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John S. Fielden

What you say in a letter or a memorandum
is partly how you say it. Your message —
your real intentions—can get lost in your
words. Seeing the whole message a com-
munication can convey is more than
understanding the dictionary definitions
of the words you choose. It is also discern-
ing the intentions and emphases and
relationships reflected in the connotations
of those words and the sentence structures
you use. Writing an effective letter is far
more than stating the basic message you
wish to give to someone. It is also convey-
ing how you wish to relate to the recipient
and what you want him or her to feel

in response. And that’s important because
it may determine what the reader does
about the message.

You convey these additional meanings
through the style you choose to write with.
There is no single style for all occasions.
Sometimes it’s tactful to be personal, and
sometimes it's best to be fairly impersonal.
At times it feels right to be simple and
direct, and at other times roundabout and
colorful. Sometimes you just need to be
forceful. One thing is sure: strategy is part
of style. The message you want to send is
partly in your tone. Any message varies
according to the way you phrase it.

The author, who has taught classes in busi-
ness writing for many years, describes six
styles that you will find appropriate for
various writing situations in business.

Mr. Fielden is University Professor of Man-
agement Communication at the Univer-
sity of Alabama. He has been an associate
editor at HBR and dean of the business
schools at Boston University and the Uni-
versity of Alabama. As managing partner
of Fielden Associates, he has consulted on
management communication with many
of the nation’s leading corporations. This is
the seventh article he has written for HBR.
One of them —*"“"What Do You Mean I Can’t
Write!” (May-June 1964) - has been one of
HBR’s ten most popular reprints.

Hlustrations by Geoffrey Moss.
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‘What

do you mean
you don’t like
my style?’

T
1o get your message across,
vary your writing style
to suit each situation
you have to deal with.

In large corporations all over the coun-
try, people are playing a game of paddleball — with drafts
of letters instead of balls. Volley after volley goes back
and forth between those who sign the letters and those
who actually write them. It’s a game nobody likes, but
it continues, and we pay for it. The workday has no
extra time for such unproductiveness. What causes
this round robin of revision?

Typos? Factual misstatements? Poor
format? No. Style does. Ask yourself how often you
hear statements like these:

[0 “It takes new assistants about a year to
learn my style. Until they do, I have no choice but to
bounce letters back for revision. [ won’t sign a letter if
it doesn’t sound like me.”

(] “Ifind it difficult, almost impossible, to
write letters for my boss’s signature. The boss’s style is
different from mine”

In companies where managers primarily
write their own letters, confusion about style also
reigns. Someone sends out a letter and hears later that
the reaction was not at all the one desired. It is
reported that the reader doesn’t like the writer’s “tone”
A colleague looks over a copy of the letter and says,
“No wonder the reader doesn’t like this letter. You
shouldn’t have said things the way you did. You used

. All Rights Reserved.



the wrong style for a letter like this” “Style?” the
writer says. “What’s wrong with my style?” “I don't
know” is the response. “I just don’t like the way you
said things.”

Everybody talks about style, but almost
nobody understands the meaning of the word in the
business environment. And this lack of understanding
hurts both those who write letters for another’s signa-
ture and those who write for themselves. Neither
knows where to turn for help. Strunk and White’s mar-
velous book The Elements of Style devotes only a few
pages to a discussion of style, and that concerns only
literary style.’ Books like the Chicago Manual of Style?
seem ta define style as all the technical points they
cover, from abbreviations and capitalizations to foot-
notes and bibliographies. And dictionary definitions
are usually too vague to be helpful.

Even such a general definition as this
offers scant help, although perhaps it comes closest to
how business people use the word:

Style is “the way something is said or
done, as distinguished from its
substance.”

Managers signing drafts written by sub-
ordinates, and the subordinates themselves, already
know that they have trouble agreeing on “the way
things should be said.” What, for instance, is meant by
“way”? In trying to find that way, both managers and
subordinates are chasing a will-o’-the-wisp. There is no
magical way, no perfect, universal way of writing
things that will fend off criticism of style. There is no
one style of writing in business that is appropriate in
all situations and for all readers, even though manag-
ers and subordinates usually talk and behave as if
there were.

