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THE LAYOUT OF A BUSINESS LETTER

Displaying the Letter

Although formality in business letter-writing is rapidly giving way to a less conventional and
more friendly style, the layout still follows more or less a set pattern determined by custom. It is
safe to follow established practice so as to avoid confusion and waste of time for both sender and
receiver.

A good form in letter-writing, like a good form in any other activity, comes from making
correct practice habitual. It is a good plan to adopt one form of layout and to stick to it.
Basically, two main patterns of layout are in current use — the conventional indented style ( vide
p2) and the modern blocked style (vide p3).

Following traditional British practice, the indented style takes in five or six spaces in the first
line of each paragraph in the body of a letter, though more indentations than these are sometimes
preferred. Consistency in use is, however, the important point.

The practice of displaying business letters in the blocked style is now quite common. Its
outstanding feature is the commencement of all typing lines, including those for date, inside name
and address, salutation, subject heading and complimentary close, at the left-hand margin. The
loss of clarity occasioned by the absence of indentations may be made good by the number of
sepérating line-spacing between paragraphs from one to two, as shown on page 3.
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1. Indented Form:

TIANJIN CARPETS IMPORT & EXPORT CORPORATION
45 BAODING STREET, TIANJIN, CHINA

E-mail ; tjicar@ public. tpt. tj. cn Our Reference No. J/W-CO18
Fax .26320767 Your Reference No.
Telephone ;. 31022348 Date: 30th November, 2008

Messrs. Williams & Warner
36 Tower Street
Sydney, Australia
Attention ;Mr. Arnold Simpson, Sales Department

Dear Sirs,
Re ; Sheep Wool

With reference to our Order No. TC303 of 30 September for 50 M/T Sheep Wool, we shall
be glad to know when we may expect delivery, as they are urgently required.

When we made the initial enquiry, your department assured us that delivery would only take
two months, and we placed the order on that understanding as we wished to have the Wool before
the end of November. Your failure to deliver by the promised date has caused us great
inconvenience.

Will you please inform us by fax of the earliest possible date when you can deliver these
goods. Should the delay be longer than two or three weeks, we shall regretfully have to cancel the
order.

Yours faithfully,
Tianjin Carpets Import & Export Corporation
(Sig. )

Manager
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2. Blocked Form:

TIANJIN CARPETS IMPORT & EXPORT CORPORATION
45 BAODING STREET, TIANJIN, CHINA

E-mail ; tjcar@ public. tpt. tj. cn
Fax ;26320767
Telephone ; 31022348

Our Reference No. J/W-CO18
Your Reference No.

Date ; 30th November, 2005
Messrs. Williams & Warner
36 Tower Street

Sydney, Australia

Attention ;Mr. Arnold Simpson, Sales Department

Dear Sirs,

Re; Sheep Wool

With reference to our Order No. TC303 of 30® September for 50 M/T Sheep Wool, we shall be
glad to know when we may expect delivery, as they are urgently required.

When we made the initial enquiry, your department assured us that delivery would only take two
months, and we placed the order on that understanding as we wished to have the Wool before the
end of November. Your failure to deliver by the promised date has caused us great inconvenience.

Will you please inform us by fax of the earliest possible date when you can deliver these goods.
Should the delay be longer than two or three weeks, we shall regretfully have to cancel the order.

Yours faithfully,
Tianjin Carpets Import & Export Corporation
(Sig)

Manager
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Placement of the date on the left-hand side of the paper may cause inconvenience when
particular letters are required from the files. Because of this, some firms using the blocked style of
layout prefer the Reference and the Date to be positioned on the right. An example of a modified
blocked style is shown on page 5.
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3. Modified Blocked Form

TIANJIN CARPETS IMPORT & EXPORT CORPORATION
45 BAODING STREET, TIANJIN, CHINA

E-mail : tjcar@ public. tpt. tj. cn Our Reference No. J/W-CO18
Fax :26320767 Your Reference No.
Telephone ; 31022348 Date: 30th November, 2008

Messrs. Williams & Warner
36 Tower Street
Sydney, Australia

Attention ;: Mr. Arnold Simpson, Sales Department

Dear Sirs,

Re: SHEEP WOOL

With reference to our Order No. TC303 of September for 50 M/T Sheep Wool, we shall be glad
to know when we may expect delivery as these are urgently required.

