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Introduction 
Welcome to this essential writing skills course. Well planned and action-oriented writing supports 
decision-making. It records not just what was done, but why it was done. This is essential to good 
governance and accountability. 

This course is for people who produce documents involving analysis or evidence-based argument. It 
will help you produce documents with meaningful content that supports decision-makers.  

Learning objectives 
After completing this program, you will be able to: 

• plan document production 

• develop content that supports action and decision-making 

• understand how to write clearly and in plain English 

• review documents to ensure they achieve their purpose and meet reader expectations.  
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Expectations  
Good writing supports governance, accountability and decision-making. You might never meet your 
portfolio’s minister or most senior executives, but everything you write supports them, and your 
organisation will be judged by the quality of its writing. You can’t write too well. 

While some business and government writing is routine, many documents address complex topics 
that require research, analysis and a position. These documents might recommend actions and 
decisions to ministers and senior executives, or they might communicate those decisions to affected 
parties. These documents include briefs, minutes, business cases, reports, letters and emails. 

Regardless of which type of document you are writing, they all benefit from a structured approach 
to their development. This course provides you with that structure. 

Common problems 

Activity 1. Writing for business and government 

What problems have you noticed in documents at work? What aspects of your writing would you 
like to improve? 
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What do your readers expect of a business or government document? 
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Activity 2. What is a good document? 

Read the document on the next page. Would this document satisfy the expectations of its reader? 
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BRIEF 
 
To:  Minister for department redacted 
Through:  Secretary 

First Assistant Secretary, Operations 
Director, Operational Support 

Subject: Single-source limited procurement for digital mapping software licenses     

Critical date: 1st June 2017, in order to commence the contract on the 1st of July. 

Recommendation 

That you: 

• Agree to establish an Enterprise Licensing Agreement (ELA) with Geologic Australasia 
over a 3 year period. 

• Agree to establish the ELA using single-source procurement. 

Agreed/not agreed/discuss 
Comment:  

 

 ……………………  .…/…./…. 

Background 

Property Management Division use digital mapping software for critical asset management 
decision making purposes. 

Geologic Australasia has been the Property Management Division’s and the Department of 
department redacted Digital Mapping software provider for 15 years. They offer industry best 
practise software solutions in the digital mapping spectrum. 

The introduction of an Enterprise Licensing Agreement will allow all Divisions across the 
Department of department redacted to access digital mapping software to support their 
business objectives. 

These objectives include: 

• Asset management 

• Data analysis 

• Reporting 

• Mobile data capture 
Operational Support Branch within Property Management Division has investigated the 
available industry options with regard to digital mapping products. It has been determined 
that Geologic Australasia is able to provide the full suite of products required within a single 
contract arrangement to support Government objectives. The full compatibility of the 
software suite is critical to the success of Property Management Division’s asset 
management processes. 
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Issues 

The current contractual arrangements between Property Management Division and Geologic 
Australasia are inadequate with regard to providing sufficient numbers of licenses across 
Government. This will have the impact of hindering future technologies and information self-
serving opportunities. 

There are business efficiencies to be gained by enabling Property Management Division 
staff to be able to self-service asset management data using the Geologic Australasia digital 
mapping software. These include; 

• Decreased burden on Operational Support Branch for basic procedures. 

• Less down time by operational staff within business units waiting for information. 

• Greater uptake of available technologies to support business objectives 

• Synergies with other government agencies with regard to data sharing 

Financial Implications 

The cost of the ELA is $312 000 per year, over 3 years. Currently Property Management 
Division has a contract with Geologic Australasia that is $250 000 per year. 

Property Management Division have sourced additional funding agreement from Property 
Acquisition Division and Property Sales Division for the duration of the ELA contract (3 
years). Additional Property Management Division funding will be sourced from the existing 
Property Management Division Information Technology Service Level Agreement. The 
annual breakdown of injection funding per year for three years is as follows: 

• Property Management Division—$22 000 

• Property Acquisition Division—$10 000 

• Property Sales Division—$30 000 

Internal Consultation 

Operational Support Branch have undertaken internal business analysis with respect to 
software requirements for Property Management Division. 

Property Division have also consulted with Property Acquisition Division and Property Sales 
Division staff to ensure that their business requirements are supported by the Enterprise 
License Agreement. 

Shared Services ICT have been consulted with regard to current Service Level Agreements 
in place with Geologic Australasia. 

External Consultation 

Property Management Division have comprehensively investigated industry suitability within 
the digital mapping software arena, and have also consulted with Geologic Australasia and 
other providers to determine enterprise viability of software products. 

Benefits/Sensitivities 

The benefits of this Enterprise Licensing Agreement are as follows: 
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• Access to a greater number of software products/licenses for Department staff. 

• Ability to create innovative business solutions. 

• Simple contract management. 

• Centralised support and maintenance as part of agreement 

• Availability of training for Government staff as part of agreement 
There are no sensitivities with regard to this arrangement. 

Media Implications 

There are no media implications arising from this brief as this matter is an internal 
administrative issue. 

 

 

 

 

Name redacted     Project/Action Officer: Name redacted 

Section Manager – Digital Mapping   

Phone: number redacted   
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Writing process 
Writing is a task. You wouldn’t start a complex task without preparing for it, yet many people start 
writing before they have planned or thought about what they should say. This is inefficient and often 
leads to a frustrating cycle of ‘red-penning’ and re-writing. 

Applying a process to document production will make you more productive. The document 
production process we will use during this course is PLAN – THINK – WRITE – REVIEW. 

Plan 

Planning helps you understand your task. It involves identifying timeframes and the work that must 
be done to produce the document. Planning ensures your document will be released on time.  

Think  

Thinking is where you decide your purpose, key messages and call to action. You gather enough 
information to satisfy the who, what, where, when, why and how of the topic, and then analyse this 
information. Thinking requires you to consider your reader’s needs and how to meet them.  

Write  

Once you’ve developed your purpose, key messages and call to action, you can draft the document. 
You adapt the document’s style, structure and tone to suit your purpose and your reader’s needs.  

Review  

Before releasing the document for signature, you should check it to make sure it is clear, concise and 
correct. This involves reviewing for substance (content) and style (readability). 
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Key points 
Readers expect business and government writing to be: 

• clear 

• concise 

• accurate and factual 

• relevant to their needs 

• action-oriented with clear directions or recommendations 

• easy to read 

• honest 

• polite and respectful 

• timely and actionable.  

Regardless of the document type, using the PLAN – THINK – WRITE – REVIEW process will help you 
meet these expectations. 
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Plan 
Planning helps you to manage time when you are under deadline pressure. It recognises that writing 
doesn’t occur in isolation from other work, and that more than one person might be involved in 
document production.  

Planning steps 
Planning need not take long to do. For simple documents such as an email, planning might be a 
minute or so of work. More complex documents will take longer to plan. 

