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AGENDA 
 

 

1. The characteristics of ineffective business communications 

 

2. Editorial triage 

 

3. Tips for when you’re the sole editor 

 

4. Controlling the editorial review process 
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THE CHARACTERISTICS OF  

INEFFECTIVE BUSINESS COMMUNICATIONS 

 

 
Ineffective e-mails are: 

 
 Too informal 

 

 Too wordy 

 

 Too frequent 

 

 Not informative enough 

 

 

Ineffective longer-lead communications are: 
 

 Unpredictable 

 

 Dashed-off and inaccurate 

 

 

Wendalyn’s axiom:  

 
Having objective and clearly articulated standards is the best insurance against 

miscommunication. 
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TRIAGE CHECKLIST 
 

Level 1 

Fix any glaring errors, especially ones that would amount to misleading the readers: 
 

Check for missing or duplicated text. 

Check anything that is spelled with a capital letter, including: 

People’s names 

Company names 

Brand names and trademarks—especially that of a competitor. Misrepresenting a competitor’s 

brand can get you into trouble legally. 

Place names 

Check anything with numbers: 

Phone numbers 

Addresses (including e-mail) 

Page number sequence 

Numbering of, and in-page references to, tables, charts, footnotes, endnotes. 

Math errors that you’re confident about—flag the rest for the person who prepared the document 

Check whether tables, graphs, captions, etc. in fact reflect what the text says they do. 

Check any dates and times. Don’t forget the date of a letter or memo. 

Check anything to do with locations (street names, directions, landmarks). 

Do a minimal language check:  

Run spell check on the document. 

Check for accidental repetition of words. 

Check for homonyms like t-o-o for t-w-o.  

Check for sentence-ending punctuation. 

 

Level 2 

Look at the organization of the piece: 

Does it communicate the message that it sets out to?  

Is the language clear, or do you need to go in and get rid of vagueness, redundancy, clichés, or misused 

words? 

Do all the sentences have the same tone, or are some really formal and others full of contractions? Is the 

information presented in a consistent way? 

 

Level 3 

Look at mechanics: 

Fix punctuation choices that are less than ideal, such as commas where semicolons ought to be 

Break up too-long sentences 

Change passive voice to active voice 

Double-check formatting: bold, italics, etc. 
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TRIAGE LEVEL 1 

 
Fix any glaring errors, especially ones that would amount to misleading the readers. 

 

Read through once to identify trouble spots, then correct the document: 

 

Check for missing or duplicated text. 

 

 

Check anything that is spelled with a capital letter, including: 

People’s names 

Company names 

Brand names and trademarks—especially that of a competitor. Misrepresenting a 

competitor’s brand can get you into trouble legally. 

Place names 

 

Vanity capitalization 

 

“Common organizational terms such as advertising department, manufacturing division, 

finance committee, and board of directors are ordinarily capitalized when they are the 

actual names of units within the writer’s own organization. These terms are not 

capitalized when they refer to some other organization unless the writer has reason to 

give these terms special importance or distinction.” 

—The Gregg Reference Manual, 10th edition 

 

There is a difference in meaning between 

 

Joyce works in Advertising. 

and 

Joyce works in advertising. 

and 

Joyce works in its advertising department. 

 

Inconsistent capitalization: 

 

From this screen, the Call Leader can Mute and Unmute participants, disconnect 

participants, lock and unlock the conference, dial out to participants, and record the 

conference. 
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TRIAGE LEVEL 1 continued 

 

Check anything with numbers: 

Phone numbers 

Addresses (including e-mail) 

Page number sequence 

Numbering of, and in-page references to, tables, charts, footnotes, endnotes. 

Math errors that you’re confident about—flag the rest for the person who prepared the 

document 

 

 

 

Check whether tables, graphs, captions, etc. in fact reflect what the text says they do. 

 

 

 

Check any dates and times. Don’t forget the date of a letter or memo. 

 

 

 

Check anything to do with locations (street names, directions, landmarks). 

 

 

 

Do a minimal language check:  

Run spell check on the document. 

Check for accidental repetition of words. 

Check for homonyms like t-o-o for t-w-o.  

Check for sentence-ending punctuation. 

