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Introduction

Nowadays people tend to write fewer personal letters—
indeed a fair number of people would rather use any other
method of communication than be obliged to put pen to paper!
The telephone is convenient and immediate, but a letter is
sometimes more appropriate and is often better appreciated
than a quick phone call. To get a personal letter, whether it is
a love letter, a thank-you letter, a letter of condolence, or simply
a chatty one full of news, can be a cheering and heart-warming
experience. Letters can be kept and reread again and again.
They give an insight into the lives and personalities of those
that have gone before us, and are important sources for
biographers and historians. The first contact between job
applicants and employers is almost invariably by letter, and it
is always advisable to make an offer or a complaint, issue a
formal warning, or confirm a booking, in writing.

Aside from the telephone, technological advances in the
past couple of decades have produced some important
developments in communication between businesses,
educational institutions and private individuals. Fax and
email, for example, are so rapid and efficient that they can
make contact by letter seem rather slow and laborious,
particularly in business contexts and across national and
international borders. However, as long as only a relatively
small proportion of private individuals and smaller businesses
make use of these high-tech alternatives, the traditional postal
service and the telephone will continue to be the principal
means by which we get in touch with each other.

This book is designed to help anyone who wants to develop
their letter-writing skills. The first few chapters discuss writing
miaterials, and give general guidance on layout, grammar and
punctuation. Later chapters deal with broad subject areas, such
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as employment, business correspondence, complaints, and travel.
In these later chapters there are many sample letters designed to
help you make a start when you sit down to write to a prospective
employer, complain about goods or services, or inquire about
accommodation. It is perhaps worth pointing out that the sample
letters are intended as a guide only, and should not be copied exactly.
Although they contain many standard phrases that can be put to
good use in specific contexts, what you write should, in general,
be in your own voice and not in borrowed or formulaic language.

A good dictionary is an essential tool for writers, especially if
you have doubts about any aspect of spelling, meaning, or how a
word is used in context. A thesaurus is another useful addition to
your bookshelf, listing alternatives when you want to avoid
repetition or well-worn expressions.

We hope this book will help you to communicate effectively
and productively, and enable you to develop confidence in your

letter-writing abilities.
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Letter Writing

“Writing materials

When you are writing any letter, it is advisable to give some thought
to the materials you use. The overall appearance is almost as important
as the content. A neat, well-laid-out letter will not only make a good
impression, but is a courtesy to the person you are writing to. This is
important for letters generally, and for job applications and other formal
letters in particular. A letter scrawled in blotchy green ink on grubby or
cheap lined paper is likely to be treated much less seriously than one that
is written or typed neatly on decent quality paper. Also, the act of writing
can be made more pleasurable when you use good quality paper that
won’t crease or tear easily and will take ink without smudging or blotching.
Unless you are corresponding with a close friend or relative, use dark blue
or black ink. Avoid thick marker pens, coloured ink (other than blue or
black) and pencil. If typing your letter on a typewriter, make sure the
ribbon or ink cartridge in your machine will produce clear and even print.

q

.

Most of the paper we buy for writing, printing and photo-
copying is supplied in standard ‘A’ sizes. One of the advantages of
this international standard for paper sizes—from the paper
manufacturers’ as well as their customers’ point of view—is that
each A size is half the area of the previous one, in a descending
scale from A0 to A7. Thus, an A2 sheet folded and cut in half will
produce two A3 sheets, an A3 sheet will produce two A4 sheets,
and so on. A note of caution here: if you are folding and cutting
paper, it is advisable to use a guillotine, which will give a straight
cut edge. Ragged or uneven edges will detract from the overall
appearance of your letter.
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AO: 841 x 1189 mm
Al: 594 x 841 mm
A2:420 x 594 mm
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A7: 74 x 105 mm
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A4 is the most popular size for business correspondence these days.
AS5 is also widely used, especially for shorter business letters and memos,
and personal letters. Most office filing systems are designed to take A4
sheets, so it makes sense to stick to this size for correspondence that is
likely to be kept for future reference.

Choose the paper size that best suits the sort of letter you are
going to write. If you are writing a short note or just a couple of lines
of acknowledgement, for example, use a smaller sheet size. While
the text of your letter should not look cramped, neither should it float
about in acres of white space! This is both wasteful and unnecessary.

For personal and less formal letters, it is perfectly acceptable to
write on both sides of the sheet. If your handwritten letter stretches
to more than three sides, it is a good idea to number the second and
subsequent sheets.

Business and official letters should be typed or written on one side
only, using continuation sheets for the second and subsequent pages.

Paper types and weights

The general advice is: use the best quality, thickest paper you
can afford.
Bond

A good quality paper that will not tear or crease easily,
recommended for all types of letter and for continuation sheets.
Bank

A flimsy paper that is fine for drafts, carbon copies and file
copies, but because it is more transparent and will tear easily, is
not recommended for the letter itself.
Airmail

A thin paper whose light weight keeps down the cost of postage
for letters sent by air.

Should the paper be plain or fancy, white or coloured, lined or
unlined? The best advice is to stick to plain white or cream for
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business, official and more formal types of personal correspondence.
Notepaper with a deckle edge (a rough or wavy edge in imitation
of handmade paper), in bright or fluorescent colours, with fancy
scrolls printed along the edges, or with pictures of fluffy bunnies
gambolling across the top of the sheet, should be reserved for letters
to family members or your most intimate friends (who, it is hoped,
will share your taste and be suitably appreciative).

Personalized notepaper with your name and address should,
ideally, be printed by a professional printer. Be careful of using
pre-printed adhesive-backed address labels or of attempting to
produce a fancy design on your word-processor. Both are, of
course, less costly alternatives to the professionally-produced
version, but there is a certain amount of snobbery associated with
personalizing notepaper and, if your aim is to impress people with
your smart stationery, it is probably worth doing it properly.

Unlined paper should always be used for typed correspondence
and is also recommended for handwritten letters. If you find it
difficult to write by hand in evenly-spaced horizontal lines, use a
guide sheet ruled up with heavy black lines under the sheet you
are writing on. Pads of writing paper sold in high-street stationers
often include such a guide sheet.

Envelopes

For most letters, especially social ones, the envelope should
match the paper used for the letter itself. Brown envelopes are
really only appropriate for business letters (invoicing, payment of
bills, etc)—brown paper is cheaper and so helps to keep costs down.
Manila or padded envelopes may be used when extra strength or
protection is required, for example when sending multiple sheets.

Envelope sizes and types

Envelopes are available in a wide variety of sizes. Choose an
envelope size that allows you to insert the letter comfortably into
the envelope, with the minimum of folds.