But why all the confusion? Isn’t style
really the way we say things? Certainly it is. Then
writing style must be made up of the particular words
we select to express our ideas and the types of sen-
tences and paragraphs we put together to convey those
ideas. What else could it be? Writing has no tone of
voice or body gesture to impart additional meanings. In
written communication, tone comes from what a
reader reads into the words and sentences used.

Words express more than denotations,
the definitions found in dictionaries. They also carry
connotations. In the feelings and images associated
with each word lies the capacity a writing style has for
producing an emotional reaction in a reader. And in
that capacity lies the tone of a piece of writing. Style is

William Strunk, Jr. and E.B. White,
The Elements of Stvle

{New York: Macmillan, 1979).

2 A Manual of Sty

iChicago: University of Chicago Press,
1969).

3 The American Heritage Dictionary
of the English Language
(Roston: American Heritage and
Houghton Mifilin, 1969}
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largely a matter of tone. The writer uses a style; the
reader infers a communication’s tone. Tone comes
from what a reader reads into the words and sentences
a writer uses.

In the business environment, tone is
especially important. Business writing is not literary
writing. Literary artists use unique styles to “express”
themselves to a general audience. Business people
write to particular persons in particular situations, not
so much to express themselves as to accomplish par-
ticular purposes, “to get a job done.” If a reader doesn’t
like a novelist’s tone, nothing much can happen to the
writer short of failing to sell some books. In the busi-
ness situation, however, an offensive style may not
only prevent a sale but may also turn away a customer,
work against a promotion, or even cost you a job.

While style can be distinguished from
substance, it cannot be divorced from substance. In
business writing, style cannot be divorced from the cir-
cumstances under which something is written or from
the likes, dislikes, position, and power of the reader.

A workable definition of style

in business writing would be something
like this:

Style is that choice of words, sentences,
and paragraph format which by virtue of
being appropriate to the situation and to
the power positions of both writer and
reader produces the desired reaction and
result.

Which style is yours?

Let's take a case and see what we can
learn from it. Assume that you are an executive in a
very large information-processing company. You
receive the following letter:

Mr.(Ms.) Leslie J. Cash
XYZ Corporation
Main Street
Anytown, U.S.A.

Dear Leslie:

As you know, I respect your profes-
sional opinion highly. The advice your
people have given us at ABC Corpora-
tion as we have moved into a compre-
hensive information system over the
past three years has been very helpful.
I'm writing to you now, however, in my
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role as chairman of the executive com-
mittee of the trustees of our hospital.
We at Community General Hospital
have decided to establish a skilled vol-
unteer data processing evaluation team
to assess proposals to automate our hos-
pital’s information flow.

I have suggested your name to my com-
mittee. [ know you could get real satis-
faction from helping your community
as a member of this evaluation team.
Please say yes. I look forward to being
able to count on your advice. Let me
hear from you soon.

Frank J. Scalpel

Chairman

Executive Committee
Community General Hospital
Anytown, U.S.A.

If you accepted the appointment men-
tioned in this letter, you would have a conflict of inter-
est. You are an executive at XYZ, Inc. You know that
XYZ will submit a proposal to install a comprehensive
information system for the hospital. Mr. Scalpel is the
vice president of finance at ABC Corp., a very good cus-
tomer of yours. You know him well since you have
worked with him on community programs as well as
in the business world.

I can think of four typical responses to
Scalpel’s letter. Each says essentially the same thing,
but each is written in a different business style:

liésponse 1

Mr. Frank . Scalpel

Chairman, Executive Committee
Community General Hospital
Anytown, U.S.A.

Dear Frank,

As you realize, this litigious age often
makes it necessary for large companies
to take stringent measures not only to
avoid conflicts of interest on the part of
their employees but also to preclude
even the very suggestion of conflict.
And, since my company intends to sub-
mit a proposal with reference to auto-
mating the hospital’s information flow,
it would not appear seemly for me to be
part of an evaluation team assessing
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competitors’ proposals. Even if [ were to
excuse myself from consideration of the
XYZ proposal, I would still be vulner-
able to charges that I gave short shrift to
competitors’ offerings.

If there is any other way that I can serve
the committee that will not raise this
conflict-of-interest specter, you know
that I would find it pleasurable to be of
service, as always.

Sincerely,

Respoﬁse 2

Dear Frank,

Your comments relative to your respect
for my professional opinion are most
appreciated. Moreover, your invitation
to serve on the hospital’s data process-
ing evaluation team is received with
gratitude, albeit with some concern.

