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Chapter 1 Business Letter Writing

Chapter 1 Business Letter
Writing

Introduction

There are a wide range of means of business communication.
Besides face-to-face negotiations with your clients, you also need some
written forms of communications to contact with the outside world and
conclude a deal. Written communication in business is still important in
the age of electronic communication. Millions of business letters are now
being sent by fax or E-mail to carry out business routine efficiently.
This chapter is intended to develop skills in writing such good business

letters.

Part One Writing Principles and
Language Features

1. The Seven Cs of Business Letter Writing

To write an effective letter, you should keep in mind why you are
writing a letter, understand your reader’s needs and then clearly write
what you need to say. Every letter should be clear, human, helpful and
as friendly as the topic allows. Make sure to write sentences capable of
only one interpretation. The best letters have a conversational tone and

read as if you were talking to your reader. In brief, you should be
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clear, concise, correct, courteous, conversational, convincing and
complete.

When you write a letter, you are trying to convince someone to act
or react in a positive way. Your reader will respond quickly only if your
meaning is crystal clear. Read the original letter carefully and see if
there is something you can put in your letter to show your interest.

2. Putting your reader first

For all writers the most important people are their readers. Focus
on the recipient’s needs, purposes, or interests instead of your own.
This recipient-oriented style makes the recipient the main focus of the
letter. If you keep your readers in mind when you write, it will help you
use the right tone and appropriate language.

What do readers want from writing? They want relevant
information, presented in a clear, easy-to-understand style. They want
to get the gist of your message in one reading—they don’t want to dig for
the meaning through long sentences and a boring style. So if you always
keep your readers in mind, you will have to adapt your style and content
to meet their needs.

3. Asking questions to get a clear picture of your readers

* Who are my readers?

+ What do I want them to do?

+ What interests or motivates them?

* How are they likely to react to what I say?

If you imagine yourself in your reader’s position, you’re more likely
to write a good letter.

4. Keeping your business plan to the point

State the main business, purpose, or subject matter right away.
Let the reader know from the very first sentence what your letter is

about. Remember that when business people open a letter, their first
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concern is to know what the letter is about, what its purpose is, and
why they must spend their time reading it. Therefore, avoiding round-
about beginnings saves your reader’s time. The first step is to set down
your aim. Ask yourself, why am I writing? and what do I want to
achieve? The clearer you are in your own mind about what you want to
achieve, the better your letter will be. By doing this, you’ll find you
keep to the subject.

People read to find out information. If your letter doesn’t say
anything worth knowing, it’s a useless letter. You have to learn to
present the most relevant information for your readers’ needs. Say what
you need to say—then stop.

To help you keep to the point of your letter, you can draw up an
outline to plan your letter. Follow these steps:

* Make a list of the topics you want to cover but don’t worry about
the order.

* Under each topic, list key words, examples, arguments and
facts.

* Review each topic in your outline for relevance to your aim and
audience.

* Cut out anything that’s not relevant to your aim or audience.

* Sort the information into the best order for your readers.

Your business letter plan should help you shape your thinking but
not be a straitjacket. The advantage of spending a little time setting out
a plan is that it not only helps the reader, but also helps you write.

Study each paragraph of your letters for its purpose, content, or
function. When you find a paragraph that does more than one thing,
consider splitting it into two paragraphs. If you discover two short
separate paragraphs that do the same thing, consider joining them into

one. So you’ll find it easier to concentrate on the most relevant
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information.

5. Getting the right tone to your business letter

Tone is the way a statement sounds. When you write a business
letter, it’s important to use a tone that is friendly and efficient. Find
positive ways to express bad news in your business letters. Often,
business letters may convey bad news and such bad news can be
conveyed in a positive, cordial and tactful way.

Try to write as you would speak and talk on paper. Imagine that
your reader is sitting opposite to you at your desk or is on the telephone.
Try to aim for a conversational style and let the reader hear your voice.

Use words such as I, we, you, your, my, and our in your writing
as it makes writing much more readable. This is a useful trick to make
writing look and sound more like face-to-face talk. Using I, we and you
also helps you to avoid using passive verbs. It makes your style more
direct and clear.

6. Writing a strong opening and a strong close to your business
letter

Decide what the most important information is and put it in your
first paragraph to gain your reader’s attention. Be sure your opening
paragraph to be set the right tone for your letter. Make your first
paragraph do something other than just refer to known information—so
plunge straight into your message and don’t waste your reader’s time.

If the average business letter starts poorly, then it invariably
finishes poorly. Your last paragraph should do something. In a longer
letter it can summarize the key points or repeat the key message. You
can explain what you want the reader to do or what you will do. End
your letter positively and politely. Don’t leave your reader in mid-air.

7. Avoiding overused business letter phrases

Many business letters contain out-of-date jargons that detract from
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a clear, natural style. You need to remove them from your writing and
use fresh, clear expressions instead.

8. Keeping business letter simple, strong and sincere

Keep the paragraphs of most business letters short. Business letters
are not read in the same way as articles, reports, or books. Usually,
they are read rapidly. Big, thick, dense paragraphs over ten lines,
which require much concentration, may not be read carefully or read at
all.

+ Use familiar words, short sentences and short paragraphs.
* Keep related information together.

* Answer the reader’s question in the first paragraph.

* Give your answer and then explain why.

+ Answer promptly.

* Be human and as friendly as possible.

Provide topic indicators at the beginning of paragraphs. In the first
sentence of any body paragraph of a business letter, try to locate a word
or phrase that indicates the topic of that paragraph. Doing this gives
recipients a clear sense of the content and purpose of each paragraph.
Place important information strategically in business letters. Information
in the first and last lines of paragraphs tends to be read and remembered
better.

Part Two The Structure and Layout

I . Seven Principle Parts and Seven Optional Parts

The structure the of a business letter still follows a more or less set
pattern determined by customs. The following is about the details of
business letters.

1. Seven Principle Parts
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1) The Heading or Letterhead It contains the writer's company
name and address, postcode, telephone number, fax number and E-
mail address. It helps the recipient identify where the letter comes
from. The letterhead is usually printed in the center or on the right
margin at the top of the page.

2) The Date Every letter should be dated. The date should be
placed two or four spaces below the letterhead. There are two styles of
writing date in English: one is British style, (e.g. : Sth Mar. , 2003)
and the other is American style (e. g. : Mar. 5,2003 ). The month and
the year had better not be written in their abbreviation form, (e. g. :3/
5/2003), otherwise, they would be easily got confused.

3) The Inside Name and Address The inside address shows the
name and address of the recipient of the letter. It is typed at the left-
hand margin at least two spaces below the date. Copy the name of the
company exactly as that company writes it.

4) The Salutation It is the polite greeting with which a letter
begins. In a business letter, the customary formal addressing to a firm
is “Dear Sirs” or “Gentlemen” followed by a comma and a colon
respectively. And “Dear Sir” or “Dear Madam” is used for addressing
one specific person. The salutation should be placed two spaces below
the inside address.

‘ 5) The Body of the Letter The actual message of course is
contained in the body of the letter, the paragraphs between the
salutation and the complimentary close. It contains the opening
sentence, the actual message of the letter and the closing sentence. And
it should begin at least two lines below the salutation if there is no
subject line.

6) The Complimentary Close As a polite way of ending a letter, it

should match the form of the salutation. The most common sets of



