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Introduction

The purpose of all business communication, spoken or written, is not only to define, analyse, persuade, evaluate or convey a message but also to build relationships with business partners. The choice of proper tone is essential for writing an efficient business letter as it reflects the relationship between the writer and receiver. The scale is broad and it expands from a very friendly tone (like in good news letters) through more reserved one up to a very chilly atmosphere of some letters (claim and collection letters). In this paper we try to discuss and exemplify the tone used in the business letters searched. We have investigated 40 authentic business letters written by native and non-native English speakers separately, we have observed the level of their formality and politeness. 
1 The Tone of Business Letters
"Tone in writing refers to the writer's attitude toward the reader and the subject of the message. The overall tone of a written message affects the reader just as one's tone of voice affects the listener in everyday exchanges" (Ober, 2000, p. 88).

The tone of a business letter produces an effect on the recipient, at the same time expressing the writer´s attitude towards him. The tone of a business letter should always be appropriate for the selected audience or a certain purpose. Apparently, letters intended to a business partner with whom the writer has worked closely for years will have a warm and friendly tone. Still, the sender has to bear in mind the very first attribute of a business letter which is courtesy, politeness, no matter what the occasion or attitude towards the recipient.

Sentence structure, level of formality, preciseness, selection of vocabulary, all contribute to the final tone of a letter. The language of a business letter is frequently quite formal and succinct depending on a genre. Genres  “genre comprises a class of communicative events, the members of which share some set of communicative purposes” (Swales, 1990, p. 58).are difficult to define, but at a general level
Different writing purposes require different attitudes, consequently the chosen tone in business letters has to match the situation. We have chosen the following examples to demonstrate how purpose influences the tone of a letter. 
1. 1 Tone in positive news business letters

Good news letters carry a message that readers will welcome or accept without questions. Sometimes they are called ´yes´ letters and represent 80% of all business letters. Many of them are positive follow-up letters which are answers to previous requests or claims, approving credit letters, recommendation letters, job acceptance letters, letters of congratulations, etc. Their main purpose is not only to have the recipient read the information, but to build future relationship with him. Order acknowledgements, claim adjustment letters, approving credit letters, recommendation letters, job acceptance letters, letters of congratulations, etc. are among the most frequent genres.
Their basic components are:

a/ Clear and concise statement of the idea;
b/ Necessary details to support the main idea;
c/ Pleasant ending of the letter with courteous closing.
These letters are written in a less formal, friendly tone. They start off revealing the good news (...we are happy to inform you...), the letter body further provides all relevant details, explanation, or commentary. The writer always strives to suggest further cooperation in the ending part of the letter.
1. 2 Tone in bad news letters

A bad news letter is written to convey negative information possibly without offending the recipient. These letters include refusals and rejections, requests the reader may find insulting, or disciplinary notices. It is necessary to choose a tone which supports this main idea of each letter carrying bad news. Collection letters (which are written in different stages of the collection process) are a good example of how the tone may change even within a single letter type. Basically, the tone of collection letters should always be fair and show respect. 
1. 2.1 The Reminder Collection Letter 

The first collection letter is a friendly reminder, the tone expresses the assumption that the customer has forgotten to pay and courteously invites him/her to pay promptly. It includes a short statement indicating the amount due, the due date, late charges (if any), and the account number and usually a copy of the original invoice is attached. If no payment is received, then a more aggressive approach in follow-up collection letters is taken. Very polite phrases such as „we would be grateful“, “we would very much appreciate it“ and „this would be most helpful to us“ appear frequently. Even the unpleasant facts are given in a polite way using positive politeness strategy, e. g. “We trust that you will do your best to …” or “Recently, there has been a considerable delay in payments. Will you therefore …”
Based on Brown and Levinson´s (1987) most influential theory of politeness phenomena, which is described as an interactional model consisting of two dimensions of "face": one positive and one negative, we can claim that in the reminder collection letters the writer uses more positive politeness strategies. The positive face reflects the need to be accepted and to 'belong'. The writer seeks to reinforce the addressee's positive face by treating the addressee as his co-operator having identical goals and expectations.
1.2.2 The Inquiry Collection Letter 
The Inquiry Collection Letter demonstrates the writer´s willingness to help solve the customer´s current financial difficulty by offering new terms or partial payments. The tone of this letter is rather cold, stating strictly that further non-payment will have negative consequences for the recipient but expressing hope for a positive outcome. 
      Two letters of this kind were sent to the same addressee within a few days and we have chosen them to show how tone changes in order to express the urge of the purpose.
Example: 1  This letter was sent on 10th January 2008

We regret to note that despite previous requests for payment, your remittance has still not been received.
We must therefore advise you that we are instructed to commence legal action against you for payment of the above balance due, together with any judicial expenses incurred. The above balance includes interest charges APPLIED BY OUR CLIENT.