The evaluation team must be composed
of persons free of alliance with any of
the vendors submitting proposals. For
that reason, it is felt that my services on
the team could be construed as a con-
flict of interest.

Perhaps help can be given in some other
way. Again, please be assured that your

invitation has been appreciated.

Sincerely,

Response 3

Dear Frank,

Thank you for suggesting my name as a
possible member of your data process-
ing evaluation team. I wish I could
serve, but I cannot.

XYZ intends, naturally, to submit a pro-
posal to automate the hospital’s infor-
mation flow. You can see the position of
conflict I would be in if I were on the
evaluation team.

Just let me know of any other way I can
be of help. You know I would be more
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Response
1

Response
2

Response
3

Response
4

than willing. Thanks again for the
invitation.

Cordially,

Response 4

Dear Frank,

Thanks for the kind words and the invi-
tation. Sure wish I could say yes. Can't,
though.

XYZ intends to submit a sure-fire pro-
posal on automating the hospital’s
information. Shouldn’t be judge and
advocate at the same time!

Any other way I can help, Frank—just
ask. Thanks again.

Cordially,

What do you think of
these letters?

Which letter has the style you like best?
Check off the response you prefer.

Response 1 2 3 4
0 Ol X 0

Which letter has the style resembling
the one you customarily use?
Again, check off your choice.

Response 1 2 3 4
0 ] [] U]

Which terms best describe the style of

each letter? Check the appropriate boxes.

(] Colorful [ Passive [ Personal
(1 Dull (J Forceful  [J Impersonal
[J Colorful [ Passive [ Personal
(1 Dull (O Forceful  [J Impersonal
(1 Colorful [ Passive [ Personal
O Dull O Forceful [ Impersonal
[ Colorful [ Passive [ ] Personal
(J Dull (O Forceful [ Impersonal

Effective writing 131

Let’s compare reactions

Now that you’ve given your reactions,
let’s compare them with some of mine.

Response 1 seems cold, impersonal,
complex. Most business people would, I think, react
somewhat negatively to this style because it seems to
push the reader away from the writer. Its word choice
has a cerebral quality that, while flattering to the read-
er’s intelligence, also parades the writer’s.

Response 2 is fairly cool, quite imper-
sonal, and somewhat complex. Readers’ reactions will
probably be neither strongly positive nor strongly neg-
ative. This style of writing is “blah” because it is heav-
ily passive. Instead of saying “I appreciate your
comments,” it says “Your comments are most appre-
ciated”; instead of “I think that my services could be
construed as a conflict of interest,” it says “It is felt that
my services could be construed....” The use of the pas-
sive voice subordinates writers modestly to the back of
sentences or causes them to disappear.

This is the impersonal, passive style of
writing that many with engineering, mathematics, or
scientific backgrounds feel most comfortable using. It
is harmless, but it is certainly not colorful; nor is it
forceful or interesting.

Response 3 illustrates the style of writ-
ing that most high-level executives use. It is simple; it
is personal; it is warm without being syrupy; it is
forceful, like a firm handshake. Almost everybody in
business likes this style, although lower-level manag-
ers often find themselves afraid to write so forthrightly
{and, as a result, often find themselves retreating into
the styles of responses 1 and 2 —the style of 1 to make
themselves look “smart” to superiors and the style of 2
to appear unbossy and fairly impersonal|. Persons who
find response 2 congenial may feel a bit dubious about
the appropriateness of response 3. (Although I have
no way of proving this judgment,  would guess that
more readers in high positions—perhaps more
owner-managers—would like response 3 than would
readers who are still in lower positions.)

Response 4 goes beyond being forceful;
itis annoyingly self-confident and breezy. It is colorful
and conversational to an extreme, and it is so intensely
personal and warm that many business people would
be offended, even if they were very close acquaintances
of Frank Scalpel’s. “It sounds like an advertising per-
son’s chitchat,” some would probably say.
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Strategy is part of style

As you compared your responses with
mine, did you say, “What difference does it make
which style / like or which most resembles my cus-
tomary style? What matters is which style will go over
best with Mr. Scalpel in this situation”? If you did,
we're getting somewhere.

