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Unit 1

Fundamentals of Writing
Business Letters

1.1 General Guidelines

1.2 Structure of a Business Letter

1.3 The Formats of a Business Letter
1.4 Addressing Envelopes

1.5 Exercises

1.1 General Guidelines

There are many modern communication methods available today, but the traditional business
letter remains an important means of sending printed messages. In this respect, it is good business
practice to ensure good quality stationery and printing of the letterhead paper. The business letter
also conveys an impression of the company in many other ways.

Developments in technology have made it possible for us to have instant communication all
over the world. Speed is now becoming the key to successful business communications. As a
result, fax and E-mail messages are taking the place of many business letters. E-mails are also
phasing out the use of internal memos, although they still remain popular in some companies.

Whatever method you choose to convey your printed message—by letters, fax, E-mail,
memo, etc.—your aim should be to ensure a high standard in all the important areas named
above: presentation, structure, language and tone. Remember the importance of giving a first
impression. By setting a high standard in the important area of written communications, you will
help to create and enhance the corporate image of your organization.

A good business letter does not ramble on. It supplies all pertinent information in a clear and
concise manner. Generally, business writing has only two goals:

(D to make people understand you.

@ to get them to take proper action.

Your readers take the proper action only when they know not only what you say but what
you want. Do you want them to:

(D buy your product or service?

@ confirm a decision?

@ simply like you and think you are good to do business with?

People who read your letters have no opportunity to interpret your body language or tone of
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voice as they would in a conversation. So although you should write as much as you speak, you
should think of the times when you speak at your best—when your words, sentences and
paragraphs are more precise than your typical everyday speech. Even when it is structured and
precise, good writing helps your reader see you as a real person, and treat him or her as one too.

Time is valuable in business. Writing effective business letters will help you transact
business quickly, effectively and courteously. To write effectively, say what you mean, and make
sure your readers understand you, keep the following principles in mind: principles of writing a
business letter—7 Cs principles. \

1. Clarity

Good business writing is all about being clear. The business letter should not have subtle
allegorical overtones requiring careful study, or different shades of meaning. In short, it should
not be open to interpretation. _

Every word should mean one thing, each sentence should say one thing, and together they
should create a tool for achieving your goal. Therefore, keep in mind the purpose of your letter
and use appropriate words in correct sentence structure and convey your meaning. What is needed
for business letters straightforward and simple English is, if your reader understands you and
does what you intent, and then your writing succeeds.

2. Conciseness

Say things in the fewest possible words.

Don’t make your reader have to wade through long, rambling sentences. Write concisely and
clearly and use a simple sentence structure. To achieve this, try to avoid wordiness or redundancy.
Stick to your plan and only include information both relevant and necessary. Proceed cautiously
here, however, because business writing should not be an endless series of short and choppy
sentences. Don’t be so concise that you become blunt.

Say things briefly but completely without sacrificing clarity or courtesy. To achieve
conciseness of your letter writing, try to keep your statements short, avoid unnecessary wordiness
or repetition, and eliminate excessive details.

Paragraphing carefully can make a business letter clearer, easier to read and more attractive
to readers. It is a good rule to confine each paragraph to only one point or topic.

3. Courtesy

Courtesy is not mere politeness. The courteous writer should be sincere and careful,
thoughtful and appreciative. It is the quality that enables us to refuse to perform a favor and
meanwhile keep a friend; to refuse a customer’s request for credit without killing all hopes of
future business.

First, courtesy in letter writing refers to employing good human relation skills. It consists,

SR 1S

not only in using polite phrases, such as “your esteemed order”, “your kind enquiry”, but in
demonstrating your consideration for your correspondent. Treat the reader with respect and

friendliness and sincerity, and be tactful, thoughtful and appreciative.
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Second, avoid irritating, offensive or belittling statements. Answer letters promptly, for
punctuality will please your recipient who hates waiting for days before he obtains a reply to his
letter. Sometimes, discrepancy may occur in business, but with diplomacy and tact it can be
overcome and settled without ill will on either side. Never show your anger in a business letter.

Third, you must also adopt the right tone. Before you begin to write, think carefully about
the way in which you want to influence your customer. Ask yourself, “What do I write this letter
for?” and then express yourself accordingly, being persuasive, apologetic, firm and so on. The
right tone may arouse good will, warmth and interest in your reader.

4. Consideration

It emphasizes You-attitude rather than We-attitude.

Keep the reader’s request, needs, desires, as well as his feelings in mind. Consideration is
another rule of good business communication. The letters you send out must create a good
impression. Put yourself in your reader’s shoes. Try to imagine his reaction to your letter, that is,
consider how he will feel about what you write. Plan the best way to present the message for your
reader to receive.

