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Unit One

The Structure of a Business Letter

Standard Parts of a Business Letter

A business letter consists of seven principal parts: the letter-head, the
date, the inside name and address, the salutation, the body, the
complimentary close and the signature area.

1. The Letter-head

The letter-head expresses a firm’s personality. It helps to form one’s
impression of the writer’s firm. Because of this,many firms engage experts to
design attractive notepaper headings. The letter-head is printed at the top of
the letter-paper -which is mostly white and of good quality. Styles vary
considerably ybut they all give similar information including all. or some of
the following elements: (1)logo or symbol(if any)of the firm, corporation,
institution or organization; (2)its full legal name; (3)its full postal address
including the house number, road, city, state (province) , ZIP Code or Post
Code(if any), country; (4) other data such as telephone number, cable
address,telex number, fax number, internet address and email address etc.
and sometimes state the kind of business ¢arried on if this is not clear froi
the firm’s name. For companies registered in the United Kingdom with
limited liability the word limited (or a recognized abbreviation of it) must
form 'part of the name. Companies formed with limited liability in the United
States use the abbreviation Inc. , while Australian companies use(Pty) Ltd. as

an abbreviation for Proprietary Limited.
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2. The Date

Every letter should be dated—never send out a letter which isn’t dated.
The position of the date below the letter-head depends on the length of the
letter, but it should never be fewer than two lines. The position of the date,
either on the right or on the left,depends on the style you decide to use. Only
in the fully block style is the date typed flush with the left margin.

There are two different ways of writing the date:

May 10,2007 (American form)

10™ May, 2007 (British form)

For the day, either cardinal numerals or ordinal numerals can be used.
However,there is a growing tendency to omit the-ordinal suffixes -st,-nd,-rd
an;i—th that follow the day in the date line.

In the date line,do not write in figures for the months,for it may easily
cause unnecessary confusion. For the punctuation in the date line; it is
usually put a comma before the year, while some British prefer no
punctuation. Never put a full stop after the year.

3. The Inside Name and Address

In: an ordinary business letter, the preferred position for the
correspondent’s name and address is the upper left-hand side of the sheet one
or two lines below the date line and usually typed in block form without any
punctuation marks at thé end of every line. The inside name and address is
always identical with that on the envelope. Sometimes their position is
designed to coincide with a cellophane window in an envelope, so that they
act as the outside address as well.

When the receiver is a firm named after one or more persons,e. g.
Harrison & John Co. Ltd. ,Brown Sons & Co. Inc. etc. ,the word “Messrs. ”
is usually put before the name of the firm for courteous purposes. The word.
“Messrs.” is the abbreviation of Messieurs(the plural form of Mr. ). But this
word is not used when the firm’s name is impersonal, for example: The
Portland Cement Co. Ltd.

If the letter is addressed to an individual in the firm, the individual’s
name should be preceded by the courtesy title—Mr. , Mrs. ; Miss or Ms.

(“Mr.” is used for male and “Mrs.” for married female. “Miss” is for
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unmarried female or for one who wishes to keep her father’s family name.
“Ms, ” is used for married or unmarried female. ) When your correspondent
holds a special title,such as Doctor,Professor,etc. ,he or she is addressed by
the special title and Mr. or the like must not be used. After the name, his or
her job title or position—Director, Manager or President,etc. should follow if
there is any.

4. The Salutation

The salutation is the friendly greeting that precedes 'the body of the
letter. It’s typed one or two lines below the inside name and address on the
left-hand side. When addressing a letter to a firm, it is customary to use
“Dear Sirs”,followed by a comma, but the Americans prefer “Gentlemen”,
followed by a colon. “Dear Sir” is used when addressing an individual. Never
use “Dear Gentlemen” or “Gentleman”. Letter to women, married or
unmarried,formally begins with “Dear Madam”. If in doubt as to the gender
of your correspondent use “Dear Sir” or “Dear Sir or Madam?”. If the receiver
is known to the writer personally,a less formal and more friendly greeting
such as “Dear Mr. X X X” or “Dear Ms. X X X” is then preferred. If the
receiver is a close friend of the writer or is someone known to the writer very
well,an informal greeting,e. g. “Dear John”,can be used.

5. The Body of the Letter

In business letter-writing, the most important section of the letter is the
'message or body,which contains the essential information from the writer to
the addressee. The body should begin two lines below the salutation if there
is no subject line(if there is one, the body should begin two lines below the
subject line).

In many letters,the body usually consists of three parts,i. e. the opening
paragraph,the purpose paragraph(s)and the closing paragraph,although you
may find that some letters are very short and may consist of‘only one
paragraph. In the opening paragraph, the writer can be grateful to the receipt
‘of something(e. g. a letter)from the addressee, or gives.a subject introduction
of the letter. The main part of the letter is the purpose paragraph(s) which
state(s) the facts or ask (s) the receiver to do something. This part can be

only one paragraph and also several paragraphs. The closing paragraph is the
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end o,f the body of the letter. It usually expresses the writer’s wishes to get
help or cooperation or have an early reply. For the specific examples, study
the sample letters in the later units.

Three important factors which must be considered in business
correspondence are;:clarity,courtesy and conciseness.

