of the common mistakes – and the correct usage.
Problems with apostrophes – added when they shouldn’t be

· The car landed on it’s side in the ditch – wrong
· The car landed on its side in the ditch – right 
· Give the dog it’s bone – wrong
· Give the dog its bone – right
· DVD’s sold here – wrong
· DVDs sold here – right 
· Lovely pears’ – only £1 a pound – wrong
· Lovely pear’s – only £1 a pound – wrong
· Lovely pears – only £1 a pound – right 
· 2 for 1 on all pizza’s – wrong
· 2 for 1 on all pizzas’ – wrong
· 2 for 1 on all pizzas – right 
· He worked there in the 1980’s – wrong
· He worked there in the 1980s – right 
· I don’t trust MP’s – wrong
· I don’t trust MPs – right 
· Do’s and don’ts – wrong
· Dos and don’t’s – right 

Problems with apostrophes – put in the wrong place

· Childrens’ toys – wrong
· Children’s toys – right 
· Womens’ clothing – wrong
· Women’s clothing – right
· Mens’ toilets – wrong
· Men’s toilets – right

Problems with apostrophes – missed out when needed

· Journeys end – wrong
· Journey’s end – right
· Helen and Toms party – wrong
· Helen and Tom’s party – right
· Dont do that – wrong
· Don’t do that – right 
· How many ts are there in commitment? – wrong 
· How many t’s are there in commitment? – right 
· The MPs expenses scandal – wrong
· The MPs’ expenses scandal – right (more than one MP)
· The MP’s expenses scandal – right (one MP)
· I’m giving you one weeks notice – wrong
· I’m giving you one week’s notice – right 


References and further reading
Lorraine Forrest-Turner’s writing tips www.forrest-turner.co.uk
Daily Writing Tips www.dailywritingtips.com

BBC Knowledge and Learning www.bbc.co.uk/education/subjects

Basic Grammar by Don Shiach, published John Murray Ltd

Cassell’s Dictionary of English Grammar by James Aitchison, published by Cassell’s & Co

Get it across by Dick Richards, published by Elliot Right Way Books

A concise dictionary of correct English by B A Phythian, published by Hodder and Stoughton

Chambers guide to common errors by Kay Cullen, published by Chambers Harrap

Fowler’s modern English usage by Sir Ernest Gowers, published by Oxford University Press

The New Oxford Dictionary published by Oxford University Press

Eats, Shoots and Leaves by Lynne Truss, Profile Books

John Foster, Effective Writing Skills for Public Relations, Kogan Page

Martin Manser, The Penguin Writer’s Manual, Penguin Books

The Plain English Campaign www.plainenglish.co.uk

Oxford English Dictionaries online https://en.oxforddictionaries.com https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/grammar 
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/punctuation   

Google (uses British spelling for UK searches) 
· type ‘definition + [the word you want to check]’ into Google and you’ll be able to see if you’ve got the correct spelling or word usage in micro-seconds.  
· type ‘synonyms + [the word you want alternatives for]’ into Google and you’ll get a good range of alternatives
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