Activity 3. Planning your document 

What are the steps in producing a document? 
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Scenario: Flu vaccinations 
Every year, your agency provides flu vaccinations free-of-charge for its 4000 employees. You 
coordinate this program. This year, as usual, you started vaccinating on 1 February using a 3-strain 
flu vaccine, and you are part-way through the vaccination program. On 15 February, the Department 
of Health announced a new 4-strain vaccine. You spoke to your director about the new 4-strain 
vaccine, and subsequently receive this email. 

From: alex.smith@dept.gov.au 
Sent: Wednesday, 15 February 202X 09:43 AM   
To: dale.jones@dept.gov.au 
Subject: Suspend vaccinations 

Hi Dale 

Thanks for the heads-up about the new 4-strain flu vaccine. I agree we should suspend the 
vaccination program until we decide a way forward. Please make sure this happens.  

I know your team are working on this. My gut feeling is that we should change to the new vaccine, 
and give a booster to those who’ve already been vaccinated. You might want to touch base with 
the Chief Health Officer at the Department of Health about this.  

Once you’ve explored options, let me know your plan, the resource implications, and if you need 
anything else from me.  

Regards 

Alex 
 
Alex Smith 
Director People Strategy 
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Research and consultation 
An issue’s importance, sensitivity and complexity determine the extent of research required for a 
writing task. They will also determine if consultation is required. 

Circulating a draft of your document to stakeholders is not consultation – it is document review. 
Consultation occurs before a document is written. As you consult, you should record the results as 
part of your research. In briefs and reports, consultation will also be a heading in your final 
document. 

When researching and consulting, be careful of bias, as not all information is equal. Don’t limit 
consultation to stakeholders who are sympathetic to your own views. Look for sources that will 
challenge your pre-conceptions and expose your blind spots. Evidence won’t always be completely 
objective or factual, but be clear about what is fact and what is opinion.  

Activity 4. Research and consultation 

Refer to the flu vaccination scenario. What questions would you like answered before you start 
writing? 
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Key points 
Planning document production doesn’t need to take long, but it should never be overlooked. Tips for 
planning your document include: 

• back-briefing your manager about your writing plan 

• engaging stakeholders early in the research process 

• writing down your information needs and sources 

• allocating time and responsibility to each stage of document production 

• confirming who will clear the document and the time they will need to do this. 
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Think 
It is tempting to start drafting before you have finished thinking about what you want to say. This is 
inefficient and likely to lead to avoidable re-writing when others review your document. 

Good writing takes a clear position and supports this with evidence. This gives your reader 
confidence in the document and supports accountability. If you focus too much on ‘not being 
wrong’, your document will be muddy and evasive. You are not expected to be perfect, but you must 
be honest and diligent. Using reliable thinking tools assists in meeting these requirements. 

What to think 
There are three main outputs from the thinking stage of document production: 

• purpose 

• key messages 

• call to action. 

How to think 
Most work documents solve a problem and thinking starts with your analysis of that problem. It 
often involves development of options to address the problem (divergent thinking), and a 
recommendation of one of these options (convergent thinking). 

Attachment A outlines some well-known thinking support tools you may find useful. These are, 
however, only suggested tools. You should use whatever thinking tools you are familiar and 
comfortable with. 

Thinking about your content is particularly important when writing briefs, reports, business cases 
and policy proposals. These documents require you to develop and analyse options to solve a 
problem. You then decide your position which is presented as a decision or recommendation. The 
following process is one way to do this. 
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POOCH: A thinking scaffold 
The POOCH thinking tool was designed by Michael Pohl to help students think critically and make 
decisions. It is also a good tool to use when preparing a document for a decision-maker. POOCH 
helps you to organise your thinking, with the aim of choosing (or recommending) a course of action. 

The POOCH tool is a scaffold for exploring problems and solutions. Using POOCH can take a few 
minutes or it might guide your thinking over an extended period. 

When using POOCH, you can draw on other thinking tools such as brainstorming and cause and 
effect analysis. The POOCH process is: 

• Problem. Analyse the problem. If necessary, use managers and colleagues to help you define the 
problem.  

• Options. Identify and generate possible solutions to the problem. Use brainstorming or other 
divergent thinking tools to help identify options.  

• Outcomes. Think about the implications of each option. Eliminate options that are not viable, 
and develop the remaining ones in more detail. 

• Choice. Decide the position you will take in the document by choosing or recommending one of 
your options. 
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Activity 5. Deciding your position  
Refer to the flu scenario and the information you gathered in the previous activity. Step through the 
four stages of the POOCH process to help you decide your position – this is the recommendation you 
will make on this issue. 

Problem 

What is the problem you need to solve? 

 

Options 

What are your options to solve this problem? 
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Outcomes and viability 
Non-viable options have no place in your document. Viable options meet these five criteria: 

Suitable Viable options solve the problem that you are addressing. Make sure you aren’t 
solving a different problem or sneaking a pet issue into your document by stealth. 

Feasible Check that the option is achievable. Do you have the people, time, budget and 
other resources required to implement this option? 

Acceptable How will stakeholders feel about this option? Consider who owns the risk with this 
option, including colleagues, your manager and more senior executives. 

Distinguishable Options should be more than minor variations of the same idea. Give your reader 
a meaningful choice, and don’t try to manipulate their decision. 

Complete Options must contain enough detail for them to be understood and implemented. 
Don’t hide aspects of an option that your reader should be made aware of. 

 

Check each of the options you have identified to decide if it is viable. Is it suitable (S), feasible (F), 
acceptable (A), distinguishable (D) and complete (C)? 

Option S F A D C 
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Choose an option 
The last stage of the POOCH process is to decide upon a position and a way ahead. This requires 
convergent thinking to analyse the advantages and disadvantages of each option you have 
identified. 

Which option in this scenario will you recommend? Why? 
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Purpose 
The purpose statement is the real start point for the writing task. A well-defined purpose statement 
points your document in the right direction and will help you stay focused on what is important. A 
document without a clear purpose is wasteful. You have better things to do with your time than 
write something other people don’t need to read. 

The purpose statement tells your reader why they have received your document, and it helps them 
decide how much attention to give to it. While email subject lines and document headings help with 
this, they are not enough. Your document needs an explicit purpose statement. 

Write your purpose statement as a sentence. If you can’t do this, then your own understanding of 
your document’s purpose is not clear enough. This is the time to go back to your manager (or other 
stakeholders) and get that clarity. 

Activity 6. Defining your purpose 

Do you need to write anything to solve the flu vaccination problem? If you do, what is the purpose 
of the document? 
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Key messages 
If you have done a good job of defining your document’s purpose, then your key messages will flow 
neatly. It will be easier to decide what to include and what to leave out of your document. 

