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" Business Letter-Writing Essential Qualities “1-

Business Letter-Writing

Essential Qualities

The business letter is the principal means used by a business firm
to keep in touch with its customers; often enough it is the only one
and the customers form their impression of the firm from the tone and
quality of the letters it sends out. Good quality paper and an attractive
letter-head play their part in this, but they are less important than the
message they carry. Business does not call for the elegant language of
the post, but it does require us to express ourselves accurately in plain
language that is clear and readily understood. .

Writiné plainly does not mean that letters must be confined to a
mere recital of facts, in a style that is dull and unattractive, When we
write a letter we enter into personal relationship with our reader. Like
us he has feelings and we cannot afford to disregard him. This is a
necessary reminder because many people who are warm and friendly
by nature become reasons of quite another sort when they sit down to
write or dictate a business letter. They seem to think that business
letters call for a special kind of “Business English”. They forget that
they are “holding a conversation by post” and make us of impersonal
constructions that produce a cold and aloof tone. They prefer to write
“Your letter has been received” or “We are in receipt of your letter”
rather than “We have received your letter”, and “Your complaint is
being looked into” rather than “We are looking into your complaint™.
They often refer to themselves as “The Writer” and say “The Writer

visited your showrooms”, when they should say “I visited your
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showrooms”. Personal conversations, with the emphasis on you.and |
or we, help to produce the warm and friéndly tone more suited to
letter-writing.

The whole secret of good business letter-writing is to write
simply, is‘an easy and natural way — like one friendly human being
talking to another. Make your letters then, sound as much as possible
like good conversation. You wouldn’t say on the phdne “It is regretted
that the goods cannot be delivered today”. You would say “I am sorry
we cannot deliver the goods today”, so why not say it when you write

a letter?

Some Rules of Good writing

1. Study your reader’s interests

The letters you send out must create a good first impression. To
achieve this, “put yourself in your reader's shoes” and try to imagine
how he will feel about what you write. Ask yourself constantly,
“What are his needs, his wishes, his interests, his problems, and how
can I meet them?”; “What would be my own feelings, if I were to
receive a letter of the kind I propose to write?” Try to imagine that
you are receiving rather than sending the letter and emphasize the
“You” attitude rather than I or We.

2. Adopt the right tone

If a letter is to achieve its purpose, its tone must be-right. Before
beginning to write,think carefully about the way in which you want to
influence ‘'your reader. Ask yourself, “What do I want this letter to

do?” and then express yourself accordingly, being persuasive,
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apologetic, obliging, firm and so on, depending on the effect you

want to produce.
3. Write naturally and sincerely

When you write or dictate a business letter, try to feel a genuine
interest in the person you are writing to and in his problems. Say what
you have to say with. sincerity and make sure that it sounds sincere.
Express your thoughts in your own words and in your own way. Be
yourself. Write so that what you say would sound natural if read over

the telephone.
4. Avoid wordiness

Make it a rule to use no more words than are needed to make
your meaning clear. Businessmen today have many letters to read and

welcome the art of letter that is direct and to the point.
5. Write clearly and to the point

First be quite clear about what you want to say and then say
naturally and without frills, in language your reader will understand
just as if you were in conversation with him. For the most past, keep
your sentences short and avoid the overfrequent use of such
conjunction as “and”, “but”, “however”, “consequently”, the effect

of which is to make sentences long.
6. Be courteous and consideration

Courtesy consists, not in using polite phrases (your kind inquiry,
your esteemed order, your valued custom, and so on), but in showing
your consideration for your correspondent. It is the quality that

enables us to refuse to perform a favour and at the same time keep a
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friend; to refuse a customer’s request for credit without killing all hope
‘of future business. ,

Deal promptly with all letters needing a reply. Answer them on
the day you receive them if you can. It is discourteous to kéep your
~ correspondent waiting for an answer. If you cannot deal promptly
with a letter seeking information, write and explain why and say
when you will write again. This creates an impression of efficiency and
helps to build good will. : .

Try to understand and respect your correspondent’s point of view
and resist the temptation to reply as if you could not be in the wrong.
If his suggestions are stupid and his criticisms unfair, reply with
restraint and say what you feel tastefully and without giving offence.
If he send you a rude or sharp letter, resist the temptation to reply in
similar terms. Instead, answer him courteously; you lower your
dignity if you allow him to set the tone of your reply.

