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Fundamentals of Writing English
Business Letters

@ 1 Introduction

Business letters are the most frequently used means for communities to gain
satisfactory exchange of information. They are widely used in inquiring,
ordering, promotion and other processes of business transactions. Letters are
regarded as legal documents in dealings. Therefore, it is vitally important to
write business letters both swimmingly and effectively. On the contrary,

improper writing may lead to misunderstanding, even loss of customers.
1.1 Requirements for Writing Business Letters

To secure good business letter writing, you should.

(1) have a good command of English;

(2) have the knowledge of business theory and practice;
(3) have the knowledge of technical terms;

(4) have the knowledge of psychology;

(5) have the skills in salesmanship.
1.2 Seven Guidelines of Writing English Letters

In order to write business letters effectively, you should be familiar with and
follow certain essential qualities of business correspondence, which can be summed up in
the Seven C’s, i. e. Clearness, Conciseness, Courtesy, Consideration, Completeness,

Concreteness, and Correctness.
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(D Clearness

You should make sure that the message conveys what you wish to say and is
not liable to any misunderstanding. Avoid vague and ambiguous expressions.

In order to achieve clearness, you'd better use well-constructed sentences and
paragraphs as well as straightforward and simple English.

@ Conciseness

Clearness and conciseness often go hand in hand in business correspondence.
Conciseness needs to include any information that is to the point, but to leave out
those statements that don’t bear on the subject. In other words, the true sense of
conciseness lies in that you say everything that must be said but do not waste
your reader’s time in words or phrases that can be spared. Say things briefly but
completely without sacrificing clearness 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, It is a good rule to confine each paragraph to only one point or topic.

® Courtesy

Courtesy in letter writing refers to employing good human relation skills. It
consists, not 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.

Try to avoid irritating, offensive or belittling statements, You'd better
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.

And 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.

@ Consideration

Consideration is another rule of good business communication. The letters
« 2



Unit'l Fundamentals of Writing English Business 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 clearly so that no misunderstanding will emerge,
The “You” attitude requires that you should make the “reader-centeredness”
obvious in the very wording of the letter, and this calls for special effort on your
part,

One more point, try to understand and respect your reader’s point of view
and resist the temptation to reply as if you could not be in the wrong. If your
correspondent sends you a rude letter, try your best not to reply in similar sharp
terms, answer him courteously instead.

® Completeness

As a commercial communication should be concise, it must include all the
relevant 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 transactions and
duplicates work.

One of the best ways to assure completeness is to put yourself in the reader’s
place and ask yourself constantly, “What are his needs, his wishes, his interests,
his problems, and how can | meet them?” “If I were to receive a letter of the kind
I propose to write, what would be my own feelings?” “Would it answer my
questions?” “Are there any points that need additional elaboration?” before you
send the letter, check the message carefully.

® 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 concrete words.

@ Correctness

As applied to a business correspondence, correctness refers to appropriate
and grammatically correct language, factual information and accurate reliable

. 3 .
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figures. Special attention should also be paid to the form and convention, as well
as to the content, such as the name of articles, specifications, quantities, and
units.

Errors frequently occurring in business letter writing are those without
pronouns, adjectives, articles, verbs, adverbs, conjunctions and participles.
There are some errors of fact, too. These mistakes are often the result of
inattention and carelessness. For instance, errors in price quotations and delivery
dates are often oversights caused by careless typing, insufficient proofreading, or
too hasty correction of erasures,

Errors may also occur if reference books are not consulted when necessary.
This failure may result in misspelled names or words, and errors in the diction,

It is discourteous to include 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.
1.3 Addressing Envelopes ;

There are three important requirements in addressing envelopes, 1. e.
accuracy, clarity and good appearance. Here are two examples showing

respectively the blocked and the indented forms of address:

General Trading Co.

100 Qianmen Road Stamp
Beijing 100030

P. R. China

| Overseas Trading Co.
55 Hooigracht Street

Amsterdam, the Netherlands

(Blocked Style)

P
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[ General Electricity Co.
200 Washington Street
Louisville 20083
U.S. A,
Shandong Huanghe Plant g
International Mansion
58 Haibin Road
Qingdao P. R. C, j
\ }z

(Indented Style)

@ 1 Parts of English Business Letters

2.1 The Letterhead

The letterhead, which is often placed at the top of the paper, expresses the
firm's personality and contributes to fdrming one’s impression of the writer's
company. A printed letterhead usually contains all the essential particulars about
the organization's name, address, postal codes, telephone numbers, telegraphic
and telex address, the telegraphic codes used, fax number, e-mail address, the

kind of business carried on, and possibly the name of the chief executive, etc.
2.2 The Date

The date should be typed or written in full and never be abbreviated (e. g.
September for Sept. ). For the day, either cardinal numbers or ordinal numbers
can be used. However, there is a growing tendency to omit the ordinal suffixes-st,-nd,
-rd and -th that follow the day of the month in the date line (e. g. 2 July for 2nd
July). So the recommended forms for dates are, for examples, as follows:

September 10, 2007

10 September, 2007

Keep in mind that never give the date in figures, for doing so is in a bad taste

5.
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and it can easily cause confusion. For instance, 7/8 2007 would mean August 7,
2007 in Britain, but in the United States and some other countries it would be
taken as July 8, 2007.

2.3 The Reference Notation

Most letterheads provide hiats for reference letters and numbers, e. g.

Your ref;

Our ref;

They enable replies to be linked with any earlier correspondence and ensure
that they reach the right person or department without any delay.

