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PREFACE

LETTER WRITING IN THE INTERNET AGE

What is the state of letter writing in the age of the Internet? Is the ability to write clear, concise letters no longer important? Has e-mail rendered paper letters obsolete? Is there a completely different style for writing e-mail versus on paper?

The answer is a resounding ‘No!’ The Internet has revolutionized the speed at which we communicate, and the ease of getting your message into the hands of other people. But it hasn’t — at least not yet — dramatically altered the English language.

With the advent of e-mail, people probably write more than they used to. If anything, the Internet has increased our preference for written communication versus verbal (e.g., sending e-mails instead of making phone calls). That would seem to call for more of an emphasis on writing skills, not less. In fact, recent research says that written communications are one of the ten most important traits of leaders and successful people.

Professionals today definitely type more than they used do. As recently as a decade or so ago, most managers dictated or wrote by hand. Secretaries typed their letters. No self-respecting manager had a keyboard on his or her desk. Now, computer literacy — including a working knowledge of Word and Excel — is a basic requisite for managers. So is English literacy: being able to express oneself clearly in simple, direct language.

There have been, in my opinion, three important changes in written communication within the last few years affecting the art of letter writing:

First, we are universally acknowledged to be busier than we were 10 or 20 years ago. Part of that is the relentless pressure of communications technology: beepers, pagers, PCs, e-mail, fax machines, voice mail, cell phones, and personal digital assistants means we are constantly bombarded with messages from people who want our attention. Because of time pressures and information overload, you have to work harder than ever to get and keep the reader’s attention. Online marketers know that simply changing the subject line can double response to an e-mail marketing message. How many e-mails do you delete each day without even opening them? How many letters do you open, read, but not respond or react to — because you are too busy?

The second major change in writing is also related to information overload and time pressures: the shrinking of letter size. Not the size of the paper, but the size of the message, the key being: The shorter, the better. If you read books that reprint historically important letters (e.g., those of Lincoln), or books that collect the correspondence of nineteenth-century writers, you may be struck by how incredibly elegant, detailed, and long these letters are. The modern reader, however, has neither the time nor the patience for long letters (with a few notable exceptions discussed later in the book).

Conciseness has always been a virtue in writing — and an enviable skill to be acquired. Philosopher and mathematician Blaise Pascal is often quoted as saying to a correspondent: “Forgive me for the long letter; I did not have time to write a short one.” But in the twenty-first century, being concise has graduated from being a virtue to a necessity: If you don’t get to the point quickly, and get your message across in the fewest possible words, you’ll turn off your reader.

The third major change in letter writing is that correspondence has become less formal and increasingly conversational in style. Conversational style, like conciseness, has also long been a virtue in writing. But the advent of e-mail has accelerated the acceptance of conversational style and the banishment of “corporatese.” We don’t get buzz-word laden messages about “thinking outside the box” or “shifting our paradigms” when we zing off our e-mails — we get right to the point: “Marketing plans are due today at 3:00 p.m., please add information focusing on new product development.”

The sample letters in Webster’s New World Letter Writing Handbook — and the guidelines for adapting them for your own use — reflect the modern style of letter writing: to the point, concise, and conversational. Although some can be copied merely verbatim, more often these sample letters can serve as models on which to base your own letters.

The specifics of your situation may require making changes — sometimes substantial — to the sample letters in this book. But the tone, style, pace, and organization of the sample letters should help you say what you want in most situations, most of the time, faster and with less effort than composing your own letters from scratch. After all, why reinvent the wheel when the tires have already been perfected in the laboratory, thoroughly inspected for quality control, and field tested in thousand of situations?





INTRODUCTION

The right letter can make all the difference. From getting the right job to closing the sale, from obtaining a scholarship to offering thanks gracefully, letters leave a lasting impression. Packed with hundreds of examples that fulfill almost any goal, Webster’s New World Letter Writing Handbook is the most modern and up-to-date reference for writing effective letters.

No one has time to craft and redraft letters from scratch. The expert guidance in Webster’s New World Letter Writing Handbook, partnered with hundreds of examples, helps readers quickly write letters that get results.

Containing more than just cover letters and thank-you notes, this title also covers such common correspondence as wishing congratulations, apologizing, expressing sympathy, fundraising, asking favors, requesting and providing information, job hunting, selling, making and responding to complaints, giving feedback, refusals, or reprimands, and even collecting past-due payments.

Webster’s New World Letter Writing Handbook starts with the nuts and bolts of letter writing but doesn’t stop there. Going beyond the essentials, this title helps you:


	Craft attention-grabbing introductions.

	State your case effectively.

	Sway your reader’s opinion.

	Close with a clincher.

	Make a lasting impression.

	Generate the desired response or reaction from the recipient.



Webster’s New World Letter Writing Handbook covers all the essentials with expert guidance and offers hundreds of examples. Here’s how the book is organized:


	Part I covers such letter-writing basics as understanding your reader, achieving the proper tone and style, prewriting planning, how to write clearly, and letter format and layout.

	Part II contains sample letters with guidelines for adaptation to cover personal correspondence of all kinds, from thanking someone for a gift to expressing condolences.

	Part III deals with letters relating to your job and career. You are shown how to reply to help-wanted ads and how to create cover letters when sending out résumés to potential employers. Employers are given the letters they need to communicate with potential candidates, reject unsuitable candidates, and to write letters of recommendation and introduction.

	Part IV presents letters for general business correspondence, from common business requests and information transmittals, to handling difficult situations, such as announcing mergers or bankruptcies.

	Part V gives you numerous examples of memos written for internal communication, showing you how to instruct, educate, persuade, and collaborate with others within your organization.

	Part VI focuses on letters to customers. Special attention is given to handling dissatisfied customers, resolving complaints, and getting customers to renew contracts and subscriptions, or continue ordering products.

	Part VII gives you letters for the sale force to use in customer contact and prospecting, as well as direct mail letters for the marketing department. You can use these letters to generate leads, make quotas, and gain appointments.

	Part VIII is devoted to credit, collection, and billing correspondence. The objective is to get customers to pay what they owe promptly while retaining their business and goodwill.

	Part IX gives you many model letters for communicating with your vendors. The goal here is to get what you want, yet motivate the vendor to give you good service and make them feel positive about doing business with you.

	While the model letters in Parts I through VIII can easily be adapted to e-mail, Part X gives guidance on writing effective online messages and formatting e-mails correctly and for maximum open rates. Similarly, Part X covers the special requirements of fax correspondence.



As you go through the book, you might argue that a letter found in one category or part belongs in another. This is the natural result of the crossover between functional areas in modern business. A customer service letter can also have a selling purpose, while a collection letter — designed to bring back a check — also serves the customer service function of retaining the buyer’s goodwill.

Whether for business or personal reasons, everyone has to write letters, but barely anyone has the time to start from scratch every time. From busy executives to disgruntled consumers, everyone needs a one-stop source for quick, effective letter writing. Now you have it in your hands. Enjoy!





PART I

LETTER WRITING BASICS

Wherever you are today as a letter writer — good, bad, or indifferent — you can take your level of skill to the next level in a relatively short time.

The benefit of doing so is that you will write more effective letters: Letters that get your message across without the reader calling you for clarification. Letters that persuade your readers to accept your point of view, or take the actions you want them to take. Letters that get you the results — business and personal — you desire.

In this part, we cover some rules and tools for effective letter writing. They may seem like a lot of work right now — and maybe they will be, for now. But soon they will become a reflexive part of your letter-writing process. You won’t have to think about most of them; you will just use them to make your letters sharper, clearer, and more convincing than ever.

Prewriting Planning

You would not start building an addition onto your home until you had an architect make a drawing to show you what it would look like, would you? And a manager in charge of a division or product line would not start marketing the products without a marketing plan, would she?

In the same way, doing some preliminary preparation — rather than just turning on the PC and starting to type, can help you craft better letters. Of course writing a letter is not as big a job as planning a marketing campaign or building a family room. But it is important. As the saying goes, “Anything worth doing is worth doing well.”

Besides, the “planning” you do for a small writing job, like a letter, need not and should not be elaborate or time-consuming. A few minutes spent thinking and following the steps that follow can help you write a better letter, and may actually save time rather than take more time.

