Business Writing- Lesson 4

Lesson 4: Writing Letters

This lesson examines techniques for writing standard business letters and considers issues relating to gender-neutral writing. It includes further information on personal pronouns. 

Writing Letters

No matter how trivial its content may be, the business letter is always of great importance. It often represents the first contact that a client will have with you, so it has to represent you well. In this section, we deal with the different formats and conventions which you may wish to use when preparing letters for a variety of purposes. 

A standard business letter is a simple document to produce, and you should aim to produce all your letters to the same format, even where your individual style may differ from other people's. 

Your company header (usually your logo and a short slogan or description of what you do; this will be discussed in lesson eight) should appear at the top of your letter, usually in the center. At the very bottom of your letter, ideally in a smaller typeface, you should include your company information (ie: name, any applicable company number, registered office, telephone number etc.) Some companies like to include an e-mail address and/or website URL in this position, but this may not be well suited to companies aiming to present a traditional image. 

All pages should be clearly numbered. Ideally, you should number your pages as 'page 1 of 2', etc., so that readers can be sure they are not missing any parts of a longer letter. 

The main body of text in a letter should be written in a plain, clear font (like Times New Roman or Century Gothic) in an easily legible size (twelve point is most popular). Most businesses prefer to align text to the left margin, as when writing by hand or using a typewriter, but some, especially those working in design or aiming for a modern image, choose to justify text. When text is justified, a word processor adjusts the spacing between letters so that all lines appear to be of the same length and the left and right margins are both even. 

At the top of a letter, at the right hand side, you should write your name, your company name (if relevant), and the address where you can be contacted (this may differ from your registered office address). You may also wish to include a telephone number so that it is prominent and easy for the reader to find. 

Beneath this information, you should leave a blank line, and then you should write the date on which the letter is being written. Some businesses prefer to write this out in full, to give a more elegant impression. If you are writing the date in numeric format (eg: '01/09/03'), you should be aware that Americans using this format write the month first and then the day, whereas British people write the day first and then the month. Thus, to an American, '01/09/03' would refer to the ninth of January, whilst to a British person it would refer to the first of September. For this reason, it's sometimes wise to write the date out in full in order to avoid confusion. 

Underneath the date, you should leave a blank line, and beneath that you should write the name and address of the person to whom your letter is addressed. Where possible, you should always address your letter to a person rather than directly to an organization. If you can't find out the name of the appropriate person, you can address your letter by business title, eg: 'The Managing Director' or 'The Editor'. 

Underneath all this information, you should leave a blank line and then begin your letter. At the end of your letter, you should close (on a new line) with 'yours sincerely' (for formal situations) or 'yours faithfully' (for slightly less formal situations); there are other variations on this, and it's possible to be creative, but these are the only two you really need for business writing. You should leave a few blank lines underneath this (practice will tell you how many you need) and then type your name. When you have printed the letter, you can sign your name by hand in the blank space. 

Some business people who have to sign a lot of letters prefer to print their signatures (usually as images) or fill them in with a stamp. You can do this if you wish, but it may affect the legal standing of your letter, since it would be possible for someone else to forge your signature by this means. A hand-written ink signature conveys a better impression. It shows that you have gone to the trouble to be personally involved with the letter (even if an assistant has actually written it). 

Where more than one signature is required at the end of a letter (eg: where it is from all the directors of a company), blank spaces should be left for each in turn, with their names printed beneath. The most senior should sign first. 

Gender Neutral Writing, Names and Titles

In business, you won't always know very much about the person you're addressing. Often, you won't know what sex that person is. There are businesswomen who will throw away letters addressed 'Dear Sir' unread, so, if you're uncertain, it's safer to write 'Dear Sir/Madam'. 

Many women are sensitive about the titles by which they are referred to - 'Mrs.', 'Miss' or 'Ms.' In some instances you may know that the addressee is female, but not know her title. In these cases, 'Ms' is the safer option, since it won't cause offense by making assumptions about marital status, but it is sometimes perceived as overly formal or as indicative of a political agenda. 

Where an addressee's title is 'Dr.', 'Prof.', 'Rev'' or similar, you can usually expect to be forgiven for not knowing. In the case of religious and titled individuals whose status you are aware of, it is more important to use the correct forms of address if you wish to make a good impression. A monarch should be addressed as 'your Majesty'; his or her children, and those grandchildren directly in line to the throne, as 'your Highness'. A bishop should be addressed as 'your Grace'. A judge should be addressed as 'your honor'. 

Remember that people from non-English speaking countries may use different titles. In these cases, you should endeavor to find out their preferred titles (or the usual ones for that country) before addressing them. 

When writing to members of the same household, it is inappropriate to assume that they all have the same surname. These days, many married women choose to keep their maiden names, and people change their names for a variety of reasons. The children of remarried parents may keep their original surnames. For this reason, if you are unable to find out a person's name, it is wise to ask or to try and avoid using it. Likewise, if you are required to pronounce a name which you're not sure about you should ask politely whether or not you have got the pronunciation correct. Few people will take offense at a mistake if you are ready to be corrected. To improve your chances of getting it right first time, you can try asking for advice from a friend or colleague with an apparently similar cultural background. If you think you may forget the name but will need to know it in future, make a private note of the way you would pronounce it by writing it down the way it sounds to you. 

Sex and Personal Pronouns

When you are referring to a hypothetical individual whose sex is not certain, which personal pronouns should be used to refer to that person? Several options are available. Traditionally, the neutral personal pronoun in English has been the same as the masculine one, but many feminists have objected to this, and using it means risking political disapproval. It can also, on occasion, produce phrases which look a bit silly. Most modern business people prefer to avoid it. 

The most popular neutral way to use third person singular pronouns in formal modern English is to write them as 'he/she', 'him/her' etc. This method is unlikely to attract disapproval, but it can look a bit awkward, and it can interrupt the flow of speech. You might choose to write out in full 'he or she', 'him or her' etc. each time; this is slightly less popular, as, when it's used a lot, it can make documents quite a bit longer. It does have the advantage of sounding more like natural speech. 

It's probable that you have often heard people use the third person plural pronoun ('them', 'they', 'their') as an alternative to 'he/she'. This is considered by many people to be slang usage, and some people may be distinctly unimpressed upon encountering it in your business communications. However, there are business circles - as, indeed, there are literary circles - where it is quite acceptable. It has a proud literary heritage, having been prominently advocated by the novelist Jane Austen, and it has been quite widely used in twentieth century books. 

Various other neutral pronouns have been advanced over the years. It is possible to use 'one' in this instance, but, since it differs from the more common usage of that word (see lesson one), this can cause confusion. An experimental new word, 'ne' (declined as 'ne', 'nim', 'nis') was introduced in the middle of the last century, but failed to catch on. New neutral pronouns have had more success on the internet, where many readers are familiar with 'zie'/'zir' and 'xie/xir', as with 'sie'/'hir'/'hirs'. If you conduct a lot of business via the internet, you may choose to investigate the use of these forms within your particular market, to see if they might be useful to you there. However, they are inappropriate in formal English and should not be used in your general business communications. 

Whichever option you use, it is important to be consistent. Certainly, you should try to avoid changing pronouns within a single document. In some instances, it may be advisable to select the pronoun option which is most appropriate for a particular set of readers. 