Reducing the number of messages in your document is the main way to control its size. But it isn’t 
the only way. Good documents also use shorter and fewer words to make their point. 

Shorter documents 
Your document should be as short as possible. This does not mean compromising clarity, but it does 
mean using shorter words and fewer words to get your point across. 

Don’t use ‘fancier’ words if there are simpler and shorter alternatives. 

Notes 
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Minimise the misery 
Your reader doesn’t need to know everything that you know about your topic. It can be tempting to 
include messages ‘just in case’, but if you try to tell your reader too much you will overload them. 
They might then miss your key messages. 

Deciding your key messages requires you to make some tough decisions about what to leave out of 
your document. 

Remove anything your reader doesn’t need 
Your document must always place the reader’s needs ahead of your own. There are many factors 
shaping these needs, including: 

• How much risk is attached to this issue, and does the reader ‘own’ the risk? 

• How much technical content is required for the reader to do what you are asking of them? 

• What is the reader’s appetite for detail? 

• How busy is the reader? How much time can they give this issue? 

• What information needs to be ‘on record’? 

Remove anything the reader already knows 
Sometimes your reader will already know something about your topic. For example, your document 
might be the latest instalment in an ongoing issue. Your document should make sense to its reader 
without the need for reference to other documents, but this does not mean it needs to contain 
every background detail. 

Don’t be tempted to display your own knowledge of the issue. You are not writing an essay where 
your knowledge is being assessed. This means your document must be based on evidence, but it 
doesn’t need academic level citations. 

Think about what your reader already knows about your topic, and leave this information out unless 
you want to give it special emphasis. 

Remove anything your reader can work out for themselves 
No-one likes being told something obvious or something they could have easily worked out for 
themselves. Your reader’s brain goes into low power mode when you make such statements. Don’t 
include clichés and empty phrases, as your reader is likely to skip ahead of this content until they 
reach something interesting. 

You should make sensible assumptions about what your reader can and cannot work out for 
themselves. If you are not sure about this, talk to your manager or colleagues to get their opinions. 
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Activity 7. From brain dump to key messages 
Think about the readers for the flu vaccination scenario. 

Refer to attachment B, which is a ‘brain dump’ of our research into this topic from earlier today.  

• Cross out any points that your reader does not need to know.  

• Cross out any points that your reader should be expected to already know.  

• Cross out any points which are common sense, or which your reader could work out for 
themselves. 

Which points are left? These are your key messages. 
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Call to action 
The last stage in thinking about your document is to decide what you want the reader to do. This is 
closely connected to your purpose statement, but it isn’t always the same thing.  

The call to action is sometimes implied, but briefs and reports need an explicit call to action. These 
use strong verbs that leave your reader in no doubt about what you want them to do. 

When writing your call to action, check that: 

• it is consistent with your document’s purpose 

• it is supported by your key messages. 

Strong verbs 
Not all verbs are equal. Some are open to interpretation and leave your reader to guess what you 
want them to do. Verbs such as ‘encourage’ mean different things depending on the context of the 
document and the seniority of the writer. Calls to action should use strong verbs to remove this risk 
of misunderstanding. 

Using strong verbs does not mean being rude. The verbs in documents such as briefs, contracts and 
policies don’t need to be accompanied by polite phrases. However, in documents such as emails and 
letters, polite phrases such as please’ and ‘thank you’ are expected. 

Auxiliary verbs 
Auxiliary verbs are words than support other verbs. They indicate possibility, capability and 
necessity. In business and government writing they are used to indicate expectation and obligation. 
In important documents, such as briefs, reports and contracts, auxiliary verbs have legal significance. 

Strong verbs Use with caution 

must, are to and is to shall, need to and have to 

should would, will, could and can 

may might 
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Briefs 
Briefs must have recommendations. Your organisation’s template will specify the location of the 
recommendations, which could be at the beginning or end of the document. In a brief, each 
recommendation should have its own ‘sign-off’ line. The most common options for the sign-off in 
briefs are: 

• noted/please discuss 

• approved/not approved/please discuss 

• signed/not signed/please discuss 

• agreed/not agreed/please discuss.  

Other documents 
Other types of document, such as emails or letters might not contain specific recommendations. 
Their call to action might be an invitation to accept the provided information, or advice about where 
the reader can go if they have any questions. 

You might want your reader to do nothing. This is still a call to action and should be made clear to 
your reader. A common and polite way to phrase a ‘do nothing’ call to action is to write: 

If you have any questions, please contact me on the number below. 

If the document is communicating a difficult decision, the call to action might be a statement of the 
options available to the reader if they want to contest the document. Avoid empty offers of 
assistance or sympathy. Only write what you mean, and only offer what you are prepared to follow 
through with. 

  



 

© Petersen Ink 2020 Briefs and reports v1.8 |Page 30 

Activity 8. Calls to action 
Refer to the flu vaccination scenario. 

What are the calls to action for your document? What do you want your reader to do? 
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Key points 
The THINK stage is where you develop the content for your document. It involves: 

• defining the problem to be solved by your document and considering options to solve that 
problem 

• understanding why your document is needed 

• identifying the needs of your reader so you can make sure your content is relevant to them 

• using assertive language to drive your reader to action.  

Are you ready to write? 
You are ready to write if you have: 

• defined the purpose of your document and can state it as a sentence 

• decided your key messages and checked they are relevant to your reader 

• directed the reader with a clear call to action using assertive verbs. 

All that remains is to write these elements up in a logically structured and easy to read style. 
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Write 
Whereas the THINK stage of writing is about deciding your purpose, key messages and call to action, 
the WRITE stage is about communicating these. This requires use of plain English, appropriate 
structure and tone. 

Plain English  
All business and government documents should be written in plain English. This does not make them 
boring or unsophisticated – it makes them easy to read. The principles of plain English are: 

• Use familiar, everyday words. 

• Avoid unnecessary words. 

• Vary sentence length, but keep to an average of 15 words. 

• Prefer the active voice. 

• Use personal pronouns such as ‘we’ and ‘you’, except in formal contexts. 

• Use direct verbs instead of nominalisations (use ‘explain’ rather than ‘provide an explanation’; 
‘apply’ rather than ‘make an application’). 

• Break up dense strings of nouns and modifiers (such as ‘the outline development plan land 
package release conditions’). 

• Avoid euphemisms, clichés and overused or trendy words or phrases. 

• Prefer simple sentences. 
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Use simple words 
There are more than 600,000 words in the English language, but you don’t have to use all of them! If 
you use a complex or unusual word, you might confuse your reader or even put them off. Complex 
language can make you sound arrogant and distant, whereas simple language is engaging and 
memorable. 

Unfortunately, many documents at work are infested with overly complex language. This is habit. 
We are so used to seeing longer words at work, that many people think this is expected in work 
writing. It isn’t. Every organisation wants its people to use simple and familiar words in their 
documents. 

