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Introduction 
As an executive in the Australian public sector, you are at the centre of the writing process. Whether 
you are writing yourself, managing others or reviewing their work – you can’t write too well. 

You should already have good writing skills. This course assumes you are familiar with the essential 
components of good writing such as grammar, punctuation, sentence and paragraph flow, use of 
active voice and how to construct a written argument. We will build on this foundation by treating 
writing as a management activity involving: 

• initiating and planning the writing task 

• thinking about your reader’s needs and how to meet them 

• writing in a persuasive style that supports action and accountability 

• reviewing documents for substance and style. 

Unlike routine or operational writing, executive level writing is likely to be about serious or sensitive 
issues that receive close scrutiny. Executive level writing may also be a collaborative writing process 
involving multiple stakeholders. 

To deal with these challenges, we will show you how to approach writing as a project. This means 
planning and thinking about your document in the same way you would manage any other task. As 
an executive, you already know how to manage, this course will help you apply that ability to the 
process of document production.  

Learning objectives 
By the end of this course, you will be able to: 

• initiate and plan a complex writing task 

• develop concrete and relevant content using up-to-date style conventions 

• check that documents will withstand internal and external scrutiny 

• manage the writing and review process as a project. 
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Common public sector writing issues 
The most common challenges with government writing are well-known. They include: 

• writing about complex or technical topics to people unfamiliar with those topics 

• deciding what to say in a document (and deciding what to leave out of a document) 

• being clear and concise 

• engaging readers who are busy and easily distracted 

• persuading readers and helping them to make good decisions. 

Executives face additional challenges. Your writing is likely to have diverse stakeholders, including 
people who contribute content, and others who review your writing. Your documents must survive 
tough scrutiny, sometimes from readers you did not anticipate. This means you can’t ‘cut and paste’ 
content as freely as you can in routine correspondence. 

 

Activity 1. Expectations of executive level writing 

What are the most common problems you have 
noted in executive level writing?  

What areas you would like to focus on today? 
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Plan your writing project 
Computers allow you to ‘jump in’ and start writing without prior thought. This is inefficient, 
especially for complex topics. By planning your document, you reduce the risk of unproductive free-
writing. 

Every document, even an email, should be planned before you write. For simple documents, 
planning might take a few minutes. For more complex documents, such as reports, planning might 
take several days or even weeks. 

Managing writing as a project 
Most business and government writing is routine. While the content might change, the topics and 
structure will be similar to previous documents. This type of writing is operational or ‘business as 
usual’ writing. 

Executive level writing is different. Each document is unique and has a defined start and finish time. 
In this way, executive level writing is more like a project than business as usual. 

Managing writing like a project will improve your productivity as an executive level writer. Good 
project management reduces confusion, manages stakeholder expectations, and aligns effort in 
support of a single purpose. This makes it a good way of managing document production as well. 

The iron triangle 

Project management is used to deliver an output. How this output is achieved is constrained by the 
‘iron triangle’ of project management: scope, time and cost. 

 

The 3 components of the iron triangle are in tension with each other, and project managers 
sometimes joke about the ‘choose 2’ question. That is, you can have a project that is cheap and 
quick, broad scope and quick, or broad scope and cheap. But you cannot have all 3 together. Writing 
projects are subject to the same constraints. 
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Stages of document production 

All projects are managed through progressive stages. A writing project has these 4 stages: 

plan | think | write | review 

It doesn’t matter if the writing project is 5 days long or 5 months long, or whether it is an individual 
task or a group task. By treating executive level writing as a project, and by working through these 
4 stages, you will improve the quality and timeliness of your writing. 

Activity 2. Meeting deadlines 

What tasks are involved in producing a document?  
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Initiation 
Initiating a writing project is where you define a document’s purpose, scope and deliverables. It 
explains the need for the document, and sets out your expectations of the writer. Initiation might be 
triggered by a business case, meeting or discussion, executive direction, or it might be a response to 
another document. 

Some writing projects will have a strict separation between initiation and the later parts of planning. 
For example, a writer would not plan an investigation report until the terms of reference had been 
issued. In other documents, there might be overlap between initiation and later planning tasks. 

The way you initiate a project will depend on how complex the document is: 

• Simple documents can be initiated like any other simple task. 

• Complex documents should be initiated with either terms of reference or an author’s brief. 

SMART criteria for simple documents 

Small writing projects do not need a full author’s brief or terms of reference. In these cases, a 
statement of the document’s purpose will be enough. Initiating statements should conform to 
SMART goal criteria, and should be written in plain English. 

Specific What type of document is required? Who will be the writer(s) and sponsor? 

Measurable What is the purpose of this document, and how will you know if it achieves 
that purpose? What will you be looking for when a draft is provided to you? 

Achievable Do the writers have the time and expertise to develop this document?  

Relevant Your writing team are already busy, so this document will be written at the 
expense of something else. Is the document that important? What priority 
have you allocated to this work? 

Time bound When is the document required for publication, and what milestones need to 
be met along the way? 
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Terms of reference and author’s briefs for complex documents 

In a complex writing project, initiation is provided as either terms of reference or an author’s brief. 
These initiation documents provide detail on scope, background, purpose, audience, resources and 
timeframes. They should also describe the review, approval and release process.  

You should think about the following points when drafting terms of reference and author’s briefs: 

• Identify the document sponsor. What is the mandate for this document, and who will sign it? 

• Confirm the purpose of the document. You should write this as a sentence. 

• Confirm the level and scope of the document: 

o Who will the document be written for? 

o What is to be covered? 

o What is not to be covered?  

o What action is required of the reader? 

• Explain the need for the document, including background relevant to the topic. 

• Specify the type of document to be produced, and the style you want used. 

• Direct how the document will be released. Consider whether this will affect format, navigation, 
size, colour, imagery, accessibility and content. 

• Allocate responsibilities for document production, especially who will do the research, writing 
and reviewing. 

• Identify stakeholders. Who should be consulted, and who should be asked to review drafts? 

• Specify key production dates. When is the first draft due, when is the final draft due, and what 
are the dates for review? 

• Specify any constraints on the document. For example, is it classified or subject to special 
handling requirements?  

• Specify any non-standard writing conventions or styles. See attachment A for an example of how 
to do this. 

• Allocate resources to produce the document. Describe the support available to your team, and 
tell them the priority of this work. 

• Specify any known information sources, and if there is a preferred method of research and 
consultation. 

 
Document sponsors don’t always provide good initiating direction. If you are the writer, you 

may need to draft your own terms of reference, and ask the sponsor to approve them. 
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Style guides 

The main style reference for business and government writing in Australia is the Style manual. This is 
an online guide published by the Australian government Digital Transformation Agency. This manual 
provides guidance on general style conventions including formatting, language, numbers, 
punctuation and titles. It can be accessed at stylemanual.gov.au1 

Many organisations also have their own style guides. Where they exist, they take precedence over 
the Style manual. For most documents, they will be the only style guidance you need. 

Large writing projects might need a more detailed task style guide. A task style guide supports the 
author’s brief by providing guidance to the writers and editors about your writing style preferences. 
Its purpose is to achieve consistent writing style, especially if you are working on a team task.  

The content of a task style guide will depend on the project. It could range from a one-page 
summary of preferences (for example use ‘executive level’, not ‘executive-level’) to a detailed guide. 
It should summarise preferred spelling, grammar, punctuation, style practices, handling of restrictive 
clauses, dialogue tags, banned or preferred words and standards for headings. 

An example task style guide is in attachment A. 

  

 

 
1 https://www.stylemanual.gov.au 
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Research and consultation 
A mental research plan will be enough for routine writing tasks, but complex writing projects should 
have a more structured approach to research. This protects you from bias when gathering 
information. 

There is no template for a research plan. For documents addressing a problem, a root cause analysis 
could be used to organise the research plan. Other research plans might use mind-mapping, PESTEL 
or SWOT analysis. Research plans form part of the record of document production, and should be 
filed appropriately. For sensitive matters, they provide evidence of your due diligence. 

