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Quick Style Guide

A quick guide to avoiding common business writing pitfalls
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This Quick Style Guide has been compiled from many different sources to be a quick guide 

to avoiding common business writing pitfalls.

There are many in-depth resources to consult for help with grammar, punctuation and style. 

Here are some the Communications group use:

Canadian Press Style Book.  The professional writer’s bible, the CP Style Book goes into 

deep detail. It is updated every year, so terminology and usage is always up-to-date. 

Communications has a copy you may consult. 

Oxford English Dictionary. These days dictionaries are online. See www.askoxford.com.

Industry Canada Style Guide. Industry Canada has an extensive on-line style guide 

covering government-writing basics such as capitalization, titles and acronyms. See 

www.ic.gc.ca/epic/site/pt-te.nsf/en/h_00048e.html.

•

•

•
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1. Effective Writing

i)  Use plain, direct language

Plain language is about organizing your ideas and structuring your sentences to 
convey your message effectively. Plain direct language is easier to read, and 
easier to write.

Avoid technical, bureaucratic language and terms 
Avoid or explain technical words, and explain complex ideas 
Avoid long strings of adjectives and nouns piled on top of one another 
Keep it brief
Keep sentences short
Never express more than one technical concept in a single string of words 
Try bullet points 

In order to provide an introduction to the procurement process to recently hired 
employees, we have also prepared an overview which describes the highlights 
of the process in just two pages.

or:

We have prepared a two-page overview to introduce the procurement process 
to new staff.

ii) Write in the active voice

Avoid using the passive voice. Active voice is easier to read. It sets a quick 
pace and makes your writing direct and immediate. It might be tempting to 
hide behind bureaucratic, wishy-washy writing but you’ll only lose the reader’s 
interest.

Avoid “awkward pointers” to point a reader’s attention backward with 
expressions like “as mentioned above,” “the aforementioned,” “the former,” 
“the latter.” Doing so is a distraction to the reader and is usually unnecessary. If 
a reference does need to be made, it is better to name or restate the specific 
thing to which you are referring.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•



Instead of ... Try ...
Prior to Before
At the present time Now
At this point in time Today
In the absence of Without
Give consideration to Consider
A large number of Many
In the event that If
Due to the fact that Because
Until such time as Until
In order to To
It would appear that Apparently
With regard to About
In the event that If
Notwithstanding the fact that Although
In view of the fact Because
Subsequent to After
Endeavour Try
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Ways to be less wordy 

iii) Write with the audience in mind

Use good manners. When in doubt, put yourself on the other end of the writing and 
ask, “How would I feel if this was directed at me?” 

Tone is important. One unintentionally pompous-sounding sentence can derail 
your message quickly. Many business writers use a phrase or a whole clause when 
a well-chosen verb would be much clearer. They do so to try to appear more 
knowledgeable or articulate. Do not fall prey to this temptation by using big words, 
or for that matter, trite expressions. 

When an enquiry or complaint comes in, a bureaucratic, wordy, yet empty 
response to an issue may do more harm than good. Be empathetic and try not to 
irritate or aggravate the person to whom you are responding.

The tone of your writing goes beyond the content of your words and offers the 
reader an overall feeling or indication of your meaning. The overall tone of your 



Instead of ... Try ...
A caller to the COBSC claims that We understand that
The applicant neglected to send He did not send
In which they assert They told us
An error was made in assessing the situation We made an error
Please be advised that Note that
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message will depend on the subject, but a general guideline is to stay positive. A 
good tone is ruined by using harsh words or phrases. 

Some examples: 

2. Punctuation, Hyphenation,  

Acronyms and Titles

i) Apostrophe

Use an apostrophe to denote possession
the minister’s office, Minister Davis’ advisers, Canada’s capital

Contractions are acceptable but in business writing avoid colloquial contractions 
should’ve, ‘til, it’ll

Use an apostrophe with verbs formed from capitals 
OK’d, OK’ing, MC’ing, MC’ed

Use an apostrophe with plurals of lower case letters
Dot your i’s and cross your t’s 

ii) Acronyms

Spell out a name in full on first usage, followed by its short form in brackets, and 
then use short form as you wish throughout the text. 