Here are some simple steps to take when planning a letter or other communication of any significance:


1. Do a SAP (subject, audience, and purpose) analysis as outlined in the sections that follow.

2. Gather the information you need and do whatever additional research is required to complete the letter.

3. Make a simple 1-2-3 outline of the points you need to cover, in the order you want to present them.

4. Now sit down, and start writing!



SAP: Subject, Audience, Purpose

SAP analysis is a process that quickly enables you to pin down the content and organization of your letter. The process requires you to ask and answer three questions:


	What is the subject (topic) of your letter?

	Who is your audience? (Who will be receiving your letter?)

	What is the purpose of your letter?



Subject

What is the subject (topic) of the letter? Make it as narrow and specific as possible. For instance, “marketing product X” is too broad for a letter; you’ll need a report or other longer document to cover it. But “approving copy for product X in our next catalog” is narrow and specific; there’s room in a letter to cover it.

Audience

Who is your reader? Well, you know who your reader is, but do you know what he or she thinks, likes, and worries about? Or what he or she wants, hopes, dreams, and desires? Most of us spend too much time thinking about what we want, and not enough time thinking about what the reader wants. Written communications are most effective when they are personal. Your writing should be built around the needs, interests, desires, and profit of the reader. The better you understand the other person, the more effectively you can communicate with him or her.

Crafting a letter that fits the reader is relatively easy when you are writing a personal letter to a friend or relative you know well. In the case of a business letter, it makes sense to ask yourself, “Who is my reader? What does he or she know about this subject? What is my relationship with the reader — subordinate, superior, colleague, or customer? How can I get the message across so that the reader will understand and agree?” When writing business letters, here are some things you want to know about your reader:


	Job title. Mechanics are interested in your compressor’s reliability and serviceability, while the purchasing agent is more concerned with cost. A person’s job colors his perspective of your product, service, or idea. Are you writing for plant engineers? Office managers? CEOs? Shop foremen? Make the tone and content of your writing compatible with the professional interests of your readers.

	Education. Is your reader a PhD or a high-school dropout? Is he a chemical engineer? A doctor? A carpenter? A senior citizen? Write simply enough so that the least technical and educated of your readers can understand you completely. When in doubt, err on the side of simplicity. You will never have a recipient of your letter complain to you that it was too easy to read.

	Industry. When chemical producers buy a reverse-osmosis water-purification system for a chemical plant, they want to know every technical detail down to the last pipe, pump, fan, and filter. Marine buyers, on the other hand, have only two basic questions: What does it cost? How reliable is it? The weight and size are also important, since the system must be carried onto and bolted onto the floor of a boat.

	Level of interest. A prospect who has responded to your ad is more likely to be receptive to a salesman’s call than someone who the salesman calls on “cold turkey.” Is your reader interested or disinterested? Friendly or hostile? Receptive or resistant? Understanding the reader’s state of mind helps you tailor your message to meet his needs.



Often, however, when writing business letters and longer documents — articles, papers, manuals, reports, and brochures — you are writing for many readers, not an individual. Even though you may not know the names of your readers, you still need to develop a picture of who they are — their job titles, education, industry, and interests.

Purpose

What is the purpose of your letter? You might be tempted to say, “to transmit information.” Sometimes merely transmitting information is the letter’s sole purpose, but often it is more than that. Is there a request you want the reader to comply with, or a favor you are hoping they will grant? Keep your goal in mind as you write, so that you may persuade the reader to agree with your point of view.

Gather Information

In order to write an effective letter and save time in doing so, you need to have all your information at hand, such as copies of previous correspondence on the topic, customer records, service orders, and so on. If you don’t have all the information you need, do the necessary research. For instance, if you are answering a technical question for a customer, and you do not know the answer, ask someone in engineering to explain it to you. Or if you are writing a letter to your insurance company explaining why you think they were wrong in refusing to pay for your treatment, it really helps to have all the facts in front of you — dates and costs of your exams, test results, doctors seen, and a copy of your policy, so you can reference the part that supports your argument.


The 3-Step Writing Process

Often when people write, they’re afraid to make mistakes, and so they edit themselves word by word, inhibiting the natural flow of ideas and sentences. But professional writers know that writing is a process consisting of numerous drafts, rewrites, deletions, and revisions.

Rarely does a writer produce a perfect manuscript on the first try. The task ideally should be divided into three steps: writing, rewriting, and polishing.


1. Writing. Most professional writers go through a minimum of three drafts. The first is this initial “go with the flow” draft where the words come tumbling out.

When you sit down to write, let the words flow freely. Don’t worry about style, syntax, punctuation, or typos — just write. You can always go back and fix it later. By “letting it all out,” you build momentum and overcome inhibitions that block your ability to write and think.

2. Rewriting. In the second draft — the rewriting step — you take a critical look at what you’ve written. You edit for organization, logic, content, and persuasiveness. Using your PC, you add, delete, and rearrange paragraphs. You rewrite jumbled passages to make them clear.

3. Polishing. In the third draft, you give your prose a final polishing by editing for style, syntax, spelling, and punctuation. This is the step where you worry about things like consistency in numbers, units of measure, equations, symbols, abbreviations, and capitalization.





Make a Simple Outline

For any document longer than a short e-mail, an outline can make the writing easier and ensure that all key points are covered. The outline also helps you keep your points in a logical order and transition smoothly between them. A letter requesting a scholarship or financial aid, for instance, might be organized along the following lines:


1. Describe your educational goals and ambitions.

2. Explain why you need financial aid to attain these goals.

3. Say why you deserve to be given the aid.

4. Cite specific evidence (e.g., community service, extracurricular activities, grade point average, honors and awards).

5. Ask for the specific amount of money you need.



Here’s the outline for a memo requesting budget approval from your supervisor at work:


1. List what you want to buy.

2. Describe the item and its function or purpose.

3. Give the cost.

4. Explain why you need it and how the company will come out ahead (e.g., how much time or money will it save?).

5. Do a cost/benefit analysis showing projected return on investment and payback period.

6. Ask for authorization or approval.



Twelve Rules for Better Letter Writing

Better writing can result in proposals that win contracts, advertisements that sell products, instruction manuals that users can follow, billboards that catch a driver’s attention, stories that make us laugh or cry, and letters, memos, and reports that get your message across to the reader. Here are 12 tips on style and word choice that can make writing clear and persuasive.

1. Present Your Best Self

Your moods vary. After all, you’re only human. But while it is sometimes difficult to present your best self in conversation, which is spontaneous and instant, letters are written alone and on your own schedule. Therefore, you can and should take the time to let your most pleasant personality shine through in your writing.

Be especially careful when replying to an e-mail message you have received. The temptation is to treat the message as conversation, and if you are irritated or just outrageously pressured and busy, the tendency is to reply in a clipped and curt fashion — again, not showing you at your best.

The solution? Although you may be eager to reply immediately to e-mail so you can get the message out of your inbox, a better strategy for when your reply is important is to set it aside, compose your answer when you are not so time pressured, and read it carefully before sending.


A Tip: Never write a letter when angry. If you must write the letter when angry, then put it aside without sending it, and come back to it later. You will most likely want to throw it out and start over, not send it at all, or drastically revise it.



Remember, once you hit the Reply button, it is too late to get the message back. It’s out there, and you can’t retrieve it. Same thing when you drop a letter in the mailbox (it’s actually a felony to reach into the mailbox and try to retrieve the letter!).

2. Write in a Clear, Conversational Style

Naturally, a memo on sizing pumps shouldn’t have the same chatty tone as a personal letter. But most business and technical professionals lean too much in the other direction, and their sharp thinking is obscured by windy, overly formal prose.

The key to success in business or technical writing? Keep it simple. I’ve said this before, but it bears repeating: Write to express — not to impress. A relaxed, conversational style can add vigor and clarity to your letters.




	Formal business style
	Informal conversational style





	The data provided by direct examination of samples under the lens of the microscope are insufficient for the purpose of making a proper identification of the components of the substance.
	We can’t tell what it is made of by looking at it under the microscope.



	We have found during conversations with customers that even the most experienced of extruder specialists have a tendency to avoid the extrusion or hoses.
	Our customers tell us that experienced extruder specialists avoid extruding silicone profiles of silicone profiles or hoses.



	The corporation terminated the employment of Mr. Joseph Smith.
	Joe was fired.





3. Be Concise

Professionals, especially those in industry, are busy people. Make your writing less time-consuming for them to read by telling the whole story in the fewest possible words.

How can you make your writing more concise? One way is to avoid redundancies — a needless form of wordiness in which a modifier repeats an idea already contained within the word being modified.

