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Choosing the Best Style for your 
Content, Context and Audience 



How do I 
connect 
with my 
readers?   

 
 

Where do 
I start? 

 

 
 

What 
resources 

are available 
to me? 

 



Formality 



How is our language changing? 

 
New words are being added to our language: 
 Blog  E-zine  Ringtone Voicemail 
 
Old words have new meaning: 
 Tweet  Friend  Avatar  Sick 
 
And individual words are changing: 
 Web site    website 
 
  



Grammar vs. Style 

Grammar 

The “mechanics” of writing 

Includes punctuation, spelling, subject-
verb agreement, tense, etc. 

Less subjective  

Can be taught 

Style 

The “voice” of writing 

Includes such things as voice, 
formality,  word choice, etc. 

More subjective  

More individual interpretation  



Before you 
write – think: 

What are you writing? 
 
 Why are you writing? 
 
  To whom are you writing? 



“How do I 
connect with 
my readers?” 



What Are You Writing? 



“I have to write a newsletter…” 



• I’m writing my company’s 
monthly e-newsletter. 

• I want to inform my clients of 
current trends and changes in 
the business, and remind 
them of upcoming events. 
This will reinforce my brand in 
their minds and position me 
as an expert in my field. 

• The newsletter will go out to 
existing clients who are 
familiar with my business, as 
well as potential clients who 
may not be. 
 
 



Why Are You Writing? 

To educate? 

 

To entertain? 

 

To persuade? 

 



For whom are you writing? 
Create a profile of your 
audience: 
– What do they do? 

– How old are they? Gender? 

– Where do they live? 

– How familiar are they with my 
business? My topic? 

 

 



Why are they reading? 

– Are they reading for 
pleasure? For information? 

– What are they expecting to 
learn? 

– How will they use this 
information?  Will they 
reuse or “repost” it? 

– Are they reading because 
they want to or because 
they have to? 



What Makes Writing 
Formal or Casual? 



• The subject 

• The audience 

• The platform 

• Geography  

• Writing styles 
– Narrative 

– Passive/active voice 

– Contractions 

– Jargon/slang/buzz-
words  

– Abbreviations 

– Sentence length 

 

 



 
Narrative 

 
Point of View 

 
Genre Examples 

First Person I, we Blogs, 
correspondence, 
creative 

Second Person You Correspondence, 
blogs, websites, 
procedural, mar-
com 

Third Person Them, him/her Business formal, 
academic, 
journalism, mar-com 

The Narrative Point of View 



Active vs. Passive Voice: 

Active voice puts the sentence in 

logical order: 
 

Elizabeth ate the last cookie. 

 

 
Subject Verb Object 



In the passive voice, the object of the action 
becomes the subject of the sentence. 

 

“The last cookie was eaten by Elizabeth.” 

 



What Else Affects the Level of 
Formality? 

• Contractions 

 Can’t, doesn’t, you’re, it’s, won’t, etc. 

• Jargon 

 Industry-specific terms 

• Abbreviations 

Ave., Feb., info. 

• Gender-specific terms 

 Waitress, box-boy, mailman 

• Text-talk 

 Pls, LOL, BRB, C U L8R 

• Sentence length 

 

 



Good writing is: 

• Correct 

 

• Concise 

 

• Consistent 

 



 



 



 



 



 



 



Good writing is concise: 

“It is the difference 
between hitting with a 
pillow and hitting with a 
baseball bat. The pillow, 
soft, fluffy and unshaped. 
The baseball bat, hard and 
compact and well 
defined.” 

 - William Brohaugh 

 

 
 



Cut out clichés and 
redundancies 

 Over exaggerate 

 New breakthrough 

 Advance planning 

 Basic fundamentals 

 Surrounded on all sides 

 The reason why is 
because 

 End result 

 

 Complete and total 

 Past experience 

 Added bonus 

 And also 

 Each and every 

 Free gift 

 Join together 

 Repeat again 



Commonly overused 
modifiers: 

• Very 

• Really 

• Pretty 

• So 

• A little 

• Totally 

• Much 

 



Look for: 
 
• Voice (conversational, formal) 
 
• Tense (past, present, future) 

 
• Person (first, second, or third person) 
 
• Abbreviations and acronyms 

 
• Structure 

 

Good Writing is Consistent 



Parallel Construction 

You should: 

• You should make your bullet points 
parallel 

• keep your abbreviations consistent 

• To avoid making a mistake. 

• Do you think punctuation matters 

• Only when writing an e-mail 
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C D E F G H 
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K L M N 

 

MSTP = Microsoft 

Manual of Style for 

Technical 

Publications 

O P 

Q R S T U V W X 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

Y Z 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

MISC.  

25-35 people 

  

Project: TBC Meeting  Date: Monday, Feb 27 

TBC = Technical 
and Business 
Communica-
tors 



Structured Authoring 

“Information Mapping® helps authors to break 
complex information into its most basic 
elements and then present those elements 
optimally for readers.” - Information Mapping Web site 

 



When is structured authoring 
helpful? If the information is: 

 

• Highly technical 

 

• Complex and difficult to 
navigate 

 

• Disorganized 

 



 



Stylebooks: The Basic Three 

• The Chicago Manual of 
Style (16th Edition) 

 

• The Associated Press 
Stylebook 2011 

 

• Microsoft Manual of Style 
for Technical Publications 
(4th Edition) 

 

 

 

 



Resource Genre Description Web site Price 

Chicago Manual 

of Style 

(16th Edition) 

 

Publishing, 

editorial 

“Editorial style and 

publishing practices in the 

digital age.” 

  
www.chicagomanualofstyle.org 

  
$35.00/year 

  

Associated Press 

Stylebook 

  

Journalism 

Guide to style, usage and 

punctuation with a 

searchable database and 

“Ask the Editor” feature. 

  
  

www.apstylebook.com 

  
  

$25.00/year 

Yahoo! Style 

Guide 

Writing for the 

Web 

“Writing, editing and 

creating content for the 

digital world.” 

  
www.styleguide.yahoo.com 

  
Free 

Microsoft 

Manual of Style 

for Technical 

Publications 

  

Technical 

Comprehensive tool for 

technical writers. 

(PDF) 

  
 www.microsoft.com/learning/en/us/Book.aspx?ID=15053 

  
  

$29.99 

  

  

Bartleby’s 

General 

(Includes 

Strunk’s 

Elements of 

Style) 

“…Internet publisher of 

literature, reference and 

verse … unlimited access to 

books and information on 

the Web...” 

  
  
  

www.bartelby.com 

  
  
  

Free 

 The Purdue 

Online Writing 

Lab (OWL) 

  

 General 

Searchable database with 

resources for writing, 

editing, etc. Includes APA 

and MLA style guides. 

  
  

 owl.english.purdue.edu 

  
  
  

Free 

The Bluebook: A 

Uniform System 

of Citation 

  

Legal 

“The definitive style guide 

for legal citation in the 

United States.” 

  
  

www.legalbluebook.com 

  
  

$32.00/year 
  

AMA Manual of 

Style 

Medical “A guide for authors and 

editors.” 

 www.amamanualofstyle.com $49.95/year 

$9.95/month 



“Easy reading is damn 
  hard writing.” 

     ~ Nathaniel Hawthorne 

 


