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The fact that business letters involve a considerable investement of time and therefore money, is often overlooked.  As long ago as 1976 a major secretarial agency assessed the cost of one dictated and typed letter as lying in the cost range of £4 - 7.

Business organisations spend considerble sums of money on building, maintaining and projecting their firm's image.  Handsome buildings, decor and furniture, beautiful receptionists and glossy literature all help to impress cleints with a picture of a flourishing, progressive concern.  More mundane perhaps, but just as vital in projecting an image of efficiency and helpfulness, are the items of correspondence sent out by an organisation.

The writer of a business letter has two objectives to attain.  The explicit objective is to provide a record of communication.  If no record for the file is required, then a telephone call may well be both speedier and less costly.  The implicite message of any letter is the impression it makes upon the reader.  This message is carried in both the appearance and content of the letter.  A well typed letter (on good quality paper with a well-designed letterhead) whose content is both clear and courteos conveys a favourable impression of the writer and the organisation.  It is, in fact, an excellent "image-builder" and a valuable exercise in public relations.

The typist is responsible for the attractive and clear presentation and correct punctuation of letters.  Further up the laddder, a secretary responsible for the composition of letters must also contribute clarity or content and suitability of language, tone and style.  In letter writing, therefore, a secretary is able to make perhaps her greatest contribution to her organisation.

In this document we are to consider the aspekts of letter writing: the presentation of a letter; the logical planning of the contents; and the use of suitable language, style and tone.  These divisions are convenient but to some extent artificial, for they are all interrelated.  The presentation of the letter may include the use of headings, sub-headings, hanging paragraphs and possibley a numbering system.  All these devices are closely related to the content of the letter, indeed their sole purpose is to help the reader understand the writer's "message".  Similarly, the language, style and tone must match the message.  A letter of complaint will be written in very different terms from those of a sales-pramotion letter.

LAYOUT
The layout of letters is largely determined by custom and convention and will also be guided by any house-style of the organisation.  Basically there are two main forms of layout in use; the older semi-blocked form and the fully blocked form, which is now widely used.  The fully blocked form of layout is often unpunctuated. 

Letterhead
Limited liability companies use printed note paper which by law must include the following information in the letterhead: ful name of the company, the names of the directors, the place of registration, the registered number and the address of the registered offer.  The telephone number and other telegraphic information are usually included as well.

Some firms prefer to print only the name of their organisation (or even a monogram) at the head of the page and to put all the other necessary information at the foot.  This style gives an attractively uncluttered and "modern" appearance to the note paper.

References
In a reply to a letter you should quote the correspondent's reference, if he has used one. References are either numerical, usually referring to a filing system, or may consist of the writer's initails followed by those of the typist.  

In a fully blocked layout references usually appear immediately above the date.  Where the semi-blocked form is used, they appear at the left-hand margin, opposite the date.

Date

The most logical order is day, month, year.  Unless open punctuation is used, there should always be a comma after the month.  It is not necessary to put a full stop at the end.  Never abbrieviate the month, or worse still, write the date as 27.08.04.

Recipient's Address

Except in purely personal letter, this must always be included.  It may appear either immediately above the salutation or at the foot of the letter, but always at the left-hand margin.  Customary abbrieviation of Co., PLC, plc and Ltd may be ysed.

Messrs is falling in to disuse.  In any case it may be used only when addressing a company whose title includes personal names, and which is not limited, for example Messrs J. Brown and Sons.

When a letter is addressed to a department within a company, the name of the company sometimes will appear either before or after it.  At the higher managerial levels, letters are very often addressed to an individual within a company.  The name of such an individual appears as the first line of the recipient's address.  The form R. Brown Esq, is slightely more formal than plain Mr R Brown and is not often used nowadays.

It is always courteus to use the correct form of address and title of an individual.  These forms are not listed here, but can be found in many reference books.  It is also tactful to remember than many people like their qualification, for example MA, or decorations, for example CBE, to be mentioned.

The use of the phrase for the attention of ... is not generally recommended.  However it may be useful when a letter is being sent to a firm following a telephone conversation with a member of staff who will be dealing with the ensuing correspondence.  The phrase should be inserted between the recipient's address and the salutation.

Salutation
Dear Sirs is used when addressing a company, Dear Sir when formally addressing an individual.  Letters to women, married or unmarried begin Dear Madam.  If in doubt as to the sex of your correspondent use Dear Sir, but never Sir or Madam.

Subject headings
If a subject heading is used it appears immediately beneath the salutation.  In a semi-blocked layout it should be centred and in the fully blockeed form it will be aigned with the left hand margin.  Always use a subject heading when it will be helpful to the reader, either by qouting for example an order or account number, or when it will immediately identify the sujbect under discussion and thus shorten the letter.

Complimentary close
Chinese mandarins are reputed to have ended their letters to their underlings with the not very complimentary close Tremble intensely.  More recently it was the custom for civil servant to conclude:  I am, Sir, your most obedient servant.  Less dramatically, or less hypocritically, the following forms are now most generally used:

Dear Sir/s		Yours faithfully
Dear Mr Brown	Yours sincerely

Yours truly may be used to conclude both formal and informal letter, but is now rather old fashioned.

