
 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

STYLE GUIDE 
Y O U R  W R I T I N G  C O M P A N I O N  

Writing 
Business   



 

 

 

 

Business Writing Style Guide 
BRITISH ENGLISH VERSION 

First edition 

EnglishWriting.biz 

A division of Verne Ordman & Associates Pty Ltd 
 

Tel: 020 3239 1789 

Email: sales@EnglishWriting.biz 

Web: www.EnglishWriting.biz 
 

Copyright  

© Verne Ordman & Associates Pty Ltd 2008 

ISBN 978-0-9805266-1-5 

Disclaimer 

The Business Writing Style Guide is provided as a general guide only and does not claim to be legal 

advice. Users should seek legal advice in relation to particular legal issues arising from their writing. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Contents 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

WORDSWORDSWORDSWORDS   9   9   9   9    

Word punctuation  11 
Apostrophes  11 
Hyphens  13 

Word choice  15 
Easily confused words  15 
Website addresses  19 

Spelling  20 

Highlighting words  22 
 

HEADINGS   29HEADINGS   29HEADINGS   29HEADINGS   29    

Wording  31 

Parallel construct  32 

Capitalisation  33 

Spacing  33 

Punctuation  33 
 

CASECASECASECASE   23   23   23   23    

When to capitalise  25 

When not to capitalise  27 

Our organisation’s exceptions  28 

GREETINGS   1GREETINGS   1GREETINGS   1GREETINGS   1    
 

COMCOMCOMCOMPPPPLIMENTARY CLOSES   LIMENTARY CLOSES   LIMENTARY CLOSES   LIMENTARY CLOSES   

5555    

BULLETED LISTS   35BULLETED LISTS   35BULLETED LISTS   35BULLETED LISTS   35    

Leader sentences  37 

Leader phrases  39 

Parallel construct  40 

List placement  40 
 

SHORTENED FORMS   43SHORTENED FORMS   43SHORTENED FORMS   43SHORTENED FORMS   43    

Shortened words  45 
Abbreviations  45 
Contractions  45 

Shortened phrases  46 
Acronyms  46 
Initialisms  46 

SENTENCESSENTENCESSENTENCESSENTENCES   47   47   47   47    

Sentence punctuation  49 
Full stops  49 
Question marks  50 
Exclamation marks  51 

Commas  52 

Semicolons  59 

Dashes  60 

Forward slashes  61 

Brackets  62 

Quotation marks  63 
When to use quotation marks  63 
When not to use quotation marks  64 
Punctuation  64 

Block quotations  65 

Sentence construction  66 
Sentence fragment  66 
Run on sentence  68 
Fused sentence  68 
 

HYHYHYHYPERTEXT LINKS   71PERTEXT LINKS   71PERTEXT LINKS   71PERTEXT LINKS   71    
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

PLAIN ENGLISH WRITING   75PLAIN ENGLISH WRITING   75PLAIN ENGLISH WRITING   75PLAIN ENGLISH WRITING   75    

Choose clarity  77 
Cut colloquial language  78 
Cut clichés  79 
Cut redundancies 80 

Use the active voice  81 

Use the second person  83 

Use specific references  85 

Use positive language  87 
 

NUMBERS   89NUMBERS   89NUMBERS   89NUMBERS   89    

Rule of nine  91 
Number guidelines  91 
Punctuation  92 

Dates  93 
Abbreviated form  93 
Numerals only  93 

Currency  94 

Telephone numbers  95 

Time  96 
The 12 hour system  96 
The 24 hour system  96 

Symbols  97 
 

LAYOUT   99LAYOUT   99LAYOUT   99LAYOUT   99    

Inside address  101 

White space ratio  102 

Margins  103 

Alignment  103 

Typefaces and fonts  104 
Serif typefaces  104 
Sans serif typefaces  105 
Fonts  105 

Our organisation’s fonts  106 
 

VISUALS   109VISUALS   109VISUALS   109VISUALS   109    

REFERENCING  REFERENCING  REFERENCING  REFERENCING  115115115115    

Author date system  117 

Reference list vs bibliography 118 

Website referencing 118 
 

BIBLIOGRAPHY  119BIBLIOGRAPHY  119BIBLIOGRAPHY  119BIBLIOGRAPHY  119    

GLOSSARY  123GLOSSARY  123GLOSSARY  123GLOSSARY  123    

INDEX  129INDEX  129INDEX  129INDEX  129    



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WORDS 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The introduction answers 

the question ‘Why am I writing this 

email?’ The very first thing you want 

to write is the email’s communication 

purpose statement or reason 
for writing the document. 

Before you can write the purpose, you 

need to know the document’s theme. 

Once you have written your purpose, 

you can change the wording of 

the statement to improve readability. 
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SIMPLE PLURALS 

When you’re thinking of putting an apostrophe in a 

noun that ends in s, ask yourself whether you’re merely 

showing that there’s more than one thing. If so, it’s a 

simple plural and you don’t need an apostrophe. 

���� There are many vehicles in the parking area. 

X  There are many vehicle’s in the parking area. 

X  There are many vehicles’ in the parking area. 

POSSESSION 

Use an apostrophe to show possession. 