For example, a recent trade ad described a product as a “new innovation.” Could there be such a thing as an old innovation? The ad also said the product was “very unique.” Unique means “one of a kind,” so it is impossible for anything to be very unique.

By now, you probably get the picture. Some common redundancies are presented below, along with the correct way to rewrite them:




	Redundancy
	Rewrite as





	advance plan
	plan



	actual experience
	experience



	two cubic feet in volume
	two cubic feet



	cylindrical in shape
	cylindrical



	uniformly homogeneous
	homogeneous





Many writers are fond of overblown expressions such as “the fact that,” “it is well known that,” and “it is the purpose of this writer to show that.” These take up space but add little to meaning or clarity.

The following list includes some common wordy phrases. The column on the right offers suggested substitute words:




	Wordy phrase
	Suggested substitute





	during the course of
	during



	in the form of
	as



	in many cases
	often



	in the event of
	if



	exhibits the ability to
	can





4. Be Consistent

“A foolish consistency,” wrote Ralph Waldo Emerson, “is the hobgoblin of little minds.” This may be so. But, on the other hand, inconsistencies in your writing will confuse your readers and convince them that your information and reasoning are as sloppy and unorganized as your prose.

Good writers strive for consistency in their use of numbers, hyphens, units of measure, punctuation, equations, grammar, symbols, capitalization, technical terms, and abbreviations. Keep in mind that if you are inconsistent in any of these matters of usage, you are automatically wrong at least part of the time.

For example, many writers are inconsistent in the use of hyphens. The rule is: two words that form an adjective are hyphenated. Thus, write: first-order reaction, fluidized-bed combustion, high-sulfur coal, space-time continuum.

The U.S. Government Printing Office Style Manual, Strunk and White’s The Elements of Style, your organization’s writing manual, and the appendix of this book can guide you in the basics of grammar, punctuation, abbreviation, and capitalization.

5. Use Jargon Sparingly

Many disciplines and specialties have a special language all their own. Technical terms are a helpful shorthand when you’re communicating within the profession, but they may confuse readers who do not have your special background. Take the word, “yield,” for example. To a chemical engineer, yield is a measure of how much product a reaction produces. But to car drivers, yield means slowing down (and stopping, if necessary) at an intersection.

Other words that have special meaning to chemical engineers but have a different definition in everyday use include: vacuum, pressure, batch, bypass, recycle, concentration, mole, purge, saturation, catalyst.

A good working definition of jargon is, “Language more complex than the ideas it serves to communicate.” Use legitimate technical terms when they communicate your ideas precisely, but avoid using jargon just because the words sound impressive. In other words, do not write that material is “gravimetrically conveyed” when it is simply dumped. If you are a dentist, do not tell patients you have a procedure to help “stabilize mobile dentition” when what it really does is keeps loose teeth in place.

6. Avoid Big Words

Some writers prefer to use big, important-sounding words instead of short, simple words. This is a mistake; fancy language just frustrates the reader. Write in plain, ordinary English and your readers will love you for it.

Here are a few frequently occurring big words; the column on the right presents a shorter — and preferable — substitution.




	Big word
	Substitution





	beverage
	drink



	dentition
	teeth



	eliminate
	get rid of



	furnish
	give, provide



	incombustible
	fireproof



	prioritize
	put in order



	substantiate
	prove



	terminate
	end



	utilize
	use





7. Prefer the Specific to the General

Your readers want information — facts, figures, conclusions, and recommendations. Do not be content to say something is good, bad, fast, or slow when you can say how good, how bad, how fast, or how slow. Be specific whenever possible.




	General
	Specific





	a tall building
	a 20-story building



	plant
	oil refinery



	heavy equipment
	equipment weighing over 10 tons



	unit
	apartment



	unfavorable weather conditions
	rain (snow, etc.)



	structural degradation
	a leaky roof



	disturbance
	riot



	high performance
	95% efficiency



	creature
	dog (cat, etc.)



	laboratory apparatus
	test tube





8. Break Up Your Writing into Short Sections

Long, unbroken blocks of text are stumbling blocks that intimidate and bore readers. Breaking up your writing into short sections and short paragraphs — as in this book — makes the text easier to read.

If your paragraphs are too long, go through them. Wherever a new thought starts, type a return and start a new paragraph.

In the same way, short sentences are easier to grasp than long ones. A good guide for keeping sentence length under control is to write sentences that can be spoken aloud without losing your breath (do not take a deep breath before doing this test).

9. Use Visuals

Drawings, graphs, and other visuals can reinforce your text. In fact, pictures often communicate better than words; we remember 10 percent of what we read, but 30 percent of what we see.

Visuals can make your technical communications more effective. The different types of visuals and what they can show are listed below:




	Type of visual
	This shows . . .





	Photograph or illustration
	. . . what something looks like



	Map
	. . . where it is located



	Exploded view
	. . . how it is put together



	Schematic diagram
	. . . how it works or is organized



	Graph
	. . . how much there is (quantity)



	
	. . . how one thing varies as a function of another



	Pie chart
	. . . proportions and percentages



	Bar chart
	. . . comparisons between quantities



	Table
	. . . a body of related data



	Mass and energy balances
	. . . what goes in and what comes out





In the days when letters were written on typewriters, the idea of using visuals was out of the question. Today, software makes it relatively easy to add a chart, table, or graph to your letter. Why not do so, if it helps get your point across in a clearer and more persuasive fashion?

10. Use the Active Voice

Voice refers to the person speaking words or doing an action. An “active verb” stresses the person doing the thing. A “passive verb” stresses the thing being done.

In the active voice, action is expressed directly: “John performed the experiment.” In the passive voice, the action is indirect: “The experiment was performed by John.”

When possible, use the active voice. Your writing will be more direct and vigorous; your sentences more concise. As you can see in the samples below, the passive voice seems puny and stiff by comparison:




	Passive voice
	Active voice





	Control of the bearing-oil supply is provided by the shutoff valves.
	Shutoff valves control the bearing-oil supply.



	Grandma’s apple pie was enjoyed by everyone in the family.
	Everyone in the family enjoyed Grandma’s apple pie.



	A good time was had by all.
	We all had a good time.



	Fuel-cost savings were realized through the installation of thermal insulation in the attic.
	The installation of thermal insulation in the attic cut fuel costs.





11. Organization

Poor organization is the number one problem in letter writing. As editor Jerry Bacchetti points out, “If the reader believes the content has some importance to him, he can plow through a report even if it is dull or has lengthy sentences and big words. But if it’s poorly organized — forget it. There’s no way to make sense of what is written.”

Poor organization stems from poor planning. While a computer programmer would never think of writing a complex program without first drawing a flow chart, he’d probably knock out a draft of a user’s manual without making notes or an outline. In the same way, a builder who requires detailed blueprints before he lays the first brick will write a letter without really considering his message, audience, or purpose.

Before you write, plan. As mentioned in the prewriting planning discussion earlier in this part, you should create a rough outline that spells out the contents and organization of your letter, memo, report, or proposal.

By the time you finish writing, some things in the final document might be different from the outline. That’s okay. The outline is a tool to aid in organization, not a commandment etched in stone. If you want to change it as you go along — fine.

The outline helps you divide letters and larger writing projects into many smaller, easy-to-handle pieces and parts. The organization of these parts depends on the type of document you’re writing.

There are standard formats for writing meeting minutes, travel reports, and many other business memos and letters. You can just follow the models in this book (see Appendix A).

If the format isn’t strictly defined by the type of letter you are writing, select the organizational scheme that best fits the material. Some common formats include:


	Order of location. For example, a report recommending where to acquire new warehouses and parts depots based on the distance from the central manufacturing operation and the location relative to key accounts.

	Order of increasing difficulty. Instructions often start with the easiest material and, as the user masters basic principles, move on to more complex operations.

	Alphabetical order. A logical way to arrange a letter about vitamins (A, B, B1, and so on) or a directory of company employees.

	Chronological order. Presents the facts in the order in which they happened. Trip reports are sometimes written this way.

	Problem/solution. The problem/solution format begins with “Here’s what the problem was” and ends with “Here’s how we solved it.”

	Inverted pyramid. The newspaper style of news reporting where the lead paragraph summarizes the story and the following paragraphs present the facts in order of decreasing importance. You can use this format in journal articles, letters, memos, and reports.

	Deductive order. Start with a generalization, and then support it with particulars. A lawyer might use this method in preparing to argue a case before a judge.