Complex language isn’t just distant, it’s also confusing. Many English words have more than one 
meaning, such as ‘sanction’ and ‘oversight’. Others sound similar but have different meanings. 
Examples of these words include: 

• alternate and alternative 

• effect and affect 

• principle and principal 

• advice and advise 

• assure, ensure and insure 

• discrete and discreet. 

In most of these examples, there are simpler options that can be used. For example: 

The project team established a discrete budget for the Melbourne office. 

or 

The project team established a separate budget for the Melbourne office. 

In other cases, you might need to use more words to make your point clearly. For example: 

You should ensure the delegate is aware of their responsibilities. 

or 

You should make sure the delegate is aware of their responsibilities. 

In all these situations, don’t use a word if you are not sure of its meaning. Your reader should not 
have to use a dictionary to understand your document. 
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Readability 
Your reader should be able to understand your document after one reading. It doesn’t matter how 
carefully you have planned and thought about your messages; your work will be wasted if your 
document is hard to understand. Documents that are hard to read are annoying and frustrating. This 
is not a good plan if you are trying to persuade your reader to do something.  

Readability is the word that describes how easy a document is to read. Long sentences and long 
words are the main cause of readability problems. Readability can be measured using calculations 
based on the average number of words per sentence and the average number of syllables per word 
in your text.  

This calculation is automated in the readability checker in Microsoft Word. The readability checker is 
part of the spelling and grammar checker, but must first be enabled using the following menu path: 

File – Options – Proofing – Select ‘show readability statistics’ 

Microsoft Word will then provide readability statistics at the end of every spelling and grammar 
check. There are two readability scores in Microsoft Word: 

• Flesch reading ease. This rates text on a 100-point scale. The higher the score, the easier it is to 
understand the document. 

• Flesch-Kincaid grade level. This rates text on a school grade level. For example, an eighth grader 
can understand a document that has a score of 8.0.  

The Australian style manual recommends aiming for a Flesch-Kincaid grade level of 7 at work. This is 
a tough benchmark, and we recommend the following more achievable guidance: 

 
Websites and information addressed to the general public Flesch-Kincaid grade level 7 

Other documents for the public Flesch-Kincaid grade level 8–10 

Internal work documents Flesch-Kincaid grade level 10–12 

Documents for busy decision-makers Flesch-Kincaid grade level 8–10 
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Activity 9. Readability levels 
Estimate the readability level of the following sentence. 

In the normal course of business, the department makes many procurement decisions, and in this 
circumstance, to ensure we effectively complied with the Commonwealth Finance Framework, 
the decision was made to utilise the Department of Industry procurement panel. 

How could you improve the readability of this sentence? 
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Improving readability 
If you want to improve the readability of a document, you must use shorter and fewer words in your 
sentences. This can be done in three stages: 

• remove unnecessary words, such as adverbs and fake verbs 

• replace long words with shorter words, for example replace utilise with use 

• reduce the length of your sentences by focussing on one thought for each sentence. 

Don’t be tempted to use more abbreviations in your text. While these might yield a better Flesch-
Kincaid grade level, abbreviations are quite hard to read. Your document might be easier to read if 
these terms are written out in full. 

Notes 
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Active voice 
All style guides recommend you prefer the active voice to the passive voice. Active voice is a direct 
way of constructing sentences that places the agent (the doer) ahead of the action. This makes the 
agent the subject of the sentence. The order of words in an active voice sentence is: 

subject – verb – object 

Active voice supports accountability because it emphasises the person (or thing) responsible for an 
action. An example of an active voice sentence is: 

The whole team attended the working group. 

Passive voice places the agent after the verb in a sentence. This is sometimes appropriate, but it de-
emphasises responsibility. An example of a passive voice sentence is: 

The working group was attended by the whole team. 

Passive voice should be avoided unless: 

• the agent is not important 

• you don’t know who the agent is 

• you want to soften the tone of your message. 

Agentless passive sentences 
Agentless passive sentences don’t have an agent. Sometimes this can’t be avoided. For example, the 
following sentence has an implied agent: 

Thank you for your email. 

In this next sentence we don’t know who the agent is: 

Several computers were taken last night. 

Government and business writing places special importance on transparency and accountability. For 
this reason, be careful with agentless passive sentences as they can hide who was responsible for an 
issue or action. 
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Activity 10. Active voice and simple language 
Think back to the procurement brief you read this morning, and analyse this sentence from that 
brief. Does it use active or passive voice? 

It has been determined that Geologic Australasia is able to provide the full suite of products 
required within a single contract arrangement to support Government objectives. 
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Lazy language 
Lazy language causes confusion and reduces accountability. Having a clear and predictable structure 
in your sentences, paragraphs and overall document is the best way to eliminate this confusion. 

Activity 11. Removing ambiguity 
Read the following sentences, and identify the unclear points.  

Despite being drunk and aggressive, the Minister answered the protestor’s question.  

 

The committee allocated more funding to the project team because it had underestimated the 
cost of contractors. 
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Structure  
A well-structured document presents content using logical patterns and connections. There are two 
structural principles to achieve this: flow and position. 

Flow 
Good writing flows in a logical direction. This might be from the past to the present to the future, or 
it might flow from background to issues to findings. In all these cases, the writer is progressively 
building on the previous content. This allows the reader to follow the argument, and arrive at the 
document’s finish with a good understanding of that argument. 

Position 
Readers do not give equal attention to every part of your document. They pay most attention to the 
beginning and end of sentences, paragraphs and documents. They often skip over the bits in the 
middle. For this reason, you should place your most important content at the beginning (or end) of 
what you write. Never bury important content in the middle of your text. 

Sentences and paragraphs 
Sentences and paragraphs normally apply the principles of flow and position together.  

A sentence is a complete thought. An active voice sentence flows: subject – verb – object, placing 
logical emphasis on the doer.  

A paragraph is an idea or a complete point. If your point is complex, you might need several 
sentences to make it. In this case, one way to organise the sentences in your paragraph is: 

• Topic. Use a topic sentence to state your point or what the paragraph will be about. 

• Evidence. Provide the content which supports your point. 

• Explanation or example. Elaborate on your evidence by providing an example. 

• Link. Link back to your topic sentence, your conclusions or to your next paragraph. 
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Document structure 
The traditional approach to business and government writing was based on the principle of flow. In 
these documents, the progression through the document was essential to the reader’s 
understanding of the conclusion and call to action. Academic and technical papers almost always use 
this approach because the journey through the document is as important as the destination. 

A logically flowing approach can, however, lead to a long document. The modern approach to 
business and government writing therefore places more importance on putting key content in 
positions of emphasis. This approach accepts that busy readers might not read the whole document 
before they act upon it. 