Clarity means getting your message across clearly,so the reader will not
misunderstand what you are trying to convey. Avoid usihg vague and
ambiguous words. Courtesy consists not only in using polite phrases(e. g.
“please”, “thanks”) , but also showing consideration for your correspondent.
Avoid irritating, offensive or belittling statements. Answer letters promptly,
for punctuality will please your recipient who hates waiting for days before
he obtains a reply to his letter. Conciseness means complete message but
brief expression ;vith no sacrificing clarity or courtesy. A good business letter
should be precise and to the point. To achieve conciseness of your letter-
writing, try to keep your sentences short, avoid complicated words when
simple words will suffice,and avoid unnecessary repetition, wordy statements
-and commercial jargons., Remember that time is ‘always precious for all
businessmen.

6. The Complimentary Close

The complimentary close is merely a polite way of ending a letter. It is
placed two or four lines below the last line of the body of the letter, except in
the case of. fully block letters, it starts about the middle or the right-hand
side of the page.

The complimentary close should match the salutation. The formal
business letter which begins with “Dear Sir(s),” should close with “Yours
faithfully,”. For the personal and less formal letter which opens with “Dear
Mr. X X X” or the like,“Yours sincerely,” is the usual complimentary close

> is a useful

(the Americans prefer “Sincerely yours,”). Yours truly,”
alternative to “Yours sincerely,” when the writer wishes to be informal but
has no personal acquaintance with his correspondent. For the informal letter
which opens with “Dear John” or “Dear Mary”, “Best wishes” or “Best
regards” can also be used.

7. The Signature Area
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All letters must be signed. Unsigned letters have no authority. The
signature area usually includes four separate identifications: the firm name,
the signature,the typewritten name and the business title.

If printed on the letter-head, the firm name may not be repeated after
the complimentary close ( except in legal documents or negotiable
instruments). Even though the firm name is not typed in the signature area,
the firm is considered responsible for the content of the message written by
one of its agents.

The signature is the signed name of the person writing the letter. It is
handwritten in ink above the typed name, the space left by the typist which
appears three to five lines under either the complimentary close or the firm
name. The italics in the following examples stand for any presentation of
handwritten signature—which can be illegible in a real letter. The person’s
name is typed beneath the signature so that the name is legible to the reader.
The person’s typed business title and/or the name of his or her department

usually follows the typed name. For example:

Yours sincerely, Yours faithfully,

Jackson Brown & Co. Ltd.

T. David (handwritten) or:

John Smith (handwritten)

T. David(typewritten)
Deputy Manager
Sales Department

John Smith(typewritten)
Sales Manager
If someone signs the letter on behalf of the firm or higher officials, the
word “for” or the abbreviation “p. p. ” (Latin; per procurationem)is added
before the name of the firm. A rubber stamp should never be used in place of
a handwritten signature as it is a form of discourtesy and is not acceptable in
a court of law. For example. ' )

Yours faithfully,

p.p.Jackson Brown & Co.Ltd.
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John Smith (handwritten)

John Smith(typewritten)
Sales Manager

Miscellaneous Matters

In business letters, besides the above seven principal parts,there are also
some miscellaneous matters(optional parts)such as follows:

1. The References

The references are generally used as a useful indication for filing and for
indicating the responsibility of writing and typing the letter. The references
are often marked “Our Ref. ” and “Your Ref. ” to avoid confusion. They may
appear two lines below the letter-head immediately above the date or may be
placed two lines below the signature area at the end of the letter 'on the left
margin,

The referenices may be numerical usually referring to a filing system,
and/or consist of the initials of the writer followed by these of his typist. For
example,Our Ref. : 123 JS/Ib or JS/Ib 123. Your Ref. : 456 KS/xm. (John
Smith is the writer of the letter and Louise Brown is the typist, John’s
initials will come first,in capital letters, then a bar,then Louise’s initials in
small letters: JS/lb. If Louise Brown writes and types the letter, the
references will be LB/1b. )

2. The Subject Heading

A subject heading is sometimes inserted at the top of the body of the
letter, two lines below the salutation and two lines above.the first sentence of
the body and is usually centred (except in a fully block layout) and
underlined. The subject heading helps the reader to obtain quickly the gist of
the letter. It also helps in filing. It is especially useful if two firms have a lot
£)f correspondence with each other on a variety of subjects. It enables the
recipient to classify the correspondence and relate it to previous letter
concerning the same matter. The subject heading can begin with or ;avithout

the word “Subject:” or “Re:” or “Caption:”,but should always denote what
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the letter is about,e. g. :

Dear Sirs,

Re:Your L/C No. 122 Dated May 8, 2007
3. The Attention Heading

The attention heading is used when it is desired to address a letter to a

particular person or title or department of a firm. It is considered part of the
inside name and address and is placed between the inside address and
salutation(a blank line before and after it)and usually underlined, for example:
The Asian Trading Co.

(Address)

ATTN:Mr. James Brown, Purchasing Manager

Dear Sir,
or For the attention of the purchasing manager

(When you do not know his name)

Dear Sirs,

If you do not know either the name or the title of the person who should
deal with your letter, you should have some idea of which department the
letter should go to. In this case, address it to the attention of the relevant
department, thus;

Attention ; Purchasing Départment

Dear Sirs,

4, The Enclosure

When any documents are included in the envelope with the letter, this
must be indicated by writing “Enclosure(s)” or its abbreviation*“Enc(s).”
or “Encl(s).” to facilitate checking up on sealing and opening the envelope
and for record purpose. It’s typed at the bottom left-hand corner of the
letter,one or two lines below the reference initials. The making may be in
any of the following ways:
2 Encs.
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