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The 10 Most Common Writing Errors (that almost everybody makes) 
 
A checklist that can help you avoid some obvious and not-so-obvious pitfalls when writing for 
business 
 

I often work from rough drafts where errors and jumble are expected. In fact, I encourage 
clients to just “get it on paper” without regard for grammar or structure.  But, I also work from 
finished, submitted or published materials that are already in the hands of customers, have 
already been submitted for consideration or have already been published on a website. 
Unfortunately, there often isn’t much difference between the former and the latter.   

 

My professional writing bias is obvious, but my observation is fairly objective. Once the reader 
starts circling errors with a “red pen” (real or visual), she is probably going to miss the point of 
your article or Web page. Worse, if the reader concludes that you couldn’t be bothered to polish 
the writing, she will almost certainly move on after only a few paragraphs. Your real loss as a 
writer is the squandered opportunity to serve and inform this reader. 

 

So – as a checklist for your next writing task – I offer my observations on the most common 
writing errors that I encounter, as follows: 

 

1. Writing without a plan. The obvious questions of why? for whom? with what intent? and 
how much effort? (time and dollars) all need answers, even if only as a set of jotted notes. 
If the document is large or the communication critical, planning time will always be 
recovered during the project. For any task, recovering from poorly conceived or poorly 
executed communication is painful and expensive. 

2. Writing without clear purpose and substance. Imagine a month-end report that 
reports nothing useful other than that the month came and went. At one line, it’s perfect. At 
eight pages, it’s an abomination. 

3. Writing without structure. The mind meanders, but the keyboard shouldn’t follow. 
Present your writing like a good meal—setting, ambiance, menu, anticipation, precise 
delivery, main dish, finish and satisfied reflection. And receive a gladly paid bill, with large 
tip! 

4. Not understanding and writing to the needs and interests of the audience. The 
executive memo to staff is the most heinous offender. Unfortunately, guilty parties also 
include much instruction, documentation, reporting and correspondence.  



5. Writing that takes the position of the writer rather than the reader.  “You” is the most 
powerful word in the language. “I” is one of the weakest. 

6. Failing to use document structure effectively. For most 
business writing, the headline, section summary, table, sidebar 
and inset are your best friends. Not only do they allow the main 
text to be streamlined, they provide visual stimulation and points 
of interest to hold the reader’s attention. In a Web world, tools 
include calls to action, rewards for clicking and navigation guides 
to satisfy the “click” away urge.  

7. Convoluted and unclear grammar.  You think, talk and write 
differently for good reason. Linear thinking is narrowly focused 
and uncreative. Linear writing, however, precisely suits the noisy 
input portal to the brain. Readers won’t go back to decode 
phrases that make no sense or are disconnected in time or 
space. They will lose your train of thought and wander off. 
Simple is better. Premise—proof—conclusion is a joy for neurons 
to process. 

8. Spelling, punctuation, verb tense, consistency of terms, etc.  
Readers are surprisingly forgiving on many “usage” errors that 
would elicit red circles from a professional editor. There are lots 
of examples of “incorrect” usage and grammar in this document. But, I am writing for you, 
not for my composition teacher. You understand that the reader doesn’t see every word. He 
looks for interesting phrases and facts via low-level flight. The “glaring” typo is like an 
unexpected clothes-line of frozen long johns. The collision produces no lasting injuries, but 
the reader may not be willing to make the effort to get airborne again. Always enlist a 
second and third set of capable eyes for important writing 

Most Persuasive Words 
(North American culture) 

1. you 

2. money 

3. save 

4. new 

5. results 

6. health 

7. easy 

8. safety 

9. love 

10. discovery 

11. proven 

12. guarantee 

Frances Jones: How to Wow 

9. Not repeating. Repetition in writing sounds counter-intuitive. And perhaps in some 
academic forms it is. But in highly informative, highly persuasive and highly compelling 
business writing, repetition is critical. Listen to an effective pitch man who sells the newest, 
greatest device. He picks power words like: you, save, proven and guarantee (see the 
table). Then he repeats them over and over. Good writing is less obvious, but no less 
focused on achieving a desired response in the reader. Use simple concepts, expressed in 
powerful words and repeated for emphasis to achieve influential writing. 

10. Not editing for brevity.  This is an error that I’ve intentionally made on some items in this 
document, but not here.  Aim for a 50% cut in words between first and second draft.  It’s 
rarely hard to achieve. 

 

 
Tips and Time-Savers are regular items in my newsletter – please visit the website to browse for interest 
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