	Inductive order. Begin with specific instances, and then lead the reader to the idea or general principles the instances suggest. A minister might talk about different problems in the church caused by flaws in the building before asking for contributions to build a new roof.

	List. This section is a list because it describes, in list form, the ways to organize written material. A recent mailing from an electric company to its business customers contained a sheet titled “Seven Ways to Reduce Your Plant’s Electric Bill.”



Once you have an outline with sections and subsections, you can organize your information by putting it on index cards. Each card gets a heading outline. Or — using your personal computer — you can cut and paste the information within a word-processing file.

12. Length

Whenever possible, keep your letter to one page. Today’s busy readers really appreciate seeing that everything is on one side of a sheet of paper. Even Winston Churchill used to require of those serving under him that they express their concerns on no more than one side of a single sheet of paper.

If you have more to say, you can go to a second page, and possibly a third. No more than that. Exceptions include sales letters marketing products by mail (those can run four to eight pages or more) and family Christmas/holiday letters.

For ordinary business correspondence, if your letter is taking up more than one side of two or three sheets, consider splitting the content between a shorter letter and an attachment or enclosure, such as a report.

The art of being concise in your letter writing can require considerable effort in the rewriting and editing stage. Philosopher Blaise Pascal once wrote to a friend and apologized for sending a long letter. He said, “I would have written a shorter letter, but I didn’t have the time.”


Proofreading Tips

It may be unfair, but people judge you by the words you use. They also judge you by whether you spell those words correctly, which is why proofreading is so important.

In today’s computer age, nearly everyone has spell-checking capability — often as part of an e-mail or word-processing program. You should run your copy through the spell-checker, but doing that alone is not enough. Recently an executive at a Big Six accounting firm sent a letter he had spell-checked to an important client, only to discover that he had described himself as a “Certified Pubic Accountant”!

Proof everything you write, but be aware that the more times you write and rewrite a document, the less able you become to proof it effectively. For this reason, you should have “volunteer proofreaders” lined up — coworkers, assistants, and colleagues — who can proof your letters on short notice.

If you have to proofread a document you have already written, rewritten, and read several times, here’s a way to catch typos despite your reading fatigue: Proofread the document backward. Doing so forces you to read each word individually, and eliminates the natural tendency to concentrate on the whole sentence and its content. Result: You proof each word more carefully, and catch more typos.



Tone

The best way to write your letters is in your own natural style. Having said that, there may be occasions during which you want to modify your natural style to better fit the occasion and your audience. For instance, if you are a naturally upbeat, cheery person, you would want to use a more somber tone in a condolence note.

Let’s look at four basic options for letter tone — forceful, passive, personal, and impersonal — including how and when to use each.

Forceful Tone

Forceful tone is used when addressing subordinates or others who, basically, have to do what you tell them to do. You are not asking them; you are ordering them in no uncertain terms — which you can do, because you have the power.

This does not, however, give you license to be cavalier or crude. Indeed, the real skill is in getting people to follow your commands without harboring ill will toward you. To achieve a forceful tone in your writing:


1. Use the active voice.

2. Be direct.

3. Take a stand.

4. Avoid hedge phrases and weasel words — language that equivocates rather than speaks plainly and directly (e.g., “might,” “may,” “perhaps”).

5. Be clear.

6. Be positive.

7. Don’t qualify or apologize.



[For examples of forceful tone, see the section titled Collection Series in Part VIII.]

Passive Tone

Passive tone is used when addressing superiors and others who, basically, you have to listen to and please — bosses, customers, clients. To achieve a passive tone in your writing:


1. Suggest and imply.

2. Do not insist or command.

3. Use the passive voice when possible.

4. Do not pinpoint cause and effect (e.g., solve the problem, but do not look to lay blame on the reader or anyone else).

5. Use qualifiers (for example, “might be,” “may,” “approximately,” “roughly”).

6. Divert attention from the problem to the solution.

7. Focus on the solution to the problem, rather than assigning blame.



[For an example of passive tone, see the letter titled “We Need to Hear From You” in Part VI.]

Personal Tone

Personal tone is used when you want to give support or establish or improve a relationship. It is most appropriately used with people you know, rather than strangers, or at least with people whose situations you know about and empathize with. To achieve a personal tone in your writing:


1. Be warm.

2. Use the active voice.

3. Use personal pronouns (“I,” “we,” “you,” and so forth).

4. Use the person’s name.

5. Use contractions (we’ll, it’s, they’re, can’t).

6. Write in a natural, conversational style.

7. Write in the first person (“I”) and in the second person (“you”).

8. Vary sentence length.

9. Let your personality shine through in your writing.



[There are many examples of personal tone in Part II, Personal Correspondence.]

Impersonal Tone

Impersonal tone is used when you either want to keep a relationship on a strictly professional level, or when you want to distance yourself from the other person or the subject at hand. Impersonal tone is also used when the relationship is adversarial, or to stress the urgency and serious nature of the situation being written about. To achieve an impersonal tone in your writing:


1. Do not use the person’s name.

2. Avoid personal pronouns when possible.

3. Use the passive voice when possible.

4. Write in the third person (for example, “the company,” “the vendor,” “the purchasing department,” “the client”).

5. Write in a corporate or formal style.

6. Be remote and aloof.



[For examples of impersonal tone, see the letters titled “Requests for Compliance” and “Request for Vendor Tax ID or Social Security” in Part IX.]

Layouts and Supplies

The appendix gives illustrations of the various formats and layouts for letters, memos, e-mails, and other documents. You can’t go wrong following these models.

Do not overly concern yourself with questions of precise style. The reader does not really care whether the left margin is ½-inch or 3/4-inch, as long as the letter is easy to read.

Here are a few quick rules for clear, easy-to-read letter layouts:


	Single-space copy; double-space between paragraphs.

	Indenting the first line of each paragraph five spaces makes the letter easier to read.

	Use generous margins — at least a half-inch bottom, top, and right, and maybe a little more on the left.

	Margins should be flush left and ragged right. Flush left means the first letters of each line are vertically aligned, creating a straight edge on the left. Ragged right means the right-hand border of the text is not neatly lined up.

	Do not try to cram too much text onto the page for the sake of keeping your letter to one page. It’s better to either cut copy, or spread the copy out onto a second page.

	Sign in blue ink. It makes the live signature stand out more.

	Enclose your business card, unless you are sending a personal letter.



Type Styles, Fonts, and Sizes

Use a plain, simple type for body copy. Times Roman is clean and a favorite with many PC users. You can use New Courier or Prestige Elite, which gives the look and feel of a letter typed on an IBM Selectric typewriter. Many older readers associate this look with a personal letter versus computer fonts, which look more impersonal.

Type size depends on the style selected. For New Courier, you can use 9- or 10-point type. For Times Roman, 11- or 12-point type is better.

Boldface and italic fonts can be used for emphasis. Bullets or numbers help set lists apart and make them easy to scan.

For longer documents, you might consider breaking up the text into short sections, each with a boldface subhead.

Letterhead

You can type your name, return address, and other contact information at the top of every letter on a plain sheet, or have letterhead made up by a printer. Many people have personal letterhead; virtually every business also uses preprinted letterhead, adding the company name and logo at the top.

Before you have your business letterhead printed, look at the layout prepared by your graphic artist or printer. Some layouts that take a creative approach may be graphically bold, but take up much space that could otherwise be used for letter text. Therefore you can fit far less copy on a single page than you would like, and are forced to use a second sheet (second page) to continue.

Much better is to have a letterhead design that allows maximum space for letter text. That way even if you have a lot to say, you can fit it comfortably on one page.

“Second sheets” are pages of letterhead designed specifically to be used as the second and third pages in a multipage letter. Some people use the same letterhead for every page, but this is unnecessary, unwieldy, and unusual. Most people use second sheets that have no printing on them, but are of the same paper stock of their letterhead. That way, the first and subsequent pages are all on the same stock.

Speaking of paper stock, your best bet is white, off-white, or cream colored. These light colors allow major contrast between the paper and the black type. Letterhead that is gray, medium brown, red, or another dark color makes it difficult for your reader to photocopy or fax your letter, which many people want to do.


Enclosures

We want to keep most of our letters to one or at most two pages, but sometimes we have a lot more than one or two pages worth of information to convey.

To solve this problem, you may want to limit your letter to an overview or summary, and put the details in one or more enclosures. These may be documents you write. Or you might enclose documents already produced by other sources.