Check for glaring errors of the types on pages 6 and 7. 
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TRIAGE LEVEL 1 continued 
 

The run-on  

Red flag: A long sentence with no punctuation, especially if and, but, or or are in it 

 

 

  When submitting invoices please do not forget the appropriate G/L code and make sure 

the date is in the proper format. 

 

   When submitting invoices, please do not forget the appropriate G/L code, and make sure 

the date is in the proper format. 

 

 

 

 

 

It’s for its 

Red flag: Either it’s or its in a sentence 

 

Pronouns do not get apostrophes, ever. 

 

If his will substitute, then use its without the apostrophe.  

If “it is” will substitute, use it’s. 

 

  Lets hope its third time lucky! 

   Let’s hope it’s third time lucky! 

 

 

 

 

 

Using an apostrophe in a plural 

Red flag: Apostrophes present where there is no contraction or no possession 

 

Acceptable:  the 1980’s 

Better: the 1980s (to avoid awkwardness such as the ’80’s)  

  Cross your i’s and dot your t’s.  

  P & L’s, W-9’s, RFP’s. 
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TRIAGE LEVEL 1 continued 
 

They being used as a singular pronoun 

Red flag: A singular subject followed by “they,” such as The company…they or “if someone…they” 

 

A company is an it, not a they: 

 

  Microsoft released its third-quarter earnings today. 

not  

  Microsoft released their third-quarter earnings today. 

 

The pronouns anyone and someone are both singular: 

 

  Anyone can be president if he or she wants it badly enough. 

not 

  Anyone can be president if they want it badly enough. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Missing commas 

Red flag: Confusing phrase in the middle of a sentence 

 

 

  The financial site we often link to for their full transcripts of corporate earnings 

conference calls Seeking Alpha has invited authors and publishers to submit finance and 

stock-market related books for promotional excerpting on the site over the weekends. 

 

  The financial site we often link to for its full transcripts of corporate earnings 

conference calls, Seeking Alpha, has invited authors and publishers to submit finance and 

stock-market related books for promotional excerpting on the site over the weekends. 

 

An appositive: A noun phrase or a name that follows and gives more information about the 

thing it is referring to.
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TRIAGE LEVEL 2 

 
Look at the organization of the piece. 

 

E-mail headers 

 

For review: First draft Q2 report  not  draft 

For approval: Q2 report final  not final 

Re Qs in your phone msg  not  your message 

Priorities for 2_18 to 2_20  not  here are some things we need to crank out 

Status report: Fiscal 09 budget not  checking in 

Presentation handouts ready?  not Question 

 

Does it communicate the message that it sets out to? 

 

Subject: Editing 

 

John, 

 

I had a one-on-one with Joe at which, for the first time since he's been with us, he's asked to be 

relieved from working on a publication. That's Red River Roundup--and his reasons center on 

the fact that issue after issue he's been used by the editor, not as a copy editor to fix grammar and 

spelling and awkward sentences, but to clean up his messy editing and formatting. I asked Joe to 

send me a list of examples, which follows here: Convert dashes to a consistent style; replace all 

the double spacing between sentences with one space;  convert apostrophes to smart apostrophes; 

convert quote marks to smart quote marks; as needed, replace asterisks with proper bullets; 

indent each paragraph; as needed, put subheads in bold. 

 

Honestly, in my opinion, he shouldn't be required to do any of this, except for a very occasional 

oversight. It seems to me that the editor is using him to do basic editing, and it's not right. Let me 

know if you'd like to discuss. But I feel pretty strongly that it's in our best interests to ensure that 

Joe continues to contribute to Bloggs Inc. on the whole array of tasks on his plate--and that 

would mean moving him off of Red River Roundup. 

 

Let me know your thoughts. 

 

Best, 

Jane 
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TRIAGE LEVEL 2 continued 
 

Subject: Joe Blow and Red River Roundup 

 

Hi, John, 

 

I had a one-on-one with Joe at which, for the first time since he’s been with us, he's asked to be 

relieved from working on a publication. That's Red River Roundup--and his reasons center on 

the fact that issue after issue he's been used by the editor, not as a copy editor to fix grammar and 

spelling and awkward sentences, but to clean up his messy editing and formatting.  

 

I asked Joe to send me a list of examples, which follows here: 

 

- Convert dashes to a consistent style. 

- Replace all the double spacing between sentences with one space. 

- Convert apostrophes to smart apostrophes. 

- Convert quote marks to smart quote marks. 