As the buyer and the seller have both common and contradictory
interests, it is very important to keep in mind the distinction between
certain overlapping concepts; Courtesy overdone may amount to
obsequiousness. Sincerity overdone may amount to naivete. In short,
any virtue overdone will bring with it some: undesirable effect, and
propriety is the watchwork in distinguishing the right course from the

wrong.
7. Avoid commercial jargon

Avoid using state and round about phrases that add little or
nothing to the sense of what you write. Such phrases were at one time

common; but they have no place in modern business letter.

.
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8. Write effectively

In business letter-writing you should use simple language, which
calls for a plain style—a style that is simple, clear and easily
understood. Use plain, familiar words and prefer short words to long
if they will do just as well. Wherever possible, prefer the single word
to the elaborate phrase. Express yourself in simple language so that
your message is clear at first reading.

" Be consistant in writing a business letter. Avoid repeating in the
same sentence an important word with different meaning.

But in your efforts to avoid repetition don’'t make the apposite
mistake of confusing your reader by using different words to express
exactly the same thing. Don't say in the same letter that goods have
been sent, forwarded, and despatched, and if you begin your letter by
refering to a firm, don't change it as you go along into a “concern” or
a “business”, or an “organization”. If you do, you will leave your
reader wondering whether something different is intended.

Preciseness is also required in a business letter. Use expressions
with precise meanings. When acknowledging a letter, refer to it by
date, subject and reference number (if any). When refering to dates
mention the month by name and avoid using instant or inst. (for the
present month). ultimo or ult. (for the past month) and proximo or
prox. (for the next month). Avoid using vague expressions but

concrete words.
9. Avoid monotony

In a business letters you should use either loose sentences or
period, or sentences which will make your message vivid. Short

sentence are preferable to long ones, because short sentences are easily
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understood. A succession of short sentences, however, has a
disagreeable jerky effect and the best letters are those which provide a
mixture of sentences of different length. Sometimes you wish to
emphasize some words, then you may place them at the beginning of
the sentence. For example, I met your director yesterday (normal
order). Yesterday, I met you director. (emphasizes yesterday)
Emphasis is also achieved by using “it is”, “it was” to introduce
statements, e. g. Unfortunately, the goods did not arrive in time.
(normal order). Tt was unfortunately that the goods did not arrive in

time (emphatic order).
10. Plan you letter

Many business letters are short and routine and can be written or
dictated without speciai preparation. Others must first be thought
about and planned. First jot down all the points you wish to cover and
then arrange them in logical order to provide the plan for a letter that
will read naturally and fluently. If your letter is in reply to one
received , underline those parts which seek information or on which

comment is necessary. This will ensure that your reply is complete.

-

11. Pay attention to first and last impressions

If your letter is one sent in reply to another, refer in the opening

. paragraph to the letter you are answering, but avoid the sort of old-

fashioned phrases, such as “We are in receipt of your letter--”, “We

have for acknowledgement your letter - . Although they are

grammatically correct, they tend to be dull and monotonous, worm
threadbare form over-use.

If a letter has been well planned and follows a logical sequence, a

brief observation will usually be enough to provide the kind of ending
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needed. A word or caution! Avoid the kind of ending introduced by a
participle. Thanking you in anticipation and similar endings are no
longer used in modern letter-writing. They mean ndthing and serve no

useful purpose.
12. Check your letters

Be careful to create a good first impression with each of your
letters, Before signing, check it for the accuracy of its contents and
test its general suitability against such questions as these.

a. Is its appearance attractive; is it well laid out?

b. Is it correctly spelt and properly punctuated?

c. Does it cover all essential points and is the information given
correct?

d. Is what I have said clear, concise and courteous?

e. Does it sound natural and sincere?

f. Does it adopt the reader’s point of view and will it be readily
understood ?

g. Is its general tone right and is it likely to create the impression
intended ?

h. Is it the kind of letter I should like to receive if I were in the
reader’s place?

If the answer to all the questions is “yes” then the letter will take

the first step in creating good will and you may safely sign and send it.

N
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