Persuasion in Professional Documents

How can you make your writing persuasive to your audience?

1. Establishing professional look and feel—documents need to correspond to accepted professional formats and look polished. Some ways this can be accomplished are related to the ways that westerners read.

Westerners generally read a page from left to right and top to bottom. Therefore, the upper left hand corner of the page is where the reader’s eyes will first focus attention. Similarly, Western readers are more accustomed to serif fonts (times new roman). Serifs are the short stems on the ends of the strokes of a letter. Sans-serif fonts are fonts without those stems. Sans-serif fonts (like arial, Helvetica, verdana) should be used for headings and titles, thus allowing the reader to quickly locate information. Serif fonts should be used for larger chunks of text since they keep the eye reading.

The key to using fonts and any type of document formatting is consistency. Use the same font/formatting for all headings throughout the document. This will allow readers to easily locate headings and important information. 

Page numbers and running headers should be used in any document over a page. This allows for consistency among pages in the document, and it allows readers to locate places of importance as they read the text.

Spacing is also important. White space generally disrupts the flow of the text, which is important if you want the reader to pause while you transition sections. Similarly, use only one space after periods, colons, exclamation points or any other punctuation mark. Computers use proportional type, so extra spaces are not needed to separate sentences.

Use italics or boldface for emphasis rather than underlining. This is especially important in the age of the hyperlink.

Use a full or modified block format (left-justified, single-spaced, no indentions for paragraphs, one carriage return between paragraphs) for your documents.

A nice set of professionally designed documents can be found at Verizon: http://investor.verizon.com/financial/quarterly/
2. Logical appeals—documents that are persuasive usually contain logical appeals, or appeals to human reason. Specifically, logical appeals provide reasons why the specific audience should believe the writer or why the writer’s claims have merit. These appeals might be supported by cause-effect, classification, definition, comparison-contrast, to name a few.

As you compose documents and are asked to be persuasive, think about your audience. Why should they believe what you have to say? What makes your claim or proposition attractive or believable? What do you know about your audience that can help your persuade them?

3. Ethical appeals—persuasive documents often contain appeals to the credibility of the writer. This means that the writer appears authoritative and thus, believable. Some ways you might think about establishing ethos are developing a confident tone in your writing, showing your background knowledge and experiences that establish you as an authority, and demonstrating that you have performed research and/or studied the topic at hand.

Ethical appeal also comes from the tone that you take with your audience. For instance, a condescending tone will not help you to establish credibility. Using appropriate language and writing directed toward the appropriate level of your audience will aid in establishing ethos.