- As needed, replace asterisks with proper bullets. 

- Indent each paragraph. 

- As needed, put subheads in bold. 

 

Honestly, in my opinion, he shouldn't be required to do any of this, except for a very occasional 

oversight. It seems to me that the editor is using her to do his basic editing, and it's not right. 

 

I feel pretty strongly that it's in our best interests to ensure that Joe continues to contribute to 

Bloggs Inc. on the whole array of tasks on his plate--and that would mean moving him off Red 

River Roundup. 

 

Let me know your thoughts. 

 

Best, 

Jane 

 

 

Be Cordial, Be Clear, Be Concise.  



THE OFFICE PROFESSIONAL    Proofreading Skills for Today’s Top Assistants 

©2008 by McMurry, Inc. 10 

TRIAGE LEVEL 2 continued 

 

Is the language clear, or do you need to go in and get rid of vagueness, redundancy, clichés, or 

misused words? 

 

Clichés can: 

 

 Make you lose your message 

 

 

 

 

 Undermine your message 

 

Example from Amy Einsohn, in The Copyeditor’s Handbook: “It goes without saying 

that our company will spare no effort to iron out the difficulties in our distribution 

procedures.”  

 

 

 

 

 Make your text uninformative 

 

 

 

 

 

 Make you lose your reader 

 

 

 

Word misuse: 

 

Woe is I: The Grammarphobe’s Guide to Better English in Plain English,  

by Patricia T. O’Conner 

 
 

Do all the sentences have the same tone, or are some really formal and others full of contractions? 

Is the information presented in a consistent way? 
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TRIAGE LEVEL 3 
 

Look at mechanics. 

 

Fix punctuation choices that are less than ideal, such as commas where semicolons ought to be 

 

The comma splice 

Red flag: A comma in the middle of a sentence 

 

A comma splice is two statements that could stand alone as sentences joined by a comma:. 

 

  You did not answer all the questions, please check your survey. 

 

Make two sentences:  

 

 You did not answer all the questions. Please check your survey. 

 

Or use a semicolon instead of the comma: 

 

 You did not answer all the questions; please check your survey. 

 

The rule is that two independent sentences CANNOT be put together just with a comma. 

 

This is also true for sentences that are joined with adverbs such as therefore or however: 

 

  This shipment is now closed as it is about to be packed, therefore it can no longer be 

edited. 

 

  This shipment is now closed as it is about to be packed; therefore, it can no longer be 

edited. 

 

 

Break up too-long sentences 

 

 

Change passive voice to active voice 

 

 

Double-check formatting: bold, italics, type sizes, indents, etc. 
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IF YOU ARE THE ONLY EDITOR 
 

Tips for spotting errors 
 
 

► Read the document at least twice and try to put the document down, if only for the space 

of a coffee break, between readings. 

 

 

► For electronic documents, deliberately cause reflow to spot hard returns, paragraphing, 

embedded coding, and line spacing issues. 

 

 

► Print out the pages, turn them upside down, then scan each line to find strange characters, 

bad breaks, bad spacing, and other layout issues. 

 

 

► Read the document backward, from last line to first line. 

 

 

► Read the document out loud. You’ll often find doubled words, repetitiveness, and other 

awkward phrasing this way. Or ask someone else to read it to you. 

 

 

► Create and use an editorial checklist of typical things that can easily be missed for each 

type of document you produce. 

 

 

► Keep a list posted near your computer of the words that you or the person you edit tend to 

misspell. Add words that are frequently used in your business but that can cause 

problems, for instance “ophthalmology.” 

 

 

► Identify any recurring problems from the source(s) of the documents and take steps to 

reduce or eliminate them—e.g., disorganized and rambling reports usually come from 

people who don’t use outlines, so work with the writers so they learn how to plan their 

works before writing them. 

 

 

► Agree a triage list with your boss and with those who critique your work. 
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CHANGE TRACKING AND VERSION CONTROL 

 
Change tracking 

 

See separate supplement. 

 

Version control 
 

The four cardinal rules for establishing version control: 

 

1. One person needs to be in charge of circulating the document, making sure that only 

one person at a time is working on a given document or section. 

 

 

2. Each person involved in the revision process should save the document to a backup 

disk or backup file as soon as he or she receives it. 

 

 

3. As soon as a file is opened, the change-tracking feature of the word-processing 

program should be enabled. 

