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Chapter 1 Structure and Formats of
Business Letters

AFHEENEAmEN

@ Learning Objectives
V7

® Grasp the structure of a business letter

® Learn the formats of a business letter

® Master the layout of envelope for a business letter

® Have a general idea of the characteristics of fax and e-mail

® Grasp the structure of a fax

® Grasp the structure of an e-mail

F3RA: T RIS BENSH AR EHOE R A Ao T A

- ;’i ‘i}\ ‘i/a\ o
Introduction

Business letter is the most frequently used form of communication in
international trade. An effective business letter should state clearly and simply. If a
businessman is unable to write an effective business letter, it is very difficult for him
to express his ideas or requests clearly.

As major business is transacted by the business letter, its importance can be
recognized clearly. Along with the development of modern technology, more and more
people are using the facsimile and the e-mail to transmit the formal business letters in
international trade. The form of transmission may be variable, but its essence remains

unchanged.



There are three formats of business communication: the blocked style, the

indented style and the semi-blocked style.

Structure of Business Letter

R 55 B A i A

Business letter has its special structure. Generally speaking, a business letter
consists of basic parts and optional parts.

1. Basic parts &35

A typical business letter usually includes seven basic parts: letterhead, date
line, inside name and address, salutation, body, complimentary close and
signature.

(1) Letterhead {5 3k

In letterhead stationery of many companies, letterhead is professionally printed
at the top of the page. Of course, sometimes it may be printed at the bottom or even
at the upper-left corner of the page. If letterhead stationery is not available, the writer
can type the heading, which normally comprises of the name, address, telephone,
fax number, e-mail address of the company sending the letter. Sometimes a logo or

corporate design can be included in the letterhead. For example :

Wanli Batteries Group Ltd.
No. 11 Zonghan Industrial Park, Cixi
Zhejiang Province, 315300, PR China
Tel. 0574-66540000 Fax. 0574-66540000

(2) Date B3

The date should be typed three or four lines below the letterhead. It is typed at
the centre for modified block format and flush left for block format. The date can be
arranged in the order of day, month, year or month, day, year. The month should be

typed in full and not abbreviated ; otherwise, it may easily cause confusion. The day

2



can be expressed in either cardinal numbers (1, 2, etc. ) or in ordinal numbers
(a2 3 , etc. ). For example, 09/03/2013 can be taken as September 3, 2013
by Americans or 9 March, 2013 by British. The date should be expressed as follows

March 4, 2013
March 4", 2013
4" March, 2013

(3) Inside Name and Address £} it

Normally, the inside name and address should include some or all parts of the
following: the name of the receiver, the name of the department, the name of the
company, room number, street address, city, postcode, state/province and country.
It appears exactly the same way as that on the envelope. The inside name and address
cannot be left out, as the envelope is often thrown away. Besides, the inside name
and address can avoid the mistakes of putting the letter in a wrong envelope.

Mr. , Mrs. , Miss, and Messrs. are the courtesy titles for use on the first line of
the inside address in writing to an individual. If you do not know whether a person is
a man or a woman and you have no way to find out, omit the courtesy title and give
the full name.

If a receiver holds a business title, the title should follow the person’s name. It
can be placed on the same line of the person’s name or on the line below. If the title
appears on the same line, place a comma between the name and the title. For

example ;

Mr. James Marsh, President
Or
Mr. James Marsh

Assistant President

If the name of a specific person is unavailable, the letter can be addressed to

3



the department followed by the name of the company. For example

Strategic Investment Department

International Trading Co. , Ltd.

If the name of the company contains a person’s name, the word “Messrs. ” is

put before the name of the company to show courtesy. For example ;

Messrs. Marsh Corporation

In order to avoid ambiguity, if a letter is addressed to a company in a certain
country, the name of the country should be included in the inside name and address,
even if the city mentioned is the capital of the country.

Of all these parts, postcode is very important. It helps to facilitate mechanical
mail-sorting.

The inside name and address appears on the left margin and usually starts two to
four lines below the date.

(4) Salutation FR M

The salutation is an expression of courtesy with which a letter begins. It should
be identical to the first line of the inside name and address. Its form depends on the
relationship between the writer and the receiver.

The customary formal greeting in a business letter is “Dear Sir” or “ Dear
Madam” , used for addressing one person. “ Dear Sirs” “ Dear Mesdames” or
“Gentlemen” are used for addressing two or more people. If the writer knows the
receiver personally, a warmer greeting such as “Dear Mr. Marsh” is preferred. If the
writer is not sure whether the letter will be received by a man or a woman, the
greeting may be “Ladies and Gentlemen”. The salutation should be followed by a
colon or a comma.

The salutation is set out flush left and two lines below the inside name and

address.



(5)Body of the Letter iF 3

The body of the letter is the most important part in a letter. It expresses the
writer’ s idea, opinion, purpose, etc.. Normally a letter includes three parts: the
introductory paragraph, the supporting paragraph and the closing paragraph. The
introductory paragraph refers to any previous correspondence or introduces the
purpose of the writing. The supporting paragraph provides detailed information. The
closing paragraph is short and serves as a request or suggestion.

The body usually begins one or two lines below the salutation. Lines within a
paragraph should be single-spaced and double-spaced between paragraphs.

(6) Complimentary Close EEMLERE

Complimentary close, like salutation, is merely a matter of courtesy and a polite
way of ending a letter. It usually consists of a few conventional words or phrases. The
first letter of the first word in the close should be capitalized and there is sometimes a

comma after the last word. For example :

Yours faithfully,
Faithfully yours,
Yours truly,

Truly yours,

The complimentary close is placed under the body of the letter.