It is tempting to take shortcuts when interpreting information, even about important matters. For 
example, one study in the United States shows that only 15 per cent of doctors’ decisions are 
evidence based. Instead, doctors rely on ‘obsolete knowledge gained in school, long-standing but 
never proven traditions, patterns gleaned from experience, the methods they believe in and are 
most skilled in applying, and information from hordes of vendors with products and services to sell’.2 

To protect against these biases, don’t go shopping for evidence to support your argument. Your 
research plan should include sources who may disagree with you, so that you expose all important 
sides of your issue. Two-sided arguments are more persuasive, and testing your position now will 
help your document survive later scrutiny. 

You are allowed to express opinions in your writing, but don’t rely on irrational or brute-force 
arguments to support them. Be transparent about your evidence and allow the reader to make a 
properly informed decision about your document. 

 
Consultation should occur during planning – before you start writing.  

Consultation is not when you circulate the first draft of your document. 

 
  

 

 
2 Jeffrey Pfeffer and Robert Sutton, Evidence-Based Management, Harvard Business Review, January 2006 
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Assumptions 

Executive level writing must be accurate and based on evidence, but there are limits to how much 
time you can allocate to research and consultation. You will rarely have all the information you 
would like to prepare your document. The resulting gaps in information are managed by making 
assumptions. 

Assumptions are things you accept as true, but without proof. They are a substitute for facts. 
Assumptions normally serve you well, and they simplify the process of writing. For example, you can 
safely assume your minister understands the government’s policies, or your board of directors have 
read the company’s strategic plan. 

Problems arise when you make unreasonable or lazy assumptions. This can distort your argument or 
confuse readers who might make different assumptions about the same matter. 

Assumptions are often intuitive and sub-conscious. You won’t always be aware that you are making 
an assumption. Fortunately, there are ways to reduce the chance of making unreasonable 
assumptions: 

• Write your assumptions down. Keep a record of the assumptions you are making. By writing 
significant assumptions down, you make them explicit and obvious. This is sometimes enough to 
reveal assumptions which should be tested or replaced with real information. 

• Test your assumptions. Get a second opinion about an assumption or try making a different 
assumption. See what effect this has on your message. 

• Cite your sources. While citations might not be required in the final document, it is good practice 
to include them in your research plan. Unsupported statements are then more likely to stand 
out. 
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Develop relevant content 
The content of your document must be relevant to your reader. Too many documents contain 
unnecessary content because the writer is focused on what they know, rather than on what 
the reader needs to know.  

It is inefficient to start writing before you have thought about what content will be relevant to the 
reader. The thinking stage of document production is where you develop that content. There are 3 
areas of content you must decide before you start writing: 

• purpose 

• key messages 

• call to action. 

Activity 3. Homeowner Insulation Program 
In 2008, Australia faced a global economic crisis. The Australian Government responded with several 
economic stimulus measures, including the Homeowner Insulation Program. This was a 3-year $2.8 
billion program of incentives for homeowners to install insulation.  

The program was announced in February 2009, with an ambitious implementation date of 
1 July 2009. The then Department of the Environment, Water, Heritage and the Arts was responsible 
for planning and implementing the program. They developed a program business model which 
partnered with big businesses to manage installations. This business model used industry expertise 
to control program risks, but some stakeholders were concerned it was too slow, and would not be 
ready for the 1 July 2009 start date. 

The following ministerial brief is about the Homeowner Insulation Program. Read the brief and 
discuss the subsequent questions about purpose, key messages and call to action. 
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UNCLASSIFIED 

DEPARTMENT OF THE ENVIRONMENT, WATER, HERITAGE AND THE ARTS 

Minister for the Environment, Heritage and the Arts (Information) 
CC: Secretary, other names redacted 

INSULATION PROGRAM PLANNING 

Timing: For discussion with the Parliamentary Secretary, name redacted Friday 3rd April 

Purpose: To advice you on actions underway to meet the 1 July roll-out of the Homeowners 
Insulation Program, particularly in business model planning. 

Background: In announcing the February Early Installers Guidelines for the Homeowner 
Insulation Program (HIP) and the Low Emissions Plan for Renters (LEAPR), you and the Prime 
Minister committed to a full roll out of the program on 1 July 2009 with access through "one 
phone call". We are working closely with the Officer of the Coordinator General (OCG) and have 
contracted KPMG to assist us to develop business models and Minter Ellison to finalise a risk 
management plan. 

Issues/ Sensitivities: 

Business models: We have commissioned KPMG to assist with the development of our overall 
business model for Program design and delivery. We are developing and assessing for 'hybrid' 
business models, with major business partnerships servicing the metro market for rapid roll out, 
with specific avenues to harness the existing small business installation sector and tailored 
services for special needs groups. 

• The major partnership stream could comprise logistics and contracting companies such as 
Spotless, energy service companies such as Enact Energy, Fieldforce and EAGA, and 
large retailers such as Bunnings or Mitre 10. A significant number of companies, some with 
partnership arrangements, have approached the Department expressing strong interest. 

• The small installer market requires specific consideration and smaller installation 
businesses have expressed concerns in working under a brokerage arrangement. The 
business model development process is investigating how the post July implementation 
model can harness the full capacity of the small installer business market. We are rapidly 
developing an installer register that would facilitate the ability of small businesses to 
continue to market and provide installation services as long as they meet specific program 
technical and quality requirements. 

• Within the model assessment process, work to evaluate the access and servicing 
requirements of certain special needs groups is also underway. There is a potential to 
commission (through a pilot initially) specialist regional and sectoral brokers to assist low 
income rental accommodation, rural and remote residences and indigenous communities. 
Uptake in these areas will take longer and require more active interventions. 

Managing Risks: We have briefed you on the Minter-Ellison draft risk assessment of the 
Program. This has now entered the second phase of designing risk mitigation strategies to 
minimise all risks and eliminate as many as possible. The extreme risks that will shape the 
selection of business models are: time and procurement. The initial assessment suggested that 
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the time available to develop and deliver the program in a properly controlled way may be 
inadequate, especially if substantial procurement need to be met by 1 July. A finalised risk 
management plan is expected to be completed before 9 April. 

Licensing: Rather than procuring services from the market (hard to do in the time), we consider 
that a licensing approach may deliver in the time available, and meet the needs of the full market 
spectrum. We would require installers (large or small) to register their business details on a web-
based form, indicating their business details, ABN, skill levels, experience and qualifications. We 
already have some 3000 installers pre-registered, but need to develop (and legally test) an 
accreditation system that defines minimum but effective accountability requirements to enable 
installers to access the Program. 
• There is as yet no industry-wide code of professional code of practice but believe it could 

be agreed with industry in the next month, eg based on the principles of the Australian 
Master Builder's Association Code (http://www.masterbuilders.com.au/pdfs/nationalcodepractice.pdf ). 

• Minimal training requirements (one to five days) and rollout through the Registered 
Training Organisation network by April is being negotiated through DEEWR. 

• A strong auditing (one strike and out) compliance role would be required. 

Centrelink: A separate model has been proposed by the Department of Prime Minister and 
Cabinet (PM&C) that involved utilising Centrelink infrastructure, specifically for call centre, 
monitoring and payment processing systems. We understand that the Coordinator General, name 
redacted has met with the CEO of Centrelink, name redacted, and the Department of Human 
Services (DHS) to discuss this option. We have identified a number of potential challenges to 
using Centrelink to deliver the post July arrangements based on experience and advice gleaned 
from DHS and Centrelink when costing the proposed Sustainable Assistance Homes Package 
(SHAP) in October 2008. The key challenges for that initiative related to: 
• Potential inability to make the necessary changes to the Centre link information technology 

environment to roll out the program; and 
• Cost – Centrelink costs to support the SHAP were high in comparison to other alternatives. 

Additionally, we have concerns that Centrelink systems may already be experiencing strain due 
to the increased use of their services by growing unemployment numbers. These issues are 
outlined at Attachment A. 
We will brief you further on actions we are taking to minimise the risks and deliver the program. 
Recommendation/s: 

1. That you note the business models being considered for the program  
Noted/ Please discuss 

Name and appointment redacted 
phone number redacted 
email address redacted 
214/2009  

Attachments: A. Centre link Draft Discussion Paper 
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What is the purpose of the brief? Is the stated purpose accurate and meaningful, or do you think 
there is a hidden agenda? 

 

What are the 3 most obvious messages in the brief? 

