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ABOUT THIS
HANDBOOK

Nearly everyone with writing responsibilities occasionally
faces a problem of composing “just the right letter’” in a situ-
ation that he or she has not met up with before. This state-
ment can be verified by librarians. bookstore proprietors, com-
munication specialists, and others who frequently receive
requests for a certain model that will guide the writer in fram-
ing the appropriate letter.

-Over the years | have conducted letter-writing clinics in var-
ious companies and at several universities for front-line
supervisors, department managers. business owners, and oth-
ers with a wide variety of managerial responsibilities. Some
came with virtually no letter-writing experience; others were
veteran communicators who felt the need for refresher train-
ing. Because such programs rarely eatended beyond 24 class-
room hours, 1 was forced to concentrate on basic principles
and hope that the students could apply them successfully to
any problem they faced on the job. And, generally speaking,
they could. Yet I learned that a surprising number of situa-
tions arose when these people were really stuck; they needed
to see an actual model—not necessarily to copy but to trigger
ideas.

That, in short, is the reason why this handbook was written.
In it you'll find the answer to the question. How do [ go about
writing a letter to:

s ““Congratulate’ an individual who is retiring from the com-
" pany involuntarily because of age or health?
s Respond to an irate and thoroughly abusive critic of my com-
pany's policy or stance on a particular issue (employment, -
service, prices, advertising, etc.)?
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» Explain to good customers that when returned merchandise
is unsalable, it cannot be accepted for credit?

= Express grave concern to a usually reliable supplier who
botched the same order four times in a row?

= Answer a request for information about a former employee
who was fired for incompetence?

= Resign from a position because a promise of promotion was
not kept?

= Request special favors from people who have little. if any-
thing, to gain by granting them?

-« Warn a valuable employee of termination because of indis-

cretions in dealing with company secrets?

= Deny a request for information that the company considers
confidential?

= Prepare an impressive job résumé and an accompanying
application letter when 1 need or want to change jobs?

And so on. All these situations—plus more than 150 others
covered in this handbook—were selected because they are the
ones you are most likely to encounter, no matter where you
work or what you do.

Letter-writing handbooks have been around for a very long
time, so the idea is not new. Most of those in paperback seem
to be written for people outside the business arena and con-
centrate heavily on ‘‘bread-and-butter’ notes and other social
communications. (Some even have models of love letters.)
Those published for business people deal almost exclusively
with sales and promotion letters, with a hefty swipe at collec-
tion letters. Besides being highly specialized, the handbooks
that I know about are too antiquated in language, style. and
tone to be really useful to today’'s business letter writer.

In preparing this handbook, I chose those letter-writing sit-
uations that are commonly faced by all people in business,
independent of their job title or job function. I deliberately
avolded highly specialized situations. In the first place. it
would be impossible in one volume to thoroughly cover the job-
specific situations that would be encountered by a controller,
personnel or PR director, purchasing executive, manufactur-
ing manager, marketing director, company attorney, credit
manager, and so on. Moreover, many organizations have their
own policies and manuals to guide thelr personnel in writing
letters of a specialized nature. For example, food and beverage
distributors know exactly what to say to people who write to
them complaining about impurities found in their products:
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FOUR UNIQUE
FREATURES

A FINAL WORD

utility companies have form letters to answer the thousands
who criticize them for poor service and exhorbitant rates; air-

lines have developed models for dealing with complaints from

passengers whose luggage has been irretrievably lost or who
choked from cigarette smoke during a trip; and so on. Such
communications are handled by highly trained personnel
(often with.the aid of the company atiorney). Therefore, 1
chose only those models that will be of the greatest help to the
greatest number.

Four features of The McGraw-Hill Handbook of Business
Letters make it a unique reference:

1. A wide variety of letter-writing situations are covered—
from asking for special favors to saying no with the least
possibie offense to terminating an employee by mail.

2. The situation that precedes each model tells the reader why
the letter is written and what the writer hopes to achieve
in composing it. '

+ 3. The analysis that runs alongside each communication

explains its organization, style, tone, and underlying
psychology.

4. The number and title of each communication make it easy
to locate the precise model that you're looking for.

Although this is primarily a reference book, I strongly
encourage you to give careful attention at the outset to the gen-
eral discussions—all of Part One and the kick-off material for
each of the remaining parts and sections. It is here that the
basic principles of good letter writing are emphasized. These
principles will provide you with a solid foundation for com-
municating effectively and help you creat= your own letters
with greater confidence and independence.

No two people will or should approach a letter situation in the
same way. The letter that is actually written will depend on
who the writer is, who the reader is and what relationship he
or she has to the writer, what the problem (if any) is, and what
the writer expects to accomplish. There are as many different
ways of writing a good letter as there are letter-writing prob-
lems. My principal objective in this handbook is to stimulate
your thinking and, based on the models given, help you to
write letters that accomplish what you want to accomplish.

