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Essentials of Business Letter Writing

Letters remain hugely important in our everyday life. People still feel the need to have something
confirmed in writing and a letter can add the all-important personal touch. Many executives still prefer a
written document to other forms of communication, because the document can serve as a contract, the facts
will be kept on record in writing, and executives do not have to rely on their memories. In addition, writing
an effective business letter is an important skill for every manager and business owner.

In this brief overview we will examine the essential qualities of business writing, which can be
summed up in the three C’s in creating an effective business letter. With this knowledge you can give a
professional tone to your English business letters.

1. Clarity

A business letter is effective only when it communicates the necessary ideas to its reader with clarity.
Make sure that your letter is very clear so that your reader must be able to see exactly what you mean.
When you are sure about what you want to say, say it in plain, simple words. Good, straightforward, simple
English is needed for business letters.

2. Conciseness

It means using concise sentences and fewest words, without losing completeness and courtesy. Wordy
expressions and redundancies are the major blunders to overcome to communicate concisely. You can gain
conciseness by writing short sentences rather than long sentences. Letters can be made clearer, easier to
read and more attractive to look at by carefully paragraphing. Confining each paragraph to one point is a
good rule.

3. Courtesy

A courteous letter should be polite, considerate and tactful. Courtesy is not mere politeness. In letter
writing, it is a good principle to forget yourself for a while and keep in mind the person you are writing
to, see things from his point of view, visualize him in his surroundings, see his problems and difficulties
and express your ideas in terms of his experience. This is known as the “you-attitude” in business
correspondence. To answer letters promptly is also a matter of courtesy. Punctuality will please your
customer who dislikes waiting for days before he gets a reply to his letter.
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Elements of Business Letters

A business letter consists of seven principal parts:

(1) letterhead

(2) date

(3) inside name and address

(4) salutation

(5) body

(6) complimentary close

(7) writer’s signature and official position

The letterhead reflects a company’s personality and functionally helps to advertise the company. It
includes the writer’s company’s name, address, telephone number, fax number and e-mail address or its
website if available, e.g.:

ADCO Textiles Ltd.

Irving Industrial Building, 886 Cheung Wan Road
Hong Kong 347215
Tel: 822-789-4644 Fax: 822-788-4215

E-mail: fndcotextileltd@online.hk.cn

The date line is a vital part in business letters. Always type the date in full, in the logical order of day,
month, year, for example: 3rd March 2011 or 3 March 2011. The day can also be written after the month,
for example: March 3rd, 2011 or March 3, 2011. In this way, a comma must be used between the day and
the year.

All number form (for example: 5/3/2011) should not be used. Some people are used to abbreviating
the month, but this is not recommended in business letters.

There is no fast rule for the placement of the date. It can be aligned with the left or right margin below
the letterhead.

The inside addresses may have the following parts: (Not all addresses have all the parts)
(1) receiver’s name and title

(2) receiver’s company name

(3) receiver’s address

For example:

H. W. Wallace &. Co.

910 Queen Victoria Street

.
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London, E. C. 4

England

If your addressee has a courtesy title, such as Professor, then use it. Otherwise use Mr. or Ms., unless
you know the addressee prefers Miss or Mrs. These should also appear identically on the envelope. The
inside address begins one line below the sender’s address or one inch below the date. It should be left

justified on the left side, no matter which format you are using.

The salutation is the greeting with which every letter begins. The customary greeting in a business
letter is Dear Sir, or Dear Madam used for addressing one person; and if you are not sure whether the letter
will be read by a man or a woman, you can use the following: Dear Madam or Dear Sir; Dear Sirs, Dear
Mesdames, or Gentlemen for addressing two or more people. Note that you cannot use Sirs alone and that
Gentlemen cannot be used in the singular form. If the receiver is known to the writer personally, a warmer
greeting like Dear Mr. XX (family name) is then preferred. For example: Dear Mr. Zhang. Salutation is usually

typed two spaces below the inside address and followed by a comma or a colon when Gentlemen is used.

The body is the part that really matters. Attention here should be paid to the format precision of the
body. It usually begins one or two lines below the salutation. Lines within a paragraph should be single-
spaced, with double-spacing between paragraphs.