When we made the initial enquiry, your department assured us that delivery would only take two
months, and we placed the order on that understanding as we wished to have the WOOL before
the end of November. Your failure to deliver by the promised date has caused us great
inconvenience.

Will you please inform us of the earliest possible date when you can deliver these goods. Should
the delay be longer than two or three weeks, we shall regretfully have to cancel the order.

Yours faithfully,
Tianjin Carpets Import & Export Corporation
(Sig)

Manager
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Whether the indented style or the blocked style is used is determined by personal taste or by a
firm’s preference, but whichever style is used, an ordinary business letter consists of seven parts;
(1) the letter head
(2) the reference and date
(3) the inside name and address
(4) the salutation _

(5) the message, or body of the letter
(6) the complimentary close
(7) the writer’s signature

A common fault is to type a letter too high on the paper. It should neither be too high or too
low, but nicely placed to preserve an appearance of balance, even if your letter might contain
some more parts such as:

(8) the attention line

(9) the subject line

(10) the reference notation
(11) the enclosure

(12) the carbon copy notation
(13) the postscript

However faultless a business letter may be on subject matter, style and tone, it will not only
create a bad impression but also weaken its effect if it is not attractively displayed. The following
letter is designed to illustrate the position of each part mentioned above.

1 BELJING LIGHT INDUSTRIAL
PRODUCTS IMPORT & EXPORT CORPORATION
Tel: (010)66668888
E-mail; bjlipc@ yahoo. com. cn

Our Ref; 038/te
Your Ref: QYT/zcs
Date: April 9, 2008
3 P &H Company

8000 Lincoln Drive

New York, NY 1122

Attention: Import Dept.

Dear Sirs,

Cotton Sweaters
We thank you for your letter of March 28.

Wt \© &~ 00

As requested, we are sending you herewith a copy of our latest price list for your reference.
.6 -
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Please note that all prices are understood to be subject to our final confirmation.

We are looking forward to your specific enquiry.

6 ' Yours faithfully,

BEIJING LIGHT INDUSTRIAL PRODUCTS
IMP. & EXP. CORPORATION
7 Z.G. Wang

Manager

10 ZGW/bk

11 Encl. ; as stated

12 cc: our branch offices

13 P. S. Your letter of the 2™ April has just arrived. We will look into the matter and reply to
you soon.

1. The Letter head ({§3%)

The letter head includes the essential particulars about the writer, his name, postal address,
telephone number, and fax number. Good quality paper and a neat, well-balanced letter head
combine to enhance the prestige of the firm that uses it.

2. The Reference and Date (4R ESFIHH)

Most letter heads provide for reference letters and numbers. When one firm writes to another,
both will give a reference and they are marked with * Our ref; ’ and ‘ Your ref.’ to avoid
confusion. Sometimes a rectangle or other space is provided for them in the printed heading.

Quite commonly, and especially in small offices, the reference consists of no more than the
initials of the person dictating the letter followed by those of the typist:
Our ref: LGB/ ww
Your ref; JDM/je

Such kind of reference may be placed two spaces below the typed signature at the left margin,
i. e. , the position indicated by °the reference notation’ .

The date should be typed two line-spacings below the letter head and, in the indented form of
layout, so placed to the right that the last figure serves as a guide for line-endings in the body of
the letter, though other placements are now accepted. It should always be typed in full and never
abbreviated. Never give the date in figures e. g. 10/2/2005, which could easily be confusing.

