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Introduction

Today almost all the business communities recognize with
one consent the significance of essential communicating skills,
for all business activities rely on the satisfactory exchange of in-
formation. That is why courses in commercial communication
have been offered and delivered in many colleges and universi-
ties, especially in those of business education.

Commercial communication, which is a vital factor in mak-
ing the circle of business run swimmingly and efficiently, may a-
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dopt a number of forms, inclusive of letters, memos, reports,
telegrams, telexes, faxes, e-mails, resumes, and printed forms
that are employed for specific purposes. The objectives are to se-
cure complete understanding between the parties involved, and
draw out the responses required. As the business letter is one of
the most frequently used ones in commercial communication, to
write 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, Cour-

tesy, Consideration, Completeness, Concreteness, and Correctness,

1) Principles of Good Communication

D Clearness

You must express yourself clearly to make sure that the
message conveys exactly what you wish to say and is not liable to
any misunderstanding. Avoid vague and ambiguous expressions.

When you are certain about what you want to say, express
it in plain, simple words, or present it in well-constructed sen-
tences and paragraphs, and include necessary transitional words
or expressions to link them up. Good, straight-forward, and
simple English is what is needed for commercial correspondence.

Lack of clarity indicates that you are uncertain, confused, or
insincere. It is, in most cases, due to careless use of words or

syntactic and contextual faults.
@ Conciseness

Clarity and conciseness often go hand in hand in commercial
. 2 .



1 Business Letter-writing

correspondence. Conciseness needs to include any information
that is to the point, but to leave out those statements that do not
bear on the subject. In other words, the true sense of concise-
ness 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 clarity or
courtesy. To achieve conciseness of your letter-writing, try to
keep your sentences short, avoid unnecessary wordiness or repe-
tition, 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.
® 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 demonstra-
ting your consideration for your correspondent. Treat the reader
with respect and friendliness and sincerity, and be tactful,
thoughtful and appreciative.

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 diplo-
macy 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 influ-
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ence 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 communica-
tion. 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
“T” or “We” attitude. The “You” attitude simply means that you
should show respect for your reader’s feelings and attitudes. If
you have the reader’s interests in mind, you will be able to write
clearly so that no misunderstanding will emerge. The “You” at-
titude requires that you should make the “reader-centeredness”
obvious in the very wording of the letter, and this calls for spe-
cial effort on your part.

One more point is, 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, an-

swer him courteously instead.
® Completeness

As a commercial communication should be concise, it must
L] 4 L]



1 Business Letter-writing

include all the relevant information. Make sure that it does not
lack any necessary data which 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 your-
self in the reader’s place and ask yourself constantly, “What are
his needs, his wishes, his interests, his problems, and how can I
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 elabora-

tion?” Before you send the letter, check the message carefully.
© Concreteness

Make your message specific, definite and vivid. In your let-
ter, you should use either loose or periodic sentences. Use ex-
pressions with precise meanings. When you acknowledge a let-
ter, refer to the date, subject and reference number (if any). A-

void using vague expressions but concrete words.
@ Correctness

As applied to a business correspondence, correctness refers
to appropriate and grammatically correct language, factual infor-
mation 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, unit.

Errors frequently occurring in business letter-writing are
those with pronouns, adjectives, articles, verbs, adverbs, con-
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junctions and participles. There are some errors of fact, too.
These mistakes are often the result of inattention and careless-
ness. For instance, errors in price quotations and delivery dates
are often oversights caused by careless typing, insufficient proof-
reading, 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-writ-
ing. Therefore, every effort should be made to ensure the accu-
racy of business communication in various aspects. All the facts
and information should be checked and rechecked. Careful atten-
tion to details, conscientious proof-reading, and the use of refer-
ence books will contribute to the reduction of errors in business

letter-writing.

2) Format and Structure of the Business Letter

Layout and Format

Although formality in business letter-writing is rapidly giv-
ing way to a less conventional and more friendly style, its layout
still follows more or less a set pattern determined by customs and
conventions. Although the choice of layout is a matter of individ-
ual taste, it is safer to follow those established practices to which
the business circle has got used, in order to avoid confusion and
save time for both the addresser and the addressee. It is a good
plan to adopt one form of the established layouts and to stick to
it so as to make the correct practice habitual.

.« 6 .