Beware of overwhelming your correspondent with paper and information. People are busy today. Do they really need all that stuff you are cramming into the envelope? Or would it be better to condense it in a one or two-page summary, and offer to send more details if they are interested?

When you are discussing a topic in an e-mail, do not send the “enclosures” or supplementary materials as attached files unless you know the recipient and he knows you. People are rightfully wary of opening up attached files from strangers, for fear of getting a computer virus.

An alternative to attaching files to an e-mail message is to post the supplementary information on a Web site, and then to embed links to the Web site’s general URL or, even better, to the specific Web page you want the person to read in the person’s e-mail message. They can just click on the link to instantly access the supplementary material.



Outer Envelopes

The most common choice for business correspondence is the #10 [see Glossary] envelope. A standard 8 ½- by 11-inch piece of letterhead, folded twice horizontally into three sections, fits perfectly in a #10 envelope.

If you have bulky enclosures, you may want to use a “jumbo,” or 9- by 12-inch envelope. This allows you to enclose literature and other materials without having to fold them.

For personal mail, you can use either a #10 envelope or a smaller, Monarch [see Glossary] envelope. The Monarch envelope has a slightly more personal touch, since businesses rarely use it. Monarch envelopes and stationery work well for short letters; for longer correspondence, standard #10 letterhead (fitting #10 envelopes) give more room for text.

On the back flap or in the upper left corner of the front of your envelope (known as the “corner card”), have your name and address for your personal letterhead. For your business letterhead, have your company name and address.

When you are sending correspondence or enclosed material that the customer requested, use a red rubber stamp with the words “Here is the information you requested” on the front of the envelope. This is an indication that the recipient asked you to send the letter and it is not unsolicited.

Stamps, Meters, Preprinted Indicias

There are three ways to handle the postage for your letter: stamps, meters, and preprinted indicias (preprinted postal permits).

The main thing when sending business letters is you want your letters to look like individual correspondence, not direct mail. The reason? Personal mail gets read, while promotional mail often gets tossed in the trash.

The postage stamp is the best choice for doing this. If you want to get extra attention, try using an unusual stamp, such as a commemorative. Another technique that gains attention is to use several stamps of smaller denominations instead of a single stamp for the correct amount.

Second-best to stamps is a postage meter. Enough businesses use postage meters for individual correspondence that it has an acceptable look and does not smack of advertising.

Least desirable is a preprinted indicia. Since so many mass mailers use indicias in their direct mail campaigns, your reader might think your personal letter is direct mail (if you have used an indicia) and mistakenly toss it.

Even if your letter is direct mail and you are sending it bulk rate, a little-known fact is that you can use a third-class stamp instead of an indicia. This gives your direct mail a more personalized look, and hence a better chance of being opened and read.

Overcoming Writer’s Block

Writer’s Block isn’t just for professional writers; it can afflict executives and managers too. Writer’s Block is the inability to start putting words on paper, and it stems from anxiety and fear of writing.

Here are a few tips to help you overcome Writer’s Block:


	Break up the writing into short sections, and write one section at a time. Tackling many little writing assignments seems less formidable a task than taking on a large project all at once.

	Write the easy sections first. If you can’t get a handle on the main argument of your report or paper, write the close. This will get you started and help build momentum.

	Write abstracts, introductions, and summaries last. Although they come first in the final document, it doesn’t make sense to try to sum up a paper that hasn’t been written yet.

	Avoid grammar-book rules that inhibit writers. One such rule says every paragraph must begin with a topic sentence (a first sentence that states the central idea of the paragraph). By insisting on topic sentences, teachers and editors throw up a block that prevents you from putting your thoughts on paper. Professional writers don’t worry about topic sentences (or sentence diagrams or grammatical jargon or ending a sentence with a preposition). Neither should you.

	Sleep on it. Put your draft in a drawer and come back to it the next morning. Refreshed, you’ll be able to edit and rewrite more effectively and with greater ease.



Letter-Writing Advice from Lewis Carroll

Lewis Carroll is best known as the author of Alice in Wonderland, but he was also an avid letter writer, especially personal letters to friends and colleagues.

In 1890, he wrote a small pamphlet with his advice on how to write better letters. An abbreviated and slightly edited version appears below.

Some of his advice, dated and charming, will give the twenty-first century reader a chuckle. But much of the author’s letter-writing advice is still relevant and useful more than a century later.


How to Begin a Letter

If the letter is to be in answer to another, begin by getting out that other letter and reading it through, in order to refresh your memory, as to what it is you have to answer, and as to your correspondence’s present address.

Next, address and stamp the envelope. “What! Before writing the letter?”

Most certainly. And I’ll tell you what will happen if you don’t. You will go on writing till the last moment, and, just in the middle of the last sentence, you will become aware that time’s up!

Then comes the hurried wind-up-the wildly-scrawled signature . . . the hastily-fastened envelope, which comes open in the post . . . the address, a mere hieroglyphic . . . the horrible discovery that you’ve forgotten to replenish your stamp supply . . . the frantic appeal, to every one in the house, to lend you a stamp . . . the headlong rush to the post office, arriving, hot and gasping, just after the box has closed . . . and finally, a week afterwards, the return of the letter, from the Dead-Letter Office, marked “address illegible.”

Next, put your own address, in full, as the top of the note-sheet. It is an aggravating thing — I speak from bitter experience — when a friend, staying at some new address, heads his letter “Dover,” simply, assuming that you can get the rest of the address from his previous letter, which perhaps you have destroyed.

Next, put the date in full. It is another aggravating thing, when you wish, years afterwards, to arrange a series of letters, to find them dated “Feb. 17”, “Aug. 2”, without any year to guide you as to which comes first. And never, never put “Wednesday,” simply, as the date. That way madness lies!




How to Go on With a Letter

Here is a golden rule to begin with. Write legibly. The average temper of the human race would be perceptibly sweetened, if everybody obeyed this rule!

A great deal of the bad writing in the world comes simply from writing too quickly. Of course you reply, “I do it to save time.” A very good object, no doubt: but what right have you to do it at your friend’s expense? Isn’t his time as valuable as yours?

Years ago, I used to receive letters from a friend — and very interesting letters too — written in one of the most atrocious hands ever invented.

It generally took me about a week to read one of his letters! I used to carry it about in my pocket, and take it out at leisure times, to puzzle over the riddles which composed it — holding it in different positions, and at different distances, till at last the meaning of some hopeless scrawl would flash upon me, when I at once wrote down the English under it; and, when several had been thus guessed, the context would help one with the others, till at last the whole series of hieroglyphics was deciphered. If all one’s friends wrote like that, life would be entirely spent in reading their letters!

This rule applies, specially, to names of people or places — and most specially, to names of people or places — and most especially to foreign names. I got a letter once, containing some Russian names, written in the same hasty scramble in which people often write “yours sincerely.” The context, of course, didn’t help in the least: and one spelling was just as likely as another, so far as I knew: it was necessary to write and tell my friend that I couldn’t read any of them!

My second rule is, don’t fill more than a page and a half with apologies for not having written sooner!

The best subject, to begin with, is your friend’s last letter. Write with the letter open before you. Answer his questions, and make any remarks his letter suggests. Then go on to what you want to say yourself.

This arrangement is more courteous, and pleasanter for the reader, than to fill the letter with your own invaluable remarks, and then hastily answer your friend’s questions in a postscript. Your friend is much more likely to enjoy your wit, after his own anxiety for information has been satisfied.

In referring to anything your friend has said in his letter, it is best to quote the exact words, and not to give a summary of them in your words, A’s impression, of what B has said, expressed in A’s words, will never convey to B the meaning of his own words.

This is especially necessary when some point has arisen as to which the two correspondents do not quite agree. There ought to be no opening for such writing as “You are quite mistaken in thinking I said so-and-so. It was not in the least my meaning,” which tends to make a correspondence last for a lifetime.

A few more rules may fitly be given here, for correspondence that has unfortunately become controversial:


	Don’t repeat yourself. When once you have said your say, fully and clearly, on a certain point, and have failed to convince your friend, drop that subject: to repeat your arguments, all over again, will simply lead to his doing the same; and so you will go on, like a circulating [repeating] decimal. Did you ever know a circulating decimal to come to an end?

	When you have written a letter that you feel may possibly irritate your friend, however necessary you may have felt it to so express yourself, put it aside till the next day.