Earlier, when we defined business writ-
ing style, some may have wanted to add, “And that
style should sound like me” This was left out for a
good reason. Circumstances not only alter cases; they
alter the “you” that it is wise for your style to project.
Sometimes it’s wise to be forceful; at other times it’s
suicidal. Sometimes being sprightly and colorful is
appropriate; at other times it’s ludicrous. There are
times to be personal and times to be impersonal.

Not understanding this matter of style
and tone is why the big corporation game of paddleball
between managers and subordinates goes on and on.
The subordinate tries to imitate the boss’s style, butin
actuality —unless the boss is extremely insensitive—he
or she has no single style for all circumstances and for
all readers. What usually happens is that after several
tries, the subordinate writes a letter that the boss
signs. “Aha!” the subordinate says. “So that’s what the
boss wants!” And then the subordinate tries to use that
style for all situations and readers. Later, the superior
begins rejecting drafts written in the very style he or
she professed liking before. Both parties throw up their
hands.

This volleying is foolish and wasteful.
Both superior and subordinate have to recognize that
in business writing, style cannot be considered apart
from the given situation or from the person to whom
the writing is directed. Expert writers select the style
that fits a particular reader and the type of writing situ-
ation with which they are faced. In business, people
often face the following writing situations:

Positive situations.
Saying ves or conveying good news.

Situations where some action is asked
of the reader.

Giving orders or persuading someone to
do as requested.

Information-conveying situations.
Giving the price of ten widgets,
for example.

Negative situations.
Saying no or relaying bad news.
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In each of these situations, the choice of
style is of strategic importance.

In positive situations, a writer can relax
on all fronts. Readers are usually so pleased to hear the
good news that they pay little attention to anything
else. Yet it is possible for someone to communicate
good news in such a cold, impersonal, roundabout,
and almost begrudging way that the reader becomes
upset.

Action-request situations involve a
form of bargaining. In a situation where the writer
holds all the power, he or she can use a forceful com-
manding style. When the writer holds no power over
the reader, though, actions have to be asked for and the
reader persuaded, not ordered. In such cases, a forceful
style will not be suitable at all.

In information-conveying situations,
getting the message across forcefully and straight-
forwardly is best. Such situations are not usually
charged emotionally.

In negative situations, diplomacy
becomes very important. The right style depends on
the relative positions of the person saying no and the
person being told no.

For instance, if you were Leslie Cash,
the person in the example at the beginning of the ar-
ticle whom Frank Scalpel was inviting to serve on a hos-
pital’s evaluation team, you would be in a situation of
having to say no to a very important customer of your
company. You would also be in a doubly sensitive situ-
ation because it is unlikely that Mr. Scalpel would fail
to recognize that he is asking you to enter a conflict-of-
interest situation. He is probably asking you anyway.
Theretore, you would not only have to tell him no, but
you would have to avoid telling him that he has asked
you to do something that is highly unethical. In this
instance, you would be faced with communicating two
negative messages at once or else not giving Scalpel
any sensible reason for refusing to serve.

Suit your style to the
situation

Now that we’ve thought about the stra-
tegic implications of style, let’s go back to look at each
of the responses to Scalpel’s request and ask ourselves
which is best.

Do we want to be personal and warm?
Usually yes. But in this situation? Do we want to com-
municate clearly and directly and forcefully? Usually
yes. But here? Do we want to appear as if we’re brush-
ing aside the conflict, as the third response does? Or do
we want to approach that issue long-windedly, as in
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the first response, or passively, as in the second? What
is the strategically appropriate style?

In the abstract, we have no way of
knowing which of these responses will go over best
with Mr. Scalpel. The choice is a matter of judgment in
a concrete situation. Judging the situation accurately is
what separates successful from unsuccessful executive
communicators.

Looking at the situation with strategy
in mind, we note that in the first response, the writer
draws back from being close, knowing that it is neces-
sary to reject not only one but two of the reader’s
requests. By using legalistic phraseology and Latinate
vocabulary, the writer lowers the personal nature of
the communication and transforms it into a formal
statement. It gives an abstract, textbooklike response
that removes the tone of personal rejection.

