Elements of Letters, Memos, and Emails
(from Markel)

In letters, the "you attitude" - looking at the situation from the reader's point of view and adjusting the content, structure, and tone to meet that person's needs - is crucial. Almost all letters contain a heading, inside address, salutation, body, complimentary close, signature, and reference initials. Most letters also contain some of the following notations: project reference, attention, subject, enclosure, and copy. Most letters are typed in one of the three following formats: modified block, modified block with paragraph indentations; or full block. Although every letter is unique, most fall within one of the following six categories: order, inquiry, response to an inquiry, sales, claims, and adjustment. 
     The memo - a brief, informal, internal report - is a very common format today because it does not require all the supervisor approvals necessary for modern reports. The identifying information of a memo includes the traditional "to-from-subject-date." The body of the memo should begin with a statement of purpose to help the reader understand what he or she is supposed to know or do after having read the memo. For all memos of more than a page, the purpose statement should be followed by a summary; with the purpose statement, the summary acts as an executive summary of the memo. The discussion section of the memo should include substantive headings to help the reader. Any statements of further action to be carried out, by either the reader or the writer, should be segregated at the end of the memo in an "action" section.
     Writers of emails should use the appropriate level of formality, realize that email is usually archived, and abide by common netiquette standards by using bandwidth economically, revising emails for correctness, avoiding flaming, using the subject line correctly, making the email easy on the eyes, avoiding forwarding email without the writer's permission, and avoiding sending "me-too" emails (sent in agreement, but adding nothing to the conversation).
Writing an Inquiry Letter
State why you are writing to the person or organization. You might use subtle flattery--for example, "I was hoping that, as the leader in solid-state electronics, your company might be able to furnish some information about. . . ." Then explain why you want the information. Obviously, a company will not want to furnish information to a competitor. You have to show that your interests are not commercial--for instance, "I will be using this information in a senior project in agronomy at Illinois State University. I am trying to devise a. . . ." If you need the information by a certain date, mention it: "The project is to be completed by April 15, 20XX." 
	List your questions. Companies are understandably annoyed by thoughtless requests to send "everything you have" on a topic. They much prefer a set of questions showing that you have already done substantial research. "Is your Model 311 compatible with Norwood's Model B12?" for example, is more precise than "Would you please tell me about your Model 311?" If your questions can be answered briefly, leave space for a reply after each question or in the margin. 
	Offer something in return, because you are asking someone to do something for you. In many cases, all you can offer are the results of your research, but if so, say that you would be happy to send a copy of your final report. Express your appreciation. Don't write "Thank you for sending me this information," because it assumes that the reader is both willing and able to meet your request. Instead, write "I would greatly appreciate any help you could give me in answering these questions." Finally, if the answers will be brief, enclose a stamped self-addressed envelope to make it easy for the recipient to reply. 
	Always write a thank-you note to the person who has responded to your inquiry letter. 
Writing Effective Sales Letters
Gain the reader's attention. Unless the opening sentence seems either interesting or important, the reader will toss the letter aside. Use facts, quotations, or questions to identify a problem that will interest your reader. Here are some examples:
How much have construction costs risen since your plant was built? Do you know how much it would cost to rebuild at today's prices? 
The Datafix copier is better than the Xerox--and it costs less, too. We'll repeat: it's better and it costs less! 
If you're like most training directors, we bet you've seen your share of empty promises. We've heard all the stories, too. And that's why we think you'll be interested in what Fortune said about us last month. 
Describe the product or service you are trying to sell. What does it do? How does it work? What problems does it solve?
The Datafix copier features automatic loading, so your people don't waste time watching the copies come out. Datafix copies from a two-sided original--automatically! And Datafix can turn out 90 copies a minute--which is 25 percent faster than our fastest competitor…. 
Convince the reader that your claims are accurate. Refer to users' experience, or testimonials, or evaluations by reputable experts or testing laboratories.
In a recent evaluation conducted by Office Management Today, more than 85 percent of our customers said they would buy another Datafix. The next best competitor: 71 percent. And Datafix earned a "Highly Reliable" rating, the highest recommendation in the reliability category. All in all, Datafix scored higher than any other copier in the desktop class…. 
Tell the reader how to find out more about your product or service. Make it easy to proceed to the next step in the sales process. If possible, provide a postcard or a Web address that the reader can use to request more information or arrange for a visit from one of your sales representatives. 
Writing a Claim Letter
Identify the product or service. List the model numbers, serial numbers, sizes, and any other pertinent data. 
Explain the problem. State the symptoms clearly and specifically. What function does not work? What exactly is wrong with the service? 
Propose an adjustment. Define what you want the company to do: for example, refund the purchase price, replace or repair the item, improve the service. 
Conclude courteously. You might suggest that you trust the company, in the interest of fairness, to abide by your proposed adjustment. 
Writing a Bad-News Adjustment Letter
In this more difficult kind of adjustment letter, try to accomplish the following four tasks:
Meet the customer on some neutral ground. Consider an expression of regret. You might even thank the customer for bringing the matter to your attention. But be careful about admitting that the customer is right. If you say "We are sorry that the engine you purchased from us is defective," it would bolster the customer's claim if the dispute ended up in court. 
Explain why your company is not at fault. Most often, you explain to the customer the steps that led to the failure of the product or service. Do not say "You caused this." Instead, use the more tactful passive voice: "Apparently, the air pressure was not monitored." 
State that your company is denying the request for the reasons you have noted. Note that if you begin with this statement, most readers will not finish reading, and you will not achieve your twin goals of education and goodwill. 
Create goodwill. Close on a positive note. You might, for instance, offer a special discount on another, similar product. A company's profit margin on any one item is almost always large enough to permit an attractive discount as an inducement to continue doing business. 
Following Netiquette in Writing Email
Don't waste bandwidth. Keep the message brief so that it doesn't clog up the network or the recipient's in-basket. When you reply to another email, don't quote long passages from it. Instead, establish the context of the original email by paraphrasing it briefly or by including a short quotation from it. (When you excerpt a small portion of an email, add a phrase such as snip at the start and the end of the quotation, to indicate that you have omitted part of the original message.) When you do quote, delete the routing information from the top as well as the signature block from the bottom. And make sure that everyone who is to receive a copy of your email really needs to read it. 
	Take some care with your writing. Email is informal, but messages shouldn't be sloppy. Because text-editing functions on many email systems are much more limited than on a word processor, you need to edit and proofread your emails before sending them. 
	Don't flame. To flame is to scorch a reader with scathing criticism, usually in response to something that person has said in a previous message. Flaming is rude. When you are really angry, keep your hands away from the keyboard. 
	Use the subject line. Readers like to be able to decide whether they want to read the message. The subject line helps them decide. Therefore, write specific, accurate, and informative subject lines, just as you would in a memo. 
	Make your message easy on the eyes. Use uppercase and lowercase letters as you do in other forms of correspondence, and skip lines between paragraphs. Don't use italics, underlining, or boldface for emphasis, even if your email software can accommodate them, because you can't be sure your reader's email system can. Instead, use uppercase letters for emphasis. Keep the line length to under 65 characters so that lines do not get broken up if the recipient's monitor has a smaller screen. 
	Don't forward a message to another person or to a public forum such as a listserv without the writer's permission. Doing so is unethical and it might be illegal (the courts haven't decided yet). 
	Don't send a message unless you have something to say. Resist the temptation to write a message that says, in effect, that you agree with another message. If you can add something new, fine, but don't send a message just to be part of the conversation. 


