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Principles and Layout of the

Business Letter
& 55 1 BRI ) J DU 5 A =X

I.Introduction

Business letters are the basic means of business communication. The more
modern forms such as the fax and the e-mail are the result of modern
technology. The differences lie mainly in the means of communication rather
than the message itself. Once you know how to write letters, you will have no
difficulty in sending the message by other methods. Therefore, what you send

is far more important than how you send them.

II. Principles

We should follow certain principles when writing business letters.

1. Clearness
Express one idea in a sentence, cover one topic in a paragraph and deal

with one matter in a letter.

2. Conciseness
Make your message brief and to the point. Do not use long words and
sentences. Use daily expressions to replace jargon. A good business letter

should be natural, human and easy to read.

Instead of saying: We should be obliged i f you could contact Mr Smith at
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an early date.

You say: Please contact Mr Smith soon.

Instead of saying: With reference to your Order No. 319, the goods were
dispatched on the 13 of this month.

You say: We sent your Order No. 319 on 13 April.

3. Correctness
Make sure that both the language and facts are correct. Pay special
attention to numbers and avoid typing mistakes. Correctly use punctuation, as

it may affect the meaning of the sentence.

Our shop , in Canada , was destroyed by fire. (The writer has only one
shop. )
Our shop in Canada was destroyed by fire. (The writer has more than

one shop. )

4. Courtesy
¢ This is more than politeness. A good business letter should be

positive, friendly and sincere.

Compare;:
Thank you for your order for 1,000 tons o f Black Tea. (better)
Iam in receipt of your order for 1,000 tons of Black Tea.

¢ Use “you approach” when you have good news.

We shall be able to of fer you free customer service Sfor your newly
purchased refrigerator for 3 years.

If you adopt “you approach” you may say: You will be pleased to hear
that you will soon be able to have a free customer service for your

newly purchased refrigerator for 3 years.

¢ Do not use “you approach” if you have bad news. In this situation, you
should handle it tactfully.
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Compare;

Your letter is not clear at all. I cannot understand it. (rude)

If I understand your letter correctly ... (tactful)

IlI. How to learn this course

First, you need to have a good command of English, which is essential in any
communication. Then, pay attention to the special terms and expressions in the
course. Understand what they mean and how they are used. As this is a practical
course, the best way to learn it is to read more and write more. You will find that
doing exercises will help you remember and understand what you have learned, and

that reciting letters is very useful when you write business letters yourself.
IV. Layout of the business letter
The business letter may be composed of the following parts .

1. Letter Head

Companies usually use stationery with a printed letter head, which
includes the company’s name, address, postcode/ zip code, telephone number,

fax number, e-mail address etc.

The printed letter head is usually centred.

The address in the letter head is the sender’s address not the recipient’s.

2. Date
The date should be placed two lines below the letter head. For the full-
blocked layout style®, put it on the left. For the blocked® or semi-blocked®,

put it on the right.

O 2F%kR
@ FXRK
©® FFLRK



4\ ERRSERRRE

The month should be written in full, not in figures or be abbreviated to
avoid confusion. Use cardinal numbers (1, 2, 3, 4, etc. ) for the date.
Here are the recommended forms. Stick to one form once you have chosen

it. There is no comma between the month and the year in British English.

CApril 3, 2000 (British)
April 3, 2000 (American)

3. Inside Name and Address

This is the name and address of the recipient. It is typed at the left-hand
margin two lines below the date.

Courtesy titles such as Mrs, Mr and Miss are used in business corres-
pondence. Use Ms if you do not know whether a lady is married or not. Write
to the appropriate departmental head and address that person by the official
title if you write to a company. A letter concerning purchasing should be

addressed to the Sales Manager.

The Sales Manager
(the recipient’s address)

Dear Sir

When the recipient holds a special title such as Professor or Doctor,
address him/her by the title.

Prof. Smith
Dr James White/] ames White , MD

Make sure to include the name of the country to avoid ambiguity when you
write letters to foreign countries, as the city of the same name may appear in

different countries; e. g. , London in England, London in Canada.

4. Salutation

The salutation is two lines below the inside name and address without any
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indentation.
The salutation is a polite greeting with which the letter begins. Use

formal salutation Dear Sirs if you write to a company and do not know whom
to address to; use informal salutation Dear Mr/Mrs /Miss followed by the
family name if you know the name of the person. The word, Gentlemen, is
also used in America but never in a singular form. If you do not know whether
a man or a woman will read your letter, use Dear Madam or Sir or Dear Sir or
Madam.

Formal:

Dear Sir

Dear Madam

Dear Sirs /| Mesdames

Gentlemen

Informal.

