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Form and Structure of

A Business Letter

CTIVES

® Understanding the essentials of business letter—-writing

® Knowing the laycuts of business letters
® Knowing the layouts of a business letter envelope

QUIREMENTS

Getting a knowledge of the principles of business letter-writing
® Grasping how to organize a good business letter
® Grasping how to address envelopes



Principles of Good Communication

Introduction

A good business letter does not ramble on. It supplies all pertinent information in a clear and
concise manner. Generally, business writing has only two goals:

(1) To make people understand you.

(2) To get them to take proper action.

Your readers take the proper action only when they know not only what you say but what
you want. Do you want them to:

(1) buy your product or service?

(2) confirm a decision?

(3) simply like you and think you are good to do business with?

All those things (buying, confirming, even liking and thinking) are actions.

In order to let your reader understand what you want (and then do it), he or she must first
understand precisely what you mean in your writing. if he or she has to guess, there is a good
chance the guess will be wrong.

People who read your letters have no opportunity to interpret your body language or tone of
voice as they would in a conversation. So although you should write as much as you speak, you
should think of the times when you speak at your best—when your words, sentences, and
paragraphs are more precise than your typical everyday speech. Even when it is structured and
precise, good writing helps your reader see you as a real person, and treat him or her as one too.

Time is valuable in business. Writing effective business letters will help you transact
business quickly, effectively, and courteously. To write effectively, say what you mean, and

make sure your readers understand you, keep the following principles in mind.

“IC” Principles
1. Clarity

Good business writing is all about being clear. The business letter should not have subtle
allegorical overtones requiring careful study, or different shades of meaning. In short, it should
not be open to interpretation.

Every word should mean one thing, each sentence should say one thing, and together they
should create a tool for achieving your goal. Therefore, keep in mind the purpose of your letter
and use appropriate words in correct sentence structure and convey your meaning. Straightforward
and simple English is needed for business letters. If your reader understands you and does what

you intend, then your writing succeeds.



Unit 1 Form and Structure of A Business Letter Sg@
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1) Choose short, familiar, conversational words and expressions
e.g.

after (short) subsequent (long)

use(short)  utilize (long)

before (simple and conversational)  in the event of(complicated)
We can deliver (simple and conversational)

We are in a position to deliver (complicated)

Thank you for your letter (conversational)

We acknowledge with thanks your letter(commercial jargon)

2) Avoid using the words which have different understanding or unclear meanings
e.g.

We shall take a_firm line with the firm.

We shall take a strong line with the firm.(better)
3) Use active voice

€.g. compare:

A fax was sent by us yesterday.

We sent you a fax yesterday.

2. Conciseness

Don’t make your reader have to wade through long, rambling sentences. Write concisely
and clearly and use a simple sentence structure. To achieve this, try to avoid wordiness or
redundancy. Stick to your plan and only include information both relevant and necessary.
Proceed cautiously here, however, because business writing should not be an endless series of
short and choppy sentences. Don’t be so concise that you become blunt.

1) Avoid using wordy expressions

Wordy: We wish to acknowledge receipt of your letter

Concise: We appreciate your letter

Wordy: Enclosed herewith please find two copies of

Concise: We enclose two copies of

2) Avoid unnecessary repetition |

e.g.

Will you ship us any time during the month of December, or even November would suit us
just as well.

Rewriting:

Please ship us by the end of November.

3) Avoid padded expressions

e.g.

It should be noted that this is the best we can do.

Please be advised that we have received your invoice.




3. Courtesy

Courtesy is not mere politeness. The courteous writer should be sincere and tactful,
thoughtful and appreciative. It is the quality that enables us to refuse to perform a favor and
meanwhile keep a friend; to refuse a customer’s request for credit without killing all hopes of
future business.

Another important thing is dealing with all letters promptly. Punctuality will please your
customer who dislikes waiting for days before he/she gets a reply to his/her letter.

1) Use courteous and friendly words and expressions

e.g.

We are highly appreciated that

Thank you for

We are pleased that

2) Avoid using negative (unpleasant) words

e.g.

You are requested to send payment by June.

Please send payment by June. (better)

We must tell you that we can’t accept your proposal.

Unfortunately, we can’t accept your proposal. (better)

4. Completeness

A good communication should include all the necessary information. You should write not
only what must be said, but also what should be said to achieve your goal. Make sure that your
letter includes enough information for your reader to get what you mean, and that you come
across as tactful and polite, not terse and unfeeling. It is essential to check the message carefully
before it is sent out.

5. Concreteness

Strive to make your letter be exact, definite and specific, avoiding vagueness, ambiguity, or
the use of platitudes. Most people use specific language when they talk casually: they tell stories
with details, colors, and smells. Write in the same way. Use words to paint pictures in your
reader’s mind instead of letting him or her to dissect abstract concepts.

e.g.

Various aspects of this equipment make it a good choice.

This machine is a good choice because it is more corhpact and less expensive than any other
one on the market. (better)

6. Consideration

- Consideration emphasizes “You-attitude” rather than “We-attitude”. When writing a letter,
keep in mind the reader’s requests, needs, desires, as well as his/her feelings. Try to understand
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and respect the reader’s point of view and resist the temptation to reply as if you could not be in

the wrong.
1) Use You-attitude
e.g.
We allow two percent discount for cash payment.
2) Focus on the positive approach
e.g.
We don’t believe you will have cause for dissatisfaction. (negative)
We feel sure you will be entirely satisfied. (positive)

7. Correctness

Good business writing is correct in both technique and facts. Therefore, correctness refers
not only to correct usage of grammar, punctuation and spelling, but also to standard language,
proper statement, accurate figures, factual information and the correct understanding of
commercial jargons. Again, check your letter over before you send it to avoid the awkwardness
of correcting a mistake after your readers see it.