The very fact that response 1 is difficult
to read and dull in impact may be a strategic asset in
this type of negative situation. But if in this situation a
subordinate presented response 1 to you for your signa-
ture, would it be appropriate for you to reject it because
it is not written in the style you happen to like best in
the abstract—say, the style of response 317

Now let’s look at response 2. Again, we
see that a lack of personal warmth may be quite appro-
priate to the situation at hand. Almost immediately,
the letter draws back into impersonality. And by using
the passive constantly, the writer avoids the need to
say “I must say no.” Furthermore, the term construed
reinforces the passive in the second paragraph. This
term is a very weak but possibly a strategically wise
way of implying that some persons (other people, not
the writer) could interpret Scalpel’s request as an invi-
tation to participate in an improper action. Now we
can see that, instead of seeming dull and lacking in per-
sonal warmth as it did in the abstract, response 2 may
be the type of letter we would be wise to send out, that
is, when we have taken the whole situation into care-
ful consideration and not just our personal likes and
dislikes.

The third response, and to even greater
extent the fourth, have styles that are strategically
inappropriate for this situation. In fact, Scalpel might
well regard the colorful style of the fourth response as
highly offensive. Both responses directly and forcefully
point out the obvious conflict, but by being so direct
each runs the risk of subtly offending him. (The third
response is “you can see the position of conflict I'd be
in if  were on the evaluation team,” and the fourth is
“Shouldn’t be judge and advocate at the same time!”)
We could make a pretty strong argument that the
direct, forceful, candid style of the third response and
the breezy, warm, colorful, intensely personal “adver-
tising” style of the fourth response may both prove
ineffectual in a delicate, negative situation such as
this.
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What effect do you want?

At this point, readers may say, “All
right. I'm convinced. I need to adjust my style to what
is appropriate in each situation. And I also need to give
directions to others to let them know how to adjust
their styles. But I haven’t the foggiest notion of how to
do either!” Some suggestions for varying your writing
style follow.Iam not implying that a communication
must be written in one style only. A letter to be read
aloud at a colleague’s retirement party, for instance,
may call not only for a warm, personal style but for col-
orfulness as well. A long analytic report may require a
passive, impersonal style, but the persuasive cover let-
ter may call for recommendations being presented in a
very forceful style.

For a forceful style

This style is usually appropriate only in
situations where the writer has the power, such asin
action requests in the form of orders or when you are
saying no firmly but politely to a subordinate.

EI Use the active voice. Have your sen-
tences do something to people and to
objects, not just lie there having things
done to them; have them give orders:

“Correct this error immediately” (you-
understood is the subject) instead of
“A correction should be made” (which
leaves the reader wondering, made by

whom).

[0  Stepup front and be counted:

“I have decided not to recommend you
for promotion” instead of “Unfortu-
nately, a positive recommendation for
your promotion is not forthcoming.”

(0 Do notbeat around the bush or act like
a politician. If something needs to be
said, say it directly.

[0 Write most of your sentences in subject-
verb-object order. Do not weaken them
by putting namby-pamby phrases before
the subject:

“T have decided to fund your project”
instead of “After much deliberation and
weighing of the pros and cons, [ have
decided to fund your project”
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Do not weaken sentences by relegating
the point or the action to a subordinate
clause:

If your point is that your company has
won a contract, say “Acme won the con-
tract, although the bidding was intense
and highly competitive,” not “Although
Acme won the contract, the bidding was
intense and highly competitive”

Adopt a tone of confidence and surety
about what you say by avoiding weasel
words like:

“Possibly,” “maybe,” “perhaps.”

“It could be concluded that...”

“Some might conclude that...”
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For a passive style

This style is often appropriate in nega-

tive situations and in situations where the writer is in
a lower position than the reader.

O

Avoid the imperative—~never give an
order:

Say “A more effective and time-
conserving presentation of ideas should
be devised before our next meeting” as
opposed to “Do a better job of present-
ing your ideas at our next meeting.
Respect my time and get right to the
point.”

Use the passive voice heavily because it
subordinates the subject to the end of
the sentence or buries the subject
entirely. The passive is especially handy
when you are in a low-power position
and need to convey negative informa-
tion to a reader who is in a higher posi-
tion {an important customer, for
instance):

Say “Valuable resources are being
wasted” instead of “Valuable resources
are being wasted by your company” or,
even worse, “You are wasting valuable
resources.”

