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Unit | J

An Overview of Business Letter Writing

It is a valuable business asset to be able to write effectively. One reason is that a great
deal of business is conducted via writing. With the wide use of fax and recent development of
EDI, more and more writing is involved in every part of business. Another reason is that
effective business letter writer can use their writing skill to help increase their co;npany’s sales
and profits by building up good relations with customers, employees, and the public. In
addition, proficiency in writing gives the man or woman in business a personal advantage
over less capable writers and contributes substantially to his or her self-confidence, which is a

necessary quality for business success.

1.1 The Principles for Effective Writing

In your English business letter writing, you need to learn and apply certain principles to
effectively communicating with others. These writing principles can be summed up as 7Cs, i.e.
Completeness, Clearness, Conciseness, Consideration, Courtesy, Concreteness and Correctness.

1.1.1 Completeness

A practical English writing is very successful and highly effective well only when it
contains all the necessary information to the readers (the counterpart or the public) and
answers all the questions and requirements put forward by the readers. See to it that all the
matters are stated or discussed, and all the questions are answered or explained.' For
instance, when the buyers write a letter to accept an offer that the sellers made, the buyers
must state his condition of acceptance in detail or quote the evidences of the offer.

In order to verify the completeness of what you write, five “Ws” (who, what, where,
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when and why) and one “h” (how) should be used. For example, if what you write is a
letter of order, you should make it clear that who wants to order, what he wants, when he
needs the goods, where the goods to be sent and how payment will be made. If some special
requirements should be presented, you could explain why you would do so.

1.1.2 Clearness

Clarity tells the reader exactly what he or she wants and needs to know, using words and
a format that make your writings totally understood with just one reading. To achieve this,
you should include illustrations, examples or visual aids to convey your information, and,
above all, use simple, plain language and avoid business jargons.

Basically, the writer should keep off anything that might be misleading or avoid using
the words, and sentences that are equivocal in meaning.”> To meet such an end, the writer
should follow the following rules.

(1) Try.to use the concise and accessible expressions.

Let us look at the following sentence;

As to the steamer sailing from Shanghai to Los Angeles, we have bimonthly direct
services.

The basic meaning of this sentence is “we have direct sailings from Shanghai to Los
Angels” , but the word “bimonthly” has two meanings, one of which is “twice a month”
. You’d better not use the word like
“bimonthly” of double meanings, but use the words that can express your idea clearly as

»”

and the other of which is “once every two mon

follows:

(D We have a direct sailing from Shanghai to Los Angeles every two months.
® We have a direct sailing from Shanghai to Los Angeles semimonthly.
@ We have two direct sailings every month from Shanghai to Los Angeles.

(2) Pay attention to the position of modifier.

The basic principle for using modifiers is simply to put them as close as possible to the
word or words they are modifying. Naturally, if you want to discuss a potential market, you
will want potential to appear right before market; you will not put the modifier in some
distant part of the sentence.

The idea of keeping related words together — and as close together as possible — is
probably the “whole idea” behind studying modifiers. * Adjectives should be placed right next
to the things they describe and adverbs should be placed right next to the action or the other
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modifiers they describe.
Let us look at the following sentences:

Your proposal for payment by time draft is acceptable to us under Order No. 115.

This sentence is poor in that “under Order No. 115” is too far away from payment by
time draft.

(3) Pay attention to the object of the pronoun and the relations between the relative
pronoun and the antecedent.

Whom or what the pronoun refers to and what is the relation between the relative
pronoun and the antecedent? These should be paid attention to. Generally speaking, the
pronoun and relative pronoun are used to refer to the nearest noun from themselves and should
be identical in person and number with the noun referred to or modified. Let us examine the
following sentence:

They informed Messrs. Smith & Brown that they would receive a reply in a few days.

In this sentence, what does the second “they” refer to, the subject “They” of the main
clause or the “Messrs. Smith & Brown” ? This can’t be explained clearly. It will be clear if

you change the sentence into ;

They informed Messrs. Smith & Brown that the latter would receive the reply in a
few days.

(4) Pay attention to the rationality in logic.
At first, you must pay attention to the agreement of the logical subject of the participle
and the subject of the sentence. For example .

Being a registered accountant, I'm sure you can help us.

In this sentence, the subject of the sentence is “I”, but the logical subject of the
participle “being” should be “you” according to inference. In order to keep the logical
subject of the participle in agreement with the subject of the sentence, the above sentence
should be rewritten as the following

(D Being a registered accountant, you can certainly help us.
@ As you are a registered accountant, I’'m sure you can help us.

1.1.3 Conciseness

Conciseness is considered the most important principle in business letter writing as we
now live in a world where time is money. Conciseness means to write in the fewest possible
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worlds without sacrificing completeness and courtesy. To achieve conciseness, you should
avoid wordy statement and fancy language, use short sentences instead of long ones, and
compose your message carefully. To achieve this, the following guidelines must be adhered
to.

(1) Make a long story short and try to avoid wordiness.

Make it a rule, to use no more words and pithy sentences to express your meaning
clearly and concisely. Try to use a word or phrase to express your idea as much as possible

instead of using long sentences or clauses. For instance:

You shouldn’t use; You’d better use:
at this time now

express a preference for prefer

enclosed herewith here

from the point of view as

in view of the fact that because

(2) Avoid the unusual or out-of-date words or jargons and try to express your idea in
modern English.