The two principles are sometimes in tension with each other, forcing you to focus on either flow or 
position. This leads to two approaches to document structure. 

Traditional layout Modern layout 

Background 

Purpose 

Issues and analysis 

Conclusions 

Call to action/recommendations 

Call to action/recommendations 

Purpose 

Background 

Issues and analysis 

Advantages: 

• logical flow 

• comprehensive 

• easy to follow. 

Advantages: 

• shorter 

• direct. 

Disadvantages: 

• lengthy 

• reader cannot go directly to the ‘bottom line’. 

Disadvantages: 

• disjointed flow 

• harder to write. 

In some documents, such as ministerial briefs, your organisation’s templates will specify which 
layout to use. In other cases, such as an email, you can choose how to structure the document. 
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Emails and letters 
If your document is an email or letter, you will generally use one of the following structures: 

• Bottom line up front (BLUF). This is a modern structure that is good for routine matters and 
urgent issues.  

• Situation, details, action (SDA). This is a traditional structure used for simple topics. 

• Situation, complication, resolution, action, politeness (SCRAP). This is a traditional structure 
used for complex topics or for delivering bad news. 

Briefs and minutes 
Templates will dictate the structure of your brief or minute. Comply with the layout of the template, 
and don’t vary it, as these templates are designed for specific readers. These readers rely on a 
predictable layout to help them find the information they want.  

Modern templates have the recommendations up front. Traditional templates tend to have the 
recommendations at the end of the document. Apart from this, and within the constraints of the 
template, you still need to think about flow and position. 

Notes 
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Body of the document 
Some templates have headings for the main content of the document. Other templates have no 
headings or just a single heading for the body of the document. Regardless of whether your 
organisation’s templates specify these or not, you should consider the following areas when writing 
up the body of your document: 

Element Considerations 

Considerations Summarise the factors the reader should consider when deciding the 
issue. 

Options If there are options, provide a concise description of each option and your 
evaluation of the options. For complex topics, this information may be 
placed in an attachment.  

Way ahead While the recommendations provide your solution to the problem, some 
briefs are enhanced with a separate clear statement of the way ahead. 
Don’t duplicate what is in your recommendations. 

Sensitivities and 
risks 

If there are risks, then you should refer to your assessment of risk 
(likelihood, consequence, mitigations and controlled risk level). 

Describe any sensitivities associated with the topic. This includes possible 
reactions to the proposed actions and decisions. 

Finance/resources This section is not just about raw costs, but the costs in context. You 
should provide enough information to support budgeted decision-making.   

Media An issue is not sensitive just because the media might be interested in it. 
Even so, if you expect media interest, you should consult your 
media/communications advisers. If talking points are required, these are 
always included as attachment A. 

Consultation Your reader should not be left to speculate about who you consulted with, 
and some organisations require you to provide a comprehensive list of 
your consultation. Include their name and appointment. 

Citing your people and document sources allows the reader to form a 
better view about the credibility of your document. 
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Document peripherals 
Many government documents contain peripheral information such as handling markers. This 
information not only helps the reader, it supports correct storage and distribution of the document. 
Attachment C explains some of these document peripherals. 

Key points 
Write your document so it is as easy to read as possible. Documents that are easy to read are more 
persuasive, and are more likely to achieve their purpose. Easy to read documents use: 

• simple and familiar words 

• sentences that vary in length, but which average 12 to 17 words 

• active voice.  
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Review 
Reviewing your document is the final stage of the writing process. It comprises editing and releasing 
your document, and can be done by the writer or by another person. In either case, good writers do 
not start this stage until they have finished writing. If you start reviewing too early, you might be 
wasting time reviewing work which does not end up in the final draft. 

Before releasing a document for signature, you should check that it is clear, concise, complete, 
correct and courteous. You can minimise rework and ‘red-penning’ by submitting a draft that is as 
free of errors as possible. 

If you approach your review methodically, you will avoid a frustrating backwards and forwards 
revision cycle with clearance and release authorities. When you start your review, separate your 
checks into two stages: 

• substance reviewing 

• style reviewing. 

Activity 12. Checklists for reviewing 
What things should you check when you are reviewing a document? 

Substance review Style review 
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Reviewing for substance 
Before you start checking grammar and typos, make sure you’ve got the content right. Check that 
the purpose is clear, the flow makes sense, the evidence supports your argument, your key 
messages are relevant, and the action required is clear. 

Substance reviews tend to be harder to do than style reviews. This is because they require a 
reviewer who understands enough about the topic to check if the document will achieve its purpose. 

Attachment D is a checklist for a substance review. 

Reviewing for style 
Once you’ve got the content right, it is time to check the document’s style. Make sure your 
grammar, spelling, punctuation and style conventions are appropriate. The main test for this is that 
your document can be understood after one reading. 

Techniques for a style review depend on personal preference. Some people can review on screen, 
but others prefer to print the document for review. Some people start at the end of the document 
and work forward, but others are happy to start at the beginning. 

Spelling and similar errors are unprofessional and may distract the reader from your content. They 
must be fixed, and it is easy to do so. But don’t over-edit during the style review. You may think 
‘happy’ is a better word than ‘glad’, or that the grammar needs fixing, but will these changes make 
the message clearer? If not, leave them alone.  

Attachment E is a checklist for a style review. 

Accessibility 
One in five Australians has a disability that affects their ability to read, and your documents must be 
accessible to them. The standards to ensure your document are accessible are called Web Content 
Accessibility Guidelines. 

Attachment F outlines your obligations in this area, and describes how to check that your document 
is accessible. 

Signature and release 
Once you have reviewed the document, you should prepare it for signature by the release authority. 
In some cases, the release authority will sign the document by hand (and hand date it), but 
increasingly we are signing documents electronically or digitally. 

Attachment G describes how to prepare a document for digital signature. 
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General hints for reviewing a document 
You should manage the review process like any other task. Here are some hints to help you do this. 

Fresh eyes 
Ask someone else to review the document. Fresh eyes are always best when reviewing a document 
as they will pick up errors and gaps in logic that you have subconsciously filled in. 

Substance followed by style 
Be specific about which type of review is being done. Substance reviews are very different to style 
reviews, and it is hard to do them at the same time. Your subject matter experts and managers 
should normally be doing a substance review, not a style review. 

Face-to-face feedback is best 
Don’t use track changes for a substance review. Track changes is good for a style review, but the 
comments function in Microsoft Word is better for a substance review. You can also use a separate 
comments sheet for a substance review. Better still, ask for feedback on the document’s substance 
face-to-face. 

Don’t be passive about feedback 
Don’t be passive about feedback, especially if you ask someone to review a document for substance, 
but they comment only on style issues. Check they are happy with the substance before you make 
their suggested style changes. 