Try to imagine that you are receiving rather than sending the letter. Emphasize the “You”
attitude rather than the “I” or “We” attitude. The “You” attitude simply means that you should
show respect for your reader’s interests in mind, you will be able to write cle'arly so that no
misunderstanding will emerge.

5. Correctness

As applied to a business correspondence, correctness refers to appropriate and grammatically
correct language, factual information and accurate reliable figures. Special attention should also
be paid to the form and convention, as well as to the content, such as the name of article,
specifications, quantity and unit.

It is discourteous to inciude errors in business letter writing. Therefore, every effort should
be made to ensure the accuracy of business communication in various aspects. All the facts and
information should be checked and rechecked. Careful attention to details, conscientious
proofreading, and the use of reference books will contribute to the reduction of errors in business
letter writing.

6. Concreteness

Make your letters specific, definite and vivid. In your letter, you should use either loose or
periodic sentences. Use expressions with precise meanings. When you acknowledge a letter, refer
to the date, subject and references number (if any). Avoid using vague expressions but correct
words.

7. Completeness

Provide all the information and data necessary for a specific issue.
As a commercial communication should be concise, it must include all the relevant

-
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information. Make sure that it does not lack any necessary data that your reader needs to act
upon. A business letter that has an incomplete message or information is annoying and costly
because it holds up business truncations and duplicates work.

1.2 Structure of a Business Letter

An ordinary business letter consists of fourteen parts:

1. Letterhead

The letterhead expresses the personality of a company and often indicates the writer’s
company name and address, telephone number, fax number, email, internet website and the kind
of business carried on. Usually it is centered or at the right or left margin of a letter writing paper.
Nowadays, more and more business letters have preprinted letterhead stationary which contains
the above information.

2. Date

The date is generally placed at least two lines below the letterhead to the right or to the left.
The date should be typed in full and not abbreviated. There are four methods of writing.

@ June 5, 2015

@ 1st October, 2015

(3 30 November, 2015

(@ November 30th, 2015

3. Reference Number

The reference number of letters enables the writer or the recipient to link the reply with
previous correspondence. The references may include a file number, department code or the
initials of the singer of the letter followed by the typist’s initials. They are placed immediately
below the letterhead and marked “Your Ref.:” and “Our Ref.:” to avoid confusion.

4. Inside Address

Inside address consists of correspondent’s full name and address, which appears exactly the
same way as on the envelope. It is typed single-spacing at the left-hand margin about two or four
lines after the date. Generally, the inside name and address in a business letter should include the
following:

(D name of the firm or company addressed to

(2 number and name of the building or house

(3 number and the name of street

(@ name of city, state or country and its postal code

(5 name of country
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5. Salutation

The salutation is the polite greeting with every letter begins. The customary formal greeting
in a business letter is “Dear Sir (Madam)”, “Dear Sirs (Mesdames)” or “Gentlemen”, which is
used in America. If the receiver is known to the writer personally, a warm greeting, “Dear Mr. /
Ms.” is then preferred. The salutation should be placed two lines below the inside address.

6. Subject Line

The subject line gives a brief introduction of the content of the letter, which is preceded by
the word “Subject:” or “Re:”, The subject line is often placed two lines below the salutation and
above the body of the letter.

7. Opening Sentence

The opening sentence is the first paragraph of a letter, mainly being a contact one, should
usually be short. It may need to:

(D indicate the subject and the purpose of the letter

(2 acknowledge any previous correspondence

(3 establish a satisfactory tone

8. Body of the Letter

The body of the letter is the most important section of any business letter. Make sure that
each paragraph is clear and concise. Start a new paragraph for each point you wish to stress and
arrange the paragraph in logical order so that your letter moves, step by step, toward the aim or
purpose you wish to achieve.

9. Closing Sentence

The closing sentence is the last paragraph of the letter, it also should be relatively short. It
may:

(D show friendliness and good will

() leave the reader with a single clear-cut thought or idea

(3) inspire whatever action or response is desired

10. Complimentary Close

The complimentary close is merely a polite way of ending a letter. Leave two lines of space
after your last body paragraph.

The complimentary close should keep in tone with the salutation. The most commonly used
sets of salutation and complimentary close are shown below:

Dear Sir (s) Yours faithfully,

Gentlemen Yours truly,

Dear Mr. -- Yours sincerely,

g
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11. Signature

The signature is the signed name or mark of the person writing the letter or what of the firm
he represents. It is written in ink immediately below the complimentary close. Because a
signature is the distinguishing mark of one who uses it, the same style must always be adopted.
The signature as written and the signature as typed must correspond exactly. Never sign your
letters with a rubber stamp.

12. Enclosure \

The enclosure indicates that something else accompanying the letter is enclosed. Type the
word “Enclosure” or “Enc.” at the left bottom with a figure indicating the number of enclosures.