 

What is the call to action? If you were the Minister, what would you do after reading this brief? 
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Purpose 
Most readers are very selective about what they read. They decide whether a document is worth 
their time before they read it. A good purpose statement helps them make this decision.  

The document might be important to you (the writer or manager), but that doesn’t mean it will be 
important to the reader. Think about the purpose from the reader’s perspective, and what problem 
the document solves for them. Not every document is equally important, so don’t embellish your 
purpose. An honest and accurate purpose statement allows the reader to decide whether to study, 
read, skim or even ignore your document.. 

Make sure your purpose statement is explicit. If the purpose is not clear in your mind, it will not be 
clear to the reader. 

 
Aim for a one sentence purpose statement. 

This forces you to be clear about what the document will achieve. 

Finally, keep the purpose confined to the document. Don’t describe the background of wider issues. 
The purpose of the document will determine the scope of your document and will also flow to your 
call to action. It is worth getting the purpose statement exactly right. 

Activity 4. Purpose 

Think about why the Homeowner Insulation Program brief was written. What feedback would you 
give the writer about the purpose statement. Rewrite the purpose statement. 

 



 

© Petersen Ink 2021   Managers and executive levels v 3.1 | Page  20  

Minimise the misery 
No-one wants to read a long document at work. The best workplace documents don’t entertain the 
reader; they minimise the misery by being as short as possible. 

Reducing font sizes and margins doesn’t really shorten your document. It might even make your 
document harder to read. There are only 2 good ways to reduce the length of your document: 

• use shorter words and fewer words to make your point 

• reduce the number of messages in your document. 

Notes 
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Key messages 
Your reader does not need to know everything you know about the topic. No document is a perfect 
and complete transfer of knowledge, and you will always have to leave potential content out of your 
document. This requires you to manage the risk of not including information that might be useful to 
the reader. It is not possible to eliminate this risk, it can only be controlled. 

If you put too much content in your document, you will overwhelm your reader, and they will decide 
what to ignore. It is better for you to decide what to leave out. Start with your purpose statement 
and list everything you would like to include in your document. Then cut it back hard. These cuts 
should be based on three criteria: 

Remove anything your reader doesn’t need. Delete any content that doesn’t support the purpose 
of your document. 

Remove anything your reader already knows. Your reader isn’t interested in a rehash of what you 
told them last week. They want to learn something new from your document. 

Remove anything your reader can work out for themselves. Avoid clichés and statements of the 
obvious as they will send your reader’s brain into low power mode. Remember, however, that what 
is common sense to you might not be common sense to your reader. 

What remains after these cuts are your key messages. You can have as many key messages as you 
want, but every message adds to the length of your document and reduces the likelihood it will be 
read. The most powerful way to reduce the size of your document is to reduce the number of key 
messages. 

Letting go 
It is hard to let go of content once you have written it. You will be tempted to keep unnecessary text 
because of the time you have invested in writing it. 

Whenever you feel an impulse to perpetrate a piece of exceptionally fine writing, obey it—
whole-heartedly—and delete it before sending your manuscript to press. Murder your darlings. 

Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch 

Quiller-Couch points out how hard it is for writers to let go of content that sounds impressive, but 
which is not essential to a document’s purpose. It is much easier to ‘murder your darlings’ before 
you have written them out in carefully worded sentences. 
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Activity 5. Murder your darlings 

Review the list of messages in attachment B. These have been taken from the Homeowner 
Insulation Program brief. Cross out any messages that the Minister: 

• doesn’t need 

• knows already 

• can work out for themself. 

What key messages remain? 
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Call to action 
Most workplace documents have a call to action, and these are the most important words you will 
write. Don’t leave your reader to guess what you want them to do. Be explicit and use assertive 
language. This means using strong verbs that the reader will be familiar with. 

The call to action will flow from the purpose statement, and in some cases, the language will be very 
similar. For example, if the purpose of a ministerial brief is to request approval of a policy, then the 
call to action must ask the minister to approve (or sign) the policy. In other cases, the connection 
might be less direct, but it should always be obvious. 

Remember that ‘do nothing’ is also a call to action. If you don’t want a response from your reader, 
don’t invite them to send one. 

Strong verbs 

Strong verbs are essential to plain English. They give documents power and they convey confidence. 
When verbs are smothered or twisted, your writing loses meaning.  

The verbs may, should, must and are to have special significance. May indicates that the subject of 
the sentence has either permission or a choice about what to do. Should is a direction to do 
something unless there is a good reason not to. Must and are to give the reader no choice about 
what to do. For example: 

Sentence Meaning 

Delegates may approve expenditure proposals 
that have been included in their budget. 

The delegate is allowed to use their judgement 
and discretion as to whether they approve 
these proposals. 

Delegates should seek specialist advice about 
complex procurements. 

The delegate is expected to seek specialist 
advice unless there is a good reason preventing 
them from doing so. 

Delegates must approve expenditure proposals 
before entering into a contract. 

The delegate has no choice. They are not 
allowed to enter into a contract until they have 
approved the expenditure proposal. 
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Other verbs such as shall and could are too ambiguous for important documents, as they can 
indicate choice, intention or questions. For example: 

‘The contractor shall provide suitably qualified people to manage building security.’ 

‘Shall we meet at 2.30 pm to discuss the contract?’ 

Use verbs such as consider and encourage carefully. These verbs are also open to interpretation and 
are less likely to drive a reader to action than stronger verbs. If you want your manager to approve 
your application, ask them to approve it, not to consider it. 

Briefs 

The calls to action in a brief are phrased as recommendations. Your organisation’s templates will 
specify which verbs must be used in these recommendations. The most common verbs (and their 
associated sign-offs) in Australian briefs are: 

note 

noted/please discuss 

This verb asks the reader to record whether 
they have understood what you have written. 

agree 

agreed/not agreed/please discuss 

This verb asks the reader to record whether 
they support or oppose what you have written. 

approve 

approved/not approved/please discuss 

This verb asks the reader to make a decision or 
exercise a delegation. 

sign 

signed/not signed/please discuss 

This verb asks the reader to sign an attachment 
to the brief. 
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Activity 6. Call to action 

Review the Homeowner Insulation Program brief. Does the call to action support the brief’s 
purpose? Could it be better? 
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Structure 

The key to a good structure is to write a great beginning and a great ending  
and keep them close together. 

Anonymous 

A good novelist takes their reader on a journey which is as interesting and enjoyable as the 
destination. But government documents are not novels. Executive level writers should be focused on 
results, not pretty paragraphs. Don’t keep your reader in suspense while you build to a surprising 
conclusion. You are writing an official record, not a murder mystery. 

Speakers have some control over their audience. They can pause or restate a message. But writers 
have no control over their readers. Your readers might scan when you want them to study, or 
daydream when you want them to focus. They might skip through content, jump to the conclusion 
or stop after the first paragraph. They might open your document, but not read or understand any of 
it (think of all the contract terms and conditions you have agreed to without reading). 

Senior managers are unlikely to read all of a typical document put before them. One study found 
that for complex reports, they are likely to read:3 

• 100 per cent of document summaries 

• 60 per cent of document introductions 

• 50 per cent of document conclusions 

• 15 per cent of document bodies 

• 10 per cent of attachments. 

Reader focus is particularly relevant when writing online documents, because readers access screen 
content in different ways to paper content. 

Writing is a competition for attention, and executive level writers should place important 
information where it is most obvious and most accessible. This principle should guide the structure 
of your writing. 

  

 

 
3 Souther JW 1977, Technical report writing, Wiley, New York. 
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Readers look for patterns in content. If you haven’t created your own pattern, they will find one 
anyway. Make your themes explicit instead of leaving the reader to infer these for themselves. This 
creates a predictable structure, which helps the reader to understand your messages.  

There are 2 main approaches to structuring your document. The first uses a logical flow of 
information to support understanding. The second approach emphasises important content by 
placing it in a position where it won’t be missed. 

Flow 
The traditional approach to structuring a document is to start with the background to the topic, 
follow with a discussion of the topic and an exploration of relevant issues, and finish with 
conclusions and the call to action. 

