
Contractions in Formal Writing

Introduction

Contractions are shortened forms of words or combinations of words, commonly

used in informal speech and writing. Examples include “can’t” for “cannot,” “won’t” for

“will not,” and “they’re” for “they are.” While contractions are frequently used in

everyday communication, they are generally avoided in formal writing. This is

because contractions can make the tone of the writing appear casual or

conversational, which may not be suitable for professional, academic, or official

contexts. Formal writing, by its very nature, requires a more serious, objective, and

precise tone, which is better achieved by using the full form of words rather than

contractions.

Body

In formal writing, it is essential to maintain clarity, precision, and professionalism. The

use of contractions, which are often seen as informal, can detract from the

seriousness and credibility of the writing. Let’s explore why contractions are avoided

in formal writing and how avoiding them can contribute to better communication.

● Clarity and Precision: One of the main reasons for avoiding contractions in

formal writing is that they can sometimes lead to confusion or make the

meaning less clear. For example, "it’s" can stand for both "it is" and "it has,"

which could create ambiguity in certain contexts. Using the full form, such as

"it is" or "it has," ensures that the meaning is precise and leaves no room for

misinterpretation. This is particularly important in academic writing or legal

documents, where clarity is essential.



● Maintaining Professional Tone: In formal writing, the goal is to convey respect

and authority. The use of contractions, while perfectly acceptable in casual

speech, can make the writing sound too informal or conversational. For

instance, in business communications or academic essays, instead of saying

“I’m writing to inform you,” it is more appropriate to say “I am writing to inform

you.” The full form conveys a level of professionalism and seriousness that

contractions cannot.

● Formal Expectations in Different Contexts: Various types of formal writing,

including business correspondence, academic papers, research reports, legal

documents, and official statements, require a high level of formality. These

contexts demand that writers adhere to specific conventions to demonstrate

their expertise and authority on the subject. For instance, in an academic

essay, using contractions may reduce the perceived formality and quality of

the writing. In these cases, adhering to formal writing conventions—such as

avoiding contractions—demonstrates an understanding of the professional or

academic standards expected in such environments.

● Perception of Credibility: The use of full forms rather than contractions can

help build the writer’s credibility. In professional settings, such as job

applications, cover letters, and business emails, avoiding contractions

contributes to the impression that the writer is knowledgeable, responsible,

and takes the communication seriously. Using contractions in these situations

could imply a lack of professionalism or a less serious attitude toward the

subject.

● Exceptions in Specific Contexts:While avoiding contractions is typically

preferred in formal writing, there are certain exceptions. For example, in

creative writing, dialogue, or narrative forms, contractions may be used to

create a natural and realistic tone. Similarly, in some informal professional

communications, such as emails to close colleagues or casual business



settings, the use of contractions might be acceptable. However, in most formal

contexts, such as academic papers, reports, and professional

correspondence, contractions should be avoided.

Conclusion

In formal writing, avoiding contractions is a key practice that ensures a polished,

professional, and serious tone. It helps maintain clarity and precision, ensuring that

the message is communicated effectively and without ambiguity. By using the full

form of words, writers present themselves as more professional, authoritative, and

serious about the topic at hand. This is especially important in academic, business,

and legal writing, where professionalism and formality are essential. While

contractions may be appropriate in certain informal settings, they should generally

be avoided in formal writing to adhere to expected conventions and ensure the

writing maintains its intended level of professionalism. By following this rule, writers

enhance the credibility of their work and convey their message with greater impact.