1 Business Letter-writing

There are, as a matter of fact, several acceptable formats

for business letters, all serving for the same purposes to tell
the reader at a glance when, where, and by whom the letter was
written, exactly for whom it's intended, and how its writer
should be addressed in reply. However, there are three main
most popular patterns in current use — the conventional indented
style, the modern blocked style and the modified block style.
Following the traditional British practice the indented style takes
in the first line of each paragraph in the body of the business let-
ter. Many people regard it as the most attractive of all letter
styles, for it appeals to them and makes for easy reading, but
others dislike it because, they claim, it wastes the typist’s time.
So the blocked style has now come to be much more widely used
than before, because it is compact and tidy. Its most striking
characteristic is the commencement of all typing lines, inclusive
of those for the date, inside name and address, salutation, cap-
tion and complimentary close, etc. at the left-hand margin. As
to the modified block style, it has combined the above two’s ad-

vantages, and it is used in highest frequency.

1. The Indented Style

23 Eastern Hongkong Road

Qingdao, 266071 P. R. China

Room 305 Building E, Economy &. Trade College  Letterhead
(0086)-532-85901559
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July 12, 2005 Date

ABC Company, Ltd. Inside Address
144-17 38 Ave. First FL.
Flushing, NY 11356-5930

Attention: Mr. Paul Elsma Attention Line
Re: Excursion 1 Reference Line
Ladies and Gentlemen, Salutation
SUBJECT: JULY 14’S EXCURSION Subject Line

We inform you that some of our students want to have an
excursion in your company this week as discussed before.

The name list of the students will be enclosed in the letter,

Please give us a confirmation about the timetable.

Looking forward to having your reply before July 13. Body

Sincerely yours, Complimentary Close
Li Yajing, Associate Professor Author, Title
Economy and Trade Department Department
Ocean University of China Organization Name
LYJ: ml Re ference Initials
Encl. Name list Enclosure Notation

.8.



1 Business Letter-writing

cc Foreign Affairs Office; Executive Office  Copy Notification

1. The Blocked Style

23 Eastern Hongkong Road

Qingdao, 266071 P. R. China

Room 305 Building E, Economy &. Trade College  Letterhead
(0086)-532-85901559

July 12, 2005 Date
ABC Company, Ltd. Inside Address

144-17 38 Ave. First FL
Flushing, NY 11356-5930

Attention: Mr. Paul Elsma Attention Line
Re: Excursion 1 Reference Line
Ladies and Gentlemen, Salutation
SUBJECT: JULY 14’S EXCURSION Subject Line

We inform you that some of our students want to have an excur-

sion in your company this week as discussed before.

The name list of the students will be enclosed in the letter,
Body

Please give us a confirmation about the timetable.

Looking forward to having your reply before July 13.
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Sincerely yours, Complimentary Close
Li Yajing, Associate Professor Author, Title
Economy and Trade Department Department
Ocean University of China Organization Name
LYJ:ml Reference Initials
Encl. Name list Enclosure Notation

cc Foreign Affairs Office; Executive Office  Copy Notification

Placement of the date on the left-hand side of the paper may
cause inconvenience when particular letters are required from the
files. So some companies which use the blocked style of layout
prefer a date position on the right-hand side of the paper. Thus
the modified block style comes.

Il . Modified Block Style

23 Eastern Hongkong Road Letterhead
Qingdao, 266071 P. R. China

Room 305 Building E, Economy &. Trade College
(0086)-532-85901559

July 12, 2005 Date

ABC Company, Ltd. Inside Address
144-17 38 Ave. First FL
Flushing, NY 11356-5930
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1 Business Letter-writing

Attention: Mr. Paul Elsma Attention Line
Re: Excursion 1 Reference Line
Ladies and Gentlemen, Salutation
SUBJECT: JULY 14’S EXCURSION Subject Line

We inform you that some of our students want to have an excur-
sion in your company this week as discussed before.

The name list of the students will be enclosed in the letter.

Body
Please give us a confirmation about the timetable.
Looking forward to having your reply before July 13.
Sincerely yours, Complimentary Close
Li Yajing, Associate Professor
Economy and Trade Department
Ocean University of China
LY]J:ml Reference Initials
Encl. Name list Enclosure Notation

cc Foreign Affairs Office; Executive Office  Copy Notification

Essential Elements of a Business Letter

Whether the indented style, the blocked style or the modi-
. 1] .