For example:

Enclosure 4:

D 1 Invoices

@ 1 B/Lading

@ 1 Photo

@ 1 Certificate

13. Carbon Copy Notation

When a copy of a letter is sent to someone other than the person addressed, type c.c. or C.C.
two lines below the signature aligned the left margin, followed by the name of the recipient of the

copy. .

14. Postscript

The postscript is an afterthought, and in formal letter it is usually a sign of poor planning.
Try to avoid the use of postscript as far as possible. If something is forgotten, it is better for the
writer to rewrite the whole letter. If unavoidable, write in this fashion:

P. S. The invitation will be mailed to you in a day or two.

P. S. ...to see you at the Sales Fair at the London on September 15.

Sample of the structure of a business letter:



Unit1 Fundamentals of Writing Business Letters

Shanghai shenhua imp.&exp. Co., Ltd.
14 floor, 975 honggqiao road, shanghai 200337, China
Tel: 021-62747799 Fax: 021-6274800
Your Ref.:
Our Ref.:
March 8, 2015

Toneveal Products Corp.
17 Mayfield road
Copenhagen, Denmark

Dear Sirs,

Re: establishing business relationship
We have your name and address from the CCPIT and learn that you are interested in
Chinese toys. We wish to inform you that we specialize in this line, and would be pleased to
enter into trade relations with you.

......................................................................................................................................................

In case you need more information about our business status, we shall be only too glad
to answer at any time.

Yours faithfully,

Shanghai shenhua imp.&exp. Co., Ltd.
Enclosures 2
Ce:
P.S. There are bargains in the price list which I’m sending you.

ERFRRBIEY @

1.3 The Formats of a Business Lefter

Basically, the main styles of a business letter currently used are:

1. Full Block Style

The main characteristic of full block business letters is that everything (except the
letterhead) is flush with the left margin with no indention in the letter. This layout reduces typing
time as all typing lines begin at the left margin there are no indentations for new paragraphs or
the closing section. But the shortcoming of this form may give the letter a left-heavy appearance

and the readers may lose visual balance.
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Sample of the full block style:

Shanghai shenhua imp.&exp. co., Ltd.
14 floor, 975 honggiao road, shanghai 200337, China
Tel: 021-62747799 Fax: 021-6274800

Your Ref.:
Our Ref.:

March 8, 2015

Toneveal Products Corp.
17 Mayfield road
Copenhagen, Denmark

Dear Sirs,

Re:

We have your name and address from the CCPIT and learn that you are interested in Chinese
toys. We wish to inform you that we specialize in this line, and would be pleased to enter into
trade relations .with you.

In case you need more information about our business status, we shall be only too glad to
answer at any time.

Yours faithfully,

Shanghai shenhua imp.&exp. Co., Ltd.

2. Modified Block Style

The main characteristic of modified block business letters is that everything is flush with the
left margin, except the date, the complimentary close and the signature as shown.
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Shanghai shenhua imp.&exp. Co., Ltd.
14 floor, 975 honggiao road, shanghai 200337, China
Tel: 021-62747799 Fax: 021-6274800

Your Ref.:
Our Ref:

EFRFREIIFEY

March 8, 2015

Toneveal Products Corp.
17 Mayfield road
Copenhagen, Denmark

Dear Sirs,

Re:

We have your name and address from the CCPIT and learn that you are interested in Chinese
toys. We wish to inform you that we specialize in this line, and would be pleased to enter into
trade relations with you.

In case you need more information about our business status, we shall be only too glad to
answer at any time.

Yours faithfully,

Shanghai shenhua imp.&exp. Co., Ltd.

3. Indented Style

Indented style business letters are the same as modified block letters, except the paragraphs
are indented and the subject line is centered. The inside name and address is typed in block form,
while the date, the complimentary close and the signature are just close to the right of the center.
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Shanghai shenhua imp.&exp.Co., Ltd.
14 floor, 975 honggiao road, shanghai 200337, China
Tel: 021-62747799 Fax: 021-6274800

Your Ref:
Our Ref:

March 8, 2015 ’
Toneveal Products Corp.

17 Mayfield road

Copenhagen, Denmark

Dear Sirs,

Re:
We have your name and address from the CCPIT and learn that you are interested in

Chinese toys. We wish to inform you that we specialize in this line, and would be pleased to
enter into trade relations with you.

In case you need more information about our business status, we shall be only too glad
to answer at any time.

Yours faithfully,

Shanghai shenhua imp.&exp. Co., Ltd.

1.4 Addressing Envelopes

The envelope should match the stationery in color and style. Envelope addressing calls for
accuracy, clearness and good appearance.

Business stationary ordinarily has the return address printed in the upper left corner of the
envelope. The name and address of the receiver should be typed about half way down the
envelope.

The postmark or stamps should be placed in the up right-hand corner, while the bottom left-
hand corner is for post notations such as “confidential”, “certified”, etc.