Use the freezer 
Put your document in the freezer. If you are reviewing your own document, set it aside for as long as 
possible before you review it. Overnight is good, but a few days is better. If you are under pressure, 
a few minutes in the freezer is better than no time at all. 

Edit for clarity not vanity 
Don’t over-edit the document, especially if it was written by someone else. If you suggest too many 
minor changes, the author may stop trying with their documents because you are likely to change 
them anyway. 
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Attachments 
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Attachment A: Thinking tools 
There isn’t one best way to think, and the best thinking tools will vary with person and situation. 
When producing a document, what matters is that you do think about your content – not how you 
think about it. 

The following thinking tools are suggestions, but you should use whatever thinking tools you are 
familiar with, or which most appeal to you. 

The journalist’s six questions (5WH) 
Many journalists ask ‘who, what, where, when, why and how?’ to analyse a situation. They argue 
that their research is not complete until they can answer all six questions.  

Getting answers to these six questions will help you to plan your research and consultation. It is a 
good thinking tool for routine topics and for documents that solve simple problems. The 5WH 
questions are: 

Question Thinking points 

Who? Who was involved or affected? Who can resolve this issue? Consider everyone with 
an interest, not just the reader. 

What? What happened? What is the real problem? What are you trying to achieve? 

Where? Where did this issue occur? Where will it have the greatest impact? 

When? When did the issue occur or arise? When will action need to be completed? 

Why? Why did it happen? Look for cause and effect. In some cases, you might ask ‘why 
not?’ to encourage lateral thinking about the issue. 

How? How did this issue happen? Probe the detail of what happened or will happen. This 
includes processes, times and quantities. 

Think as broadly as possible for each question. They are launch pads for deeper analysis. 
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Cause and effect analysis (the Ishikawa diagram) 
Cause and effect analysis is a visual thinking tool and is often called the ‘fishbone diagram’. It helps 
you identify all the possible causes of a problem, and it is a good way to dig deeper into a complex 
issue. To do this analysis: 

• specify the issue or topic 

• list headings relevant to your work area, such as people, policy, legal, technical and finance 

• for each heading, list all the possible causes of the problem you face. 

This type of analysis can be used to find out what lies at the heart of the problem you are facing. 

The 5 whys 
The 5 whys technique is a powerful way of cutting through noise and irrelevant information. As you 
consider each piece of information, ask ‘why does this matter?’, ‘who says?’ or ‘so what?’. Keep 
asking this question (up to five times) until you reach an actionable conclusion or until you decide 
the point is unimportant. This technique helps you to keep irrelevant information out of your 
document. 

Developing options 
Most problems will have more than one possible solution. Good writers ensure their readers are 
aware of all the viable options available to them. This not only helps readers to make good decisions, 
it also aids accountability and transparency.  

Divergent thinking 

Developing options requires divergent thinking. This can be done in many ways, but the result must 
be options which provide real choice for your reader. Be alert to your biases—you might be quick to 
form a view about how to solve your problem, but you should not ignore other viable options. 

Even the most diligent person is susceptible to unconscious bias, and this can close off potentially 
good options to solve your problem. While most divergent thinking involves straightforward 
consultation with colleagues and stakeholders, it is sometimes helpful to undertake this in a more 
structured manner. 

If you are a naturally optimistic person, you might seek out the views of more sceptical colleagues 
(and vice versa). It is also important that colleagues contribute their views without fear of 
judgement. This ensures you hear their honest views, and not just what they think you want to hear. 

Convergent thinking 

Depending on the complexity of the topic you are writing about, this might be a collaborative 
process, or you might do this on your own. You may have formed a ‘gut feeling’ about the best 
option, but this needs to be tested by objective consideration of all the evidence available to you. 
Don’t ‘play favourites’ with your options; it can be tempting to focus on evidence that supports your 
personal preference, and to ignore evidence that doesn’t support your desired position. 
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Attachment B. Brain dump – flu vaccination brief 
 

1. Our department has an influenza vaccination program. 

2. You have temporarily suspended the vaccination program. 

3. There are 4000 employees in the vaccination program. 

4. The vaccination program started on 1 February. 

5. 2000 employees have already received the three-strain vaccination. 

6. The vaccination program is optional. 

7. 98 percent of employees took up the free vaccination last year. 

8. The Department of Health have recently released a four-strain vaccine. 

9. The four-strain vaccine protects against the ‘Nasty Brisbane Virus’. 

10. Most department employees work in Canberra, Melbourne and Sydney. 

11. You can catch the ‘Nasty Brisbane Virus’ outside Brisbane. 

12. The four-strain vaccine is available two weeks from now. 

13. The three-strain vaccine costs $10 per shot. 

14. The four-strain vaccine costs $15 per shot. 

15. The extra money for a four-strain vaccine is not in our budget, but Alex can find the money. 

16. Our department doesn’t have a stockpile of three-strain vaccines, but the contractor does. 

17. Our department doesn’t have a fixed contract to purchase more three-strain vaccines. 

18. There is no booster vaccine. 

19. You should not have the four-strain vaccine if you have had the three-strain vaccine. 

20. The three-strain vaccine provides good (97 per cent) protection. 

21. The four-strain vaccine is best practice. 

22. The Chief Health Officer has done a risk assessment on this issue, and the risk of catching 
influenza if you have the three-strain vaccine is low. 

23. The risk can be further reduced with good hand hygiene and cough etiquette. 

24. The purpose of the vaccination program is to look after our people, and to improve 
productivity by reducing absence due to illness. 

25. The vaccination program is not part of our department’s enterprise agreement. 

26. The vaccination program is part of your director’s budget. 

27. Our department develops policy – it doesn’t provide health services. 
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Attachment C: Document peripherals  
Executives and ministers read a lot of documents, and the templates in your organisation have been 
designed to suit their needs. They know where to look for the information they seek, and changing 
the template makes it harder for them to do this.  

This attachment provides guidance on how to populate a generic brief or minute template. The 
same guidance applies to emails and letters, but these documents have simpler structures. 

Handling markers 
Government documents often contain content that needs special handling. These handling 
restrictions are specified by two types of marker: protective markers and information management 
markers. 

Protective markers 
Protective markers describe the sensitivity or security classification of information. The protective 
markers used in Australia are: 

• UNOFFICIAL 

• OFFICIAL 

• OFFICIAL: Sensitive 

• PROTECTED 

• SECRET 

• TOP SECRET 

These markers may be accompanied by caveats, which describe additional handling restrictions. 
Caveats are often used to protect intelligence sources and to restrict release of documents to 
foreign governments. 

Information management markers 
Information management markers (IMMs) are similar to protective markers but describe sensitivity 
instead of security. They are used to identify documents containing: 

• information covered by legal professional privilege 

• information covered by legislative secrecy provisions 

• personal information as defined in the Privacy Act 1988. 