	Then read it over again, and fancy it addressed to yourself. This will often lead to your writing it all over again, taking out a lot of the vinegar and pepper, and putting in honey instead, and thus making a much more palatable dish of it!

	If, when you have done your best to write inoffensively, you still feel that it will probably lead to further controversy, keep a copy of it. There is very little use, months afterwards, in pleading “I am almost sure I never expressed myself as you say: to the best of my recollection I said so-and-so”. Far better to be able to write “I did not express myself so; these are the words I used.”

	If your friend makes a severe remark, either leave it unnoticed, or make your reply distinctly less severe: and if he makes a friendly remark, tending towards ‘making up,’ let your reply be distinctly more friendly. If, in picking a quarrel, each party declined to go more than three-eighths of the way, and if, in making friends, each was ready to go five-eighths of the way — why, there would be more reconciliations than quarrels!

	Don’t try to have the last word! How many a controversy would be nipped in the bud, if each was anxious to let the other have the last word! Never mind how telling a rejoinder you leave unuttered: never mind your friend’s supposing that you are silent from lack of anything to say: let the thing drop, as soon as it is possible without discourtesy: remember ‘speech is silvern, but silence is golden’!

	If it should ever occur to you to write, jestingly, in dispraise of your friend, be sure you exaggerate enough to make the jesting obvious: a word spoken in jest, but taken as earnest, may lead to very serious consequences. I have known it to lead to the breaking-off of a friendship.
Suppose, for instance, you wish to remind your friend of a sovereign you have lent him, which he has forgotten to repay — you might quite mean the words “I mention it, as you seem to have a conveniently bad memory for debts”, in jest: yet there would be nothing to wonder at if he took offence at that way of putting it.

But, suppose you wrote “Long observation of your career, as a pickpocket and a burglar, has convinced me that my one lingering hope, for recovering that sovereign I lent you, is to say ‘Pay up, or I’ll summons yer’” he would indeed be a matter-of-fact friend if he took that as seriously meant!


	When you say, in your letter, “I enclose cheque for $5”, or “I enclose John’s letter for you to see”, leave off writing for a moment — go and get the document referred to — and put it into the envelope. Otherwise, you are pretty certain to find it lying about, after the post has gone!






How to End a Letter

If doubtful whether to end with ‘yours faithfully’, or ‘yours truly’, or ‘yours most truly’, etc. (there are at least a dozen varieties, before you reach ‘yours affectionately’), refer to your correspondent’s last letter, and make your winding-up at least as friendly as his: in fact, even if a shade more friendly, it will do no harm!

A postscript is a very useful invention: but it is not meant to contain the real gist of the letter: it serves rather to throw into the shade any little matter we do not wish to make a fuss about.

For example, your friend had promised to execute a commission for you in town, but forgot it, thereby putting you to great inconvenience: and he now writes to apologize for his negligence.

It would be cruel, and needlessly crushing to make it the main subject of your reply. How much more gracefully it comes is “P.S. Don’t distress yourself any more about having omitted that little matter in town. I won’t deny that it did put my plans out a little, at the time: but it’s all right now. I often forget things, myself: and ‘those, who live in glass-houses, mustn’t throw stones’, you know!”



Persuasion in Print

A recent TV commercial informed viewers that the U.S. Post Office handles 300 million pieces of mail every day. That’s a lot of letters. And letters are an important part of communicating with your customers, coworkers, and colleagues.

But how many letters actually get their messages across and motivate the reader? Surprisingly few. In direct-mail marketing, for example, a 2 percent response rate is exceptionally high. So a manufacturer mailing 1,000 sales letters expects that fewer than 20 people will respond to the pitch. If high-powered letters written by ad-agency copywriters produce such a limited response, you can see why letters written by busy business executives (who are not professional writers) may not always accomplish their objectives.

Failure to get to the point, technical jargon, pompous language, misreading the reader — these are the poor stylistic habits that cause others to ignore the letters we send. Part of the problem is that many managers and support staff don’t know how to write persuasively.

There is a solution, stated as a formula first discovered by advertising writers, and it’s called AIDA. AIDA stands for Attention, Interest, Desire, and Action — a sequence of psychological reactions that happen in the mind of the reader who is being sold on your idea. Briefly, here’s how it works.


1. First, the letter gets the reader’s attention with a hard-hitting lead paragraph that goes straight to the point or offers an element of intrigue.

2. Then, the letter hooks the reader’s interest: The hook is often a clear statement of the reader’s problems, needs, or wants. For example, if you are writing to a customer who received damaged goods, acknowledge the problem and then offer a solution.

3. Next, create desire. Your letter is an offer of something: a service, a product, goodwill, an agreement, a contract, a compromise, a consultation. Tell the reader how she will benefit from your offering. That creates a desire to cooperate with you.

4. Finally, call for action. Ask for the order, the signature, the donation, the assignment.



What follows are actual examples of how each of these steps has been used in business letters.

Attention

Getting the reader’s attention is a tough job. If your letter is boring, pompous, or says nothing of interest, you’ll lose the reader. Fast!

One attention-getting technique used by successful writers is to open with an intriguing question or statement — a “teaser” that grabs the readers’ attention and compels them to read on. Here’s an opening teaser from a letter written by a freelance public relations writer to the head of a large PR firm:


Is freelance a dirty word to you?



Even if you hate freelancers, you can’t help but be curious about what follows. And what follows is a convincing argument to hire the writer:


Is freelance a dirty word to you?

It really shouldn’t be, because in public relations, with its crisis-lull-crisis rhythm, really good freelancers can save you money and headaches. Use them when you need them. When you don’t, they don’t cost you a cent.

Use me. I am a public-relations specialist with more than 20 years’ experience in all phases of the profession. MY SERVICES ARE AVAILABLE TO YOU ON A FREELANCE BASIS . . .



Another freelance writer might use a more straightforward approach:


Dear Mr. Mann:

Congratulations on your new business. May you have great success and pleasure from it.

I offer my services as a freelance public relations writer specializing in medical and technical subjects.



Here, the writer gets attention by opening with a subject that has a built-in appeal to the reader namely, the reader’s own business. Most of us like to read about ourselves. And just about everybody would react favorably to the good wishes expressed in the second sentence.

Interest

Once you get the reader’s attention, you’ve got to provide a “hook” to create real interest in your subject and keep them reading. This hook is a promise — a promise to solve problems, answer questions, or satisfy needs.

The hook is often written in a two-paragraph format: The first paragraph is a clear statement of the reader’s needs, while the second shows how the writer can satisfy these needs. Here’s the hook from a letter written by a job seeker to the vice president of one of the television networks:


To stay ahead, you need aggressive people willing to take chances. People who are confident, flexible, dedicated. People who want to learn who are not afraid to ask questions.

I am one of those people — one of the people you should have on your staff.

Let me prove it. Start by reading my résumé. It shows I can take any challenge and succeed.



What better way to hold people’s interest than to promise to solve their problems?

Here’s an example of a two-paragraph (two-line) hook from a successful fundraising letter:


Some day, you may need the Red Cross.

But right now, the Red Cross needs you.



A principal rule of persuasive writing is: Remember that the reader isn’t interested in you. The reader is interested in the reader. And because we want to hear about ourselves, the following letter was particularly effective in gaining and holding this author’s interest:


As you may already know, we have been doing some work for people who have the same last name as you do. Finally, after months of work, my new book, THE AMAZING STORY OF THE BLYS IN AMERICA, is ready for printing and you are in it!

The Bly name is very rare and our research has shown that less than two one thousandths of one percent of the people in America share the Bly name . . . .



Desire

Get attention. Hook the reader’s interest. Then create the desire to buy what you’re selling, or do what you are asking.

This is the step where many businesspeople falter. Their corporate backgrounds condition them to write business letters in “corporatese,” so they fill paragraphs with pompous phrases, jargon, clichés, and windy sentences. Here’s a real-life example from a major investment firm:


All of the bonds in the above described account having been heretofore disposed of, we are this day terminating same. We accordingly enclose herein check in the amount of $22,000 same being your share realized therein, as per statement attached. Not withstanding the distribution to you of the described amount, you shall remain liable for your proportionate share.



Don’t write to impress — write to express. State the facts, the features, and the benefits of your offer in plain, simple English.

Give the reader reasons why he or she should buy your product, give you the job, sign the contract, or approve the budget. Create a desire for what you’re offering. Here’s how the manager in charge of manufacturing persuaded the president to sign a purchase order for a $20,000 machine.