Dear Mr Green
Dear Mrs Green
Dear Miss Green
Dear Ms Green

5. Subject Heading or Caption

The subject heading is placed one line below the salutation. It can be put
on the left or in the middle depending on whether the letter is full-blocked,
blocked or semi-blocked. It is used to call reader’s attention; therefore, you

may underline it or make it in boldface letters.
A. Underline the subject.

Re: Your L/C No. 123
or

Subject: Your L/C No. 123

B. Make the subject in boldface letters.
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Re: Your L/C No. 123
or
Subject: Your L/C No. 123

C. Omit Re and Subject.

Your L/C No. 123

6. Body of the Letter

This is the most important part of the letter, which may be written in

A. the first person singular: I have received your application and shall
be bringing it be fore the Board for consideration this week

B. the first person plural: We have received your application and shall be
considering it at a board meeting this week

C. the impersonal passive: Your a pbplication has been received and will be.
considered by the Board this week.

Generally speaking, only the person of weight and authority is in a
position to use the first person singular; for instance, the managing director or
the president, as he is expressing himself and also representinf;r those opinions
of the company. A junior member of a company is advised to associate himself
with the whole company by using the plural. The personal element in these
two styles is usually their principal advantage, but this can be a disadvantage if
the writer is very junior or if the matter is very formal, when the impersonal
style is to be preferred.

There is no reason why the styles should not be combined, e.g. , using
the first person singular when the writer’s personal opinions are expressed but
shifting to one of the other two styles where a matter concerning the whole
company is involved.

Make a plan before writing. The following questions may be useful;

¢ What is the purpose of the letter?

¢ What is the expectation? '

¢ What language should you use to achieve your purpose?

¢ How many times have you talked about the matter?

@ Do you have all the information you need?
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@ What is the company policy concerning the matter you are dealing with?

Do not handle more than one matter if you have several to talk about,
especially if such matters are not dealt with in the same department of the
company. You should write different letters to the departments concerned so
that the matters can be dealt with efficiently.

When you finish, check the letter. Make sure that you have dealt with the
matter in the right way and have used the proper language. Check the spellings
and figures. Do not rely entirely on the computer. :

Do not write only the signature on the second page. You should try to
remove some parts of the letter from the first page to the second by leaving
more room between the letter head and the date, between the date and the
inside address, and for the signature. (You can also use this method when the
letter is very short. ) Write zo be continued on the bottom right hand side of the
first page. The second page should be written on blank paper with the same
kind of texture and colour as the first page. Unless you send a fax, you should

write the name of the recipient, the page number and the date like this:

The Universal Trading Co.
Page 2
February 10, 2006

or

Mr James Smith
Page 2
March 2, 2006

Leave enough space for both the left and the right margins.

7. Complimentary Close
The complimentary close is merely a polite way of ending a letter. The

expression must suit the occasion and match the salutation.

Dear Sir(s) Yours faithfully
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Gentlemen Yours truly

Dear Mr Jones Yours sincerely

The complimentary close is one line bellow the main body of the letter in
the middle for the blocked and the semi-blocked, or on the left-hand side for
the full-blocked.

8. Signature

A letter should be signed by hand in ink. As many hand-written signatures are
illegible, the name of the signer is usually typed below the signature and followed by
his job title or position. Leave three lines for the handwritten signature.

Letters predominantly written in the first person singular are signed by the
writer. Letters in the first person plural or impersonal passive are usually signed with
the name of the company. Below the name of the company is the writer’s name.

Only the person who can represent the company is able to sign on behalf of the
company. If that person is not available, then the person who is given the authority

to sign can sign for the company. Use p. p. (per pro)@, or for in this case.

A. The letter is signed by the person who has the authority to represent
the company.
Yours sincerely

(Signature)

B. Davis
Managing Director :
The Overseas Co. Ltd.

B. The letter is signed by the person who has been given the authority to sign.
Yours faith fully

for / p. p. The Overseas Cq. Ltd.
(Signature)

@  p. p. (per pro) J& per procurationem [I4EE , BREHRE, 2RBA,
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W. Black
Marketing director

C. The letter is signed by the person in his official capacity to indicate the
exact degree of authority.

Yours sincerely
The Overseas Co. Ltd.
(Signature)

Philip Wang
Assistant Sales Manager

9. Miscellaneous Matters

> Carbon Copy

Sometimes the same letter needs to be sent to other persons or organ-
izations. In this case, write cc followed by the names of the persons or
organizations the copies are to be sent to. “cc” is placed below the signature at

the left margin. It is the abbreviation® for carbon copy.

Yours faith fully
for The Overseas Co. Ltd.
(Signature)

W. Black
Marketing director

ccMr J. Cooper

> Enclosure

The enclosure is placed below the carbon copy. It can be abbreviated as

O #EiA