 

 

4. As soon as the first change is made or the first comment is added, the file should be 

saved as a separately named document. 

 

Naming conventions 

 

Date first: 

 

2006-09-01 Wkly SalesAgenda.doc 

 

American date sequence: 

 

Wkly SalesAgenda 09-01-06.doc 

 

For documents with many parts: 

 

2006-09-01 CE TECH SPEAK wrn.doc 
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SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIALS 

 
Unedited and edited press release 

 

Proofreaders’ marks 

 

List of resources  

 

Track Changes screen shots (separate PDF) 

  



THE OFFICE PROFESSIONAL    Proofreading Skills for Today’s Top Assistants 

©2008 by McMurry, Inc. 15 

 

 
 

Contact: Jane Doe 
P: 602-395-5850 
E: jane.doe@mcmurry.com 
 
For Immediate Release 
, 2008 
 

Winners Announced in Fifth Annual Magnum Opus Awards 
 
Phoenix— The annual Magnum Opus Awards competition, operated by ContentWise in 
conjunction with the University of Missouri School of Journalism and which honors the world’s 
top custom media efforts in 201 categories, recently concluded with the unveiling of the winners 
of the 2008 awards, including the nine Grand Award winners. 
 
“We’ve seen growth in the number and range of entries in the categories for electronic 
publications this year,” said Wendolyn Nichols, the editor of ContentWise. “That’s not surprising, 
considering the increased use of the web as integer to overall content marketing programs. But 
print categories, especially magazines, are as strong as ever, too.” 
 
There were more than 800 entries in the competition, which continued the unblemished string of 
year-over-year growth in the program since its outset in 2004. This year’s entry total more than 
doubled that from the inaugural year. 
 
Custom publications entered were eligible for Gold, Silver, Bronze, or Honorable Mention 
recognition in categories such as Best Overall Design, Best Publication Companion Web Site 
Design, Most Improved Editorial, and Best Return on Investment. Entrants also could compete 
in the Grand category, which determines the best in show submission. To see the complete list 
of winners, visit http://mcmurry.com/award/magnumopus/doc/MO_brochure2008.pdf. 
 
Grand Winners: 
 
 Print newsletter/internal audience: The Walt Disney Company, Disney Newsreel  
 Print newsletter/external audience: Silverton Hospital Network, Healthview  
 Print magazine/internal audience: EMC Corporation, EMC.now Magazine  
 Print magazine/external audience Spafax Canada, Inc., enRoute 
 Other print publication/internal audience: Launch Creative Marketing, Sara Lee 

Innovative Training Manual (Sparking Innovation)  
 Other print publication/external audience: Imagination, Leadership in Project 

Management 2008 
 Electronic publication/Web site: Channel V Media, lexus.com/magazine  
 Print annual report/external audience: Cleveland Clinic, Quality Revolution  

 

mailto:Katie.Haney@mcmurry.com
http://mcmurry.com/award/magnumopus/doc/MO_brochure2008.pdf
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The Magnum Opus Awards were launched in 2004 as a component of ContentWise, a monthly 
newsletter that has been the leading source of custom media information, news, and data for 
the industry since 1998. Research is conducted three times annually under the same brand. 
Like the newsletter, the awards program quickly has become a valued tool for organizations 
across the globe who are engaged in custom media.  
 
About McMurry 
McMurry (mcmurry.com), with three offices in Arizona and New York, offers a complete line of 
marketing communications services to a variety of clientele, including GlaxoSmithKline, The 
Ritz-Carlton Hotel Co., Amtrak, CBS, Aon, CVS Caremark, IBM and OfficeMax, as well as 
professional resources to more than 10,000 corporate professionals. The company has 
specialized practices in healthcare, finance and insurance. It is among the largest independent 
marketing communications companies in the U.S. and is recognized by the Great Place to Work 
Institute and Society for Human Resource Management as one of the top five “Best Small 
Companies to Work For” in the U.S. 
 

### 
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Contact: Jane Doe 
P: 602-395-5850 
E: Jane.Doe@mcmurry.com 
 
For Immediate Release 
July 22, 2008 
 

Winners Announced in Fifth Annual Magnum Opus Awards 
 
Phoenix— The annual Magnum Opus Awards competition, which is conducted by 
ContentWise in conjunction with the University of Missouri School of Journalism and 
which honors the world’s top custom media efforts in 201 categories, recently concluded 
with the unveiling of the winners of the 2008 awards, including the eight Grand Award 
winners. 
 