Signature
The written signature appears below the complimentary close and the name is typed or printed beneath.  Very often the writer's position in his firm also appears.  The firm's name is frequently, but surely unnecessarily, included with the signature. 

When a woman signs a letter she should indicate her status as follows:

a.	If she uses her forename in the signature and does not put Mrs, it will be assumed that she is single.
b.	If she used an initial she should define her sex and status.
c.	If she used her forename and wishes to indicate her married status then she should place Mrs in brackets at the end of her name.


The expression Ms, which is the equivalent of Mr and does not distinguish marital status, is now widely used and generally acceptable.

Enclosures
When any documents are included in the envelope with the letter this must be indicated by Enc(s) or Enclosures(s) written at the foot of the letter at the left hand margin.

PS
To be avoided.  If a letter is so ill-planned that the writer has afterthoughts, then the letter must be rewritten.

CONTENT
In both planning and writing a letter the interests of the reader, not the writer, must be the prime concern.

All but the simplest letters need to be planned carefully and this is most conveniently done by making a list of the points to be covered and then arranging them in the most logical sequence.  Some of the possibilities are given below:

a	In a rely, use the order of the original
b	Ascending order of importance.  This implies that minor items will be presented first before one reaches the main topic of the letter.
c	Descending order of importance.  Here the major topic is presented first, followed by the minor details.
d	Chronological order is often a logical choice.  This a series of events will be presented in the order in which they happened.

Subject
It will obviously help the reader's understanding if he is told, first of all, what the letter is about.  If the letter has just one topic, a heading may be ideal.  Otherwise the opening paragraph must immediately state the subject of the letter.  It should be short, as indeed should all the paragraphs of a letter.

Frequently the letter will be a reply when the simple opening sentence, Thank you for your letter of 15th June 19XX, about ... is perhaps the most satisfactory form.   Avoid beginning letters with the phrase With reference to ....  It all too often beguiles the writer into long, rambling or incomplete sentences.

Information
A second paragraph, or series of paragraphs may often be required to amplify the subject of the letter mentioned briefly in the opening paragraph.

Purpose
Having introduced and explained the subject of the letter, the purpose is now reached.  This may for example be a request for action, the statement of a decision, or the information required.

Conclusion
It is not always necessary to add a concluding paragraph.  Remember that letter should be as brief as courtesy and clarity will allow and do not conclude with some meaningless (and often ungrammatical) padding such as Assuring you of our best attention at all times.  If your letter is a prompt reply and to the point, your best attention will already have been demonstrated.

However the last message the recipient receives should, wherever possible, guide him towards the next stage.  Here are some useful concluding sentences:

We look forward to receiving your instructions/reply
Please tell us if we can give you any further assistance.
I hope this information will be of use to you.

Language
Once the content of the letter, what you which to say, has been planned, you must give thought to how you will express it.  Just as manners have become much more informal over the past decades, so has the language of letters.

Stilted "commercialese" using expressions derived from Latin, like re, ult., inst., prox, and old fashioned phrases like we are in receipt of your esteemed favour have almost disappears.  The sooner they do so, the better.

Simple direct and concise language will be the most easily understood by your reader, and therefore is most appropriate.  Nelson's famous message at Trafalgar was not:

With reference to the previous instructions appertaining to naval discipline, it is felt that all personnel in the immediate vicinity of Cape Trafalgar will carry out the navigational and/or combative duties allocated to them, whichever is applicable, to the satisfaction of all concerned.

He simply stated:

England expects that every man will do his duty.

This is not to say that all the words and expression we use should be simple or monosyllabic.  A limited vocabulary always makes dull reading.  But current clichés such as at this moment in time, and pompous expressions, or any words that are unlikely to be understood by the reader, should always be avoided:

a	Use short simple words wherever possible
b	Use short sentence wherever appropriate
c	Use short paragraphs almost always.

Style and Tone
The style we choose will be a compromise between several different elements.  First, it will to some extent reflect our own personalities.  This is not to say that we should use too idiosyncratic a style, for we are seeking to project an image not only of ourselves but also of the organisation on whose behalf we may be writing.  But an element or originality is desirable.

Originality in this context implied that the letter with both avoid the use of stereotyped phrases or jargon and will also impress the reader as having been written with him in mind and to meet his particular needs.

Second, our style, in the choice of vocabulary, sentence structure and so on, will seek primarily to be comprehensible to the reader.  A letter to rate payers, explaining the need to increase rates, will be phrased in very different terms from a report on the same subject circulated with the Treasury Department of the Government.

Third, the style must be suitable to the subject.  Formal circumstances such as debt collection or complaint letter, require a formal, though not threatening tone.  When one is asking a favour, the style will be much more informal, though it should never be allowed to slip in to colloquialisms.

So our style in writing letter will reflect ourselves, our reader's needs and the demands of the subject matter.  But the final aim will be to write well.  This does not imply the use of literary flourishes but of accuracy, brevity and let us hope, a touch of elegance.

It is always difficult to view one's own work objectively and critically.  None the less, if you can view your own compositions from the reader's point of view, asking yourself how you would feel if you received this letter, you are unlikely to go far wrong.