IMMs are optional. If you decide to use an IMM, your document should also be OFFICIAL: Sensitive 
or higher. 
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The person who prepares the document is responsible for deciding the handling marker. The 
Australian Government’s Protective Security Policy Framework1 guides agencies on how to do this. 

If your template does not have an embedded style for the handling marker, then insert the marker 
at the top and bottom of each page in a centred red bold font. A protective marker uses all capitals 
(for example SECRET); an information management marker uses sentence case (for example Legal 
privilege). 

References and attachments 
References and attachments are optional reading. They are used to provide supporting content for 
the reader and should never be used as the only way to communicate a key message. 

Each document should have a file reference. This should be embedded in the template. Some 
agencies have file references in cover sheets, but best practice is to have the same reference on the 
document itself. 

Recipients 
The template you use will guide your approach to recording recipients. Some agencies have a 
clearance process (for example ‘through’), and this is recorded on the template. If you need to 
distribute copies of the signed brief, you should list the cc addressees on the document. 

Critical date 
Some templates include a critical date. The critical date is the date by which the reader must act or 
decide. You should include the reason for a critical date. 

Headings 
Comply with your template’s requirements for headings. For other documents, do not over-
capitalise, as this makes the heading harder to read. Headings should get the reader’s attention, be 
kept to one line and provide an indication of the following content. Think about the words someone 
would use in a search engine if they were looking for your content, and use these words to help 
phrase your heading.  

  

 

 
1 https://www.protectivesecurity.gov.au/information/Pages/default.aspx 
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Background 
The background section provides the background to the document – not the background to the 
problem. While these might overlap, you should not include background information that doesn’t 
support your document’s purpose. 

The background section of a document states how the need for the document arose, and may 
include previous decisions and actions leading to the current situation. 

Your reader is unlikely to have as much knowledge about the topic as you. Nonetheless, you must 
balance the need for background information with the need for brevity. Use attachments or 
references to provide additional background information, but wherever possible, draft your 
document so it stands alone as a consideration of the topic. 

Flags 
Flags draw the reader’s attention to specific parts of your document. They are useful if you have 
places that require signature or if you need to cite evidence from attachments.  

If you submit a document electronically, you would use internal hyperlinks and comments to flag 
content for the reader. If you are submitting a printed copy, you would use stick on flagging. 

Head flags indicate each separate document that is attached to the main document. A side flag 
draws the reader’s attention to a specific paragraph, field or sentence in an attachment.  

You should list the flags at the end of the main document, under the signature block. For example: 

Attachments: 
A. Talking points [head flag A] 
B. Draft letter to employees [head flag C] 
C. Clinical advice on flu vaccinations [head flag C] 

Side flags: 
C1 para 4 
C2 para 27 
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Attachment D. Substance review checklist 
Item Factors to consider 

Purpose • What is the purpose of the document?  

• Does the document achieve its purpose? 

• Does the document have a clear purpose statement? 

Content  • Is every sentence relevant to the document’s purpose? 

• Are all elements of the document complete: preliminary matter, contents, end 
matter and headers/footers? 

• Does the document contain obvious information which could be safely 
deleted? 

• Is the document’s content based on evidence? 

Action • Are action statements clear and assertive? 

• Are action statements predictable based on document content? 

• Do action statements include a doer? 

Structure • Is the flow of information logical? 

• Is any important content buried where it might be missed? 

• Does the document use the correct template/layout? 

• What is the size of the file (for e-distribution)? 

• What is the document’s method of distribution: print or electronic? 

• Can the document’s headings be used as bookmarks? 

Legal • Are there risks associated with the document? 

• Are there doubtful or questionable statements in the document?  

• Has the document respected copyright?  

• Should the document list the references or authorities consulted? 

• Has the document respected privacy?  

• Is there defamatory content in the document?  

• Should the document have a handling marker? 

• Who is authorised to release the document? 
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Attachment E. Style review checklist 
Item Things to check 

Plain English • Check for unfamiliar words, jargon, too many words, repetition and long 
noun constructions. 

• Check for excessive passive voice, subject–verb agreement and tense. 

• Check sentence construction, run-ons, defining/non-defining clauses and 
placement of modifiers. 

• Check readability level (word length and sentence length). 

Spelling • Check for Australian spelling. 

• Check spelling in headings (especially when in all-capitals). 

Punctuation • Check commas, semi-colons, dashes, apostrophes and quote marks. 

• Check dot points have parallel structure and correct punctuation. 

• Check numbers, dates and names for sticky spaces. 

• Check spacing between sentences and vertical spacing between paragraphs. 

Style • Check capitals, italics, bold, underlining and coloured text. 

• Check numbers, dates, shortened forms and hyperlinks. 

• Check tone (assertive, aggressive, passive-aggressive, passive). 

Accessibility • See separate attachment. 

Appearance • Check layout is in accordance with organisation’s preference. 

• Check heading levels, header and footer and page numbers. 

• Check cover pages, table of contents, widows and orphans and white space. 

• Check paragraph styles are numbered/unnumbered and aligned. 
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Attachment F: Accessibility 
One in five Australians has a disability that affects their ability to read, and your documents must be 
accessible to them. Fortunately, modern assistive technology makes this possible. The standards to 
ensure your document are accessible are called Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG). 

Most organisations have internal guides for preparing accessible PowerPoint slides, and Word and 
PDF documents. The style review checklist in Attachment E includes these basic accessibility checks.  

If you are using Microsoft Office 2010 and higher, you can also run the accessibility checker to check 
your document.  

• If the accessibility checker flags something as an ‘error’, then a person with impaired vision will 
not be able to read the content.  

• If the accessibility checker flags something as a ‘warning’, the content is difficult for a person 
with impaired vision to read. 

You can find the accessibility checker in Microsoft Office in the review tab of the ribbon. 

These are minimum requirements for accessibility. Even if you achieve technical conformance you 
may still be in breach of the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 if someone cannot access your 
services and is being discriminated against in practical terms. 

If you would like to learn more about accessibility, please contact the Australian Government Digital 
Transformation Agency at www.dta.gov.au  

Vision Australia also run courses on creating accessible documents www.visionaustralia.org  

The following checklist covers the most common WCAG issues, but it is not a substitute for checking 
the full WCAG guidelines. 

Item Factors to consider 

Accessibility • Ensure format uses MS heading styles. 

• Check text boxes and columns. 

• Remove Smart Art and hidden text. 

• Check images have alt text with short descriptions and explanatory text. 

• Check there are no floating images (images should be in line with text). 

• Check tables have a simple and screen readable format. 

• Check text is high contrast, and colour is not used to convey meaning. 

• Check hyperlinks are descriptive rather than a URL or ‘click here’. 

• Check hyperlinks open in a new screen and link to a stable site. 
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Attachment G: Preparing for signature 
An electronic signature is any method which applies a signature to an electronic message. This can 
range from a typed name to an image of a handwritten signature of the sender.  

