Written Communication 1

Positive tone

Tone is important when you write.  When speaking to someone you convey you r feelings by a smile or a gesture; when writing to someone you must rely completely on written words to communicate your feelings.  When you write in business, the tone of your writing expresses not only your own personality but also that of the organization for which you work.  This means that you must be especially careful to adopt a courteous, friendly and positive tone when writing, since your letters and memos will act as ambassadors of good will to those outside your own organization.

In letters, memos, e-mail and reports, the underlying principle of writing that you should always remember is that your writing should generate good will in the person who receives it.  The philosophy behind this is simple.  The primary purpose of every letter is to make the recipient do something for you.  Since you want to achieve a specific response from your reader, it follows that you should present your message in such a way that it will have a positive effect on him or her.  There are many ways of establishing a positive tone, but we will limit ourselves to the two basic ones here: the “you” point of view and the positive approach.

A. The “you” point of view

Business letters and memos are designed to appeal to the interests of the readers.  Because readers are interested in what they will gain, your letters should therefore be written from the “you” point of view.

The simplest way to ensure that you adopt the “you” point of view is to use a higher percentage of you’s than I’s.  In addition, most of the time you should position the you so that it acts as the grammatical subject of your sentence.  This technique will help you see things from your reader’s point of view, which is the chief attribute of the “you” attitude.  

For example, instead of writing The report will undoubtedly supply you with the information you asked for, you would write You will find the information you asked for in the report.  You will find that readers think you have seen things from their point of view when you use this method.  Look at the following sentence from thee reader’s point of view.

We have spent considerable expense and time to develop the new automobile. 

As you can see, this is all wrong.  The reader doesn’t care about your expense and time. Rewrite it from the reader’s viewpoint.  When we write from the “you” point of view and see things from your reader’s perspective, we do a better job of communicating.  

Exercise 1

Choose the best rewritten “you” attitude sentence to rectify the bad “we” attitude passage.

#1: To prevent us from losing money, our bank now requires verification of any large checks presented for immediate payment.

Which rewritten sentence best expresses the YOU attitude? 

A.  To serve you better, our bank now requires verification of any large checks presented for immediate payment.  

  OR 

B.  For your protection, you must verify any large checks presented for immediate payment. 

  OR 

C.  To protect you from possible fraud, please verify any large checks presented for immediate payment.  

#2: We offer a free catalog of computer services that saves time and money for our readers. 

Which rewritten sentence best reflects the YOU attitude? 

A.  Our free catalog of computer services saves you time and money. 

  OR 

B.  You can save time and money with our catalog of computer services. 

#3: You'll never regret buying the Pony 200 camera. Please let us know if you have any trouble with it.

Which rewritten sentence best expresses the YOU attitude? 

A.  Congratulations on your new Pony 2000 camera. Please call us at 555-1234 if you ever have any questions. 

  OR 

B.  You will love your Pony 2000 camera. Please call us at 555-1234 if you have any trouble with it.

#4: I'm asking all employees to respond to the attached survey regarding working conditions. 

Which rewritten sentence best reflects the YOU attitude? 

A.  Please respond to the attached survey regarding your working conditions.  

  OR 

B.  Because your ideas count, please complete the attached survey regarding your  working conditions.  

#5: We are unable to send your shipment until we receive your payment.

Which rewritten sentence best reflects the YOU attitude? 

A.  As soon as we receive your payment, we'll send your shipment. 

  OR 

B.  You will receive your shipment as soon as your payment arrives. 

  OR 

C.  Your shipment will be sent as soon as your payment arrives. 

#6: Construction cannot begin until the building plans are approved.  

Which rewritten sentence best expresses the YOU attitude? 

A.  Construction will begin when the building plans are approved. 

  OR 

B.  Building plans must be approved before construction can begin. 

Remember it is important that you place the emphasis on your reader rather than on yourself as often as possible when you write business letters.  Use the ”you” attitude to avoid (a) a neutral, dehumanized tone, and (b) an authoritarian tone.
Exercise 2

The dehumanized tone conveys to the reader a sense of being unimportant.  Rewrite this letter to make it sound more friendly and informal, and remember that using the active voice instead of the passive voice gives personality to your writing.

Dear Mr. Solbak,
After most detailed consideration, we cannot possibly grant your request for an interview for the position of sales manager.  We doubt your ability to meet our high standards for job efficiency, considering your performance in the “High Lakes” sales project.  It seems to us that you belong in a company with less rigorous standards than ours.

It is to be hoped that you find a suitable post elsewhere.  Thank you so much for your application.

