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CHAPTER 1 BASIC KNOWLEDGE OF BUSINESS LETTER WRITING 1

CHAPTER 1
BASIC KNOWLEDGE OF BUSINESS LETTER WRITING

1.1 Introduction

With the fast development of international trade, high information technology and economical
globalization over the past decades, “modern business letters” are referred not only to traditional
postal letters, but also to faxes, e-mails, etc. which have become central to corporate
communication media, whereas telegrams( cables) and telexes are seldom used in our modern

practice.

Business faxes and emails tend to be less formal than traditional letters, no matter in structure
and layout or in language, so do the modern business letters.

Postal letters seem formal, emails informal, faxes somewhere in between. Faxes and emails are
more likely selected under time pressure, and faxes are more convenient and flexible than
emails, since any sheet of A4 paper can be put through a fax machine and no special hardware
or software is required to prepare a document which includes graphs, photographs of diagrams.

We usually make the first contact through more formal postal letters or faxes, whereas emails are
used for follow-up contacts. But in some countries, emails have assumed almost all the tasks of
business letters and made postal letters secondary, if no irrelevant. While for Chinese practition-
ers, they take faxes as the prominent medium, and larger Chinese companies still prefer faxes to

emails.

Whatever letters refer to, and whatever you choose to convey your message, all important points
should be ensured: layout, structural frame, tone, attitude, basic requirements for English writ-
ing (grammar, spelling, punctuation), etc. A good business letter can help you create and en-

hance goodwill towards yourself and your company.

In this chapter, basic layout and structure of a modern business letter, rules for writing and pres-
entation are introduced.

1.2 Layout and Structure of a Business Letter

Conventions on the layout of business letters have developed over centuries. Traditionally, a
basic distinction has been made between the American block style and British indented style.
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The three forms of American biock style, full block format and modified block format are fea-
tured by all lines in paragraphs being vertically aligned from the left margin, whereas, the semi-
block form is featured by the line in paragraphs being indented five of eight spaces. The British
indented style has increasingly given way to full block with open punctuation. Very recently,
full block with open punctuation style has gained in popularity, and is claimed to be the current
international standard for all types of business documents.

As to the structure of a business letter, seven parts are essential for each letter: the letterhead,
the date, the inside address, the salutation, the body of the letter, the complimentary close, and
the signature.

While some other parts are optional, you can choose according to your practical need, which in-
clude the references, the attention line, the subject line, the enclosure, the carbon copy, the no-
tation, the identification line, and the postscript.

This chapter will show the structure, together with different formats of a letter.

1.2.1 Full Block Format

All the lines are vertically aligned from the left margin in full block format.

BREDGADE 51

COPENHAGEN K letterhead
DENMARK

February 5, 2015 ——M— date

Soundsonic Ltd.
Warwick House
Warwick Street
Forest Hill
London SE75 1JF
UNITED KINDOM ——

inside address

Dear Sir or Madam, salutation

Please would you send me details of your quadraphonic sound systems which were
advertised in the January edition of Sound Monthly?

I am particularly interested in the Omega range of equipment that you specialize in.

Yours faithfully, > complementary close
(signature)

. signature
B. Kaasen _’

A standard business letter contains the following seven parts:
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A. Letterhead

The letterhead expresses the personality of a company and often indicates the name & address of
the writer’s company, 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.

A printed letterhead of a company gives a great deal of information about it.

(1) Type of company

The abbreviation Ltd. , after the company’s name tells us that the company has limited liability,
which means that the individual who own the company, or part of it, i. e. The shareholders, are
only reasonable for their holding the capital they have contributed and no more than that if the
company goes bankrupt. It is a warning, therefore, to people giving the company credit that in
bankruptcy they can only get what the company owns, not the personal possessions of its share-
holders. The abbreviation PLC ( public limited company) is now often can be bought by the
public, Ltd. continues to be used for private limited companies whose shares are not available.

In the USA the term incorporated (Inc. ) is used.

SOUNDSONIC Ltd.
SP Wholesalers PLC
Eartley-Mcson Inc.

The abbreviation &Co. tells you that the company is a partnership between two or more people.
If it is a family concern, the word Son, Sons, Bros of very occasionally, Daughter(s) may be
added. Partnerships may have limited liability or unlimited liability.

F. Lynch & Co. Ltd.
R. Hughes & Son Ltd.

If neither Ltd. nor & Co. appear after the company’s name, then it may be a sole trader, a sin-

gle person doing business in his own name and on his own account.