Since the reference is generally used as a useful indication for filing, it should
be easily seen, It may include a file number, departmental code or the initials of
the signer of the letter to be followed by the typist’s initials in this fashion:

Our ref; ZDY/zy

Your ref. ZY/zdy

2.4 The Inside Name and Address

It is the usual practice to include, in all business letters, the name and
complete addressee of the correspondent or organization for which the mail is
intended. The inside name and address of a business English correspondence may
comprise several parts. The usual sequence of display in the letter is (not all
addresses have all the following parts though):

e name of the person addressed

¢ title of the person addressed

» name of the house or organization

+ number of the house or organization and number and name of the street

* name of the city or town

* state or province and postcode

* name of the country (if necessary)

For foreign correspondence, in order to avoid being ambiguous, the name of
the country should always be included, even though the city mentioned is the

country's capital.

.« 6 -
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Whenever possible, address your letter to a specific individual. In this way,
your letter will receive quick attention. Where the appropriate head of department
is known, when addressing the letter, use his official title (Sales Manager,
Director, Vice President, etc.). On some occasions, one of the traditional
courtesy titles (Mr. Mrs, Miss or Ms.) can also be included even when an
official title follows:

Mr. Francis Lawrence

Vice President

Swinton Co.

Toronto, ST 9878

Canada

If your address has earned some other title, such as Professor Will Williams,
Dr. Bessy Morris, or Senator John Thackeray, that title should always be
included in the inside name and address. Note, too, that except for “Mr. ”,

“Mrs. ”, “Ms.” And “Dr. ”, titles of respect should be speiled out.
2.5 The Salutation

The salutation is the complimentary greeting with which every letter begins.
Its particular form depends on the writer’'s relationship with the addressee,

If you are not sure whether a man or a woman will read the letter, use the
following greeting:

Dear Madam or Sir,

The trend to use the salutation nowadays is towards informality, especially if

the writer knows the receiver personally. Hence the warmer greeting: “Dear Mr.

Schieveland,” etc.
2.6 The Subject

The subject line, often inserted between the salutation and the body of a
business letter, summarizes the topic of your letter. It is particulaly useful if ever
two firms have a lot of correspondence with each other on a variety of subjects, as
it immediately tells what the letter is about. It is useful as a guide for filing as
well.

The subject line should be placed two line-spacing below the salutation,
capitalized, underscored, and centered on the page.

. 7.
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2.7 The Body of the Letter

This contains the actual message of the letter and is the part that really
matters. Before beginning to write, you must first of all consider the following
two points;

e What is your aim in writing the letter?

e What is the best way to go about it?

When writing, note the following reminders;

e Write simply, clearly, courteously, grammatically, and to the point,

« Paragraph correctly, each paragraph is confined to one topic only.

e See that your typing is accurate and the display is artistic.

¢ Aim at an attractive and pleasing appearance for you letter.

* Avoid stereotyped phrases and commercialess. The letter should be carefully

planned, with the opening paragraph referring to any previous
correspondence and the closing one to a statement of your intentions,

hopes or expectations concerned with the next step.
2.8 The Complimentary Close

Like the salutation, the complimentary close is merely a polite way to bring a
letter to an end, and purely a matter of custom and courtesy, adding nothing to

>

the message. “Yours faithfully,” is in Britain the standard closure for business
letters, but Americans object to employing it as the complementary close, for
they prefer to use “Yours truly,”, “Yours sincerely,” or “Sincerely yours,”
which is lesg formal, and is used between persons known to each other, or where
there is a wish to dispense with formality.

The most commonly used sets of salutation and complimentary close are as

follows:
Formal;
Dear Sir, Yours faithfully,
Dear Sirs,
Gentlemen, Yours truly, (or Truly yours,)

Less Formal.

Dear Mr. Smith, Yours sincerely, (or Sincerely yours,)
Dear Mr. William,
. 8 .
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2.9 The Signature

The signature is the signed name or mark of the person writing the letter and
taking responsibility for it, or that of the firm he or she represents. Because
many hand-written signatures are illegible, the name of the signer is usually typed
below the signature and followed by his job title or position.

A signature is the distinguishing mark of the one who uses it. so the same
style must always be adopted; the signature as written and the signature as
typewritten must correspond exactly.

Never sign your letter with a rubber stamp, It is a sort of discourtesy.
2.10 The Enclosure

When such documents as catalogues, price lists, sample books, proforma
invoices are attended with your correspondence, you should add an enclosure
notation. The list reminds you of preparing your letter for mailing to enclose the
appropriate material, and it contributes to alerting your correspondent.

When there is something enclosed with your letter, type the word
“Enclosure”, or an abbreviation of it (Enc. or Encl. ) immediately in the bottom
left-handed corner below the reference initials, with a figure indicating the
number of the enclosures, if there are more than one, e. g.

Enclosures (3)

Encl. 4

Enc. As stated

2.11 The Carbon Copy/CC

When copies of the letter are sent to other readers, use the distribution
notation. There are mainly two types of carbon copy notations in current use.
The first is indicated by “cc” “(Ce” or “CC”) followed by the names of the
persons who will receive copies of the letter. This notation is typed on the
original and carbon copies.

If you do not want the prime recipient to know that copies of the letter have
been distributed, use the second type of carbon copy notation. It is specified on
the copy only not on the original by the abbreviation “bec” (blind carbon copy)
and the recipient’s name. No one other than the recipient of the “becc” and you

« 9 .