I’ve enclosed a copy of my report, which includes an executive summary.

As you can see, even at the low levels of production we’ve experienced recently, the T-1000 Automatic Wire-Wrap Machine can cut production time by 15 percent. At this rate, the machine will pay for itself within 14 months including its purchase price plus the cost of training operators.

We’ve already discussed the employees’ resistance to automation in the plant. As you know, we’ve held discussion groups on this subject over the past three months. And, an informal survey shows that 80 percent of our technicians dislike manual wire-wrap and would welcome automation in that area.



Benefits are spelled out. Anxieties are eliminated. The reader is given the reasons why the company should buy a T-1000. (And the president signed the order.)

Action

If you’ve carried AIDA this far, you’ve gained attention, created interest, and turned that interest into desire. The reader wants what you’re selling, or at least has been persuaded to see your point of view. Now comes the last step — asking for action.

If you’re selling consulting services, ask for a contract. If you want an interview, ask for it. If you’re writing a fundraising letter, include a reply envelope and ask for a donation. In short, if you want your letter to get results, you have to ask for them.

Here’s a letter from a customer who purchased a defective can of spray paint. Instead of just complaining or venting anger, she explains the problem and asks for a response:


Recently, I purchased a can of your Permaspray spray paint. But when I tried using it, the nozzle broke off. I cannot reattach this nozzle, and the can, though full, will have to be thrown away.

I am sure your product is generally well packaged; my can was probably a one-in-a-million defect. Would you please send a replacement can of white Permaspray? I would greatly appreciate it.



An exchange of business letters is usually an action-reaction situation. To move things along, determine the action you want your letter to generate and tell the reader about it.

Formulas have their limitations, and you can’t force-fit every letter or memo into the AIDA framework. Short interoffice memos, for example, seldom require this degree of persuasiveness.

But when you’re faced with more sophisticated writing tasks — a memo to motivate the sales force, a mailer to bring in orders, a letter to collect bad debts — AIDA can help. Get attention. Hook the reader’s interest. Create a desire. Ask for action. And your letters will get better results.

Special Considerations for Writing about Technology

The modern business writer today is virtually forced to write about technology and technical matters because we live in a technological age. Three situations generally exist that are troublesome in this regard.


1. The first is a technician, such as an engineer or scientist, writing for a nontechnical reader, such as a consumer, patient, or executive. The main error is to assume the layperson has the same level of education, understanding, and interest in the topic as would a fellow technician.

Technicians are interested in technical details. Executives don’t care about the technical details; they are more focused on bottom-line results.

2. When writing scientist-to-scientist, overuse of jargon is not an insurmountable problem (though it may make for dull reading), because the recipient of the letter knows the same language you do.

Or do they? Technology is so specialized today that the knowledge and background of one computer programmer versus another, or one civil engineer versus another, that technician A is not familiar with half the concepts and terms used by technician B. Do not assume that the reader knows everything you do. It is better to overexplain and be absolutely clear, than to underexplain and risk leaving the reader in the dark.

3. The third situation is a layperson writing to a scientist.

The problem here: The writer does not understand the technology, and spends a lot of time teaching it to himself. Not desiring to put that education to waste, he explains it to the reader.

Problem is, the reader already knows it. Technical people want technical information, not popular science. You need to find out what is new and important, and communicate that; the techie already has the foundation.



Below are time-tested tips for writing about technical subjects in a variety of situations:


	Be technically accurate. Being accurate means being truthful. Technical readers are among the most sophisticated of audiences. Technical know-how is their forte, and they’ll be likely to spot any exaggerations, omissions, or “white lies” you make.
Being accurate also means being specific. Writing that a piece of equipment “can handle your toughest injection molding jobs” is vague and meaningless to a technician; but saying that the machine “can handle pressures of up to 12,000 pounds” is honest, concrete, and useful.

And, just as a stain on a sleeve can ruin the whole suit, a single technical inaccuracy can destroy the credibility of the entire promotion. All the persuasive writing skill in the world won’t motivate the industrial buyer if he feels that you don’t know what you’re talking about.


	Check the numbers. Many of us were relieved to finish school because it meant we could finally get away from having to deal with numbers; all the math whizzes in our class went on to become computer programmers, accountants, and media buyers. But to write about many technical subjects, you’ve got to approach those members with a new-found respect.
Just think of the disaster that would result if a misplaced decimal in a sales letter offered a one-year magazine subscription at $169.50, ten times the actual price of $16.95. You can see why this would stop sales cold.

Well, the same goes for technical writing. Only, in technical writing, a misplaced decimal or other math mistake is less obvious to us, since the material is so highly technical.

You would suspect an error in a mailer that advertised a $169.50 magazine subscription. But could you say, at a glance, whether the pore size in a reverse osmosis filter should be 0.005 or 0.00005 or 0.0005 microns? (How many of us even know what a micron is?) Yet, to the chemical engineer, the pore size of the filter may be as crucial as the price of the magazine subscription. Get it wrong, and you’ve lost a sale.

All numbers in technical writing should be checked and double-checked by the writer, and ideally also by your technical people.


	Be concise. Engineers and managers are busy people. They don’t have the time to read all the papers that cross their desks, so make your message brief and to the point.
As Strunk and White point out in The Elements of Style, conciseness “requires not that the writer . . . avoid all detail and treat his subjects only in outline, but that every word tell.”

Avoid redundancies, run-on sentences, wordy phrases, and other poor stylistic habits that take up space but add little to meaning or clarity. For example, don’t write “water droplets condensed from atmospheric vapor and sufficiently massive to fall to earth’s surface” when what you’re talking about is “rain.”


	Simplify. The key to good technical writing is to explain complex concepts and products clearly and directly. Avoid overly complicated narratives; write in plain, simple English. In the first draft of a letter about a pollution control device, the author wrote:
It is absolutely essential that the interior wall surface of the conduit be maintained in a wet condition, and that means be provided for wetting continually the peripheral interior wall surface during operation of the device, in order to avoid the accumulation of particulate matter about the interior surface area.

Here’s how, after rewriting, he simplified this bit of technical gobbledygook to make it more readable:

The interior wall must be continually wetted to avoid solids buildup.


	Understand what is really important to the reader. By talking with a few knowledgeable engineers, you can quickly grasp what aspects of a technical topic are of greatest interest to your audience.
Because the subject matter is highly technical, you can’t rely on your own feelings and intuition to select the key points. The benefits of buying a kitchen appliance or joining a record club are obvious, but how can a layman say what features of a multistage distillation system are important to the chemical engineer, and which are trivial?


	Know how much to tell. As discussed, different types of readers seek different levels of technical information. If you’re writing for top management, keep it short and simple, and pile on the benefits. If you’re pitching to technicians, be sure to include plenty of meaty technical information.
Here’s a description of a “Dry FGD System” (a large piece of industrial equipment) from a promotion aimed at plant engineers:

The average SO2 emission rate as determined in the outlet duct was 0.410 lb/106 Btu (176 ng/J). All emission rates were determined with F-factors calculated from flue gas analyses obtained with an Orsat analyzer during the course of each test run.

This will satisfy the technically curious buyer who wants to know how you determined your product specifications, not just what they are. But managers have little time or interest in the nitty-gritty; they want to know how the product can save them money and help improve their operations.

By comparison, a letter on this same Dry FGD System aimed at management takes a lighter, more sales-oriented tone:

The Dry FCD System is a cost-effective alternative to conventional wet scrubbers for cleaning flue gas in coal-fired boilers. Fly ash and chemical waste are removed as an easily handled dry powder, not a wet sludge. And with dry systems, industrial and utility boilers can operate cleanly and reliably.


	Don’t forget the features. By all means, stress benefits when writing to executives. But don’t forget to include technical features as well. In the industrial marketplace, a pressure rating or the availability of certain materials of construction often mean the difference between a use or no-use decision.



Although these features may seem boring or meaningless to you, they are important to the technical reader. Yes, discuss the bottom-line benefits. But be clear about what features deliver these benefits. Features and their benefits are often presented in “cause and effect” statements, such as:



Because the system uses L-band frequency and improved MTI (moving target indication), it can detect targets up to 50 times smaller than conventional S-band radars.

No mechanical systems or moving parts are required, which means that Hydro-Clean consumes less energy and takes less space than conventional pump driven clarifiers.

