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UNIT 1

Basic Knowledge of Business Letter

Learning Target
To have a general idea of the definition, functions and significance of the business
letter;
To grasp what a business letter consists of in structure;
To learn the styles of the business letter;
To master the layout of envelope for the business letter;

To comprehend the writing principles of the business letter.

FI B
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I. Definition and Functions of Business Letter

As a kind of goal-oriented writing, business letter can be defined as the
letter used to support the goal of buying and selling goods or services. As one
of the most popular means of communication in business activities, business
letter plays an irreplaceable role in the fulfillment of business transactions.

Basically speaking, a business letter has the following two main functions:

On one hand, a business letter possesses the information function, which
is an effective way to convey large amount of information in order to complete
the routine business operations. The business letter is a kind of commercial di-
alogue in the written form through the mail or other telecommunication meth-
ods. After a telephone conversation or face-to-face talk, business executives
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often still have to send the business letters to confirm the resuit of it. The busi-
ness letters, as the outcome of ripe deliberation’, can reduce maximally? the
oversights®or misunderstandings in the telephone or face-to-face talk.

On the other hand, a business letter is of the interpersonal function. A
well-written business letter, which shows sincerity, consideration and goodwill
to the business partner, builds and enhances the harmonious* business rela-
tions; thus facilitates® the business communication. However, a poorly-written
business letter may impress the business partner as insincere®, arrogant’ and
lacking in respect. It does harm to the rapport® and at last damages the busi-
ness relations.

Besides, as the written material, the business letter is a part of a
company'’s permanent record. When some questions occurring® in the transac-
tion must be checked, you can refer to the copy of the letter for verification™.
When business disputes happen between the two sides, the business letter is
also an important evidence in the law, which is fully recognized by the courts.

In fact, every letter fulfills several functions. As a result, business letters
deserve considerable concern and attention.

II. Significance of Business Letter

The rapid development of modern economy and technology has brought
us into an age of globalization in which the contacts between individuals and
companies are becoming increasingly frequent and easy. Although the mod-
ern communications such as telephone, telegram, telex, fax and E-mail are
used widely now, the letter is still one of the most important communication
methods. Today, letters are seldom sent out in the post offices as in the past,
whereas people send them by fax or through E-mail on Internet in order to
save time.

The world needs more and more communication, and the business field is
not an exception. On the stage of “ Giobal Vilage”, more and more enterpri-
ses and companies expand their activities across the borders and engage in
international trade. The business letter is one of the main media involved in the
international economic activities. It is the principal means used by a business
firm to keep in touch with its customers. It is said approximately’" that ninety



UNIT 1 Basic Knowledge of Business Letter + 3 -

percent of all business is transacted by the business letter, from which its im-
portance can be recognized clearly.

In international business activities, in order to save time and expenses,
people in the past used the telegram and the telex massively' and adopted
the abbreviation widely; thus neglected the formal business letter writing to a
certain extent. But along with the modern technology development, in interna-
tional trade more and more people are using the facsimile and the E-mail to
transmit the formal business letter. The form of transmission may vary™, but its
essence'® remains. Therefore, the business letter writing, which has aroused
the business executives' attention again, gets its rebirth” and extends its
realm' of transmission. In a word, the business letter is extremely useful and
helpful in the business world.

Engiish is the main tool used in the international commercial activities.
Most business letters and oral transactions are carried out in the language of
English. With China’s entry into WTO and the development of foreign trade,
there is an urgent need for the Chinese business executives to improve their
capabilities to write good business English letters so as to carry out internation-
al business routine efficiently.

&

Generally speaking, a business letter consists of standard parts and op-
tional parts.

1. Standard Parts

A typical business letter usually has seven standard parts, from the top to

III. Structure of Business Letter

the bottom: letternead", date line', inside name and address™, satutation®,
body of the letter®’, complimentary close®, and signature®.
(1} Letterhead

Letterhead, which is also called as stationery® or return address, is the
heading at the top of a letter. It includes the necessary information such as
name and address, postcode, telephone number, fax number, telex number,
cable address, E-mail address, website address; and logo® of the sender’s
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company.