“We’ve seen growth in the number and range of entries in the categories for electronic 
publications this year,” said Wendalyn Nichols, the editor of ContentWise. “That’s not 
surprising, considering the increased use of the web as integral to overall content 
marketing programs. But print categories, especially magazines, are as strong as ever, 
too.” 
 
There were more than 830 entries in the competition, which continued the unbroken 
string of year-over-year growth in the program since its outset in 2004. This year’s entry 
total more than doubled that of the inaugural year. 
 
Custom publications entered were eligible for Gold, Silver, Bronze, or Honorable 
Mention recognition in categories such as Best Overall Design, Best Publication 
Companion Web Site Design, Most Improved Editorial, and Best Return on Investment. 
Entrants also could compete in the Grand category, which determines the best in show 
submission. To see the complete list of winners, visit 
http://mcmurry.com/award/magnumopus/doc/MO_brochure2008.pdf. 
 
Grand Winners: 
 
 Print newsletter/internal audience: The Walt Disney Company, Disney Newsreel  
 Print newsletter/external audience: Silverton Hospital Network, Healthview  
 Print magazine/internal audience: EMC Corporation, EMC.now Magazine  
 Print magazine/external audience: Spafax Canada, Inc., enRoute 
 Other print publication/internal audience: Launch Creative Marketing, Sara Lee 

Innovative Training Manual (Sparking Innovation)  
 Other print publication/external audience: Imagination, Leadership in Project 

Management 2008 
 Electronic publication/Web site: Channel V Media, lexus.com/magazine  
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 Print annual report/external audience: Cleveland Clinic, Quality Revolution  
 
The Magnum Opus Awards were launched in 2004 as a component of ContentWise, a 
monthly newsletter that has been the leading source of custom media information, news, 
and data for the industry since 1998. Research is conducted three times annually under 
the same brand. Like the newsletter, the awards program quickly has become a valued 
tool for organizations across the globe that are engaged in custom media.  
 
About McMurry 
McMurry (mcmurry.com), with three offices in Arizona and New York, offers a complete 
line of marketing communications services to a variety of clientele, including 
GlaxoSmithKline, The Ritz-Carlton Hotel Co., Amtrak, CBS, Aon, CVS Caremark, IBM 
and OfficeMax, as well as professional resources to more than 10,000 corporate 
professionals. The company has specialized practices in healthcare, finance and 
insurance. It is one of the largest independent marketing communications companies in 
the U.S. and is recognized by the Great Place to Work Institute and Society for Human 
Resource Management as one of the top five “Best Small Companies to Work For” in the 
U.S. 
 

### 
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RESOURCES 
 

\ 

The International Trademark Association’s Trademark Checklist 

www.inta.org  

Click on Information & Publishing. 

 

The Gregg Reference Manual, 10th edition 

www.gregg.com 

You can buy this tome for about $50 or subscribe for about $16 a year to the online version. 

It’s a venerable, dependable guide to business documents with a solid glossary of 

grammatical terms at the back. 

 

The Business Style Handbook by Helen Cunningham and Brenda Greene 

An inexpensive and useful book to have on your desk. 

 

The online version of Paul Brians’ Common Errors in English 

www.wsu.edu/~brians/errors/errors.html 

Click on an error—due to the fact that, expresso, flaut/flaunt—and go straight to a clear and 

often witty explanation of the problem. 

 

Garner’s Modern American Usage by Bryan Garner 

The editor’s bible, for people who want old-fashioned advice that will not allow “is 

comprised of.” The list on the inside front page of common errors is particularly helpful. 

 

The entire Merriam-Webster’s Concise Dictionary of English Usage 

The alternative bible for people who want a justification for using “is comprised of.” 

 

ContentWise 

www.becontentwise.com 

A free monthly e-newsletter full of advice on writing, editing, and managing publications—

not just custom ones, but organizational communications. Published by McMurry, the parent 

company that hosts this audio conference. 

 

 

Woe is I: The Grammarphobe’s Guide to Better English in Plain English, by Patricia T. 

O’Conner 

The section on Verbal Abuse covers pretty much all of the most common errors in writing. 
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