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Introduction


 




Why Read this Book?


In today’s fast-paced world, everyone is in a hurry. Social networking is the norm on the go and so is writing a letter. An SMS is what the earliest letter was – a message sent off to inform, to show displeasure, shower greetings, display affection and it is sent in a matter of a few seconds to get the basic idea across. For more complex requirements, there is the email. Although the medium might have changed, the letter is no less important as it was in the ancient times. In fact, we write many more letters today as communication has emerged as an all-important tool for facilitating business as well as social interactions. And every time we sit down to the frame that difficult letter about a possible raise to the boss, or try and write a heartfelt mail to the close friend who has just been through a divorce, we find ourselves struggling. Composing a good email requires as much thought and attention as a formal physical letter that is sent by post. Those foundation English classes in letter writing back in middle school hardly prepare us for the real adult world where a wrong term could ruin your professional career and an incorrect tone could destroy a relationship.


This book is a guide to effective communication in the workspace as well as in your personal lives and will enable you to master the 3 Es –


EFFICIENCY


Writing that perfect letter suited to the occasion even when pressed for time.


EFFECTIVENESS


Writing an effective letter that will yield the desired response quickly.


ENTERPRISE


Taking initiative and having a ready response for different kinds of situations.


A Sender’s Guide to Letters and Emails for all Occasions is an attempt to suit all your requirements both professional as well as personal and provides you with samples and templates of letters that you can easily adapt to your requirements. It is also a manual that will help you become proficient at writing letters and emails of all kinds and provide you with invaluable tips on style, language and form.


This book is a letter writer’s resource and assistant that will enable you to write letters efficiently and quickly and effectively, getting your message across in the clearest way possible. The book will tell you when to write a simple email and when to send a message across as a formatted letter attachment or by physical mail as well as quick tips on how to convert a letter into an email.


So why wait to be daunted by the task of writing a letter, just flip through the pages and pull out your sample. All you need to do is remember to replace the names!


 


A Brief History of Letter Writing


THE EARLIEST LETTERS


Letter writing is an art. It is the oldest form of communication that goes back thousands of years. Before the technological development in communication, handwritten letters were the only means of correspondence. In ancient Egypt, people used to write letters to their dead ancestors seeking their blessings and guidance whenever they were in trouble. Some of these letters were written on bowls found inside the tombs. The Bible includes a series of letters written by Paul the Apostle which were called the Pauline Epistles. They are an integral part of the New Testament. A lot of our knowledge of history has been reconstructed through extensive research on old letters as in most cases they were the only records available.


LETTER WRITING AS A SKILL


During the 19th century in England letter writing became an important medium to express feelings and sentiments as well as to convey important messages or make an announcement. According to the etiquette manuals which were extremely popular in this period, the mark of an accomplished lady lay in her letter writing skills. The educated upper classes had to cultivate the art of penmanship and letters had to be elegantly written and impeccable in the style and language that they used.


STATIONERY


The choice of stationery was equally important in making a good impression. Coloured paper embossed with flowers in the corner was commonly used in the 19th century and was the paper of choice for personal letters. Subsequently, only heavy, white or cream-tinted plain paper was considered suitable. Monogrammed stationery became popular during this period.


SENDING LETTERS


Although all it takes to send a letter today is the click of a mouse or a button on a smart phone, back in the day when there was no technology, sending letters was a complicated process. In the ancient times, letters were dispatched through messengers who physically ran with them from the sender to the recipient. For a long time, mail was only a machinery of governments, armies and kings and a means to send important messages during times of war. In the 6th century BCE, the Persian Empire developed a relay system to send mail that could cover up to 100 miles a day; when horses got tired, they were traded for a fresh one at the different posts that were set up. The Greeks, typically, employed athletes and trained runners to deliver their mail – Philonides, courier and surveyor for Alexander the Great, once ran from Sicyon to Elis – a distance of 148 miles in one day! Augustus Caesar had a relay similar to the Persians, with stopping points – or ‘post houses’ – where couriers could rest and trade horses. But after the Roman Empire fell, the mail network collapsed, and so did organized communication throughout Europe. During the medieval period, homing pigeons were used for sending letters. This service known as pigeon post, took advantage of the singular quality of this bird, which when taken far from its nest, was able to find his way home due to a particularly developed sense of orientation. Messages were then tied around the legs of the freed pigeon, and it would fly back home where the recipient could read his or her letter.