1) Grammar errors often occurred in business letters

(1) With pronouns: Our competitors” prices are about 3% lower than us (ours).

(2) With verbs: Neither of the offers are (is) acceptable.

(3) With adjectives: The two first (first two) items are not available.

(4) With conjunctions: This machine not only (is attractive not only) in proper price, but
also in good quality.

2) Make the numbers accurate

e.g.

(1) On or before May 10th.

(2) The offer is firm until April 4th (inclusive).

(3) US $2 300 (US Dollars two thousand and three hundred only).

The Structure of A Business Letter

1. The standard parts

A standard business letter contains seven parts.

1) The letterhead

The letterhead expresses the personality of a company and often indicates the writer’s
company name & address, telephone number, fax number, email, internet website and the kind of
business carried on. Usually it is centered or at the right or left margin of a letter writing paper.
Nowadays, more and more business letters have preprinted letterhead stationary which contains
the above information,

2) The date

The date is generally placed at least two lines below the letterhead to the right for indented
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style or to the left for the blocked style. The date should be typed in full and not abbreviated (i.e.,
November for Nov.) and the -th, -st, -nd and -rd that follow the day can be omitted (i.e., 3 May
for 3rd May). Please see to it that the year is typed in full (i.e., 2006 instead of 06). Always spell
out the month and include the day, a comma, and the year. The preferred forms of dates are as
follows:

18 August, 2006 August 18, 2006

Avoid giving the dates in figures, since it may easily cause confusion. It is English practice
to follow the order of day, month and year while the American practice is to write in the order of
month, day and year. So 10/6/2006 could be taken as either 10 June, 2006 or October 6, 2006.

3) The inside address

It consists of the correspondent’s full name and address, which appears exactly the same
way as on the envelope. It is typed single-spacing at the left-hand margin about two or four lines
after the date. Generally, the inside name and address in a business letter should include the
following:

(1) the name of the firm or company addressed to.

(2) the number and the name of the building or house.

(3) the number and the name of street.

(4) the name of the city, state or county and its postal code.

(5) the name of the country.

Ordinary courtesy titles used in correspondence are Mr. for a man, Mrs. for a married
woman, Miss for an unmarried woman and Ms. for both married and unmarried women. In recent
years it has become customary to use Ms. as the courtesy title for many women, particularly
career women, strongly object to being addressed as Mrs. or Miss.

Esq. instead of Mr. is sometimes used for certain classes of persons. Mr. always precedes
the name while Esq. always follows the name, separated from it by a comma, e.g.:

Mr. George Smith

George Smith, Esq.

Messrs., an abbreviation for the French word Messieurs, which is used only for partnership
whose company name includes a personal element, e.g.:

Messrs. S. Laurel and O. Hardy

Messrs. J. Waston & Co.

4) The salqtation

The salutation is the polite greeting with which every letter begins. The customary formal
greeting in a business letter is “Dear Sir (Madam)”, “Dear Sirs (Mesdames)” or “Gentlemen”,
which is used in America. Do not use Sirs alone and Gentlemen can not be used in the singular. If
the receiver is known to the writer personally, a warm greeting, “Dear Mr. /Ms. sb.” is then
preferred.

The salutation should be placed two lines below the inside address or the attention line (if
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used), and followed by a comma for “Dear Sir”, “Dear Sirs”, and a colon for “Gentlemen”.

5) The body of the letter

This is the most important section of any business letter. Make sure that each paragraph is
clear and concise. Start a new paragraph for each point you wish to stress and arrange the
paragraphs in logical order so that your letter “reads easily” and moves, step by step, toward the
aim or purpose you wish to achieve.

The first paragraph of a letter, mainly being a contact one, should usually be short. It may
need to:

(1) indicate the subject and the purpose of the letter.

(2) acknowledge any previous correspondence.

(3) establish a satisfactory tone.

The last paragraph should also be relatively short. It may:

(1) show friendliness and good will.

(2) leave the reader with a single clear-cut thought or idea.

(3) inspire whatever action or response is desired.

It is typed two lines below the salutation, or below the subject line, if any. In letters of
average length, paragraphs are single-spaced and between paragraphs double-spacing is used.
Very short messages may be double-spaced.

6) The complimentary close

The complimentary close, like the salutation, is simply a matter of custom and a polite way
of closing a letter. Leave two lines of space after your last body paragraph, then place the close
against the left margin (in fully blocked format), on the right or in the centre of the page ( in
letters which are in forms other than the full block).

The complimentary close should keep in tone with the salutation. The most commonly used
sets of salutation and complimentary close are shown below:

Salutation Close Comment
Dear Sir(s) Yours faithfully, Formal
Gentlemen Yours truly, / Truly yours, Formal
Dear Mr. Harris Yours sincerely, /Sincerely yours, Less formal

Also notice that the close is always followed by a comma and only the initial letter of first
word is capitalized.

7) The signature

A business letter should be signed by hand and in ink immediately below the complimentary
close. The name of the writer is usually typed below the signature and most often includes the

writer’s title and/or professional designations. The use of a rubber stamp is a form of discourtesy,
2. The optional parts

The optional parts of a business letter are:
8) The references

The references number and letters enable the writer or the recipient to link the reply with the
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