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A SIMPLE STYLE GUIDE FOR SMALL BUSINESSES
This is a very brief list of some of the main issues that people in small businesses
come across when they write reports, blog posts, newsletters and posts for social
media. I have not tried to explain any points of grammar and spelling in this guide
and it covers only the most common style issues. If you need a complete guide,
I recommend the Australian Government’s Style Manual. It is clearly set out and
contains everything you need to know about style.

USING A STYLE GUIDE
A style guide helps to ensure that all communications are clear and consistent
and can be understood by clients. Following a house style means that the
business has a consistent and identifiable voice no matter who writes material.
At the end of the style guide you will find a style sheet template. Use it to list
words and terms specific to your industry and your business. Add to it when
you decide on a style, and include any words or features you find tricky. Be sure
to share your style sheet with others who work on your documents.
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Organisation’s style
Use straightforward language that is easy for clients to understand. Consistent terminology, style
and formatting of documents helps to build your brand. Try to avoid jargon, cliché and buzzwords so
that your communication is clear to all readers. Use the active voice whenever you can (e.g. ‘She
wrote the report’ rather than ‘the report was written by her’). Avoid long, complicated sentences
with multiple clauses and sub-clauses.

Dictionary
Use The Macquarie Dictionary and choose the first listed entry. The online version is constantly
updated, and a subscription is a very worthwhile investment.

Structure and headings
Use headings and subheadings for writing longer than a few paragraphs. This guides readers though
the content of a blog post or report and helps them to navigate longer documents.
Use three levels of heading:
•
•
•

Title
Subheading 1
Subheading 2

For most documents, use these font sizes:

Title

20pt bold

Each Word Capitalised

Subheading 1

16pt regular

Only the first word is capitalised

Subheading 2

12pt bold

Only the first word is capitalised

Text

11pt regular

If you are writing for a blog or website, it is very important to use the inbuilt heading levels (for SEO
purposes).

Spacing
Use single spaces between words and sentences. Generally, 1.5 line spacing is the most readable,
but this depends on the document, the font and who the readers are.

Spelling
•
•
•
•
•

If in doubt, check The Macquarie Dictionary.
Use -ise endings (not -ize).
Use hyphens sparingly and check the dictionary if in doubt as usage changes over time.
Spell the names of organisations the same way as the organisation itself does. For example:
Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), Labor Party.
Add any words you consistently spell incorrectly to the style sheet at the end of this guide.

Punctuation
Full stops are not used at the end of headings, captions and tables.
Use round brackets ( ) to enclose subsidiary material in a sentence and to show cross-references
(e.g. see p. 5).
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Use single quotation marks for speech, quotes, titles of chapters etc. and double quotation marks
within single ones. For example: ‘Yes you should’, she said. ‘Remember, “No man is an island” is his
favourite saying.’
Ellipses (…) are used to show that words have been omitted. There should be a space on either side
of the ellipsis. If an ellipsis ends a sentence, there is no need to add a full stop.

Quotes
Short quotes, up to a line or two, are enclosed in single quote marks and run on from the text.
Longer quotes begin on a new line, are indented and italicised and have no quote marks.
Quotes must always be attributed.

Emphasis
Use bold type to emphasise a word or phrase, rather than italics or capital letters.

Capital letters
•
•
•
•

Keep capital letters to a minimum.
The titles of newspapers, books, journals, magazines, legislation, websites and reports are all
capitalised (each word of the title). Only in the title of a document should each word be
capitalised (and never ‘the’, ‘of’ ‘to’, etc.).
Job titles are not capitalised.
Industry terminology is not capitalised.

Italics
Use italics for the titles of:
•
•
•
•

books, magazines and newspapers
website pages and documents on websites
legislation
reports.

Foreign words should be italicised unless they are an accepted part of the English language (this will
vary by context; e.g. in legal writing, fewer Latin phrases will be in italics).

Numbers
•
•
•

In text, use words for numbers up to nine and figures for numbers from 10 upwards.
For thousands, use a comma as follows: 2000, 20,000, 200,000.
Use 20 million (not 20,000,000).
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Dates
•
•
•

Write dates in the format 28 March 2016.
Use 2015/16 for financial years.
For decades, use 1990s (no apostrophe).

Time
In business documents, use 3 a.m. and 3 p.m. rather than the 24-hour clock. There is a space
between the hour and a.m. or p.m.

Abbreviations
Write the term in full with the abbreviation in brackets after it, and then use the abbreviation in the
rest of the document. For example, Australian Securities & Investments Commission (ASIC) … It is an
ASIC requirement that …

Lists
Lists are useful for breaking up chunks of text, especially for online reading.
•
•

Use bullet point lists for a list in which the order of the items is not important.
Use numbered lists where the order of points is significant or where you refer to items by
their number later in the text.

List punctuation
In some lists, each item is a complete sentence. These should have a full stop at the end.
Other items are sentence fragments, not complete sentences. Only the final item in the list is
followed by a full stop.

Tables
Tables can be used to present information, especially where it includes figures. Tables can break up
long paragraphs of text. Information in a table should be concise. Full stops are not used at the end
of the final sentence in a cell.

Captions and credits
Most photographs and images will benefit from a caption, unless the subject is obvious. Captions
should be in a smaller font size than the text in the main body. Credits should be the same size as
captions, but in italics. Make sure that you have permission to use images and that you credit them
as required.

Glossaries
In technical documents and learning materials, a glossary that explains the meaning of key terms can
be very useful to readers. Use a bold font one point size larger than body text for glossary terms and
hyperlink them to the definition, which can be in a list or appendix at the end of the document.
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Style sheet
A

B

C

D

E, F

G, H

I, J, K

L

M

N

O, P, Q

R

S

T

U, V

W

X, Y, Z

Numbers

Symbols

Notes