The development of the modern postal system can be traced to the mid-19th century in England under Sir Rowland Hill who came up with the concept of prepayment through postage stamps. The postal system began to grow and also became a nationalized service under governments across the world and even contributed to the development of roads and transport systems as they had to send mail to the far corners of the country.


THE INDIAN POSTAL SERVICE


In India, the postal services grew over a span of centuries starting from the time of Chandragupta Maurya (322–298 BCE). However, a more systematic communication network was developed during the Mughal era.


The postal services as we know it today was initiated mainly by the East India Company and it was known as ‘Company Dawk’. In 1688, the first post office was established in Mumbai and Madras. The first Indian Post Ofice Act came into effect in 1854 and adhesive stamps were introduced on 1 October 1854, on an all-India basis. Indian postal stamps depict the important historical events along with the heroes of the country which include patriots, great leaders, educationists, saints and other people and events which have made India proud.


MODERN MAIL


The development of the Internet and the growth of email has reinvented letter writing and communication services, making it simple, efficient, quick and extremely accessible. However, this has not led to a decline in the use of postal mail. Official letters, cheques, mailers, ad brochures continue to be sent by post as email addresses are an extremely private thing. In India especially, the poor Internet penetration outside of the main urban centres and the lack of education makes the postal system extremely important as a means of reaching the farthest interiors of the country. Post offices in the rural areas of India often act as banks, information centres and government offices rolled into one. It is no wonder that the Indian postal network is the largest in the world with 55,015 post offices across the country.


THE EVOLUTION OF THE LETTER


The nature of writing has been constantly evolving, particularly due to the development of new technologies over the centuries. The pen, the printing press, the computer and the mobile phones have been the latest technology in each successive era and have altered the format of letters and the medium through which it is sent.


The advent of the Internet and the growth of email as well the proliferation of computers and smart phones have turned the letter digital and the sending of it requires no more than a single click.


The characteristics of letters have changed over the years. The language has become simpler and more precise and some colloquial expressions are also included at times. Instead of writing long elegant letters in a formal language, the economy of words seems to have become a practice. Clarity and brevity are the most important aspects of modern-day letter writing. Written communication can be transmitted through emails or SMSs making the above-mentioned values extremely important.


The changes in technology have led to a substantial growth in the number of letters we write today. Both in the work space and at home, shooting off an email is often easier and quicker than actually talking to a friend, colleague, or business acquaintance over the phone or in person.


TYPES OF LETTERS


Letters are generally categorized into two broad types – Business Letters and Personal Letters. Business letters are basically informative, formal and concise and serve a specific purpose. They are regulated by certain rules and norms. They are goal-oriented. To maximize the impact of the business letter, it should be precise and explicit – it should state its message at the outset clearly and have a positive approach. Technical jargon should be avoided as far as possible in business letters and the message should be simply stated. Effective communication is very important for the organization’s business development. Business communication requires focusing on the objective of the letter.


Personal letters are informal and usually exchanged between friends or well-acquainted people to express personal feelings or to inform about social matters. There is no convention for a personal letter like there is in the business letters. It does not require formal concise language – it depends on the relationship and familiarity between sender and recipient.


SIGNIFICANCE OF EMAIL


Email is the abbreviated form of Electronic Mail. It has redefined the very notion of mail and created an entirely different way of high-speed communication. Emails enable instant data transfer and this is the reason for its extensive use as a highly effective communication tool in today’s world. Messages are sent and received with or without attachments for speedy communication and can be transmitted to any part of the world within minutes. The email allows quick feedback and fast response to clients’ enquiries. As a result, it helps to increase productivity and also saves a significant amount in postage cost. All that it takes to send an email is a working Internet connection between the sender and the recipient and a computer, tablet or smart phone to send/receive it on. In short, the email has made communication easy, effective and instantaneous.


The Basic Format of a Business Letter
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The Basic Format of a Business Email


[image: Image]







PART I


Business Letters
and
Formal Letters


 


Types of Business Letters




A business letter is used for intra-organizational as well as inter-organizational communication. This kind of correspondence is also used to communicate between individuals and organizations. There are a whole range of business letters written for a variety of reasons and purposes.