If the company is a joint stock company, the names of the directors will appear on the letter-
head.

(2) Board of Directors
The name of the Chairman (or, in the USA, the President), who runs the concern, will be giv-
en, as well as the names of the Directors, who decide the overall policy of the firm. The Man-

aging Director (in the USA, Chief Executive), who takes an active role in the day-to-day run-
ning of the company, may be mentioned if he is different from the Chairman.

(3) Address

In addition to the address of the office from which the letter is being sent, the letterhead may al-
so give the address of the head office or registered office if different and the address of any bran-
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ches of other offices the company owns.

Telephone and fax numbers and email addresses are also given.

(4) Registered number

This usually appears in small print, sometimes with the country or city in which the company
was registered.

(5) The VAT number

The VAT number ( Value Added Tax) may also be given.

B. Date

The date is generally placed at least two lines below the letterhead to the right for indented style
or to the left for the blocked style. The date should be typed in full and not abbreviated (i. e. ,
November for Nov. ) and the —th, —st, —nd and - rd that follow the day can be omitted
(i. e., 3 May for 3rd May). Please see to it that the year is typed in full (i. e., 2015 instead of
15). Always spell out the month and include the day, a comma, and the year. The preferred
forms of dates are as follows:

e. g. 18 August, 2015 August 18, 2015

And many firms prefer to leave out the abbreviation “th” after the date,

e. g. 18th August 2015 or August 18th, 2015

Whichever you choose, you should be consistent throughout your correspondence.

Avoid giving the dates in figures, since it may easily cause confusion. It is English practice to
follow the order of day, month and year while the American practice is to write in the order of
month, day and year. So 10/6/2015 could be taken as either June 10, 2015 or October 6,
2015.

C. The inside addresses

The inside address consists of the 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:

(1) the name of the firm or company addressed to

(2) the number and the name of the building or house
(3) the number and the name of street

(4) the name of city, state or county and its postal code
(5) the name of country

Ordinary courtesy titles used in correspondence are Mr. for a man, Mrs. for a married woman,
Miss for an unmarried woman and Ms. for both married and unmarried women. In recent years
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it has become customary to use Ms. as the courtesy title for all women and many women, par-
ticularly career women, strongly object to being addressed as Mrs. or Miss.

Esq. instead of Mr. is sometimes used for certain classes of persons. Mr. always precedes the
name while Esq. always follows the name, separated from it by a comma. e. g.

Mr. George Smith

George Smith, Esq.

Messrs. , an abbreviation for the French word Messieurs, which is used only for partnership
whose company name includes a personal element.

e g
Messrs. S. Laurel and O. Hardy
Messrs. J. Waston & Co.

The addresses can be with commas, each line of the address is followed by a comma ( except the

last line), or without any commas (i. e. open punctuation) which is now used by most firms.
D. The salutation

The salutation is the polite greeting with which every letter begins. The customary formal greet-
ing in a business letter is “Dear Sir (Madam)”, used to address a man or a woman whose name
you don’t know; “Dear Sirs (Mesdames)” or “Gentlemen” (used in America), is used to ad-
dress to a company. If the receiver is known to the writer personally, a warm greeting, “Dear
Mr. /Ms. sb. ” is then preferred.

The salutation should be placed two lines below the inside address or the attention line (if used),
and the comma after the salutation is optional ( Dear Sirs or Dear Sirs, ) but in the USA, “Gen-

”

tlemen” should be followed by a colon, i.e. “Gentlemen:
E. The body of the letter

This is the most important section of any business letter. It can be indented, or blocked, but
whichever style you use, you must be consistent and use that style all through the letter. Make
sure that each paragraph is clear and concise. Start a new paragraph for each point you wish to
stress and arrange the paragraphs in logical order so that your letter “reads easily” and moves,
step by step, toward the aim or purpose you wish to achieve.

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

(1) indicate the subject and the purpose of the letter;
(2) acknowledge any previous correspondence;
(3) establish a satisfactory tone.

The last paragraph should also be relatively short. It may:

(1) show friendliness and good will;
(2) leave the reader with a single clear-cut thought or idea;
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(3) inspire whatever action or response is desired.

It is typed two lines below the salutation, or below the subject line, if any. In letters of average
length, paragraphs are single-spaced and between paragraphs double-spacing is used. Very short
messages may be double-spaced.

F. The complimentary close

The complimentary close, like the salutation, is simply a matter of custom and a polite way of
closing a letter. Leave two lines of space after your last body paragraph, then place the close a-
gainst the left margin (in fully blocked format). on the right or in the centre of the page (in let-

ters which are in forms other than the full block).

