
How to Write a Successful Letter in 3 Steps
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In September 2004, I took a midnight train from London to Leuchars Train Station, 
where I took a cab to St. Andrews, Scotland, a little beach-lined fishing village with 
rain that blew sideways off the North Sea. I had arrived to begin my master’s degree 
in studies of International Relations at the University of St. Andrews. 

My studies took me into an exploration of conflict and how stories could be used to 
heal the most intractable civil wars in the world. This became the foundation for a 
thesis that received the highest honors awarded at the school, secured a position 
for a PhD at Cambridge University, and led me to become a finalist for the Gates 
Cambridge Scholarship. 

While I ended up not pursuing the PhD, the framework for my research became the 
foundation for Floracracy, which at its heart is about the role that disruptive language 
(language in flowers!) and stories can have in our homes and lives. 

It’s about stories, about letters received, written, and given. 

As we prepared to launch this company, we discovered something interesting. Did you 
know that when it comes to moments like a loss, wedding, or any human event really, 
more people search for how to write meaningful letters rather than the gift itself ?

This isn’t perhaps too terribly surprising when you consider that one of the greatest 
human regrets at the end of life, as reported by hospice nurses, is that we didn’t tell 
those we loved that we love them more. 

We’re language-based creatures who are not very confident at using it. 

No one teaches how to write a great letter. No one even really talks about it. 

Until now. 

Sarah-Eva

intro
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No one teaches 
how to write a 

great letter. No one 
even really talks 

about it. 

Until now. 



6 Copyright 2020 © Floracracy, Inc.

why are letters 
so important?
Recently I caught my 6-year-old daughter on her 
bed crying. I asked her why, and she said because 
no one had written her a letter and sent it in the 
mail for a few weeks. 

She is not alone. A 2015 Gallup poll found that 
among Americans who look forward to receiving 
mail (about 4 in 10 Americans), 97% of them report 
very positive feelings towards receiving letters and 
cards. Even those who don’t think about mail, the 
other 60% of us, still report a very positive response 
to letters at 92%.

The idea of receiving a letter creates a positive feeling 
in almost 100% of Americans, and there’s a really 
good reason for it. 

Our response to those letters is deeply physiological. 
In fact, humans respond to positive words about 
them physically. 

One study found that after reading a personal 
letter, humans experienced sensations of warmth 
that were neurologically the same as experiencing 
physical warmth. The temperature achieved in the 
body from the letter likens the warmth the human 
body feels from an actual hug, meaning we feel the 
same type of connection from words as we do from 
the positive physical connection. 

And it means something to us. In another 
unpublished study, students were willing to give 
back monetary payments just to see sentimental 
words written about them.

https://news.gallup.com/poll/182261/four-americans-look-forward-checking-mail.aspx
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24048423/
https://books.google.com/books?id=7ZOJAAAAQBAJ&pg=PA323&lpg=PA323&dq=how+much+would+you+pay+to+hear+%22I+love+you?%22,+castle+and+lieberman&source=bl&ots=nrRSoNTKCL&sig=ACfU3U1ddSNbTFpW8R0K9gAXaTNNazApMg&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiSqryv1rDlAhUBWa0KHR2nCb8Q6AEwAHoECAgQAQ#v=onepage&q=how%20much%20would%20you%20pay%20to%20hear%20%22I%20love%20you%3F%22%2C%20castle%20and%20lieberman&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=7ZOJAAAAQBAJ&pg=PA323&lpg=PA323&dq=how+much+would+you+pay+to+hear+%22I+love+you?%22,+castle+and+lieberman&source=bl&ots=nrRSoNTKCL&sig=ACfU3U1ddSNbTFpW8R0K9gAXaTNNazApMg&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiSqryv1rDlAhUBWa0KHR2nCb8Q6AEwAHoECAgQAQ#v=onepage&q=how%20much%20would%20you%20pay%20to%20hear%20%22I%20love%20you%3F%22%2C%20castle%20and%20lieberman&f=false
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Not all letters are equal. A store-bought card with a name attached to it is not the same thing 
as a poem written as a gift to you to describe your smile. 