Usually letterhead is printed in the up-center or at the top left margin of a
letter writing paper. It identifies where the letter comes from and provides the
receiver with the first impression of the sender's company. Since every com-
pany wants to leave a favorable impression, it usually invites professionals to
design the letterhead. For example:

o

?’ CHANGSHA RONGHAI SUPERHARD MATERIAL RESEARCH INSTITUTE

FE

Laodaohe Town, Kaifu District Tel: +86-731-6783099
Changsha 410152, Hunan, China Fax: +86-731-6781908
E-mail: ronghai@ rh-diamond. com URL: http: //www. rh-diamond. com

When a letter runs more than one page long, instead of the letterhead,
the second page heading is necessary for quick identification®, including the
page number, the name of the receiver, and the date of the letter. The follow-
ing examples are the most common.

Example 1

Mrs. Sarah D. Regan 2 May 12, 2007
Example 2

Mrs. Sarah D. Regan, May 12, 2007, Page 2
If the name of the receiver is long, we can write the second page heading
as the following example:

Guangdong Peace Glass Import and Export Corporation
Page 2
June 11, 2007

(2) Date Line

The date line is a very important part of every business letter, and it must
never be omitted. When some transactions need checking, it will be conven-
ient for the sender and the receiver to find the relevant letters with dates. And
sometimes it is the key to settling the disputes in the transaction.

The date is placed two to four lines below the letterhead, either on the
right or on the left, depending on the style of the letter.

There are different ways of writing the date. The following two are recom-
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mended in the business letter.
15 August (,) 2007  — British form
August 15, 2007 — American form

Remember that the ordinal® suffixes® for dates such as “st”, “nd”, “rd”,
and “th” can be omitted. For example, write September 1 for September 1st:
the months and years should always be written in full and not abbreviated, for
example, do not write Oct. for October, or 07 / '07 instead of 2007.

Avoid writing figures for the dates, for example, 9/10/2007, since it
could easily be confusing. According to the British English form which follows
the order of day, month and year, such a figure could be taken as 9 October
2007, while the U. S. practice is to read it in the order of month, day and
year, so the figure could also be taken as September 10, 2007.

(3) Inside Name and Address

The inside name and address is the receiver’'s name and address, which
is put in the left margin about two or four-line spaces below the date line. Al-
though it appears exactly the same way as that on the envelope, the inside
name and address can not be left out, because the envelope is often thrown
away, but the letter, which is kept on file, must indicate for whom the mes-
sage was intended. Besides, just because the information of inside name and
address on the letter and the envelope should be the same, it may avoid the
mistakes of putting the letter in a wrong envelope.

When the receiver is a company, the inside name and address should in-
clude the company’s name and address, which follows the order of street ad-
dress, city, state/province, postcode and country. For example:

The Magellan Group, Inc. '
20301 Bond Road

Poulsbo, WA 98370

USA

When the receiver is an individual in a company, the inside name and ad-
dress should include the person's name, title and full address. The ordinary
courtesy title such as Mr., Mrs., Miss or Ms. is used to address one person.
After the receiver’s name, his or her official position should follow, if there is
any. For example:

Ms. Tanya Cavner
General Manager
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New World Quartz Company
278 Main Avenue
Norwalk, CT 06853
USA
(4) Salutation

Salutation is the conventional greeting to the receiver. it is usually written
two to four lines below the inside name and address or the attention line. Dif-
ferent salutations are used according to the relationship between the writer and
the receiver , as well as the formality level of the letter.

If the writer doesn't know the name of the receiver, the traditional formal
salutation in a business letter such as “Dear Sir” or “Dear Madam"” is used for
addressing him or her, and “Dear Sirs”, “Dear Mesdames”, or “Gentlemen”
for addressing two or more people. Remember “Dear.Sir(s)"” or * Dear Mad-
am (Mesdames)” is usually followed by a comma which is the practice of Brit-
ain, and American practice is to use a colon for “Gentlemen”. “Dear Sir or
Madam” and “Ladies and Gentlemen" can also be used, when the letter is
addressed to a company.