You shouldn’t use: You’d better use:

consummate complete

terminate end

remuneration payment

converse talk

inst this month

attached hereto enclosed is/are

acknowledge receipt of thank you for ... I received ...
awaiting the favor of our early reply we are looking forward to your reply
up to this writing so far

Take the liberty of omitted

(3) Build effective sentences and paragraphs.

Generally speaking, the average length for sentences should be 10 to 20 words, not over
30 ones. Usually a paragraph consists of no more than 10 lines because short paragraphs
encourage the readers to finish reading over the passage.

Let us look at the following sentence:

We would like to know whether you would allow us to extend the time of
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shipment for twenty days and if you would be so kind as to allow us to do so, kindly
give us your reply by fax without delay.

This sentence is a bit lengthy, and is too courteous in expressions, which sounds unclear
in meaning. In order to express the main idea better, this sentence may be abbreviated as
follows ;

Please reply by fax immediately if you will allow us to delay the shipment until
April 21.

1.1.4 Consideration

Consideration means thoughtfulness. So you should always put yourself in your reader’s
place, which is what people now emphasize, i.e. “You” attitude, and avoid taking the
writer’s attitude, i.e. “We” attitude. Therefore, you should always keep in mind the
receiver we are writing to, understanding his or her problems and take the positive approach.

Let’s make a comparison between the following two groups of sentences.

“We” attitude “You” attitude

We allow a 5% discount for cash payment. | You earn a 5% discount when you pay cash.

In addition, we should try to discuss problems in a positive way rather than in a negative
way. Make a comparison between the following groups of sentences and you will find which
is better.

(1) a. We do not believe that you will have cause for dissatisfaction.  (Negative)
b. We feel sure that you will entirely get satisfied.  ( Positive)

(2) a. Your order will be delayed for two weeks (Negative)
b. Your order will be shipped in two weeks (Positive)

1.1.5 Courtesy

Review of actual business correspondence reveals that special attention should be devoted
to assuming the courtesy of business communication. * By courtesy we mean treating people
with respect and friendly human concern. Effective writers visualize the reader before starting
to write.’ They consider the reader’s desires, problems, circumstances, emotions and
probable reactions to their request. Let us compare the following sentences.

(1) We are sorry that you misunderstood us.
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(2) We are sorry that we did not make ourselves clear.

In sentence (1), the party of the author is to put the blame on the customer for
something, but in sentence (2), the party of the author takes the initiative to bear the
responsibility. _

There are a lot of language styles or ways to express courtesy, some of which will be
presented here for your reference as follows:

(1) Change the commanding tone into requesting tone, that is, change the imperative
sentence into general question with the word “will” or “would” at the beginning. For

example :

@ Will you tell us detailed information on your requirements?
(@ Will you please tell us more detailed information on your requirements?

@ Would you please tell us more detailed information on your requirements?
(2) Use the past subjunctive form.

@ Would you send us your latest catalogues and price lists on cotton piece goods?
(@ We would ask you to make a prompt shipment.
(3 We wish you would let us have your reply soon.

(3) Use mitigation and avoid overemphasizing your own opinion or irritating your
partner.

In order to avoid overemphasizing your own opinion and imritating your partner, you
should use mitigation, such as; We are afraid that ..., We would say ..., It seems to us
that ..., We would suggest that ..., etc.

(4) Passive voice should be adopted accordingly.

In some cases, passive voice appears more courteous than active voice because it can
avoid blaming the doer of the act. For example: '

(@ You made a very careless mistake during the course of shipment.
@ A very careless mistake was made during the course of shipment.

@ You did not enclose the price list in you letter
(@ The price list was not enclosed in your letter.

(5) Try to avoid using the words with forcing tone or arousing unpleasantness.

Some words or expressions such as “demand”, “disgust”, “refuse”, “want you to”
will arouse unpleasant feeling in audience, therefore they should be avoided or changed into
some forms to express. Let us look at the following examples.
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(D We demand prompt shipment from you.
@ We request prompt shipment from you.

(D We must refuse your offer.

(@ We regret that we are unable to accept your offer.
(6) Use expressions about joy and willingness, thanks and regret, etc.

@ 1t is with pleasure that we have reached an agreement on all the terms.
@ It is a pleasure for us to sign such a sales contract.
@ Thank you for your letter of July 9, 2006.

(@ We are extremely sorry that we could not answer your letter in due time.
1.1.6 Concreteness

Business writing should be vivid, specific and definite rather than vague, general and
abstract, especially when the writer is requiring a response, solving problems, making an
offer or acceptance, etc.® We need to use specific facts, figures and time to stress
concreteness, for they can help write concretely and vividly. Let us look at the following
sentences :

We wish to confirm our fax dispatched yesterday.

~ Like today and tomorrow, the word yesterday is a vague and general concept, which
allows possibility for misinterpretation.

1.1.7 Correctness

Correct spelling, proper grammar and punctuation will give your letter a good
appearance but they are not all the factors that correctness comprises. In our business letters,
you should attach great importance to this writing principle, especially when you are giving
information regarding dates, specifications, prices, quantities, discounfs, commission, units
and figures, etc. A minor mistake in this respect sometimes means you will make no profit or

even lose out. Let us look at the following sentences to see if there are anything improper.

(1) All offers by fax are open for 5 days.
The above sentence does not clearly explain or account for specific 5 days, and should
be changed into;

All offers by fax are open for 5 days inclusive of the date of dispatch.

(2) This contract will come into effect from Oct. 1.