The opening paragraph introduces the purpose of the letter and is relatively short. The middle
paragraph(s) supports the first paragraph and provides more information. The final paragraph usually serves
as a conclusion, suggestion or further request.

The complimentary close should be carefully selected to suit the occasion and match the salutation.

The following salutations, with their matching closes, are the ones most commonly used in modern business

letters:
Salutation Close Comment
Dear Sir/ Sirs or Madam/ Mesdames Faithfully yours Formal
Yours cordially
Dear Mr./ Mrs./ Miss/ Ms. Sincerely yours Informal

Yours respectfully/truly

Notice that only the first word in a complimentary close is capitalized. It is usually typed one or two
lines below the body.

The signature consists of a handwritten signature with the name of the signer typed below it and

followed by his title or position. While typing a letter, you are suggested to leave three blank lines for the
written signature.

mmder- - -
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For example:
For ADCO Textiles Ltd.

Edward Chan (a handwritten signature)

Edward Chan

Sales Manager
Miscellaneous Matters

The reference may include a file number, departmental code or the initials of the signer. Many
letterheads leave margins for references.

For example:

Our ref: CNN/011

Your ref: 1234/XY

The attention line is used in a formally addressed letter or on an envelope addressed to an organization
indicating for whom the letter is intended. It is usually typed two-line spaces above the salutation.

For example:

TDC Import & Export Corp.

198 St. Louis Street

Croydon, England

Attention: Mr. T. Longmanhouse

Dear Sirs,

Subject line is actually the general idea of a letter. Usually it is typed one or two lines below the
salutation, underlined, and often centered on the body of the letter.

For example:

Dear Mr. Zhang,

Re: Arrangements Regarding Mr. Tang’s Visit

Typist initials are used to indicate the person who typed the letter. If someone else types your letters,

the reference line identifies this person, usually by initials. The writer’s initials come first, and they are
capitalized. For example, if Kong Jian wrote a letter that Sun Li typed, it would appear like this: KJ/sl

-
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The enclosure is the document enclosed along with the letter in the envelope. It appears right beneath
the signature, usually abbreviated, and indicating the number of enclosures. Any of the following styles can
be used:

For example:

Encl.: Order Number 123

Encls.: 2 samples

The copy line is used to inform the recipient that other people are receiving a copy of the document.
The following symbols often appear in a letter:

cc: carbon copy pec: photocopy bece: blind carbon copy

P.S. stands for postscript. Nowadays, a postscript is usually used not in its original function, but rather
as a device to emphasize something. See an example below:
P.S. Wish to see you at the Trade Fair on September 10.

Envelope Addressing

Business envelope address calls for accuracy, legibility and good appearance. It ordinarily has the
return address printed in the upper left corner. The receiver’s name and address should be typed about half
way down the envelope.

The postmark or stamps should be placed in the up right-hand corner, while the bottom left-hand
corner is for post notations such as “Confidential”, “Secret”, “Printed Matter”, etc.

The address on the envelope and the inside address on the letter should be in the same style and
present the same information. No punctuation is used except for abbreviations. Here are two examples,
which show respectively, the indented form of address and the blocked form of address.

»Sample 1: (indented)

Allen Incorporation
1324 St. Louis Street Stamp
Toronto C65, Ontario
Canada

Mr. George Carter
1983 Lincoln Avenue
New Berlin WI98753
USA

Confidential

Sy -
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» Sample 2: (blocked)

Allen Incorporation

1324 St. Louis Street Stamp
Toronto C65, Ontario

Canada

Mr. George Carter
1983 Lincoln Avenue
New Berlin WI98753
USA

Confidential

Formats of Business Letters

There are some specific formats used in business letters. No one can say authoritatively that one
specific format of a business letter is correct or wrong. Instead, certain practices of a few formats are widely
used in today’s business correspondence. They are full-block format, modified-block format and semi-
indented format.

The open style of punctuation in the inside name and address is often used, but is not essential to
it. Closed punctuation can also be used if preferred. The following tables show examples of the different

formats.
» Sample 1:
JL Technology Pte Ltd.
7 Irving Road, #5-08, Irving Industrial Building
SINGAPORE 365768

Fax (65) 283 0537; Tel (65) 283 9867

4 March 2005

Mr. Frank Beeson
3438 Solonos Street
Athens

Greek

Dear Mr. Beeson