���� The manager’s report 

X The managers report 

���� The team’s proposal 

X The teams proposal 

CONTRACTIONS 

Use an apostrophe to show an omission. 

���� Joel doesn’t (does not) live here anymore. 

���� I just can’t (cannot) understand you. 

���� You could’ve (could have, not could of) let   

me know you weren’t (were not) available. 

POSSESSIVE PRONOUNS 

When a possessive pronoun (including my, mine, 

our/s, your/s, his, her/s, their/s) is used as an 

adjective, no apostrophe is needed. 

���� This is their idea. The idea is theirs. 

���� We filed our flight plan. The flight plan is ours. 

���� This writing guide must be yours. 
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LOWER CASE PLURALS 

Apostrophes are used to form 

the plural of letters that appear 

in lower case. To form the 

plural of a lower case letter, 

place 's after the letter.  

���� Three p's 

X  Three ps 

PLURAL LETTERS, ABBREVIATIONS AND YEARS  

There is no need for apostrophes to indicate a plural of 

capitalised letters, numbers, years, symbols or abbreviations. 

���� KPIs ���� 1990s 

X  KPI’s  X  1980’s 

You do use an apostrophe to show missing numbers. 

����  ‘90s 

TIME AND MONEY 

Words showing periods of time or 

amounts of money need 

apostrophes when they are used 

as possessive adjectives. 

���� day’s pay 

���� morning’s work 

���� two cents’ (plural) worth 

���� a pound’s (singular) worth 

IT’S AND ITS 

It’s is a shortened form of it is and of it has.  

���� It’s raining today.  

���� It’s been a long time. 

Its is the possessive form of it. This is the only case 

when a possessive doesn’t need an apostrophe. 

���� Its name is Fido.  

���� I liked its structure. 
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COLLECTIVE NOUNS – SINGULAR or PLURAL? 

Collective nouns can sometimes fool us into thinking they're plural when they're actually 

singular. Collective nouns, eg staff, audience, team, family, group and committee, are 

singular as we think of them as single groups or as one entity. When collective nouns are 

pluralised, they’re considered plural and require a plural verb and a plural pronoun. 

���� The committee is going to present its findings on Friday morning. 

In the above sentence, the collective noun committee is singular and therefore uses the singular verb is 

and the singular pronoun its. 

X The committee are going to present its findings on Friday morning. 

In the above sentence, the collective noun committee is seen as singular (one entity and not individuals 

in the group) and using the plural verb are is considered to be incorrect. Using the singular verb is and 

singular pronoun its would be correct. 

���� The committee members are going to present their findings on Friday morning. 

In the above sentence, using committee members (which is plural) would ensure the plural verb are is 

correct. Using the plural pronoun their is also correct. 

���� The committees I represent are going to present their findings on Friday morning. 

In the above sentence, the writer is referring to many committees. Therefore the plural verb are is correct, 

as is the plural pronoun their. 
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ABCDEFGHIJKL
MNOPQRSTUV
WXYZ 

abcdefghijklm
nopqrstuvwxyz 
 
 



 

 

 

 

When not to capitalise 
Do not use capitalisation with a title’s generic word or element (unless it is at the beginning of a 

sentence). A generic element occurs when specific titles or terms are used or referred to generically, 

ie when they are not written out in full. In this sense, the word is essentially a common noun. 

���� Proper noun or title ���� Generic word, term or element 

Oxford University The university …  

British Management Committee  The committee will … 

British Memorial  The memorial …  

As can be seen in Table 1 ...  In the table …  

Please refer to Appendix 3 ...  In the appendix … 

Do not use capitalisation with common nouns. A common noun is a word that names people, 

places, things or ideas. Common nouns are not the names of a single person, place or thing.  

People:  man, team member, manager, leader, minister  

Animals:  cat, dog, lion 

Things:  document, book, telephone, government, appendix, table, committee 

Places:  town, city, shop  

Ideas:  love, hate, idea, pride  
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1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9        
one two three four five 
six seven eight nine 10  
11 12 13 14 15 16 17 
18 19  20  21  22  23 24 



 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Dates 
 

Consistently use the date written in full 

when there are no space limitations. Do 

not use extra words and suffixes in the 

date.  

When using the day, it is not 

necessary to use a comma after the 

day of the week. 

���� … on 3 September 2008 

X … on the 3rd of September 2008 

���� … on Tuesday 18 October 2009 

X … on Tuesday, the 18th October 2009 

Use the abbreviated or numeral-only forms when 

there are space limitations. 

Abbreviated form 
Use the first three letters of the month and only 

two numerals for the year when abbreviating the 

month. 

1 Jan 08  2 Feb 08  X  3 Sept 08 

3 Mar 08  4 Apr 08  X  4 July 08 

5 May 08  6 Jun 08 

7 Jul 08  8 Aug 08 

9 Sep 08  10 Oct 08 

11 Nov 08  12 Dec 08 

 

Numeral-only form 
Use six digits when using the numeral-only form 

(separated by forward slashes) for the date. 

���� 09/08/09        X  9/8/09    X  9.8.09 

���� 10/02/08        X  10/2/08     X  10.02.08 

NUMBERS 