If the writer knows the receiver's name and sex, a warmer greeting “Dear
Mr. / Mrs. /Miss /Ms. + receiver's surname” is then preferred. Mr. for a
man, while Mrs., Miss and Ms. for a woman. When unsure about the female
addressee’s preference or the marriage status, you are safe to use Ms. If you
don’t know the person’'s sex, you can use the form “Dear + receiver's full
name”. However, “Dear + receiver's FIRST name” may be used in friendly
personal letters, rather than in the business letters.

(5) Body of the Letter

Body of the letter, as the main part of the letter, is positioned two lines
below the salutation, or below the subject line, if there is one.

The body of the letter should be paragraphed *correctly, confining each
paragraph to one topic. The paragraphs may be classified into an opening
paragraph, middle paragraphs and a concluding paragraph. In the opening
paragraph, if it is the first letter to the receiver, a straightforward ¥sentence
should be used to immediately indicate what the letter is about; if there has
been previous correspondence®, the reply letter should refer to it in the open-
ing paragraph. The writer's idea, opinion and purpose are expressed in the
middle paragraphs, so they should be carefully planned. The writer may con-
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clude and reinstate *the key points, or express his plans, suggestions, hopes
and expectations in the concluding paragraph. Lines within a paragraph
should be single-spaced, with double-space between paragraphs.
(6) Complimentary Close
Complimentary ciose, like salutation, is merely a matter of courtesy® and
a polite way of ending a letter. lts first word is capitalized, followed by a com-
ma, and placed two lines below the body of the letter. It should be in keeping
up with the salutation. The following are the most commonly used sets of salu-
tations and complimentary closes:
Dear Sir(s), / Dear Madam, / Dear Mesdames,
Yours faithfully, / Faithfully yours,
— commonly used in Britain

Gentlemen: / Dear Sir(s), / Dear Madam, / Dear Mesdames,
Yours truly, / Truly yours,
— commonly used in America and Canada

Dear Mr. / Mrs. / Miss / Ms. + receiver’s surname,
Yours sincerely, / Sincerely yours,
— used if the writer knows the receiver’s name

Dear + receiver’s first name,
Sincerely, / Cordially
— only used in informal letters
(7) Signature

Every business letter must be signed. The signature means that the signer
agrees to be responsible for the contents of the letter, which has a legal impli-
cation®. Unsigned letters have no legal authority®.

The complete signature includes the signer’'s handwritten signature, type-
written signature and job title or position. [t is common for the signer to write
his or her own name below the complimentary close, by hand and in ink.
Since the handwritten signature is illegible®, the name of signer is usually
typed below the signature, followed by his job title or position. Never sign a
letter with a rubber stamp. For example:

Yours faithfully,
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Jobon Srith — handwritten signature
John Smith — typewritten signature
Personnel Director
If the signer is a female, she can add her favorite courtesy title such as
“Miss”, “Mrs.”, or “Ms. " before the type-written signature, in order that the
receiver should choose an appropriate title as the salutation.

2. Optional Parts

The optional parts can be added or reduced according to the concrete sit-
uation.

(1) Reference Number

The reference number® is used to indicate the file number of the writer's or
the receiver's letter. If there is a reference number in the letter, when men-
tioned, the writer or the receiver will understand immediately which letter is re-
ferred to. And the reference number can link the letter with the previous corre-
spondence so that the letter can be settled in due time. It is usually positioned
two lines below the letterhead.

If the sender uses a reference number in the previous letter, the writer
should quote™ this number after the notation®“ Your ref: * in the reply letter. If
the writer’s letter has a file number to refer to, it is written after “Our ref: ”. Dif-
ferent companies have different forms and requirements to use the reference
number. For example:

Your ref: XT/ 0901
Our ref: 0425/ FXY
(2) Attention Line

When the letter is addressed to a company, if the writer wants the letter
attended by or directed to a specific person or department, the attention line*
is added to ensure the letter can reach the right person or department on time.
This will speed up the sorting process within a company. It generally follows
the inside address. Its abbreviation is “Attn. " Here are some examples for
writing the attention line:

Attention: Marketing Department
Attn: Mr. James Lane
ATTENTION: PURCHASE MANAGER
(3} Subject Line
Subject line*' is actually the topic of a letter, which can help the receiver