This approach is a logical structure because it takes the reader on a journey of disclosure and 
discovery. It flows in a predictable direction, starting with the reader’s current knowledge and 
progressively adding to that. 

Traditional structures tend to be longer documents, and for this reason are best used for complex 
topics. If you want the reader to fully understand why you have reached your conclusions and 
recommendations, you should use this type of document structure. 

Position 
The modern trend is to use an approach based on the position of important messages. This approach 
places the most important information where it will be noticed – at the start of the document. 
Supporting detail is placed later in the document, allowing busy readers to decide for themselves if 
they will read it. 

You should use this type of document structure for briefs, urgent issues, and for busy readers. In 
some cases, your organisation’s document templates will already be formatted this way. 

Other structures 
Structures based on flow or position are the most common ones used in business and government 
writing. But these are not the only ways to arrange the content of your document. Some other types 
of document structures are described at attachment C. 
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Don’t bury your message 

The structure of sentences and paragraphs also affects your reader’s ability to absorb information. 

Sentences 

A sentence is a complete thought, and it should make sense on its own. The length of sentences will 
vary, but as a guide, any sentence more than 2 lines long will be hard to read. 

You can squeeze more than one thought into a sentence, but this will make it longer and more 
complex. If you write a complex sentence, start with your main thought. Put the less important and 
supporting content at the end, after the main verb. It takes more effort for the reader to understand 
a sentence with lots of words before the main verb. 

Paragraphs 

A paragraph is an idea or point. There is nothing wrong with a one-sentence paragraph, but complex 
ideas will need longer paragraphs. Complex, multi-sentence paragraphs should start with your key 
message (sometimes called the topic sentence), followed by additional explanation and evidence. 
The last sentence in the paragraph should either conclude the topic or link to something. 

Topic Start with your key message. This might be the only sentence in your 
paragraph. 

Explanation If necessary, explain your point. 

Evidence Provide evidence to justify your point. 

Example Use an example or a story to make your point concrete. 

Link Either conclude your point or link to your topic, a call to action, the conclusion 
or the next paragraph. 

 
Never bury important content in the middle of a sentence, paragraph or document.  

Put your most important messages in a position of emphasis. 
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Activity 7. Buried messages 

Review the Homeowner Insulation Program brief. Where are the key messages? Are they in 
positions of emphasis, or are they buried? 
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Write persuasively 
Executive level writing is often about persuasion. You might be a topic expert or you might manage 
those experts. In other cases, you might have consulted with experts and are presenting a position 
and recommendations to a more senior executive. In all these situations, the reader relies on you to 
help them decide what to do next. 

But your reader does not have blind faith in your document. They must be persuaded by it. 

Persuading ministers and senior executives requires special care. These readers are smart but busy, 
and this affects their ability to understand your document. Their mental energy is divided across 
many documents, meaning they are more likely to skip content. They are also more likely to 
substitute their own understanding of the topic in place of what you wrote. The more senior the 
reader, the more important it is that your writing style anticipates this challenge and engages them. 

There is no shortage of information about the art and science of persuasion, including several best-
selling books. 

 

         
 
 
All these approaches tell us that persuasion relies on both substance and style. In the previous 
modules, we looked at the importance of good research and relevant content. This is the substance 
of your document. In this module we will look at its style. 
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Activity 8. Brief a new minister 
Read the following extract from an incoming government brief to the Minister for Finance. 

 

Transformation 
A new operating model is being introduced within Finance to maximise efficiency and to ensure 
ongoing delivery of the government's policy agenda. 

Under the model, the Executive Board engages in the regular and formal prioritisation of work 
effort across the department, to ensure alignment with government priorities. This includes 
identifying work that could be delivered in new or more innovative ways (including as a project), 
or work that should be modified or ceased. 

A new People and Projects Office has been established to build project management capability 
across the organisation and to ensure project outcomes are realised. The Office acts as a broker 
with business areas to match people (based on their capability, availability, interests and 
development needs) to priority work. A mobile workforce (the Project Deployment Team) allows 
the department to respond quickly to emerging needs and to 'surge' staff in to areas to alleviate 
short-term pressures. 

The model is underpinned by a new approach to mobility, capability, performance and 
recruitment. The model provides staff with the opportunity to identify and build their core and 
professional capabilities across a variety of interesting projects or through opportunities in 
ongoing business. The model recognises and rewards strong performance through a new 
framework that focuses on regular and meaningful conversations and an internal rewards and 
recognition program. Finance wants to ensure that, as it adapts and leads this change it remains 
an interesting place to work for staff and an employer of choice. 

Finance continues to review its core and common processes to establish 'one way' of doing 
business and to reduce red tape. 

Finance’s move to a new tenancy and the roll out of new technology further enables agility, 
flexibility and collaboration. 

From Department of Finance Incoming Government Brief Volume 1 Portfolio Overview4 

 

 

 
4 https://www.finance.gov.au/sites/default/files/igb-v1-redacted.pdf 
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Did you read the whole document in this activity? Or did you skim read it or skip parts of it? Which 
parts did you skip and which parts do you remember? 

 

What is the document trying to persuade you about? Were you persuaded? 
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Bureaucratic narcissism 
105,000 words reach our eyes and ears every day, and each of us processes 74 gigabytes of 
information in that time.5 Our brains use 25 per cent of our daily energy load, and reading is a large 
part of that. Reading is hard work, and your reader has no tolerance for unnecessary words. 

Clichés 
Clichés and other empty phrases don’t get read. Your reader is too busy to pay attention to this type 
of content.  

The document in activity 8 is filled with clichés and empty phrases. If you strip the document back to 
simpler language, you expose it as meaningless and worthless to the reader.  This is bureaucratic 
narcissism, where the writer attempted to impress their reader with boastful language. As you can 
see, this does not engage readers. 

Engaging readers 
Here are some suggestions to help you engage your reader: 

• Relate the message to your organisation’s corporate or strategic plan. Look for meaningful 
connections. Don’t make empty rhetorical connections, these will be ignored by your readers. 

• Put yourself in your reader’s shoes. What are their priorities, motivations and pain points? How 
can you connect your message with these? 

• Establish your authority to write, but don’t bore your readers with unnecessary background. 
Your readers are only interested in your organisation’s structure and priorities if these things 
affect their own work. 

• Pose relevant questions to your reader, and show how your document will answer those 
questions. 

• Be honest about your message. Trust your reader to decide whether to scan, read, study or 
ignore your document. Give them enough information early in the document to make this a 
good decision. 

  

 

 
5 http://ucsdnews.ucsd.edu/archive/newsrel/general/12-09Information.asp; https://news.usc.edu/56894/americans-consume-media-in-
a-major-way-study-finds/  
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Concrete and abstract content 
The content of the document in activity 8 is abstract. It is about models, concepts and ideas, all of 
which are hard to represent in words. Readers have much better retention and comprehension of 
concrete messages. Executive level writing can’t always avoid abstract topics, but it is possible to 
write about them in concrete ways: 

• Use examples and case studies to explain abstract messages. 

• Use images and diagrams to illustrate messages. These images must, however, be meaningful. 
Don’t use decorative images with no explanatory power. 

• Refer to people in the document. Readers find it easier to relate to people, especially to people 
they know. 

• Imagine your reader is sitting in front of you. Write the way you would speak if you were giving a 
speech. This will help you use language that engages the reader. 

 

Notes 
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Adverbs and adjectives 
Adjectives describe a noun, while adverbs describe a verb. On important topics, it is natural to want 
to emphasise certain points, and adjectives and adverbs appear to be an easy way to do this. For 
example: 

This is an important problem which will require careful analysis. 

The successful applicant will be required to closely liaise with stakeholders. 

On their own, adjectives and adverbs are not persuasive. They work best when used sparingly and in 
support of concrete content. The document in activity 8 contains too many adjectives and adverbs. 
Stripping away the cliches exposed the document as hollow. Stripping away the adjectives and 
adverbs does the same. For example: 

Under the model, the Executive Board engages in the regular and formal prioritisation 
of work effort across the department, to ensure alignment with government priorities. 

Over-use of adjectives and adverbs in business and government is habitual. We use these words 
without thinking in a misguided attempt to make our message sound more impressive. However, 
when they are used sparingly, documents have cleaner and more persuasive phrasing. It is counter-
intuitive, but removing adjectives and adverbs often gives our writing greater impact. 