But the difference between the two is unquestionably simple: the latter is personal and positive. 

The human hunger for letters is driven by our deep desire to feel that warmth rumbling through 
our bodies that comes when we have value and appreciation mirrored back to us, through word, 
positive statements specifically about us. 

what makes a 
great letter?
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how to make a 
letter personal
Element 1: Context

One of the most startling discoveries in building 
a company founded on very personal experiences 
was the rate at which people would write to us 
complaining that the gift was too big and special. 

“I just wasn’t expecting it.” “I’ve never gotten anything 
that was so kind.” We heard it all. 

We actually had someone close the door in our 
faces because he didn’t think he had any friends 
who would do something so kind. 

We’re busy, confused, jaded humans who question 
everything. Our brains were wired to survive, to hunt 
or be hunted, to sink or swim. 

If you suddenly send someone a letter, they’re 
going to get curious. Does she need money? Is she 
visiting tomorrow and doesn’t want to tell me yet? 
Is she hurt? 

Context allows the disruption of this regular flow to 
happen. It builds a bridge to a land where something 
special is going to happen. 

This can be incredibly simple. 

• I was sitting here thinking of the 5 people that 
helped me most this year, and I immediately 
thought of you. 

• Ever since getting home from the funeral, you 
have been on my mind. 

• I hated how we left the call last week. 

• My daughters were fighting, and it made me 
remember our own childhood bickering. And 
then, how much I missed it and you. 

Stories like this provide a true path to believe 
anything that might come next, and this is where 
you can work some emotional magic. 

Stories like this provide a true path to believe 

anything that might come next, and this is where you 

can work some emotional magic.“ “
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Stories work because humans learn in stories. It’s 
how we view ourselves, and it’s how we think of 
others. 

When you share a story in a letter, you offer a 
powerful moment. You can interrupt a mental 
pattern that the person has and offer another. Or 
you can validate and update a positive narrative 
structure. If a person is feeling isolated and like a 
failure, and your letter shares a story of the person 
that’s empowering and successful, your memory 
invites the person to reconsider if their narrative is 
complete. 

The most powerful way to tell a story is to be specific. 
Our brains believe (with good reasons) things that 
are more concrete. They help us create visuals. They 
help us remember, and they help us believe. 

A powerful way to pick a story is to be intentional 
with its point. Picasso believed that great art was 
great because it revealed a primary truth, something 
that spoke to a universal element of the human 
existence. This idea was further popularized by 
Cristopher Booker in his 2004 book The Seven Basic 
Plots, which suggested that all stories are retelling 
one of 7 plots that define the human experience. 

Regardless of whether you agree with this or not, 
the point remains that great stories generally don’t 
introduce something new as much as they capture 
something very significant. 

Something about the person’s character.

Something about how loved or missed the person is. 

Something about how valued they are. 

Something about how significant they’ve been in 
their efforts. 

Remember, it has to be positive to create a positive 

emotional impact. A great way to help you trigger an 
idea (and to share it authentically) is to ask yourself 
how you would end a sentence that started with 
“remember that time” or “remember when.” 

Some Examples from Personal Life

• Remember that time in college when we ate an 
entire box of marshmallows before the calculus 
test because we realized we’d not eaten in 
almost 24 hours, and it was all you had in your 
dorm room? 

• Remember when you watched my kids every 
Friday for a month.  

• Remember when we used to get together for 
holiday drinks (and I’d laugh that it was latest 
night out of the year) 

• Remember when we met. 

Some Examples from Business 

• Remember when you stayed late on a Friday 
night to finish the project so I could make it to 
a soccer game 

• Remember when you took ownership of the 
new project this year 

• Remember when you handled all the training 
despite being new with the company 

Is there a limit on the number of stories? No. In fact, 
ideally, you will tell 2–3 stories that together make 
a bigger point. More than three, and you won’t get 
the same impact. Remember, though, the story 
doesn’t have to be the most important memory 
or story you share, as long as it is specific, positive, 
and personal.