A digital signature uses an encrypted key, and is evidence that the message was ‘signed’ by use of 
the sender’s private key. There is no requirement for a handwritten signature. If your agency is using 
digital signatures, then you should convert your letter to PDF and prepare the signature field. You 
can then email the PDF to the releasing authority for digital signature. 

The method will depend on the organisation’s technology. For Adobe Acrobat Pro, it involves the 
following: 

• Export the document as a PDF.  

• Open the PDF version. 

• Go to Forms. Select Add or Edit Fields. 

• Click Add New Field. Select Digital Signature. 

• Place the box in the location for signature. 

• Click Close from Editing. 

• Save your document.  

The releasing authority can then open the document, double-click the signature block and follow the 
prompts to insert their digital signature. When they save the document, the digital signature should 
be visible in the signature field. 
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Attachment H: Improving readability in activity 9 
There are three steps to improving the readability of a document: 

• remove unnecessary words 
• replace long words with simpler words 
• keep sentences focused on one thought 

Original text 

In the normal course of business, the department makes many procurement decisions, and in this 
circumstance, to ensure we effectively complied with the Commonwealth Finance Framework, the 
decision was made to utilise the Department of Industry procurement panel. 

38 words 
Flesch Kincaid grade level: 21.2 

Remove unnecessary words 

In the normal course of business, the department makes many procurement decisions, and in this 
circumstance, to ensure we effectively complied with the Commonwealth Finance Framework, the 
decision was made to utilise the Department of Industry procurement panel. 

28 words 
Flesch Kincaid grade level: 17.6 

Replace long words with simpler words 

The department makes many procurement decisions, and to ensure we complied with the 
Commonwealth Finance Framework government finance rules, the decision was made we decided  
to utilise use the Department of Industry procurement panel. 

25 words 
Flesch Kincaid grade level: 15 

One thought = one sentence 

The department makes many procurement decisions. To ensure we complied with government 
finance rules, we decided to use the Department of Industry procurement panel. 

24 words 
Flesch Kincaid grade level: 10.9 
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Attachment I: Suggested brief for scenario 
BRIEF 
 

To:  Secretary 

Through:  Deputy Secretary Corporate Strategy 

First Assistant Secretary, People and Performance  

Subject: Flu vaccination program 202X 

Critical date: 1 March 202X, to ensure release of notice to staff by 17 March 202X. 

Recommendations 

That you: 

• note the Department of Health has released a new four-strain flu vaccine 

 Noted/discuss 

• note the decision to continue using a three-strain vaccine for the 202X employee flu vaccination 
program 

 Noted/discuss 

• sign the notice to employees explaining this decision at Attachment A. 

Signed/not signed/discuss 

Comment:  

 

 ……………………  .…/…./…. 

Purpose 

To request you sign a notice to all staff informing them of an important update in the employee flu 
vaccination program. 

Background 

Our department provides free flu vaccines to employees each year. We started vaccinating 
employees on 1 February 202X with a three-strain flu vaccine. On 15 February 202X, the Department 
of Health advised that a new four-strain flu vaccine would be available from March 202X. The new 
vaccine adds protection against the Brisbane flu strain.  

Issues 

The department’s flu vaccination program was suspended on 15 February 202X to allow us time to 
obtain expert advice before deciding which flu vaccine to use. 2000 employees have received the 
three-strain vaccine this year, leaving 2000 employees not yet vaccinated.   
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The Department of Health’s Chief Health Officer has advised us: 

• The four-strain flu vaccine is best practice. 

• Employees who have received the three-strain flu vaccine cannot receive the four-strain vaccine 
this year, and there is no booster vaccine for them. 

• The risk to employees who have received the three-strain flu vaccine is low (see Attachment B). 

Although the Chief Health Officer advised the four-strain vaccine is best practice, the department 
will continue using the three-strain vaccine this year for the following reasons: 

• there is a low risk of employees catching the Brisbane flu 

• it maintains equity across all employees and simplifies recordkeeping  

• there will be less waste of government stocks of viable vaccines. 

Employee work health and safety representatives support the department’s decision. They have 
asked the department to write to employees to explain the decision (Attachment A).  

The vaccination program will re-commence on 17 March 202X using the three-strain vaccine. 

Risk and sensitivities 

The health risks arising from this decision are low. 

Some employees may be dissatisfied about not getting the four-strain flu vaccine. This sensitivity can 
be eased by releasing the notice in Attachment A.  

The Strategic Communication Adviser considers it unlikely there will be any media interest in the 
decision to continue using the three-strain vaccine.  

Consultation 

Dr Susan Smith (Chief Health Officer), Stuart Ryan (Chair of Work Health and Safety Committee), Jill 
Johnson (Strategic Communications Adviser). 

 

  

Dale Jones 
Manager People Development and Support 
People and Performance Division 
02 6211 1111 

       February 202X 

Alex Smith 
Director People Strategy 
People and Performance Division 
02 6122 2222 

        February 202X 

Attachments: 

A. Notice to employees about the department’s flu vaccination program 

B. Risk assessment on change in flu vaccine 
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Further learning 
Face-to-face courses 
Essential writing skills: Emails and letters. This is our foundation course, designed for people who 
write correspondence. It is a good course for APS and ASO levels 1 to 4. 

Essential writing skills: Managers and executives. This is our top-level course and it is suitable for 
managers who are either writing themselves or managing writing projects. It is particularly suitable 
for executive levels 1–2 and senior officer grades, or for people preparing for those levels. 

Writing for government: Content and clarity. This is a half-day introductory course. It is designed for 
junior employees who write routine documents. 

Online courses 
Plain English: Words that work. This is our foundation online course. The course explains how to 
choose the best words at work, how to overcome bad writing habits, and how to use technical 
language and abbreviations. 

Plain English: Sensible sentences. This course looks at how to write sentences that make sense. It 
covers sentence length, removing fluff, using active voice, and getting sentences to flow. 

Plain English: Readers and readability. This course looks at how to write in a way that is engaging 
and easy to read. It covers the principles of readability and how to use tools in Microsoft Word to 
test and improve readability. The course also explains how to make your writing more assertive and 
persuasive. 

Writing for work: Purpose and planning. This course is about content. It will show you how to 
develop content that will meet the needs of your readers. The course covers planning, defining the 
purpose of your document, deciding your key messages, and writing a strong call to action. 

Writing for work: Spotlight on structure. Good writing needs a logical structure. This course explains 
how to structure sentences, paragraphs and documents. It also looks at how to use headings and 
attachments to manage the structure of your documents. 

Writing for work: Effective editing. You should review everything you write. This course will show 
you how to review a document in an efficient and constructive way. It covers how to edit content as 
well as style (such as word choice and grammar), and explains how to give feedback to others. 
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