Remember, adjectives and adverbs are not bad. You are allowed to use them! Over-use is the 
problem.  

 
When everything is being emphasised, nothing is being emphasised. 
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Activity 9. Misconduct in the banking and finance industry 
In 2018, a Royal Commission exposed hundreds of cases of misconduct in the Australian banking, 
superannuation and financial services industry. Thousands of Australians were victims of misconduct 
in this industry, in many cases, losing their life savings. 

The misconduct wasn’t new. It had existed for many years, and a lot of the misconduct was already 
known to Australia’s financial regulators, including the Australian Prudential Regulation Authority 
(APRA). These regulators had not been idle, and they had communicated their concerns to the 
financial institutions long before the Royal Commission did. 

The following case study is an example of that communication. It is a letter from APRA to the Chair 
of one of Australia’s ‘big 4’ banks. 

Read the letter. Is it engaging and persuasive? 

 

Notes 
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Chairman 
Name of bank redacted 

Dear Name redacted 

As you know, APRA has been concerned at a number of incidents and issues in the redacted group 
in recent years. These matters have raised questions regarding the group's framework and 
practices in relation to governance, culture and accountability. Moreover, where these matters 
have become public, they have, in combination, severely damaged its reputation and public 
standing. 

Given the above circumstances, APRA has reached the conclusion that a transparent and 
comprehensive inquiry into the Bank’s governance, culture and accountability frameworks and 
practices is appropriate. The goal of the inquiry, conducted by an independent panel of up to 
three members, would be to identify the core organisational and cultural drivers within redacted 
that have led to its reputational damage and reduced public standing. The recommendations of 
the inquiry should also provide the Bank’s Board, APRA and the broader community with 
assurance that any identified shortcomings are, or will be, addressed. 

APRA has considered how this inquiry could best be undertaken. We consider that an APRA-
directed inquiry, supported by full cooperation from redacted, is the most productive and efficient 
option available, Should the Bank’s Board consider for any reason that it would not be able to 
offer its full cooperation, APRA would propose to utilise its investigative powers under the 
Banking Act 1959 to institute the inquiry. 

Set out in the Attachment to this letter is further detail regarding the proposed inquiry, including 
the proposed terms of reference. 

The terms of reference will be finalised once there has been opportunity for the members of the 
independent panel, who are still in the process of being selected, to provide input. Nevertheless , I 
understand that the Board of the redacted is meeting tomorrow , and so I am writing to you now 
to provide you with a timely opportunity to discuss this issue with your fellow directors. 

I very much hope that the redacted Board will be able to provide a commitment of full 
cooperation to the proposed inquiry, and  look forward to hearing from you once the Board has 
had the opportunity to consider the issue. 

Yours sincerely 

Name redacted 
Chairman APRA 

AUSTRALIAN PRUDENTIAL REGULATION AUTHORITY 
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Read the following, rewritten version of the previous letter. Is it more persuasive? 

 

 
 

 

Chairman 
Name of bank redacted 

Dear Name redacted 

APRA is concerned about recent incidents and issues in the redacted group, which have damaged 
the group’s reputation. We now have questions about the group's governance, culture and 
accountability. The purpose of this letter is to ask you to advise tomorrow’s meeting of the 
redacted Board about how we intend to address those questions. 

APRA has decided to inquire into the group’s governance, culture and accountability frameworks 
and practices. The inquiry will be conducted by an independent panel of up to three members. Its 
purpose is to identify the organisational and cultural drivers in redacted that have damaged its 
reputation and reduced its public standing. The recommendations of the inquiry will also assure 
the Board, APRA and the community that any shortcomings will be addressed. 

We consider that an APRA-directed inquiry, with cooperation from redacted, is the best option. If 
the Board does not offer its full cooperation, APRA will use its powers under the Banking Act 1959 
to conduct the inquiry. 

We have provided further detail about the inquiry, including the proposed terms of reference, in 
the attachment. 

APRA will finalise the terms of reference once the members of the independent panel have 
provided their input. These members are still being selected. 

I request that the redacted Board commits to full cooperation with the inquiry. I look forward to 
hearing from you once the Board has considered the issue. 

 

Yours sincerely 

Name redacted 
Chairman APRA 

 
 
 

 

AUSTRALIAN PRUDENTIAL REGULATION AUTHORITY 



 

© Petersen Ink 2021   Managers and executive levels v 3.1 | Page  40  

Unlike the case study this morning, the original letter from APRA contains good content. It has an 
accurate purpose, relevant messages and a meaningful call to action. But good content on its own 
doesn’t guarantee the reader will understand or act upon a document. To get things done, 
documents must also be written in an engaging and persuasive style. 

Most people agree the second version of the letter in activity 9 is more persuasive. What are the 
main differences between it and the original letter? 

 

Notes 
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The fluency effect 
The most important tool of persuasive writing is based on a cognitive bias called the fluency effect. 
Research shows that information that is easy to process is perceived by readers to be of higher value 
than information that is hard to process. The fluency effect is sometimes summarised in these 
words: 

easy = true   
This is not to say that content is unimportant. There is no substitute for research, consultation and 
thoughtful decisions about a document’s purpose, key messages and call to action. But good content 
must also be easy to understand. 

Appearance is important 
The appearance of a document contributes to a how a reader perceives a document, and therefore, 
how credible it is.  

Don’t try to be clever with font selections. Use standard fonts that will translate neatly across 
different printers and devices. While the modern trend is to use fonts without serifs (for example 
Arial and Calibri), this is not a rule. 

It is important to use high contrast font colours and a sensible font size. Printed documents and 
emails should be a font size of 10 to 12 points. Online content should be about 16 pixels. 

Bold font may be used sparingly for headings and emphasis, but coloured font might not be 
accessible to people with vision impairments. 

Dense pages of text look like a grey wall to readers. Generous margins and good headings will create 
white space in a document. This improves a document’s appearance and makes it easier to navigate. 

Simple words have more authority 
Using a fancy word to describe something doesn’t make it important. Unfamiliar words are unlikely 
to impress your reader, and are more likely to frustrate or annoy them. Your organisation’s style 
guide wants you to use the simplest words that will communicate your message. 

Write to express – not to impress. 

 
Your reader should never have to use a dictionary to understand what you wrote. 
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Readability 
Readability is a measure of how easy it is for someone to understand a text after one reading. While 
many factors affect this, readability scores are normally based on sentence length and word length. 

Ninety per cent of adults can understand a sentence of 14 or fewer words. But fewer than 10 per 
cent of adults can understand a sentence of more than 43 words.6 Your sentences should vary in 
length, but only use a long sentence if you must. 

You can calculate the readability of your writing by counting the number of words in your sentences 
and the number of syllables in your words. But this is tedious and time consuming. A better way is to 
use the readability checker in Microsoft Word. This checker is part of the spelling and grammar tool 
in Word, but you must first enable it using the following path: 

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

Once you have changed this setting, Microsoft Word will show the readability statistics of your 
selected text after every spelling and grammar check. 

Microsoft Word shows 2 different readability scores: 

• Flesch reading ease. This is a 100-point scale, and higher scores indicate easier to read text. 

• Flesch-Kincaid grade level. This test rates your selected text on school grade levels. For example, 
a score of 10 means a person who has completed 10 years of school should be able to 
understand the text. 

Readability can be improved by using shorter and fewer words in sentences. This means: 

• removing unnecessary words 

• using simple words instead of complex words 

• keeping each sentence focused on one thought. 

 
Readability is one of the most powerful persuasive tools available to you. 

Documents that are easy to read will be taken more seriously. 

  

 

 
6 The UK Government style guide cites several pieces of research on this topic https://insidegovuk.blog.gov.uk/2014/08/04/sentence-
length-why-25-words-is-our-limit/  
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Activity 10. Readability 
Re-write these sentences to improve their readability. 

Given the above circumstances, APRA has reached the conclusion that a transparent and 
comprehensive inquiry into the Bank’s governance, culture and accountability frameworks and 
practices is appropriate. 

27 words 
Flesch Kincaid grade level: 19.4 

 

Should the Board consider for any reason that it would not be able to offer its full cooperation, 
APRA would propose to utilise its investigative powers under the Banking Act 1959 to institute the 
inquiry. 