Avoid using acronyms or initialisms in titles, headings and subheadings. If you 

•

•

•

•
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must use one, make sure it has been spelled out in full earlier in the text.

Do not use an apostrophe when writing plurals of capital letters or numbers: 
ADMs, MPs, SINs, VIPs, the 1980s, SMEs

Lowercase acronyms need an apostrophe to avoid confusion: 
c.o.d.’s

iii) Capitalization

The first word of a quoted sentence is capitalized: 
The minister said “The government of Canada supports small business.”
She said “He would not sign the contract.”

iv) Colons, semicolons and commas

Use a colon: 

To introduce a quotation that’s longer than a short sentence:
Winston Churchill said in 1942: “This is not the end. It is not even the beginning of 
the end.”

To introduce a list or table, and to take the place of “for example” or “namely.”
There were several interesting highlights in the announcement: 

 -New funding for small business
 -A reduced and streamlined application process

Use a semicolon:

Where a comma seems too weak. Use a semicolon in a list if the elements in the list 
are long and complicated or contain internal punctuation.

The ADM  recommends that remedial steps, whatever their cost, be taken 
immediately; that new business models be devised; and that a long-term 
strategy be developed.

Use a semicolon where two sentences are closely related. 
The auditors made six recommendations; however, only one has been adopted 
so far.

•

•

•
•
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•
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Commas

Put commas between the items in a series. Don’t put a comma before the final  
and.

Your compensation advisor can explain deductions for income tax, 
Employment Insurance and Canada Pension Plan.

 
Use a comma before clauses introduced by and, but, for, nor, or and yet.
Don’t over-use commas. Don’t link two sentences together if two shorter 
sentences will do. Also, a comma isn’t necessary where you can’t separate 
adjectives with and:

A cold marble floor; 
A ten-speed racing bike.

v) When to Hyphenate

When to hyphenate, when not to hyphenate? Our language is changing all 
the time, and so are the rules around hyphenation. Here are few commonly 
questioned words and phrases: 

The term “small and medium-sized enterprises” does not need a suspending 
hyphen after “small,” since you would say “small enterprises” not “small-sized 
enterprises.” 
Numerical descriptions such as “a $4-million project” and “a 6-percent 
increase” require a hyphen. 
Terms such as “private sector participation” and “high technology 
conference” do not need hyphens, since the meaning is immediately clear. 

Hyphenate: 
e-business, e-commerce, e-book, etc. 
off-line 
co-operative (when referring to an association such as a “co-operative” 
financial institution) and co-op (when referring to the educational program) 
province-wide 

Do not hyphenate:
decision making - unless it’s being used as an adjective
email 
online 

•
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website
cooperate, cooperation, etc. (this is a departure from the Canadian Oxford 
Dictionary) 
coordinate, coordination, coordinator  
worldwide 

vi) Period

Use a period to end a sentence, but also an indirect question, or a request 
phrased as a question:

The ADM asked how much was spent.
Would someone please answer my question.
Would you mind spelling her name.

vii) Slash

Use a slash to separate alternatives.
and/or, either/or

Use a slash mark to replace to replace per in measurements:
80 km/hr

viii) Titles

On first reference in a text, give the person’s full name and title. On subsequent 
references, you may use a convenient short form.

I would like to introduce the Honourable Tony Clement, Minister of Industry. 
Minister Clement, thank you for being here today to share your thoughts on 
the auto industry.
Please stand for The Right Honourable Stephen Harper, Prime Minister of 
Canada. As an economist, Prime Minister Harper understands very well the 
how the current economic downturn affects SMEs.

Front-loading a title makes it hard to read. Avoid piling nouns in front of a name:
Deputy external affairs minister Jacques Martin was the main architect of the 
program.