The brain actually best consumes information 
in units of 3 (note this letter formula includes 3 
elements). 1 is fine. 3 is magic. 4 starts to overwhelm. 

Element 2: Stories
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Element 3: What These Stories
Mean to You

Let a story that you share be a testament to the greater 
statement or goal. Is this person actually an inspiration to 
you? Does this story demonstrate why you miss them? 

Having now set up the person with a visual example, their 
minds and hearts are ready for the truth you want to share. 

And because you have used stories, you don’t have to get too 
effusive about it. 

Personal Examples 

You are my inspiration. 

You are my best friend. 

You’ve been there through everything. 

Professional Examples 

Your dedication was a significant reason why we successfully 
completed the project by the deadline.

You are a tremendous example of leadership. 

Thank you for always challenging me. 
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how this applies to 
sympathy letters
The above structure applies to letters written to 
someone who has lost a loved one. The only difference 
is this: instead of the stories and what they mean 
relating to the person receiving the letter, let those 
comments relate to the person who has passed. 

Here are some specific examples of stories: 

Story: 
I’ll never forget how Joel drove the girls home from 
dance every week that year when Carl was traveling 
for work and April was newly born. 

What it means: 
I couldn’t have made it without his kindness. He 
was one of the most decent and generous men 
I’ve ever met. 

Story: 
I don’t know if I ever told you this, but Dad once told 
me that he married you because you were the most 
interesting woman he’d ever met. 

What it means: 
He loved you, Mom, in a way I hope I am loved 
someday. He set the example for me of what it 
means to find true love. I’m so lucky I had him as 
an example. 

You can use this same formula even if you didn’t 
know the deceased very well. In this case, try to 
capture a moment that you remember where the 
recipient was talking about the deceased. What this 
does is show that you were listening, you care, and 
you remember the impact of the deceased’s life. 

Story (an example where you didn’t know the person): 
I remember how you always talked about your 
mother as the kind of person who would make 
food for people.
 
What it means: 
I always hoped I would meet her, as she sounded 
like the kind of person who could make you feel 
okay even when things weren’t going well. What a 
superpower.
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final tips
1. Be specific.  
Address the person by name with a greeting (eg. Dear 
Meg), and end with a salutation (eg. Love, Sonya). 
This reminds them that this letter was written just 
for them and nobody else. To make it more personal, 
don’t hold back the humor, the gratitude, or whatever 
memory ties the two of you together.

2. Be authentic 
Don’t overdo it. Write from your heart, and from 
your memory. If you go and dig out the exact hour 
something happened, include that you did this (and 
why). If you happened to remember something off, 
share again why. Vulnerability is the greatest gift in 
a letter. 

3. Be sincere 
If you are writing a letter because you think you 
should and what you write is not how you really 
feel, it will show. It’s better to be sincere than to say 
what you think the other person wants. 

Spend a moment reflecting on a truthful state of 
gratitude or sorrow or whatever the appropriate 
moment of the situation is before you start. 

If you’re not sure what the moment calls for, or you 
don’t know how you feel, use the “5 why” exercise 
below. Ask yourself,

Why am I thinking about writing to this person? 
Use whatever you respond to that question with an 
additional why. If you respond, “because that person 
wrote to me,” then the second why is, “why did this 
person write to me?” 

Answer: because we worked a lot together this year. 
3rd why: why did you work a lot together? 
Answer: because we were on the same team for a 
huge project 
4th why: why were we on the same team for a huge 
project? 
Answer: because we both are the best in our 
departments, and this project had to be amazing. 

From here, you have a truth: This person is very good 
at her job and worked really hard for the last year 
next to you to produce an excellent result. How 
do you feel about that? Grateful? Impressed? Glad 
you learned from the person? What stories do you 
remember? Use our formula above to guide you into 
a positive and authentic letter. 

be specific. be authentic. be sincere.
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