35 words 
Flesch Kincaid grade level: 18.9 

 

The terms of reference will be finalised once there has been opportunity for the members of the 
independent panel, who are still in the process of being selected, to provide input. 

31 words 
Flesch Kincaid grade level: 15.1 
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Active and passive voice 
Active and passive voice are aspects of grammar that describe how the words in a sentence are 
arranged.  

If you don’t know the difference between active and passive voice, or if you would like a 
refresher on this topic, please see attachment E. 

Every Australian government style guide recommends the use of active voice in preference to 
passive voice. This is because active voice is more direct than passive voice. It uses fewer words to 
communicate the same information, and it flows in a predictable direction. 

When you communicate at home, you almost certainly use active voice. Business and government 
writing is, however, infested with passive voice. While this is appropriate in some situations, passive 
voice is mostly used in a misguided attempt to sound official. Like many of the other topics we have 
looked at in this course, over-use of passive voice is habitual and hard to spot. 

 

Notes 
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Activity 11. Active and passive voice 
Are the following sentences active or passive voice. Should they be re-written to make them easier 
to read? 

Porridge was eaten by Alex. 

 

The project report was signed by the director. 

 

The terms of reference will be finalised once there has been opportunity for the members of the 
independent panel, who are still in the process of being selected, to provide input. 

 

 

 
Focus on readability before grammar.  

Documents that are easy to read have fewer grammar problems. 
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Assertive tone 
The document in activity 8 was trying to impress its reader using empty words. While this is common 
in business and government, some documents have the opposite problem. They are too passive. 

If you have done good research, you should be confident about your content. Show this by using an 
assertive tone that reflects that confidence.  

An assertive tone is both direct and courteous. The alternatives to assertive tone are never 
acceptable. 

 

 Aggressive language is direct but has no 
regard for the feelings of the reader. It is 
often rude and officious. 

Assertive language is emotionally honest 
and without hidden agenda. It is 
considerate of the reader without 
avoiding any difficult messages. 

Passive-aggressive language masks 
difficult content or negative messages 
with a pleasant tone. When tone and 
message are not aligned, the reader is 
easily confused. 

Passive language is overly concerned for 
the feelings of the reader. In trying to 
avoid causing offence, it fails to get key 
messages across. 

  

Consideration for the reader’s feelings 

 
Passive language is related to but is not the same as ‘passive voice’.  
Passive voice is a grammar term that describes sentence structure.  

Passive voice is sometimes appropriate, but passive language is never appropriate at work. 
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Hedging 
Executive level writing often deals with complex issues without clear right or wrong positions. With 
these issues, you might be worried about being wrong. This can lead you to use qualifying words and 
phrases called hedges. 

The case study in activity 9 is not assertive. Its tone is overly passive, and one of the main causes of 
this is the use of hedging words and phrases. 

Some common hedging words and phrases are: 

• usually 

• generally 

• normally 

• notwithstanding 

• nevertheless 

• in my opinion 

• with this in mind 

• however 

• I understand 

• as you know 

• accordingly 

• potentially 

Hedging isn’t always bad. For example, scientists use hedging phrases when they cannot prove a 
statement beyond all doubt. Hedging becomes a problem in business and government writing when 
it is overused. This dilutes the impact of your message, and suggests you are not confident about 
your position. 

Activity 12. Hedging words 
Look at the original document in activity 9. Highlight or make a note of all the hedging words and 
phrases in it. Do the same for the re-written version of the document. 
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© Petersen Ink 2021   Managers and executive levels v 3.1 | Page  49  

Surviving scrutiny 

Closing a writing project 
Closing a writing project can sometimes be the most frustrating and lengthy part of the project. 
Changes and editing consume time, and they don’t always add value to the final product. 

While closure involves quality control of the document, it is more than just checking spelling and 
punctuation. It is the process of ensuring that all stakeholders are satisfied with the document. By 
approaching closure methodically, you will minimise the backwards and forwards revision that so 
often complicates executive level writing. 

Activity 13. What to check 
What should you check when you are reviewing a document? 
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Reviewing your team’s writing 
Review your document after you (or your team) have finished writing. Check it first for substance 
(content), and once this is done, check it for style (readability and formatting). 

If you find yourself making significant changes to content, the writing stage has not been finished. In 
these situations, resist the temptation to move onto the style review. Make your comments and 
send the document back for more drafting. The alternative is to enter a repetitive cycle of re-editing 
and re-writing that frustrates all those involved in the project. 

Keep your marks clean and uncluttered. Don’t use red pen if you are making hand corrections. 
Editors traditionally used blue pencils to mark-up documents, and while this is no longer a rule, red 
pen corrections can be confronting for some people. 

Don’t change a document unless you must. This is called hyper-editing or vanity editing. Resist the 
temptation to change everyone else’s writing to suit your own personal style. If your people think 
you will change everything they write, they won’t put much effort into their writing. 

Detailed checklists for substance and style reviews are at attachments F and G. 

Substance review 
Substance review is a macro review of your document. You assess whether the document satisfies 
its intended purpose, and whether it is suitable for your reader. In this stage of editing, you look for 
gaps in information, and you remove information that does not support the document’s purpose. 
You should also check the organisation of sections and paragraphs to improve the flow of ideas. 

Substance reviews generate feedback about content. For this reason, don’t use ‘track changes’ in 
Microsoft Word. It is better to use the comments function in Microsoft Word, provide your 
comments on a separate sheet, or provide your feedback face to face. 

If possible, don’t rewrite content in a substance review. Make your comments but allow the writer 
to find their own words to achieve your intent. 
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The curse of knowledge 
Where possible, substance review should be done by someone other than the writer. This is because 
you cannot ‘unhear’ or ‘unsee’ all your thinking from the writing process. Your brain automatically 
fills in gaps in content and logic when you read your own work. This problem of disentangling what 
you know from what you wrote is called the ‘curse of knowledge’.7 

The curse of knowledge can lead you to write in a way that assumes your readers know more about 
the topic than they do. Executives are prone to this because of the accumulation of knowledge and 
experience that sits behind their writing. A career’s worth of concrete experiences informs messages 
which will be abstract and ambiguous to a reader without that experience. 

Style review 
Style reviewing ensures a document is understandable after one reading. It focuses on grammar, 
punctuation, spelling, style conventions and appearance. You should remove unnecessary words, 
and replace weak words and phrases with stronger alternatives. The most important consideration, 
however, is to check the readability of the document. 

Don’t make changes that don’t add value to the document. You might prefer a certain word, but 
unless it is a meaningful change, it will delay the review process. You might be tempted to make 
these ‘vanity’ changes because you are about to ask the author to make some other changes 
anyway. Resist this temptation. It is frustrating for your writers, and they may stop trying if they 
think you will always change their words. 

An executive guide to punctuation 
Punctuation is important, but the rules for punctuation are complex. Use your organisation’s style 
guide to help you check a document’s punctuation, but don’t over-edit this aspect of a document. 
The modern style is to punctuate for clarity, not for breathing. 

  

 

 
7 Colin Camerer, George Loewenstein and Martin Weber, Journal of Political Economy, Vol 97, No 5, October 1989 
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Activity 14. The ten-million-dollar comma 
In 2014, three milk truck drivers sued their employer, Oakhurst Dairy, for 4 years of overtime pay 
they had been denied. The case hinged on the following excerpt of state legislation: 

Overtime rules do not apply to the canning, processing, preserving, freezing, drying, marketing, 
storing, packing for shipment or distribution of: 

(1) Agricultural produce; 

(2) Meat and fish products; and 

(3) Perishable foods. 

 

Are the drivers entitled to overtime pay? Can you see the ten million dollar comma that caused 
the confusion? 

How could you make this document clearer? 

 

 

Punctuation is essential to clarity, but too much can clutter your document and make 
you look old fashioned. Sometimes a doubt about punctuation is a sign the sentence is 
in passive voice or has a deeper problem. If the meaning of your sentence hinges on the 
placement of a comma, you should think about rewriting the sentence. 

 
The modern style is to punctuate for clarity. 