•
•

•
•

•
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Better:
Jacques Martin, the deputy external affairs minister, was the main architect of 
the program.

3.  Writing About Numbers and Money

Percent 

In business writing, write “percent” as one word.
Not “per cent”
Not “ %”

Fewer vs. less

In every day speech, you’ll often hear “less” where it should be “fewer.” Fewer 
applies to discrete, individual items and less applies to that which is countable:

Fewer people, fewer votes, fewer programs, fewer staff
Less funding, less money, less snow 

Also frequently confused: 
Number: how many individual, countable items
Amount: how much of something

Writing date and time

In text, times are written without a colon:
The meeting starts at 8 a.m.
The speech starts at noon.

Consecutive calendar years or ranges should be separated with a hyphen or 
end dash, with no spaces. The two digits for the century need not be repeated 
for the second year if the century remains the same.

1995–98 or 1995–1998 
1995–2001

•

•
•

•
•

•
•

•
•
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Money

Sums of money are usually expressed in figures, except where they refer to round 
or indefinite amounts or are used in a formal, literary or legal context.

Use a space, not a comma, in sums of money of five figures or more. Close up 
sums of money of four figures. In financial documents, however, commas may be 
used. 

$460    
$4600     
$46 000
$460 000  
$4 600 000 (or $4.6 million)

In Canadian texts, references to money are assumed to be Canadian money. 
When it is necessary to differentiate between Canadian and other currencies, 
do not put a space between the number and the symbol. 

C$20 billion  
US$20 billion

Spell out “thousand” (not “K”), “million” (not “M”), “billion” (not “B”)  
Two million dollars or
$2 million or
$2,000,000 

 
Be consistent throughout a document, and note that numbers and amounts 
should always appear on the same line.

When indicating money figures in a table or graph, use one of these formats, as 
appropriate:

($000) not  $K
($ Millions) not  $M
(Current Dollars)
(1996 Dollars)
(Thousands of 1996 Constant Dollars)

•
•
•
•
•

•
•

•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
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4. Common Pitfalls and Commonly 

Questioned Spellings

Adverse or averse? 

Adverse means unfavourable; averse means opposed.
Despite adverse circumstances, the event was successful.
The new director is averse to spending any more money on printing collateral.

Aggravate or irritate? 
 
Aggravate means to make worse; irritate means to annoy or exasperate

Allude to or refer to?

Allude means to suggest, without naming; refer means to name.
He alluded to an opportunity in another department.
The minister referred specifically to the COBSC in his speech.

Alternate or alternative?

Alternate, alternately, alternating: first one, then the other.
Alternative, alternatively: providing an option or choice an alternative route.

Amiable or amicable?

Amiable means friendly toward people; amicable means friendly in terms of 
situations or agreements.

Assume or presume?

Assume means to accept for the sake of argument; presume means to take for 
granted.

Comprised, comprises or includes?

“Comprised of” is contentious. Some editors and style guides consider it 

•
•

•
•



incorrect; the Oxford English Dictionary and Webster’s Dictionary  list it as correct. 
To save yourself time and grief, consider using compose or make up.

Comprises and comprising refer to a complete list: 
Canadiana Print Corporation is major media owner in Canada comprising 
more than fifty radio and television stations.
Women now comprise about ten percent of the Canadian military.

Including implies an incomplete list:
The panel featured several representatives from the private sector, including 
the Canadian Federation of Independent Business, the Retail Council of 
Canada, the Ontario Chamber of Commerce and the City of Toronto. 

Discrete or discreet?

The words discrete and discreet are often confused. Discrete means separate, or 
individual; discreet means cautious. 

Some people prefer to work on separate, discrete tasks.
Be discreet when discussing enquiries from clients. 

Different from or different than?

Different from is used with a noun; different than introduces a clause.
A consumer proposal is different from bankruptcy.
Initiating my first consumer proposal was different than declaring bankruptcy.

Defuse or diffuse?

Defuse means to render harmless; diffuse means not focussed or not organized, 
overly wordy, and can also be a verb meaning to scatter. 