(7) Signature &7

Every business letter must be signed. The person taking legal responsibility for it
should sign a letter in ink. As hand-written signatures are illegible, the name of the
signer should be typed below the signature and followed by his job title or position.

For example :

John Smith——handwriting signature
John Smith——typewritten signature

President——position



2. Optional Parts AJi% B4

The optional parts can be included in a business letter according to the specific
situation.

(1) Reference Number fF#4% S

The reference number is used to indicate the file number of the writer’ s letter or
the receiver’ s letter. When a reference number in a letter is mentioned, the writer or
the receiver will understand immediately which letter is referred to.

If the writer uses a reference number indicated in the previous letter, the
receiver should quote this number after the notation “Your ref. ” in the reply letter.

For example ;

Your ref: NMB 129
Our ref. WFR 328

Reference number is typed immediately below the letterhead. If desired, the
reference number may form part of the first paragraph of the reply letter. For

example :

Dear Sir,

Thank you for your letter, reference No. NMB129, of Sep 3".

Reference number is normally typed three to six lines below the heading.

(2) Attention Line ;¥ EE N4

If the writer of the letter wishes to direct the letter to a specific person or
department , the attention line (abbreviated to Atin. ) is used to ensure the letter can
reach the right person or department on time. It generally follows the inside name and

is typed about two lines above the salutation, underlined and centered. For example

The Sales Manager

The International Corporation



23 Street, London
U. K.

For the attention of Mr. James Smith or

Attention. Mr. James Smith

(3) Subject /&

The subject is the general idea of a letter. The subject is especially useful if two
companies have a lot of correspondence with each other on a variety of subjects, as it
immediately tells the receiver what the letter is about. The subject can refer to invoice

number or an I./C number. For example ;

Subject: L/C No. 125 for Air Conditioners

As the subject’ s content and placement indicate its function, the word “subject”

can be omitted but underlined. For example ;

L/C No. 125 for Air Conditioners

The subject is inserted between the salutation and the body of a letter, usually
two lines below the salutation.

(4) Identification Marks 22 75 A K55

The identification marks are usually the initials of the person who dictated the
letter and the initials of the secretary or typists. The former indicates who should
shoulder the responsibility of the letter if any dispute concerning the letter occurs. If
the dictator and the typist are the same person, this part can be omitted. For

example ;

LMN/ py
LMN: py



Identification marks may be added below the signature and is usually placed at
the left margin.

(5) Enclosure Mt{4

When something (such as a catalogue, a price list, a sample) is sent together
with a letter, the writer should add the enclosure notation such as “ Enclosure”
“Encl. 7, or “Enc. ”. If more than one enclosure is sent, the writer had better list

the number. For example

Enclosures (3): 1 Packing List
1 Invoice

1 Letter of Credit

Encl.
Encl. A/S

Enclosure is usually placed at least two lines below identification marks.

(6) Carbon Copy Notation $bi%

If the writer wants to send a copy of the letter to a third person, indicate with
“C.C.7,“c.c.”,“B. C. 7 (blind copy) ,or “P.C.” (photocopy). If the copies are
sent to more than one person, list their names in alphabetical order by surname. For

example ;

C. C. Mr. Douglas Alien
Mr. Black Ruth

Carbon copy notation is usually placed below the enclosure notation.
(7) Postscript 53
If the writer wishes to add something he forgot to mention in the letter or for

emphasis, he may add the postscript ( abbreviated to PS). In business letters,
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postscript is not commonly used. This notation is usually used in the informal styles of
letters. This part had better be avoided as far as possible, as it implies that the writer
is careless. Sometimes it serves the purposes as a message that requires emphasis. For

example :
P.S. . The sample will reach you in two days.

The postscript can be placed two lines below the carbon copy notation.

Formats of a Business Letter

R 55 1545 A o

There are various styles of the business English letter. Choice of letter format is
a matter of individual taste, but it is better to follow the established practices. The

following styles are the most commonly used nowadays.

1. Block Format 3L, 24 F LXK

In the block format, every part of a letter begins from the left margin. As this
format is simple and can save the typist’ s time, it becomes the most popular format
now. However, this format appears unclear to some extent. This disadvantage may be
avoided by enlarging the space between the parts. The specific layout of letter in this

format is as follows:

Wanli Batteries Group Lid.
No. 11 Zonghan Industrial Park, Cixi
Zhejiang Province, 315300, PR China
Tel: 0574-66540000 Fax: 0574-66540000

March 3, 2014




Bourdon de France
39, Rue Croix-des-Petits-Champs
Paris Cedex 01

Dear Mr. Bourdon,
I regret to inform you that an unfortunate error in our quotation No. D 8765 of January
23, 2013 has just come to light. The correct charge for laboratory animal care products

and accessories should be US $ 98.95 per set, not $89.95 as first quoted.

The mistake is due to a typing error and we are sorry it was not noticed before we

sent the document to you last week.

We are therefore enclosing an updated quotation sheet for the correction.
Yours sincerely,

Kong Fei

Director of Export
Encl.

2. Indented Format 45173

In the indented format, the heading is typed in the up-middle part. The date
line is placed on the right margin of the paper. Each line in the inside address is
indented 2—3 spaces. The first line of each paragraph is indented 2—4 spaces. The
complimentary close and the signature are aligned block with the date. The specific

layout of letter in this format is as follows:

Wanli Batteries Group Ltd.
No. 11 Zonghan Industrial Park, Cixi
Zhejiang Province, 315300, PR China
Tel: 0574-66540000 Fax; 0574-66540000

March 3, 2014
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