Official Letters are used for communication within a work space and with its related vendors and clients. Application Letters and Cover Letters are extremely important documents written by a job applicant that can affect the candidate’s chances at procuring an interview, or even the job. Bank Letters address important issues with billing and account details and are valuable as evidence of any error on the bank’s part. Complaint Letters are also extremely important as they show an error on the part of an organization or service provider and help correct the oversight or mistake. Other business letters include Enquiry letters, Legal Letters, Customer Service Letters, Letters to Government Bodies, Recommendation and Reference Letters and many, many more.


The style and tone of the letter depends on the nature of the relationship between the concerned parties—the sender and the addressee and the basis or reason behind the letter. Business letters should always be typed out and have a formal language and tone as they are used as permanent records and evidence of intent.





 


Tips on Writing Effective Business Letters






	
Focus – the purpose of the letter should be clearly outlined and the main theme of the letter should be clear to the reader.


	
Language – it is better to use simple and direct language and avoid all kinds of jargon except when it is required to describe a technical product.


	
Information – letters should be informative and depict a complete picture of the specific purpose or main objective. Unnecessary data and details may confuse the reader and should be avoided.


	
Positive Approach – letters written with a positive touch receive better attention from the recipients than threatening or rude letters.


	
Accuracy – there should be an emphasis on accuracy. This includes gramatical mistakes, errors in structure, spellings, facts and figures. Mistakes in any of these aspects affect the credibility of the writer and as a result, the purpose of the letter is somewhat lost.


	
Length – business communication should always be short and precise. It should include all the necessary information and details without making it unnecessarily long. Elaborate letters at times distract the reader from the main topic.


	
Repetition – avoid any repetition as a letter should be brief and repeating the same points will just irritate the reader.


	
Format – a standard format is usually acceptable for the business letters. Keep in mind that it should look neat and presentable. A business letter should be typed in a clear and legible font in 10–12 point size. The standard letter paper size was traditionally 8 inches x 10.5 inches. However, today, the A4 paper size has become the norm for most letters.


	
Salutation – standard business salutations should end with a comma:

Dear Sir,


Dear Mr Doe,


Dear John,


Dear Mr John Doe,




	
Close – standard business closes have the first word in upper case and end with a comma:

Yours sincerely,


Yours faithfully,


Best regards,


Warm regards,


Thanking you,










 


Business Communication Via Email




Modern-day business letters are sent both as hard copies and as emails. While we can attach the word document to the email, this is sometimes not advocated as formats and software versions used by the sender and receiver might be different. Also, many organizations are averse to opening attachments from outside their server and this might affect the future of the letter in question. One way to get around this is to paste the contents of the business letter into the body of the email without changing anything apart from the address lines. Keep the following points in mind while sending out business emails:




	The email should be no different from snail mail and should retain all the information in the printed letter apart from the actual signature.


	Do not write reams as an email is read on various platforms and a very long letter is hardly readable on a smart phone.


	Always have the hard copy of the business letter to use as a reference to draft out the email.


	Certain letters like job offers, acceptance, resignation, promotions, contractual letters and anything which could have a legal use, or function as a reference in the future, should be retained as hard copies with signatures vis-à-vis a simple email. This is because a business letter with a signature has a greater legal standing and can be used to clarify any doubts or disputes.


	A business email is a formal document and make sure that you treat is as such and not like a casual letter as it carries equal importance in an official set-up.


	Do not attach documents unless specifically mentioned and do not use outdated or unusual formats.


	The letterhead or sender’s address and date line on top can be eliminated. This part is not required as most official emails have a signature line with the company address and telephone numbers. If you are sending a business email from a personal address then you can put your address at the bottom left corner after your name.


	Proofread your email even if it is short and sent via a phone as typos are just signs of carelessness.


	Do not spam any organization by sending multiple copies of the same mail.


	The subject line of the email should be specific so that it gives the recepient an idea of the contents of the mail.


	Appropriate greetings and sign off – the recipient should be addressed appropriately before starting the mail. At the end of the email, the name, designation and the name of the organization should be mentioned in case there is no company signature.
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