Tips for business letters
Letterhead

When you have letterhead professionally printed, consider a lead time of up to three months, depending on the printer and what you select.  When you’re ordering blank stationery, the lead time is substantially shorter.  It may even be available off the shelf so you don’t have to wait. In addition to buying stationery with letterhead, purchase matching stationery without letterhead for those letters that go to additional pages.  

If you want to save money, consider designing your own letterhead and running it through your laser or ink-jet printer.  You can then scan in logos and other stuff. A logo isn’t necessary but can add visual interest. If used, have it reflect the nature of your company.

Don’t include Mr./Ms./Mrs./Dr. unless your first name could be either male or female. Don’t include your name on your letterhead if you want it to represent all of your staff members. Include phone and fax numbers, your e-mail address, and web address.

Common mistakes

Dates

· Use Arabic numerals (2, 1, 8), not ordinal numerals (2nd, 1st, 8th).  

· Never abbreviate the month or use its numerical equivalent.

· Format for Europe: Day, Month, Year

· Format for Asia: Year, Month, Date

Addresses

Start the inside address at the left margin, four lines below the date line. If you're using a mailing notation or in-house notation, place the inside address two lines below the notation.  

If the person's name and title are short, place both on one line. Separate the name and title with a comma.  If the name and title are long, break them into two lines and ditch the comma. If you don't know whether the addressee is a male or female, use the complete name only.

After the name and title of the addressee, include the company name.  Treat it the way the company does. For example, if the company writes out “corporation” or “company,” you should, too. If the company uses "The" as part of its name, you should too.

For building numbers on streets, use Arabic numbers other than One. If the address has a suite number, put it after the street address, and separate it with a comma.

Attention lines

Save this for when the addressee is a company or department and you want the letter directed to a specific person.  Put ATTN: (name) one line under a blank line under the inside address. 

Salutations

Put the salutation two blank lines under the inside address, or two lines under the attention line, if you use one. If you can't determine the sex of the person you're writing to, the salutation is Dear (first name) (last name). When you're writing to more than one person of the same sex, use the French plurals - Messrs. for males and Mmes. for females. If you are writing to many readers, rank them by seniority. Ask yourself, "Who is my primary reader and who will take action on the basis of this message?"  Then write to that person.

End with a colon when you address the person by her last name; end with a comma when you know the reader well.  

Write out titles. Once a person has the title of Honorable, she has it for her lifetime.

Subject line

If you use one, put it two lines below the salutation, capitalizing the first letter of each key word.

Closing and enclosures

Always type the closing two blank lines below the last line of the body.  Capitalize only the first letter of the first word and end with a comma. For a formal closing, use “Respectfully,” and for an informal closing, use “Sincerely,” and if her native language is not English, you can say “good-bye” in that language. Leave four to five lines for your signature, depending on your handwriting.

When you're enclosing anything in the envelope, include an enclosure notation on the letter itself with a phrase describing the enclosure, two blank lines below the signature block, as in “Enc. Tax statement.”

For a letter that goes to a second page

If a letter is more than one page, use letterhead for the first page and matching plain paper for subsequent pages. If you have to divide a paragraph between pages, leave at least two lines on each page; never divide a three-line paragraph. Never carry a closing over to a separate page without having at least two lines above it.

At the top of the second page of a letter, have the following in the upper-left corner: 

Ms./Mr. (Recipient's name)

Page number

Date

When sending many letters at once, use the Mail Merge tool in your word-processing program.

Paper quality and envelopes

For the quality of paper itself, consider weight, rag content, grain, and finish.  The most common paper weight is 20- or 24-pound bond.  The higher the number, the thicker the paper is.  The most durable, best-looking, and most expensive stationery is cotton fiber.  This is known as rag content. The most common finish is linen laid.  It’s embossed with a linen design and has a fairly rough feel and appearance. As for grain, when it is obvious, it should be parallel to the direction of the writing – left to right.

Aim to have a watermark if you can have one.  Feed the paper through your printer so that the watermark reads from left to right on the printed page.

The following printer processes run from the least to the most expensive: thermography, engraving, and embossing.

The most commonly used envelope is the No. 10, which measures 4 1/8 by 9 ½ inches.

E-mail etiquette specifically

· Don't use it for emergency situations.  The person may not see it in time.

· The subject line should jump off the screen and shout "Read me!" 

· An upfront identifier that says who you and your organization are: People want to know who's talking to them before they're receptive to the message. State your name, position, and organization at the beginning of your message so your recipients don't have any time to wonder whether the email is legitimate.

· Use headlines to break up the text and tell your story.  

· Allow for ample white space by keeping each paragraph’s length to five and seven lines.  

· If the message is more than two or three screens, send it as an attachment.

· Attach a signature of your name that includes your contact information.

· Proofread the e-mail just as carefully as you proofread letters and memos.
· If it is a mass email, ask someone else to proofread it.

· If you have attachments, use the body of the message as your cover letter. Assure your recipients that what your attachments contain is legitimate; otherwise, they may be afraid to open them because they may contain viruses.

