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Unit One

Layout of Business Letters

Business communication is concerned with the successful exchange of
messages that support the goal of buying and selling goods or other services. There
are many forms being used in communication. It includes letters, telegrams,
telexes, cables and electronic correspondence. But it is clearly seen that the
business letter is still the main carrier of business communication. So it is of great
importance for students of business communication to master the skills of reading
and writing a good business letter that presents ideas interestingly and clearly to
enable readers to understand with the least possible effort.

A good business letter can play an important role in trade , increase friendship
and obtain complete understanding between the parties involved. Business letter
writing is one of the necessary business activities. Only when the letter conveys
the intended message faultlessly can it be regarded as an effective business letter.
So the following essential principles must be paid more attention to if you want to
write an appropriate business letter.

The Basic Principles of Business Letter Writing

Effective business letters should be easy to read and easy to understand. They
must be friendly and courteous. We should bear it in mind that business letters
play an important role in development of goodwill and friendly trade relationship.
Generally speaking, we need to apply some specific writing principles while
writing a business letter. They are . consideration , completeness, correctness,
concreteness, conciseness, clarity and courtesy.

1. Consideration

Consideration is an important rule of good business writing. The letters you
send out must create a good impression. Try to put yourself in his or her place to
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give consideration to his or her varied wishes, demand, interest and difficulties.
Emphasize the “You” attitude rather than the “I” or “We” attitude. Find the best
way to express your better understanding and present the message.

Compare the following pairs of sentences:

You-attitude We-attitude
Congratulations to you on your success. We’d like to send our congratulations to you.
You earn a 2% discount for cash payment. We allow you a 2% discount for cash payment.

2. Correctness

Correctness means not only proper expression with correct grammar,
punctuation and spelling, but also appropriate tone which hélps to achieve the
purpose. It is likely to convey the real message in a way that will not cause
offence even if it is a cbmplaint or an answer to such a letter. Business letters must
have factual information,A accurate figures and exact terms in particular, for they
involve the right, the duties and the interest of both sides,often as the base of all
kinds of documents. Therefore, we should neither understate nor overstate, for
understatement might lead to less confidence and hold up the trade development
while overstatement would throw you in an awkward position.

3. Completeness

A business letter is successful and functions well only when it contains all the
necessary information. An outline helps to make the letter full and complete. See
to it that all the matters are discussed, and all questions are answered.
Incompleteness is not only impolite but also leads to the recipient’s unfavorable
impression towards your firm.

He may give up the deal if other firms can pr0v1de him with all the
information needed, or if he would not take the trouble to inquire once again.

As you work hard for completeness, keep the following guidelines in mind:
Why do you write the letter? What are the facts supporting the reasons? Have you
answered the questions asked?

4. Concreteness

What the letter covers should be specific, definite rather than vague , abstract
and general. Especially for letters calling for a specific reply, such as offer,
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inquiring trade terms, etc. , concreteness is always stressed. For example, some
qualities or features of goods should be shown with exact figures and we should
avoid words like short, long or good. Give specific time with date, month, year
and even hour, minute, if necessary, but avoid expressions such as yesterday ,
next month, and immediately.

The following guidelines can help us write concretely: use specific facts and
figures; put action in your verbs, prefer active verbs to passive verbs or words in
which action is hidden; choose vivid, image-building words; pay attention to
word orders, put modifiers in the right place.

5. Conciseness

Conciseness is often considered to be the most important writing principle. It
can save both the writer’s and the recipient’s time. Conciseness means the message
is expressed with brevity without sacrificing clarity or courtesy. A good business
letter should be precise and to the point. To achieve conciseness of your letter-
writing, try to keep your sentences short, and avoid wordy languages and
redundancy, 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.

Compare the following sentences ;

Concise ~ Wordy

We will consider the delivery schedule at | We are going to give consideration to the

today’s meeting. delivery schedule at today’s meeting.

They attend the Guangzhou Trade Fair to find | They attend the Guangzhou Trade Fair for the

a partner. purpose of finding a business partner.

6. Clarity

You must express yourself clearly to make sure that the message conveys
exactly what you wish to say and is not liable to misunderstanding. Avoid vague
and ambiguous expressions. When you are certain about what you want to say,
express it in plain and simple words, present it in well-constructed sentences and
paragraphs, and include necessary transitional words or expressions to link them
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up. Good, straight-forward and simple English is what is needed for business
correspondence.

Compare the following pairs of sentences:

We sent you 4 samples yesterday of the We sent you yesterday, by air, 4 samples
goods which you requested in your letter of | of the goods — which you requested in your
May 10 by air. letter of May 10.

The goods not only differ in quality, but The goods differ not only in quality, but
also in price. also in price.

7. Courtesy

Courtesy plays a considerable role in business letter writing as in all business
activities. It is a favorable introduction card, helping to strengthen your business
relations and establish new ones. Courtesy means showing tactfully in your letters
the honest friendship, thoughtful appreciation, sincere politeness, considerate
understanding and heartfelt respect.

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 arising
from 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, and then
express yourself accordingly, being persuasive, firm, apologetic and so on.

Compare the following sentences :

3 We are sorry we didn’t make ourselves
We are sorry you have misunderstood us. )
clear.

) Your letter of May 5 regarding the
Your letter of May 5 regarding the

shipment of this batch has received our careful

shipment of this batch has been received. :
, attention.
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The Structure of Business Letters

1. Letterhead

Letterhead designs vary with business organizations and occupy the top of the
first page. They may be positioned in the center or at the left margin for full block
style or flush at the right margin for indented style.

Most of the business firms and other organizations use stationery with a
printed letterhead, which contains all or some of the following elements: the
company’s name, address, postcode, telephone number, telex number, fax
number, e-mail address, and possibly the name of the chief executive. It may
even include some picture or slogan for a symbol of the company. This will be
useful not only to the reader in responding to the message but also to the firm in
creating a favorable impression.

If the stationery you are using does not have a printed letterhead, type the
company’s name, address, phone number and e-mail address in the upper right-
hand of the page.

2. Dateline

All business letters should have the correct date typed under the letterhead.
The date records when the letter is written. It may serve as an important
reference. For example, if there is a question about an order or shipment, a
contract, or a reply to customer complaints, you will have the dated copy of a
letter in your files to verify when you wrote the message and what you said. Try to
send the letter on or close to the date typed under the letterhead.

The date is usually placed two lines below the last line of the letterhead, at
the left margin for full block style or ending with the right margin for indented
style. It is usual to show the date in the order of day/month/year ( English
practice) , or month/day/year ( American practice). 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. For example .

25th March 2005
March 25th, 2005
25 March 2005



