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Unit 1 Introduction to Business Letter-writing

1.1 Introduction

The written mode of communication has always been popular as it generally provides a more
permanent record of the messages transmitted. This mode of communication consists of a rather variety
of media. They include letters, memos, reports, instructions, notices, meeting agenda, minutes and others.
Among these, letters are the most frequently used medium.

Business letters are mostly correspondent among business organizations or between such organiza-
tions and individuals. They are mainly concerned with business matters and the messages conveyed are
business oriented in essence. Business letters are of crucial importance in the conduct of business

activities. They play an essential role in a company’s correspondence with the outside world.

1.2 Guidelines of business letter-writing

Letter-writing does not differ from any other form of creative writing. Good English is one of the
important bases of good business letters. What you write should be free from grammatical blemishes, and
also free from the slightest possibility of being misunderstood. The following general guidelines will be
useful when writing any kind of business letter.

Be clear, brief and businesslike.

Be polite, friendly and informal.

Write concise and purposeful letters.

Write to communicate.

1.3 Parts of a business Jetter

The business letter consists of seven standard parts: the letter-head, the date, the inside address, the
salutation, the body, the complimentary close, and the writer’s signature and official position. When
appropriate, any of the following optional parts can be included: attention line, subject headings, reference

number, enclosure(s), carbon copy notation and postscript.
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1.3.1 Letter-head

This is an essential piece of information that has to be included in a letter as this informs the reader

where to send his or her reply. The letter-head helps to form one’s impression of the writer’s firm. Usually
printed, a letter-head may include the company’s name, address, post code, telephone numbers, telex
number, fax number, and even a symbol of the company.
eg. Fujito Enterprises Co.
3173 Kashiwara Minami-ku, Fukuoka City, Japan, 7815
Tel: (81) 44-8448022 Fax: (81) 44-8448017

1.3.2 Date line

The date line is an obligatory component of a letter since it is the most convenient way of providing
areference to your letter. As the date given in the date line specifies when a letter is written, it is possibly
the easiest way to identify the letter. The date is usually placed two lines below the last line of the letter-
head. It is usual to show the date in the order day/month/year(English practice) or month/day/year
(American practice). In American way, a comma must be used between the day and the year. For the day,
eithér cardinal numbers or ordinal numbers can be used.

e.g. 23 July 2004 (English practice)

July 23, 2004 (American practice)

1.3.3 Inside address

The inside address is typed below the date line, next to the left-hand margin. Its major function is
to provide the writer with a record of to whom and where a letter has been sent. The inside address of a
letter to an individual consists of the person’s courtesy title, name, business or executive title and address.
While the letter is to a group, the inside address includes the full group name and the address.

The courtesy titles used in correspondence are Mr., Mrs., Miss, Messrs. and Mmes. Mrs. is used for
a married woman and Miss for an unmarried woman. In recent years it has become customary to use Ms.
as the courtesy title for all women, married or unmarried. Messrs as the plural form of Mr. is used only

for companies or firms, the names of which include a personal element, e.g.

1
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Messrs. J. Harvey & Co.
English address may have the following parts:
Name of house
Number of house and name of street
Name of city or town
Country or state and its postcode
Name of country
Here is an example:
The eagle hall
24 south bank
Birmingham
Alabama

USA

1.3.4 Attention line

An “attention line” is considered a part of the inside address and it directs the letter to a particular
member or department of the organization addressed. It is usually between the inside address and the
salutation or above the inside address, underlined, and centred :

e.g. Attention: Mr. T. C. Wong

Attention of Mr. Stanley

For the attention of Mr. Donald, sales manager

| .V3.5 The salutation )
Salutation is placed two lines below the inside address and two lines above the body of the letter. If
the letter is addressed to an individual, it is usual to use:
Dear Mr. Smith
Dear Ms. Jenny
Dear Dr. White



Dear Prof. Hobart
When addressing a letter to a firm, the customary greeting is Dear Sir/Madam, Dear sirs or Dear
Gentlemen (American English).
Very often, the choice of a particular salutation affects the subsequent use of complimentary close.

This will be discussed in further detail later in the complimentary close section.

1.3.6 Reference

Reference numbers and letters enable replies to be linked with earlier correspondence and ensure that
they reach the right person or department without delay. Failure to quote your correspondent’s reference
number causes inconvenience. Many letter-heads provide spaces for references, e.g.

Your ref.:
Our ref.:

Our ref.: stands for our reference, i.e., the writer’s file reference. Some firms may prefer to use the
phrase “In reply please quote” instead.

Your ref.: stands for Your reference, i.e., the reader’s file reference. If your reader had previously
sent you a letter giving a file reference, then you should include this file reference in your reply under Your
Ref. to help your reader identify and locate his or her corresponding files.

Where the letter-head does not provide for it, the reference may form part of the first paragraph of
the reply letter:

Dear Sir
Thank you for your letter, reference yp201, of 4th March.
Or the reference may be typed as a heading:
Dear Sir i
Your ref.: yp201
Thank you for your letter of 4th March.

1.3.7 Subject line

The subject heading is regarded as a part of the body of a business letter. It enables the reader to

1
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identify the topic of the letter at a single glance. Because of this, it facilitates effective communication.
Usually it is typed two line-spacings below the salutation, underlined, to call attention to what content the
letter is about.
e.g. Dear Mr. Steven
Your Order No. 456

Dear sirs

Printed cotton piece goods

Dear sirs

Subject: New product catalogue

1.3.8 Body of the letter

A body, where all the information are to be given, is the part that really matters. All letters should
follow the same pattern, making clear:

Purpose. The first paragraph states the purpose of the letter: what the letter is about. It usually refers
to a previous medium of communication such as a letter, another document, a telephone call, an
advertisement or some other contacts.

Circumstances. The next paragraph or paragraphs explain the circumstances that prompt the letter.

Action. The final paragraph or paragraphs explain what action should be taken. They can contain
a request, give permission, refuse permission, approve or disapprove of an action.

To keep the letter clear and completely readable:

Don’t put more than one idea in a sentence;

Don’t put more than one topic in a paragraph;

Don’t put more than one subject in a letter.

1.3.9 The complimentary close

The complimentary close appears two lines below the body. Like the salutation, it is purely a matter