The tension was defused when he cracked a joke.
He gave a diffuse report on the situation.

Dependent or dependant?

Dependant: as a noun, means someone depending on another.
Dependent: as an adjective, means depending upon (e.g., an outcome).

•

•

•

•
•

•
•

•
•
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Disinterested or uninterested?

Disinterested means impartial or having no involvement
Uninterested means not being interested

Assure, ensure or insure?

You assure a person; you ensure something gets done; you insure a car.
Finance assured me my cheque was on its way.
Finance ensured my cheque was processed.
Having my car insured was expensive.

When to use i.e. versus when to use e.g. 

i.e. stands for id est (that is) and is used to introduce a definition or to expand on an 
idea. Put a comma before and after i.e. and e.g. Italics are not necessary.

The FIP is made up of the official departmental identifier (i.e., Industry Canada) 
plus the Canada wordmark.

e.g. stands for exempli gratia and means “for the sake of example.” It is always 
abbreviated e.g. and written in lower case with periods, always followed by a 
comma. Do not italicize e.g. 
In a list of examples, avoid using e.g. (or for example or including) in the same 
sentence with etc., since etc. would be redundant. 

We should meet on a fixed day every month (e.g., the second Tuesday).

Media, data 

Media is the plural of medium; data is the plural of datum.
The media are (not the media is)…
The data are (not the data is)...

At present or presently?

At present means now; presently means soon or in the near future.

That

That is often needed before after, although, as, because, before, in addition to.
That is often needed after declare, estimate, make clear, point out, propose, state, 

•
•
•

•

•

•
•
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warn.
That is overused and can often be omitted.

The director said (that) we should all sign up for training.

That or which?

That is used to introduce a fact that can’t be omitted; which is used to introduce 
something that can be omitted.

 The door that you passed was my office. 
My office, which I painted yellow, is on the left.

Then or than?

Then and than are frequently confused and spellcheckers don’t catch it.

Then is description of time; Used after but to qualify or balance a preceding 
statement.

We can meet at 3:15. I’ll show you then.
She wanted $100 and then interest too. 
He was respected as a leader, but then he always treated people well.

Than is used for comparison.
The business plan was more detailed this year than last year.

While or awhile?

A while is a noun meaning “a length of time.”
That meeting went on for quite a while.
It’s been a while since we went for lunch.

Awhile is an adverb. It always describes a verb, and it means for a while or for a 
time.

She thought awhile before making her decision.
He sat awhile, deep in thought.

Singular or plural?

A collective noun – a group of people or things – takes a singular verb when it 
is seen as a unit, and takes a plural verb if it’s thought of more as a collection of 

•

•
•
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individuals.
The audience was silent.
The media are biased.
The corporation is successful.
The City of Toronto has agreed to fund the project.

A singular verb is used for anybody, anyone, another, anything, each, either, every, 
everybody, everyone, neither, no one, nobody, and someone. But all, a lot, any, 
half, majority, more, most percent, remainder, rest and some can take either a 
single or plural verb, depending on whether the noun is singular or plural.

Commonly questioned spellings 

• acknowledgement 
• adviser (not advisor)
• analyze/analyzes/analyzed/analyzing 
• appendix (pl. appendices) 
• data bank
• database
• e-business, e-commerce but email 
• focus/focuses/focused/focusing 
• forum (pl. forums) 
• fulfill/fulfills/fulfilled/fulfilling/fulfillment 
• Internet, Internet Protocol (IP), Internet service provider (ISP) 
• judgment 
• licence (verb) license (noun)
• memorandum (pl. memoranda) 
• off-line but online 
• on-site 
• organization
• percent 
• round table
• recognize
• targeted
• the World Wide Web but the web 
• webmaster, website but web page, web server 
• workforce
-The Canadian Oxford English Dictionary

•
•
•
•

14



Sources 

International Association of Business Communicators
Oxford English Dictionary
Industry Canada Style Guide
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