Yours truly,

Notice that in writing even such a rejection letter you should make no attempt to make the reader feel bad, to add personal insult to a rational decision.  It should communicate the decision in as human a tone as possible, perhaps to achieve it in part by replacing the faceless we with the more personal I.  In general, use I in every case that does not involve legal liability; never use we if you are individually responsible for the information you are communicating.

Exercise 3

The authoritarian tone raises the reader’s hackles and actively blocks the cooperation which is fundamental to all businesses.

Rewrite this memo, using the “you” attitude.

All personnel take note that we are not going to employ any more of your relatives.  We are changing our company policy.  We will only allow relatives to be employed in the new childcare center.  The cafeteria, which used to close at 4 p.m., will now be closed at 6 p.m. daily.  In addition, it is forbidden to open the fire doors in hot weather – or at any other time.  You can use them only during an emergency.

When you rewrite, try to avoid words like forbidden, and give a reason for the decision that has been made.  Employees appreciate being treated with respect – as anyone does – and are more likely to cooperate when this is done.

B. The positive approach

Negative and unhappy words will produce a negative tone in your memos and letters: you claim, you neglect your error.  Notice that although these phrases put you first, they do not display the “you” attitude that inspires good will.  Also, such phrases as it should be obvious, you can clearly see may be insulting if what you describe as obvious is not as

obvious or clear to the reader.
Take another two examples:

1. Please investigate this matter and submit a report as soon as possible. 
2. Please do not hesitate to call upon us if we can be of help.

The word submit, which has connotations of yielding, surrendering and showing humility, is likely to arouse resentment and anger even though the reader may not be conscious of just what antagonizes him in the request.  The expression do not hesitate may suggest to the reader that the writer is so full of self-importance that he believes his reader will pause before daring to disturb him.  The point here is not whether the reader’s response is justified, but that it is the writer’s responsibility to make the possibility of a negative

reaction as slim as possible.  You can improve the tone of the first sentence by substituting let me have or give me for submit.  In the second sentence, simply delete do not hesitate to. 

Exercise 4

Underline all of the words in the following passage that could possibly invoke a negative response from the reader, regardless of whether you think them justified in the context. 
Some departments have tended to alleviate their problem of filing space by

indiscriminately sending all their excess to Central Records for storage.  This does not solve the problem -- it merely relocates it.

Therefore, before sending any files for storage, every Manager should review the deposits and purge anything that is not essential.  Central Records is not exempt from the general space problem.  Please conform to the guidelines for keeping our total space requirements under control.

Did you underline alleviate, problem, indiscriminately, excess, problem, merely, purge, not exempt, problem and conform?  Now rewrite the passage in a friendly, open, personalized way, replacing the negative expressions with positive ones.  Remember that your method of presenting material can be positive or negative. 

NEGATIVE:  We regret that we cannot comply with your request until you fill in the enclosed form.

POSITIVE:  We shall be glad to comply with your request as soon as you fill in the enclosed form.

A customer once bought a three-year subscription to a magazine, but kept receiving monthly collection letters.  After a series of letters to the company failed to stop the increasingly nasty collection letters, the customer wrote an angry note back to the company’s customer service department explaining the situation and enclosing a copy of the cancelled cheque.  Here’s the letter he received.  Can you see anything wrong with it?

    Dear Sir:

    We are sorry to learn of the problem you’ve had with your subscription.

    We have been asked to inform you that we have taken action to stop the bills which were sent after your payment had been received.  It may be that one more bill which we were unable to prevent will reach you.  Disregard it.

    We trust you will enjoy the coming issues of the magazine.

    Cordially,

    Sam Hyatt, Manager

    Customer Service

Underline any negative words in the letter, check for the “you” attitude, and see if you can detect any sign of authoritarianism.  Now look at the letter that the customer received three days later from another person in the same company.

    Dear Mr. Jones:

    You are right.  You paid your subscription bill exactly when you said you did.  We are wrong and we apologize.

    Please let me explain what happened.  The reason that a bill was sent repeatedly to you is that the payment got caught in the new data processing machine recently installed to give customers faster and more accurate service, and it kept getting marked unpaid.  Yours was one of several payments recycled this way.  We now have the system straightened out, and you should not be receiving any more bills.

    That is, you’ll receive no bill until three years from now, when your three-year subscription expires.  We want you to have the last seven monthly issues at no cost to you.  I hope this will help compensate for the trouble we’ve caused you.

    Sincerely,

    Terri Snider

    Vice President of Sales

Notice that the tone of the first letter gives the impression that the customer is the one with the problem, while the second letter adopts the “you” attitude, drops the authoritarian tone and shows respect for the customer by frankly admitting the error and going on to explain it in detail.  Terri Snider deserves the position of Vice President.

In summary, the positive approach and the “you” attitude are usually employed in the same letter; and both of these are best expressed through sentences that use the active voice.
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