Roy W. Poe

¢
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— PARTY

THE LETTER-
WRITER'S CRAFT

Over the years, a lot of fuss has been made over the high cost of
business letters. And with justification. When you think about
such elements as stationery and postage, the writer’s time, the
secretary’s time, and overhead expenses—the cost of a single let-
ter can boggle the mind. Each time a new study is made by cost-
conscious executives, there’s usually a mad scramble to trim this
expense. It seems impossible that an average letter might cost $5,
$10, or even $15 to put in the mail, so when one of these figures
is arrived at, out goes the pronouncement: Write fewer letters!
Write shorter letters! Use form letters more often! And so on.

We are frank to admit that letter-writing costs are much too
high in many companies. A few people do write too many letters.
Many, many individuals write letters that are a good deal longer
than they need to be. And form letters, in some instances, can
save money without tarnishing the organization’s image.

But let’s be realistic. The dollars spent to put a letter in the
mail can be inconsequential when compared to the dollars lost by
writing a bad letter (or no letter at all). A terse, quickly tossed-off
message to a highly valued customer may delight the cost
accountant with its economy, but could result in a diminution or
total loss of that customer’s business. Thus it could be an incred-
ibly expensive “inexpensive’ letter.

Letters are not merely mediums of communication. They are
effective substitutes for face-to-face visits, making and keeping

friends; attracting and holding customers, and building a favor-
able image for your company.

In this part, we offer several suggestions on how you can make
your letters do all these things, with emphasis on triggering
greater profits by writing effective messages.




e SECTION1

WHAT A GOOD
BUSINESS LETTER
IS—AND IS NOT

If you have ever taken a course in business letter writing,
chances are you learned that a good letter is brief, friendly,
conversational, tactful, unfailingly courteous, clear, and inter-
esting. You were probably also told that every letter you write
is a sales letter; that is, you're always selling something—a
product, a service, a company image, yourself, or simply an
idea. And you were cautioned to handle responses to all com-
munications promptly, meaning within a day or two.

It’s hard to quarrel with these rules because most of them
make good sense for most letters. But watch that phrase, for
most letters.

It’s easy to make lists of rules for doing things, and anybody
can do it. Rules for writing good letters are no exception. Many
large companies publish manuals for letter writers that are
essentially rulebooks. Unfortunately, the rules supplied don't
always work. The reason is that they are usually established
to fit ideal conditions, and unfortunately communication sit-
uations are not always ideal. If you're answering an inquiry
from a potential customer who is genuinely interested in your
company's products, you can simply grab your list of rules and
you're off and running. Your letter is friendly, tactful, per-
sonal, courteous, sales-structured, and the rest. But what if
you're a credit manager and you have to write a fifth letter to
a dealer who appears to have no intention of paying the $2500
that is now sixteen months past due? What happens to your
warmth, friendliness, tact, courtesy, and so on? Here you can
close your rule book. Nothing in it is going to work; you've used
up all the “‘good’’ rules in the first four letters. Now you're
going to have to write an “‘or-else’” letter that will sound about
as friendly as a wounded grizzly.

One more example why rules don’t work. You've been told
since you were 3 years old that you never cross the street
against a red light. That seems like a good, safe rule for every-
one. But now you're a lot older. You are in a big city trying des-
perately to get a cab to take you to an important meeting. It's
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pouring rain. Finally, the driver of an empty taxi across the
street sees you, but notes that you have a red light and is about
to move on. We won’t say what you would do, but we're willing
to bet that you will glance quickly at the traffic picture, and if
it’s okay you’ll sprint. Goodbye rules! ’

Maybe you think we’ve started off this discussion negatively,
talking about the unpleasant side of letter writing. Certainly
we don’t want to give the impression that letter writers are
Simon Legrees at heart. But we're just as anxious that you
don’t get the impression that good letters are always tidings of
great joy. Many excellent letters are not brief or friendly or
interesting or salesy or even courteous. Letters are simply
human contacts on paper. You know that, in your daily deal-
ings with people, there are sometimes strong differences of
opinion, that some individuals are cranky and urereasonable,
that tempers flare when stupid mistakes generate agonizing
crises. The true utopia is not likely to be found in any organi-
zation where there are pressures for performance, profits, or
productivity. So why should it exist between organizations?

On the other hand, most employees are intelligent enough to
know that it’s a lot more fun to work in a place where there is
harmony and an atmosphere of good cheer, that surliness and
bickering affect not only attitudes, but productivity. So, thank
goodness, most workers bring their ‘‘company manners”
(learned at home) to the workplace.

Thus it is with business letters. Those who write them
should display their ‘‘company’’ behavior, striving very hard
to make or keep friends, generate goodwill, and enhance sales
opportunities.

Maybe now we're ready for an informal definition of a good
business letter. A good business lettei is one that obtains
the results the writer hoped for. To make this definition
work, we have to assume that the writer wants what is best
for (1) the organization he or she works for and (2) the individ-
ual to whom the letter is addressed.

The definition we've just given you sounds simple and work-
able. But don’t be misled; a good letter can be very difficult to
write. One reason is that people are so different.

Let’'s say you were several days late getting a contract in

- the mail (it was accidentally filed instead of mailed), and you

wrote something like this to John Doe in response to his
inquiry about the contract:

3.

WHAT A GOOD BUSINESS LETTER IS—AND IS NOT