The complimentary close should keep in tone with the salutation. The most commonly used sets

of salutation and complimentary close are shown below:

Salutation Close Comment
Dear Sir(s) Yours faithfully, Formal
Gentlemen Yours truly, /Truly yours, Formal
Dear Mr. Harris Yours sincerely, /Sincerely yours, Less formal

Also notice that the close is always followed by a comma and only the initial letter of first word
is capitalized.

G. The signature

A business letter should be signed by hand and in ink immediately below the complimentary
close. The name of the writer is usually typed below the signature and most often includes the

writer’s title and/or professional designations. The use of a rubber stamp is a form of discourtesy.

It is to some extent a matter of choice whether you sign with your initial(s) (D. Jenkins) or your
given name (David Jenkins), and whether you include a courtesy title (Mr, Mrs, Miss, Ms) in
your signature or not. But if you give neither your given name nor your title, your correspond-
ent will not be able to identify your sex and may give you the wrong title when he/she replies.
It is safer, therefore, to sign with your given name, and safest of all to include your title. Inclu-
ding titles in signatures is, in fact, more common among women than among men, partly be-
cause many women like to make it clear either that they are married (Mrs) or unmarried ( Miss)
or that their marital status is not relevant ( Ms), and partly because there is still a tendency to be-
lieve that important positions in a company can only be held by men. It would do no harm for
men to start including their titles in their signatures. It is also possible to include the title in the

typewritten signature, usually in brackets, as in these two examples:

Yours faithfully,

(Miss) T. Shurgold
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Yours sincerely,

J. Howatt( Mr)

1. 2.2 Modified Block Format

The date is placed on the right hand side in the modified block format.

SOUNDSONIC L td.

Warwick House,warwick Street, Forest Hill,London SE23 1JF
Chairman John Franks O.B.E. Directors S. B. Allen M. Sc., N.Ignot, R.Lichens B.A.
Telephone:(01)5663 1861  fax: (01)5663 1160  email: alpha@hml. net.uk

: Your ref: 6 May 2015
feterence [ Our ref: DS\MR

date Date: 11 May, 2015

MS B.Kaasen
Bredgade 51
Copenhagen K
DENMARK

For the attention of Sales Manager - attention line

Dear MS Kaasen,

Omega range of equipment - subject title

Thank you very much for your enquiry which we received today.

I am enclosing our catalogue and price-list for the equipment you said you were interested
in. I would like to draw your attention to pages 31-35 in the catalogue where you will find

full details of the Omega range.

We would welcome any further enquiries you have, and look forward to hearing from you.

Yours sincerely,

P.p. Soundsonic Ltd per pro
(Signature)
D. Sampson
Sales manager company position

c.c. Messrs.Poole@Jackson Ltd., Solicitors «—————{ carbon copy

Enc.

enclosure
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Besides the basic parts, optional parts can be included: the references, the attention line, the
subject line, the enclosure, the carbon copy notation, per pro, company position and the post-
script. It is not necessary to put all the above parts in one letter, and you can choose some ac-
cording to your actual use.

A. References

The references number and letters enable the writer or the recipient to link the reply with the pre-
vious correspondence. The references may include a file number, department code or the initials
of the signer 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.

References may either appear in figures, e. g. 661/17 in which case 661 may refer to the chrono-
logical number of the letter and 17 to the number of the department, or, in letters , DS/MR, in
which case DS stands for Donald Sampson, the writer. and MR for his secretary, Mary Rodgers.

B. Attention line

The attention line may be used if the writer of a letter addressed to an organization wishes to di-
rect the letter to a particular member or department of the company. Flush with left margin or
placed in the centre of the page, the line is generally inserted between the Inside Address and the
Salutation, with double spacing above and below it.

»

“For the attention of” or “attention™ or just the abbreviation “Attn. ” can be used before the

recipient’s name or position.

International Industries Ltd.

1 -5 Greenfield Road

Liverpool L220 PL

For the attention of the Production Manag-
er

Dear Sir,

C. The subject title

Some firms open their letters with a subject title. This provides a further reference, saves intro-
ducing the subject in the first paragraph, immediately draws attention to the topic of the letter,
and allows the writer to refer to it throughout the letter. It is not necessary to begin the subject
title with Re:

e. g. Re: Application for post of typist.

It is often placed two lines below the salutation and above the body of the letter.

Dear Sirs,

Contract No. 1328