Avoid taking responsibility for negative

statements by attributing them to face-

less, impersonal “others”:

Say “It is more than possible that sev-

eral objections to your proposed plans

might be raised by some observers” or
“Several objections might be raised by

May-June 1982

those hostile to your plans” instead of
“I have several objections to your plans”

Use weasel words, especially if the
reader is in a high-power position and
will not like what you are saying.

Use long sentences and heavy para-
graphs to slow down the reader’s com-
prehension of sensitive or negative
information.

For a personal style

This style is usually appropriate in

good-news and persuasive action-request situations.

[0  Use the active voice, which puts you, as

the writer, at the front of sentences:
“Thank you very much for your com-
ments” or “I appreciated your com-
ments” instead of “Your comments
were very much appreciated by me” or
the even more impersonal “Your com-
ments were very much appreciated”

Use persons’ names (first names, when
appropriate) instead of referring to them
by title:

“Bill James attended the meeting”
instead of “Acme’s director attended
the meeting”

Use personal pronouns —especially
“you” and “I”—when you are saying posi-
tive things:
“I so much appreciate the work you've
done” as opposed to “The work you've
done is appreciated.”

Use short sentences that capture the
rhythm of ordinary conversation:

“Idiscussed your proposal with Frank.
He’s all for it!” as opposed to “This is to
inform you that your proposal was
taken up at Friday’s meeting and that it
was regarded with favor”

Use contractions (“can’t,” “won’t,”
“shouldn’t”) to sound informal and
conversational.

Direct questions to the reader:
“Tust ask yourself, how would your com-
pany like to save $10,0002”
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Interject positive personal thoughts and
references that will make the reader
know that this letter is really to him or
her and not some type of form letter
sent to just anyone.

For an impersonal style

This style is usually appropriate in neg-
ative and information-conveying situations. It's always
appropriate in technical and scientific writing and usu-
ally when you are writing to technical readers.

[0  Avoid using persons’ names, especially
first names. Refer to people, if at all, by
title or job description:

“I would like to know what you think of
this plan” instead of “What do you
think of this, Herb?”

“Qur vice president of finance” or “the
finance department,” not “Ms. Jones.”

Avoid using personal pronouns, espe-
cially “you” and “I” (“we” may be all
right because the corporate we is face-
less and impersonal):

“The logistics are difficult, and the idea
may not work” instead of “I think you
have planned things so that the logistics
are difficult and your idea may not
work.” “We wonder if the idea will
work” rather than “I don’t think the
idea will work”

Use the passive voice to make yourself
conveniently disappear when
desirable:

“An error in the calculations has been
made” instead of “I think your calcula-
tions are wrong.”

Make some of your sentences complex
and some paragraphs long; avoid the
brisk, direct, simple-sentence style of
conversation.

For a colorful style

Sometimes a lively style is appropriate
in good-news situations. It is most commonly found in
the highly persuasive writing of advertisements and
sales letters.
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]  Insert some adjectives and adverbs:
Instead of “This proposal will save
corporate resources,” write “This
{hard-hitting) (productivity-building)
(money-saving) proposal will (easily)
{surely) (quickly) {immediately) save our
(hard-earned) (increasingly scarce) {care-
fully guarded) corporate resources.”

If appropriate, use a metaphor (A is B) or
asimile (A is like B) to make a point:

“Truly this program is a miracle of logi-
cal design” “Our solution strikes at the
very root of Acme’s problems.” “This
program is like magic in its ability
to...”

For a less colorful style

By avoiding adjectives, adverbs, meta-
phors, and figures of speech, you can make your style
less colorful. Such a style is appropriate for ordinary
business writing and also results from:

0  Blending the impersonal style with the
passive style.
[1  Employing words that remove any sem-

blance of wit, liveliness, and vigor from
the writing.

Please bear in mind that these six styles
are not mutually exclusive. There is some overlap. A
passive style is usually far more impersonal than per-
sonal and also not very colorful. A forceful style is
likely to be more personal than impersonal, and a col-
orful style is likely to be fairly forceful. Nevertheless,
these styles are distinct enough to justify talking about
them. If we fail to make such distinctions, style
becomes a catchall term that means nothing specific.
Even if not precise, these distinctions enable us to talk
about style and its elements and to learn to write
appropriately for each situation.