If in doubt, leave it out. 
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Executive level grammar 
The English language is complex, and even experts disagree about many of its rules for spelling and 
grammar. Problems can be hard to spot, especially those problems that have become habitual. You 
should use the spelling and grammar checker in Microsoft Word to help you, but don’t assume this 
checker is always right. Microsoft Word does not check whether you have used the best word, and it 
doesn’t cope well with complex sentences.  

You can also use the find tool in Microsoft Word to help you with word choice and grammar. Use the 
following suggestions to find common style problems. You can also develop your own list based on 
the problems you observe at work. 

Find … Why? Replace with … 

ion 
ce 

ent 
ility 

Words ending with these letters 
(especially ‘ion’) might be a 
nominalisation. 

make an application 

A verb. 
 
 

apply 

ly 

Words ending in ‘ly’ might be an 
adverb or a hedging word. These can 
weaken your message. 

especially important 

rigorously review 

Nothing. These words can often be 
deleted without any loss of meaning. 
 

important 

review 

just 
acknowledge 
understand 

unfortunately 

These words are often used in passive 
language. 

I understand you might disagree, 
however… 

 

Assertive language. 
 

You may disagree but… 

 

Accessibility 
One in five Australians has a disability that affects their ability to read. There are legal and moral 
reasons why your documents must be accessible to every one of these potential readers. 

The style review should check your document is accessible to readers who have a disability. 
Guidance on accessibility checks is at attachment H. 
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Attachments 
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Attachment A: Example task style guide 
 
Sponsor:  First Assistant Secretary  
Style manual/guide:  Australian Defence Force Writing Manual 
Dictionary:   Macquarie and Australian Defence Glossary 
Spelling:   Australian 
Template:  Bridge—separate file for each chapter 
Classification:  For Official Use Only 

Other requirements 
• check for WCAG 2.0 accessibility 

• aim for level 9 readability 

• publish document as a single PDF file on the department intranet 

• document is to be readable electronically and in print 

• some readers may not be able to access hyperlinks. 

Style and usage 

ABC  

anaesthesia (not 
anaesthetics) 

con artist (not 
conmen, con men or 
con-men) 

DEF 

Defence member (not 
ADF member) 

GHI 

health services (not 
health professions) 

JKL 

legal officer (not 
lawyer) 

MNO 

nursing officer (not 
nurse) 

PQR 

paramedic (not 
ambulance officer) 

STU 

clinical director (not 
SMO or SHO) 

VWX 

workplace health and 
safety (not work 
health and safety) 

YZ Numbers 

Sticky space as 
separator (not 
comma) 

Date/Time 

03 January 2015 

24-hour time 

Typeface 

Times New Roman 12 

Referencing 

Footnote and 
reference list 

Shortened forms 

No full stops in any 
short form 

Punctuation 

Minimal capitals in 
headings 

Titles of military 
publications in 
maximal capitals 

Other 

Blue underline for 
hyperlink text. Also 
provide hyperlink in 
angle brackets 
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Attachment B: Key messages 
Homeowner Insulation Program – Key messages 
1. The Minister is meeting with the Parliamentary Secretary on 3 April 2009. 

Background 

2. The Homeowner Insulation Program is due to be rolled out on 1 July 2009. 
3. In February, the Minister and the Prime Minister announced the Early Installers Guidelines for 

the program, and the Low Emissions Plan for Renters. 
4. At the same time, they committed to a full roll out of the program on 1 July 2009, and access to 

the program with “one phone call’. 
5. The department is working with the Officer of the Coordinator General (PM&C) to develop 

business models for the program. 
6. The department has contracted KPMG to assist developing the business models. 
7. The department has contracted Minter-Ellison to finalise a risk management plan. 

Business models 

8. The department has commissioned KPMG to assist develop the overall business model for 
program design and delivery. 

9. The department is developing and assessing ‘hybrid’ business models. 
10. Major business partnerships will service the metro market for rapid roll out. 
11. Specific avenues will be used to harness the existing small business installation sector. 
12. Tailored services will be provided to special needs groups. 
13. The major partnership stream could comprise companies such as Spotless, Enact Energy, 

Fieldforce, EAGA, Bunnings and Mitre 10. 
14. A significant number of companies (some in partnership) have expressed strong interest. 
15. The small installer market requires special consideration. 
16. Smaller installation businesses are concerned about working under a brokerage arrangement. 
17. The business model is still investigating how to harness the small business installer market. 
18. The department is rapidly developing an installer register. 
19. The register will allow small businesses to continue to market if they meet specific technical and 

quality requirements. 
20. The department is still evaluating the access and servicing requirements of special needs 

groups. 
21. It might be possible to commission specialist regional and sectoral brokers to assist special 

needs groups. 
22. The special needs groups are low income rental, rural, remote and indigenous communities. 
23. These areas will take longer and require more active interventions for uptake. 
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Managing risks 

24. The department has briefed the Minister on the Minter-Ellison draft risk assessment. 
25. The risk assessment is in the second phase of designing mitigation strategies. 
26. These strategies will minimise all risks and eliminate as many as possible. 
27. The extreme risks shaping selection of business models are time and procurement. 
28. The time available to develop and deliver the program may be inadequate, especially if 

substantial procurement must occur by 1 July 2009. 
29. The risk management plan will be finalised before 9 April 2009. 

Licensing 

30. It will be hard to procure services from the market in the available time. 
31. A licensing approach may deliver in time, and meet the needs of the full market spectrum. 
32. Installers would need to register on a web-based form. 
33. The register would include business details, ABN, skill levels, experience and qualifications. 
34. 3000 installers are already pre-registered. 
35. The accreditation system (for licensing) hasn’t yet been developed or legally tested. 
36. The accreditation system will define accountability requirements for access to the program. 
37. There is no industry-wide code of practice, but one could be agreed in the next month. 
38. The code might be based on the Master Builders Association (MBA) Code. 
39. The MBA code is at http://www.masterbuilders.com.au/pdfs/nationalcodepractice.pdf 
40. The department is negotiating minimal training requirements of one to five days with the 

registered training organisation network. 
41. The training requirements will be rolled out by April 2009. 
42. A strong auditing (one strike and out) and compliance role will be required for accreditation. 

Centrelink 

43. PM&C have proposed a separate (business) model that uses Centrelink for call centre, 
monitoring and payment systems. 

44. The Coordinator General (PM&C) has met with Centrelink and DHS to discuss this option. 
45. The department has identified some potential challenges to using Centrelink for this program.  
46. The department’s concerns are based on its experience with DHS and Centrelink when costing 

the Sustainable Assistance Homes Package in 2008. 
47. The department is concerned that the Centrelink information technology environment cannot 

be changed to roll out the program. 
48. The department also thinks Centrelink’s costs might be high compared to other alternatives. 
49. The department also thinks that Centrelink’s systems are already under strain due to increased 

use of its services caused by growing unemployment. 
50. The department’s concerns are outlined at attachment A (Centrelink draft discussion paper). 

51. The department will further brief the Minister on actions it is taking to minimise risks and 
deliver the program.  
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Attachment C: Document structure 
The main part of this workbook described 2 approaches to document structure. There are, however, 
other ways of viewing structure. These approaches include8: 

• narrative 

• deductive 

• instructive 

• mosaic. 

Narrative 
Narrative structures are used for essays and some academic documents. The document identifies 
the topic and analyses it issue by issue, eventually forming conclusions and making 
recommendations. In these documents, the process of analysis is as important as the final 
conclusions and recommendations. 

Deductive 
Deductive structures are designed for busy readers, and the most important information is at the 
start of the document. Often, this will be the recommendations or call to action. Supporting detail 
follows, allowing readers to decide how much attention they will give it. 

Instructive 
Sometimes it doesn’t make sense to sequence information in order of importance. For example, a 
procedural document should start at the beginning of the process, and finish at the end, even 
though some steps might be more important than others. 

Mosaic 
Mosaic documents allow readers to pick and choose what they read based on their individual needs 
and interests. Most web sites and many brochures use mosaic structures. They can also be used by 
inserting text boxes or breakout text in a more conventional document. Writers give content 
emphasis by where they position the text.  