The geometric shape of the seal ring amplifies the force against the disc. As the pressure grows, so does the valve’s sealing performance.


A tip: If you routinely write about a technical topic in which you are not an expert, go to the bookstore and buy a children’s book on the subject. It will make everything crystal clear and understandable to you. Most specialized disciplines also have dictionaries of their terms; purchase one of these as well.







PART II

PERSONAL CORRESPONDENCE

If you read the personal letters of literary and historical figures, you’ll notice three things:


	The leisurely tone and pace of the letters

	The length of the letters

	The large volume of correspondence sent and received



As recently as the 1950s, writing personal letters was an important communications vehicle for intelligent, educated people. Even many “average folk” — farmers, factory workers, day laborers, and homemakers — routinely wrote letters to friends and relatives. People looked forward to letters: writing them, sending them, receiving them, and reading them. Getting letters was an unexpected, welcome event, like unwrapping packages on Christmas Day.

Today, personal letter writing is a declining art. The stories of our lives are now told in short, abrupt, unliterary, and ungrammatical e-mails instead of thoughtfully written letters penned in elegant handwriting. Yet people still write letters: brothers write sisters, college students write home to Mom and Dad, parents write loving letters to children who are spending their first summer at sleep-away camp. Letters can still warm the heart, wash away fear and loneliness, and put a smile on Grandmother’s face.

The overriding instruction for personal letters: Write from the heart in a positive, caring, giving tone. Warm letters have always had a powerful ability to build goodwill. And in an age of computers and e-mail, the old-fashioned personal letter stands out even more.

Letters that Strengthen Relationships

Some letters are written not merely to inform, but to strengthen the bond between you and the reader. Letters of congratulations, thank-you letters, acknowledgments, “get well” letters, letters of condolence and sympathy, letters from the heart: All of these



























	Congratulate the reader for her achievement, accomplishment, anniversary, new child, or whatever.

	Tell her where you learned about the accomplishment.

	Add a comment of a personal nature (e.g., if the reader is a former teacher, tell him how much being in his class meant to you).







































	Don’t view writing a thank-you letter as a chore, as so many children do every year at Christmas and their birthday.

	Be enthusiastic and genuine. Even if you don’t like something, there is always at least one nice thing you can find to say about it. So find it — and say it.

	Be warm. Write in a friendly, personal style.





























	Be sincere and, if appropriate, even emotional.

	Talk about only positive things; do not bring up any past conflicts or problems.

	Recall specific events, deeds, and reasons why you are acknowledging the reader.

	Indicate the beneficial effect the reader’s actions have had on your life.





























	Keep it brief.

	Do not minimize their condition or suffering.

	Wish for their fast and full recovery.

	Do not diagnose the reader’s illness or give unsolicited medical advice — especially regarding supplements, untested treatments, or alternative medicine — unless you are a doctor.






























	Remember, you are writing not for the dead person, but for the loved ones he or she left behind.

	Share a personal story or pleasant memory about the deceased.

	Do not make any negative comment about the deceased.

	Do not minimize the reader’s grief or sorrow, or the tragedy of the deceased’s passing.































	Acknowledge the negativity, pain, and suffering the person may be enduring.

	Point out any positives that may result or be seen in the situation without minimizing the negatives.

	Offer your help — as generously as you are willing and feel comfortable.



























	Allow your personality to shine through in your writing.

	Show your feelings. Express love, concern, and empathy.

	Offer to help the other person achieve their goal or attain greater happiness.

































	Have fun.

	Mention as many people on the distribution list as you can. People like to see their own name in print.

	When bragging a bit about accomplishments, use a bit of self-effacing humor to balance ego with humility.

	Mail the letter early, to compensate for the heavy workload of the post office during the holidays.

	Think about everyone receiving your letter. Do not say anything that would offend even one person or make them feel bad.




























	Organize your points. Chronological order is often easiest and best. Or, you can present information in order of importance.

	Letters often get left lying around on the kitchen table. Don’t write anything you wouldn’t want other people in the reader’s household to see.

	Include news of friends, relatives, and other people you have seen or spoken with that the reader knows.






















	GeoBee Challenge Game: Test yourself with five National Geographic Bee questions every day at http:www.nationalgeographic.com/geobee/

	GeoSpy Game: Can you find your way around a blank map? You are given the place-name, and have to click the correct location to win at http:www.nationalgeographic.com/kids/geospy/

	MapMachine Flags and Facts: Quick! What language do they speak in Malta? Find the answer in Flags and Facts — plus country and state profiles, statistics, flags, and maps. Go to http.plasma.nationalgeographic.com/mapmachine/ to learn more.

	Current Events: Listen to the news or read the newspaper to stay up to date on worldwide happenings.










	Omit needless detail. Tell the readers only what they need to know.

	Give just the important facts, not the whole background or history.

	Enclose or offer additional information for those readers who want detail, or refer them to a Web site where more information can be found.

	When a program, event, or other thing is new, say so.
































	Name as many fellow alumni as you can in every letter of bulletin. People like to read their name in print.

	Publicize the activities and accomplishments of fellow alumni.

	Announce upcoming events

	Identify the needs of the school (funds, mentors for students, intern opportunities) and ask for help.






































	Ask politely. Do not demand or threaten.

	Show the reader what’s in it for her. Prove your case.

	Say exactly what you hope she will do for you.









































	Describe the event.

	Be sure to cover the details: location, time, date, dress, directions.

	Provide a reply card, e-mail address, or phone number for responding.




























































	The phrase “request(s) the honour of your presence” is reserved for wedding invitations; however the phrase “request(s) the pleasure of your company” is appropriate in any formal invitation.

	If you must cancel a formal invitation, use the same format and style as that of the original invitation (if you have time to do so; otherwise phone the invited guests).

	Send invitations well in advance (six weeks is not too early), particularly if you have invited out-of-town guests to the event.



























	Identify yourself as a member of the reader’s community or a local organization.

	Say how the donation will help improve the lives of people in the area or enhance community life, if this is the case.

	Tell the reader whom to make the check out to and where to send it. Give a deadline for doing so.




























	To put an end to the matter and avoid further discussion, say no emphatically. Don’t beat around the bush.

	Give the reasons why you are refusing the request.

	Make it clear that your refusal is not a reflection on the character of the reader or the worthiness of his request; it is just the best decision for you at this time.




























	Be specific about what you are agreeing to and what you are not.

	Don’t be afraid to ask for something in return. Remember, you are doing the other person a favor.

	Follow up on your promises. If your letter promises an action, do what you said you would do.































	Check your lease and understand your rights before lodging a complaint.

	In a series of letters, start gently, and then get increasingly insistent if you do not get a positive response (the letter above was sent only after three other letters failed to get the landlord’s attention).

	Send the letter certified mail, return receipt requested, for proof of delivery. Mail it at the post office. Do not drop it off.

	Do not browbeat the landlord, insult him, or trade barbs. If you anger the landlord, he will take every legal means to evict you, and you may find yourself looking for a new home.































	Apologize unconditionally.

	Admit you were wrong. Accept the blame even if the other person is not in fact blameless.

	Be the bigger person. Don’t be petty or search for ways in which they previously did you wrong as a way of compensating for today’s apology.

































	Before giving a negative, start with a positive. Say what you liked before getting to what you didn’t like.

	Make a specific rather than a general complaint. Focus on the part that was defective. Isolate and confine your complaint to that part.

	Be courteous in tone throughout.

	Don’t threaten. As the adage goes, “You catch more flies with honey than with vinegar.”

	Say what action you want the reader to take, if any.



































	Share success strategies only if you have reason to believe they will work.

	If you have overcome a similar problem, or know of someone else who has, say so.

	Point the reader to resources that may help (e.g., an attorney or counseling center).





























	When the advice is solicited, you can be brutally honest; when it is unsolicited, think about how your reader is going to react emotionally to your butting in.

	Criticism should also be specific (“you don’t get to your main theme until page 7”) rather than general (“your paper is weak”).

	Don’t just tell the reader what she is doing wrong; tell her how to fix her mistakes and start doing it right.




























	Back up your opinions with facts.

	Say what you want to say in the fewest words possible.

	Avoid insults or name-calling.































	Type the letter on your personal letterhead, and personalize it with the official’s name. Do not send a photocopied or mimeographed form letter.

	Come across as a rational and reasonable human being, not as a fanatic or lunatic.

	If you are writing about a piece of legislation, be specific about which bill, law, act, or case you are referring to.
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