Discuss needs first

What conclusions can we draw from
this discussion? Simply that, whether you write your
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own letters or have to manage the writing of subordi-
nates, to be an effective communicator, you must real-
ize that:

1 Each style has an impact on the reader.

2 Style communicates to readers almost
as much as the content of a message.

3 Style cannot be isolated from a
situation.

4 Generalizing about which style is the
best in all situations is impossible.

5  Style must be altered to suit the
circumstances.

6  Style must be discussed sensibly in the
work situation.

These conclusions will be of obvious
help to managers who write their own letters. But
what help will these conclusions be to managers who
direct assistants in the writing of letters? In many
instances, writing assignments go directly to subordi-
nates for handling. Often, manager and assistant have
no chance to discuss style strategy together. In such
cases, rather than merely submitting a response for a
signature, the subordinate would be wise to append a
note: e.g., “This is a very sensitive situation, I think.
Therefore, I deliberately drew back into a largely
impersonal and passive style” At least, the boss will
not jump to the conclusion that the assistant has writ-
ten a letter of low impact by accident.

When they do route writing assign-
ments to assistants, superiors could save much valu-
able time and prevent mutual distress if they told the
subordinates what style seemed strategically wise in
each situation. Playing guessing games also wastes
money.

And if, as is often the case, neither supe-
rior nor subordinate has a clear sense of what style is
best, the two can agree to draft a response in one style
first, and if that doesn’t sound right, to adjust the style
appropriately.

Those who write their own letters can
try drafting several responses to tough but important
situations, each in a different style. It’s wise to sleep on
them and then decide which sounds best.

Whether you write for yourself or for
someone else, it is extremely unlikely that in difficult
situations a first draft will be signed by you or anyone
else. Only the amateur expects writing perfection on
the first try. By learning to control your style and to
engineer the tone of your communications, you can
make your writing effective. O
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To Frank A. Nichols, Secretary,
Concord Free Trade Club

Hartford, March 1885
Dear Sir:

| am in receipt of your favor of the 24th inst., conveying
the gratifying intelligence that | have been made an hon-
orary member of the Free Trade Club of Concord, Massa-
chusetts, and | desire to express to the Club, through you,
my grateful sense of the high compliment thus paid me.

It does look as if Massachusetts were in a fair way to
embarrass me with kindnesses this year. In the first place
a Massachusetts Judge has just decided in open court
that a Boston publisher may sell not only his own prop-
erty in a free and unfettered way, but may also as freely
sell property which does not belong to him but to me —
property which he has not bought and which | have not
sold. Under this ruling | am now advertising that judge’s
homestead for sale; and if | make as good a sum out of it
as | expect | shall go on and sell the rest of his property.

In the next place, a committee of the public library of your
town has condemned and excommunicated my last book
[Adventures of Huckleberry Finn], and doubled its sale.
This generous action of theirs must necessarily benefit
me in one or two additional ways. For instance, it will
deter other libraries from buying the book and you are
doubtless aware that one book in a public library pre-
vents the sale of a sure ten and a possible hundred of its
mates. And secondly it will cause the purchasers of the
book to read it, out of curiosity, instead of merely intend-
ing to do so after the usual way of the world and library
committees; and then they will discover, to my great
advantage and their own indignant disappointment, that
there is nothing objectionable in the book, after ali.

And finally, the Free Trade Club of Concord comes for-
ward and adds to the splendid burden of obligations
already conferred upon me by the Commonwealth of
Massachusetts, an honorary membership which is more
worth than all the rest since it endorses me as worthy to
associate with certain gentlemen whom even the moral
icebergs of the Concord library committee are bound

to respect.

May the great Commonwealth of Massachusetts endure
forever, is the heartfelt prayer of one who, long a recipient
of her mere general good will, is proud to realize that he is
at last become her pet....

Your obliged servant
S.L.Clemens

To the gas company

Hartford, February 1, 1891
Dear Sirs:

Some day you will move me almost to the verge of irrita-
tion by your chuckle-headed Goddamned fashion of
shutting your Goddamned gas off without giving any
notice to your Goddamned parishioners. Several times
you have come within an ace of smothering half of this
household in their beds and blowing up the other half by
this idiotic, not to say criminal, custom of yours. And it has
happened again to-day. Haven't you a telephone?

Ys
S L Clemens
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