« 7.
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Whether commas or full stops are used in dates is accepted as a matter of taste, but the
inclusion of a comma after the month with no full stop after the year is now customary, e. g.
24th March, 2005 (British style)
March 24, 2005 ( American style)

3. The Inside Name and Address ( 3}P545#R EHihlh)

The preferred position for the recipient’s name and address is the upper left-hand side of the sheet,
three or more line-spacings below the line of the date, depending on the length of the letter.

Mr. , Mrs. , Miss, Ms. , and Messrs. are the ordinary courtesy titles used for addressing the
recipient.

It is the usual practice to type the inside name and address in a blocked paragraph form in
alignment with the left-hand margin of the letter. This helps to give the letter a tidy appearance.

4. The Salutation (FRFE)

The salutation is the complimentary greeting with which the writer opens his letter. The
particular form used depends upon the writer’s relationship with his recipient. To some extent it
settles the form of the complimentary close; the two must always match.

For ordinary business purposes, Dear Sir ( or Dear Madam for both single and married
women ) is used for addressing a person, and Dear Sirs or Gentlemen (or Mesdames) for
addressing two or more readers when a letter is sent to a firm.

The salutation always appears on a line by itself, conventionally three line-spacings below the
inside name and address, and followed by a comma for “Dear Sirs” and a colon for
“Gentlemen” .

5. The Body of the Letter ({§3C)

This is the part that really matters. When writing, pay attention to the following :

(a) Write simply, clearly, courteously, grammatically, and to the point.

(b) Paragraph correctly, confining each paragraph to one topic.

(c) See that your typing is accurate and the display artistic. Aim at attractive and pleasing
appearance for your letters. Margins are especially important, since they serve to “frame” your letter.

For very short letters you may adopt double line-spacings except for your recipient’s name and
address for which single line-spacing should always be used.

6. The Complimentary Close ( 45E#HIE)

The complimentary close, like the salutation, is purely a matter of convention and a polite
way of ending a letter. The expression used must be appropriate to the occasion and be in keeping
with the salutation.

The following are the usual matches used in modern business letters.



THE LAYOUT OF A BUSINESS LETTER

Salutation Close Occasion

Dear Sir(s) Yours faithfully standard and formal closure

Dear Madam Yours faithfully for business letters

Gentlemen Yours truly used by Americans

Dear Mr. Smith  Your sincerely  used less formally and between persons known to each
other

Inverted forms like “Faithfully yours” , “Truly yours” or “Sincerely yours” are also used for
less formal business letters but are considered somewhat forced and artificial.

The complimentary close must never be separated from the substance of a letter by being
carried to a separate sheet. Line spacing or word spacing should be re-arranged on the computer to
keep it on the same sheet with the body of the letter or carry some portion of the letter to the next
sheet. When using continuation sheets, plain paper of the same quality as the letter-head must be
used and typed with a heading to show:

(a) the number of the sheet (in the centre of the page) ,

(b) the name of your recipient (on the left-hand side ) ,

(c) the date of the letter (on the right-hand side) , e. g.

.,

L. A. Brizier & Co. Ltd.
' 1st March 19

7. The Signature (E43)

The signature is the signed name or mark of the person writing the letter or that of the firm he
represents. It is written in ink immediately below the complimentary close. Because a signature is
the ‘distinguishing mark of the one who uses it, the same style must always be adopted.

The signatures written and typed must correspond exactly.

Never sign your letters with a rubber stamp.

8. The Attention Line (¥ &I I)

The phrase ‘For the attention of > or simply ° Attention’ is used where the writer of a letter
addressed to an organization wishes to direct it to a particular official. It is typed two line-spacings
above the salutation, underlined and, except with the fully-blocked letter-style, centred over the
body of the letter, e. g.

For the Attention of Mr. Smith
or Attention ; Mr. Smith

9. The Subject Line (Z )
(a) Main heading; ( E#3EH)
Often useful as a time-saver is the practice of including at the head of a letter a short title
.9.