If you wish to avoid further expense, please contact the writer immediately on receipt of this letter/fax with your proposals for settlement.

Make all payable to our above named CLIENT and have them sent to the above address by return post…… 

Example: 2  
JAN 14 2008

… THE ABOVE DEBT REMAINS UNPAID AND TO DATE YOU HAVE IGNORED OUR REQUESTS FOR PAYMENT OF THIS BALANCE.

PLEASE NOTE OUR CLIENT HAS INSTRUCTED US TO PROCEED WITH COURT ACTION AGAINST YOU AND THIS WILL BE ISSUED 48 HOURS FROM THE DATE OF THIS LETTER

ALL JUDICIAL COSTS INCURRED WILL BE CHARGED TO YOU ONCE DECREE/JUDGMENT IS AWARDED.

NO FURTHER LETTERS/FAXES/TELEPHONE CALLS WILL BE MADE TO YOU PRIOR TO SERVICE OF THE PAPERWORK.

PLEASE GIVE THIS MATTER IMMEDIATE ATTENTION AND CONTACT THE WRITER ON RECEIPT AND QUOTE THE ABOVE REFERENCE NUMBER

WE LOOK FORWARD TO HEARING FROM YOU…

As can be clearly seen, the tone in the second letter has changed considerably, the gravity of the situation is expressed also by capitalising the whole letter. Negative face reflects the desire for independence, to be able to act freely and unimpeded by others. Respect is indicated with negative politeness strategies by showing that the speaker does not intend to limit the addressee’s freedom of action.

1.2.3 The Ultimatum Collection Letter 

The final reminder for the customer, stating specific action to be taken if he does not meet his obligations, uses the most rigid and formal language, which Joos (1961, p. 35) calls frozen style. The tone of this letter uses a more aggressive approach, negatively marked words like any services will be discontinued, reminding the customer that his non-payment means the loss of good credit standing and its connected privileges.
Example: 3

17th January 2008

FINAL REQUEST PRIOR TO LEGAL

THE ABOVE DEBT REMAINS UNPAID AND TO DATE OUR REQUESTS FOR PAYMENT OF THE DEBT HAVE BEEN IGNORED BY YOU.

***PLEASE NOTE***

Our Client has instructed us to proceed and issue court action and this will commence without further reference to you…........ 
As can be seen from the final reminder, the letter is polite though it is the last warning. It should be stressed that in spite of the writer´s anger, the letters of this genre, however, contain no invectives, no offence. They comprise formal direct speech acts stating directly and not implied what the recipient has to know about the results of the unpleasant situation which he has caused. 
Conclusion
 
According to the situation, the business letter writers choose appropriate degree of directness, politeness, formality in their approach. To conclude we want to draw attention to the following ways of treating certain situations:

     Positive appeal approach results in a tone which appeals to the customer’s sense of fairness, personal pride or his/her desire to maintain a good credit standing and its connected privileges.

     Negative appeal approach is applied whenever the positive approach is ignored. It is not only harsh and very formal in tone but occasionally even rude reminding the recipient of initiating legal actions.
We have found authentic business letters occurring in real practice to be much more flexible and diverse than the examples given in business textbooks.
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Resumé
Výber vhodného formálneho štýlu a jeho tónu pri písaní anglických obchodných listov je témou uvedeného príspevku. Autorka si všíma používanú škálu formálneho prejavu v obchodnej korešpondencii poskytujúcej pozitívne informácie ako aj negatívne informácie.    Na základe analýzy autentických obchodných listov poukazuje hlavne na to, akým spôsobom sa vyjadrujú upomienky a urgencie neuhradených pohľadávok, do akej miery sa aplikuje zdvorilostný princíp aj pri poslednej výzve na úhradu s najvyššou mierou formálnosti. Zdôrazňuje pri nej potrebu využívať strohý formálny tón bez akýchkoľvek invektív voči recipientovi.  
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