 

 
8 See Neil James, ‘Writing at Work’, Allen & Unwin, 2007, for a longer list of types of document structure 



 

© Petersen Ink 2021   Managers and executive levels v 3.1 | Page  59  

Attachment D: Accuracy guide 
Pressure to respond to public or ministerial requirements for information can compromise accuracy. 
The risk of getting something wrong in a rushed document is a real concern. It can embarrass the 
government, or cause problems for readers who act upon your document.  In these situations, there 
is a tension between the need for accuracy and timeliness. 

Accuracy is not the same as truth. It is, for example, possible to accurately write about something 
which is not true. You might cite someone who is not qualified to talk about a matter, or you might 
write something without the context that gives it meaning. The Australian Broadcasting Corporation9 
tells its journalists that most inaccuracy is not caused by overt lying; it is more likely to be caused by: 

• imprecision caused by carelessness or ambiguous expression 

• overstatement or understatement 

• creating conflict, risk or negativity where none really exists 

• linking facts and issues when they have no real connection 

• oversimplifying an issue or burying it in detail. 

Reuters Handbook of Journalism 
While government writing is not journalism, there are lessons you can learn from the world of 
professional writers. The Reuters Handbook of Journalism10  has a useful guide on accuracy, and 
provides the following guidance to its writers: 

• Correcting. Be transparent about errors, and rectify them quickly. 

• Sourcing. Use credible sources and name them so they are responsible for the information they 
provide. Look for alternative views that might disprove the point you are making. 

• Reflecting reality. Don’t exaggerate your message—for example, is it really a ‘serious’ risk? Be 
precise in your descriptions. 

• Attribution. Be honest about where your information came from. This allows the reader to make 
an assessment about its reliability. It is plagiarism if you do not attribute material that is not your 
own writing. 

• Convey reality. Your language should support the purpose of the document, and not sanitise the 
message. 

  

 

 

9 http://about.abc.net.au/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/QAProject2AccuracyFinalReportApr2008.pdf  
10 http://handbook.reuters.com/?title=Accuracy  
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Attachment E: Active and passive voice 
Active and passive voice is an aspect of grammar that describes how the words in a sentence are 
arranged. Sentences in the English language are designed to flow in the following order: 

Subject – verb – object 
The subject is the main thing in the sentence. The verb is the action and the object is whatever is 
being acted upon. Unfortunately, this sequence isn’t always obvious because: 

• the subject and/or the object are implied instead of written 

• there is more than one subject, verb or object in the sentence. 

Despite these complications, sentences can be structured in three ways: 

• active voice 

• passive voice 

• agentless passive voice. 

Active voice 
Active voice places the agent (the doer) as the subject of the sentence. This sentence structure 
reflects the way we describe most things in life. 

Subject Verb Object 

Flight 839 is departing later than scheduled. 

Alex ate porridge. 

This email explains the new process. 

Passive voice occurs when this order is changed: 

Departing later than scheduled is Flight 839. 

Porridge was eaten by Alex. 

Explained in this email is the new process. 

 

Every Australian government style guide states you should use active voice in preference to passive 
voice. This is because active voice is more direct than passive voice. It uses fewer words to 
communicate the same information, and it flows in a logical direction. 
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Passive voice 
Passive voice isn’t always bad. For example, it is appropriate when the doer in the sentence is not 
important: 

‘The project team was praised by the Secretary for their good work.’ 

Passive voice can also be used to soften an awkward or harsh message. For example: 

‘Your certificate was sent to the wrong address by an inexperienced staff member.’ 

A succession of short active voice sentences can be boring and repetitive. They can be relieved by an 
occasional passively voiced sentence. For example: 

‘Alex has been project manager for 6 months. They are ahead of 
schedule and under budget. Alex has achieved this despite being short-

staffed. The project is being well managed by Alex.’ 

Agentless sentences 

It is a short step from passive voice sentences to agentless passive sentences. 

Active 
The Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet has proposed a separate 
business model. 

Passive 
A separate business model has been proposed by the Department of 
Prime Minister and Cabinet. 

Agentless passive A separate business model has been proposed. 

 

In some cases, the doer in your sentence will be implied, normally because you mentioned them in 
the preceding sentence. Even so, agentless passive sentences compromise accountability, especially 
over time, as you lose corporate knowledge about the document. 

A sentence is a complete thought, which means it should be clear about who did what. 
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Attachment F: Substance edit 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 G: Style edit checklist 
Item Factors to consider 

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 H: Accessibility 
One in five Australians has a disability that affects their ability to read. There are legal and moral 
reasons why your documents must be accessible to every one of these potential readers. 

The Australian Government endorsed use of the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 2.0 in 
2010. In the same year, it released its Web Accessibility National Transition Strategy, stipulating that 
all federal government websites meet Level AA conformance by the end of 2014. All states and 
territories have now endorsed WCAG 2.0, and signed up, in principle, to the transition strategy.  

Most government departments have internal guides for preparing accessible Word and PDF 
documents. The style review checklist in this workbook also includes basic accessibility checks.  

If you are using Microsoft Office 2010 or later, you can run the Accessibility Checker to look for 
accessibility issues. If the Accessibility Checker flags something as an ‘error’, then people with 
reading related disabilities 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 those disabilities to read. 

You can reach the Accessibility Checker through: 

File – Check for Issues – Check Accessibility 

Technical conformance with WCAG 2.0 is the minimum requirement for your writing. However, the 
best practice is WCAG 2.1 and you should use this new standard wherever possible. The following 
checklist covers the most common WCAG issues, but it is not a substitute for checking the full 
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. 

 

You may be in breach of the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 if someone cannot access your 
services because your writing was not reasonably understandable to them. 
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Suggested solutions 
Activity 10. Readability 
Original sentence: 

Given the above circumstances, APRA has reached the conclusion that a transparent and 
comprehensive inquiry into the Bank’s governance, culture and accountability frameworks and 
practices is appropriate. 
27 words 
Flesch Kincaid grade level: 19.4 

Remove unnecessary words (including hedges, adverbs and adjectives): 

APRA has reached the conclusion that an inquiry into the Bank’s governance, culture and 
accountability frameworks and practices is appropriate. 
20 words 
Flesch Kincaid grade level: 15.8 

Replace complex words with simple words: 

APRA has decided to inquire into the Bank’s governance, culture and accountability frameworks and 
practices. 
15 words 
Flesch Kincaid grade level: 14.6 
 

Original sentence: 

Should the Board consider for any reason that it would not be able to offer its full cooperation, APRA 
would propose to utilise its investigative powers under the Banking Act 1959 to institute the inquiry. 
35 words 
Flesch Kincaid grade level: 18.9 

Remove unnecessary words (including hedges, adverbs and adjectives): 

Should the Board consider that it would not be able to offer its full cooperation, APRA would utilise its 
powers under the Banking Act 1959 to institute the inquiry. 
29 words 
Flesch Kincaid grade level: 15.6 

Replace complex words with simple words: 

 If the Board does not offer its full cooperation, APRA will use its powers under the Banking Act 1959 
to conduct the inquiry. 
23 words 
Flesch Kincaid grade level: 12.3 
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Original sentence 

The terms of reference will be finalised once there has been opportunity for the members of the 
independent panel, who are still in the process of being selected, to provide input. 

31 words 
Flesch Kincaid grade level: 15.1 

Remove unnecessary words (including hedges, adverbs and adjectives): 

The terms of reference will be finalised once the members of the independent panel, who are still 
being selected, provide input. 

21 words 
Flesch Kincaid grade level: 11.7 

One sentence = one thought: 

APRA will finalise the terms of reference once the members of the independent panel have provided 
their input. These members are still being selected. 

24 words 
Flesch Kincaid grade level: 8.7 

 

Activity 14. The ten-million-dollar comma 
Original text: 

Overtime rules do not apply to the canning, processing, preserving, freezing, drying, marketing, 
storing, packing for shipment or distribution of: 

(1) Agricultural produce; 

(2) Meat and fish products; and 

(3) Perishable foods. 

This can be re-written to be clear without using an Oxford comma: 

Overtime rules do not apply to workers who process, can, preserve, freeze, dry, market, store, pack 
for shipment or distribute any of the following: 

• agricultural produce 

• meat or fish products 

• perishable foods. 



 

  

  



 

  

 




