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Unit 1 Fundamentals of Writing an
English Business Letter

Introduction

As China .opens wider to the outside world, its foreign trade has expanded greatly in
recent years. Meanwhile, competition is becoming keener and keener. To attract more
customers, well-written business letters often play an important role besides good quality
and reasonable price during the process of business transactions. So it is vitally important
for the students who want to be engaged in international trade in future to learn how to
keep in touch with firms or merchants abroad by correspondence and how to draft effective
business letters. Business communication refers to all the messages that are sent and
received for business purposes. In international business communication among people
from different countries, ‘messages can be transmitted by written and electronic
correspondence (such as letter, memo, fax, E-mail) or through oral media (such as
telephone, voice mail, teleconferencing). Business letter-writing is also experiencing a
rebirth.

In the first part, we give the general media that might be used in international trade,
some of which are gradually abandoned with the social development, so we only give a
simple introduction such as telex, telegram, etc.. However, the commonly used media
styles (E-mail, fax) are dwelled on in unit 14.

In this unit, the following key points should be mastered:

(1) Know the source of information about business letters.

(2) Grasp the writing skills about business letters.

(3) Memorize some useful sentences on business letters.

1. Communication Media

Effective communication, which is more and more emphasized in today’s business
competiton, includes the medium that best adapts to the reader’s need and expectations while
reaching the message sender’s purpose with the lowest possible costs. A comparison of the most
widely used media will give you a better idea in choosing the most efficient medium.

There are several kinds of communication media as follows;
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(1) Letter.
Letters here refer to those delivered by post office, which are regarded as the most

formal way of communication. They are also much more protective of the communicator’s
privacy; therefore, they are the best option for messages that are formal, private and
confidential, but they do not need much feedback and are not very urgent. It’s often used
for sending letters of invitation, thanks, congratulations as well as documents that must be
original, such as contracts. But letters take longer time and cost more money especially
when they are heavy.

(2) Memo.

Memo is ‘the short form of memorandum, which is commonly used for interoffice
communication such as company announcements, routine operating procedures and other
informal documents. The communicators are usually company insiders and business
partners known to each other, so the style can be less formal than letters.

Memos can be delivered by hand, by post office, or by E-mail.

(3) Fax. '

A fax is transmitted over a fax machine — a telecopy machine that creates a fax( a
“hand copy” of a message) sent over phone lines. It can overcome the barrier time zones
and can be easily kept in a file. The unique characteristic of a fax is that it can transmit the
original message. It is, therefore, a convenient way to send messages that are handwritten
or contain diagrams, tables, graphics or pictures. The drawback is that it lacks the privacy
as a letter, and the quality can hardly be assured — the words may not be as clear as the
original message and the pictures may be blurred.

In addition, you may send a letter, a memo or any paper document (such as an
invoice; a draft contract) over fax machines.

(4) E-mail.

Electronic mail(or E-mail) is a method of transmitting messages through a computer
network. |

The recent, rapid expansion of the Internet has brought a large number of people
together under one network. They send letters, reports, graphics, and so on which have
been prepared on computers or word processors via the Internet in their daily business and
life because the cost of the Internet is relatively low and the message can be sent to many
people at the same time and received instantly at the other terminal.

People can type a message of any length at any time and send it to a computer
“mailbox”, or a “file” in a computer. The message is held there for the receiver, who can
pick up on a terminal anywhere in the world by keyboarding in his/her mailbox number
and the password.

(5) Telex.

The word “telex” is the abbreviation of the words “teletypewriter exchange” or
“teleprinter exchange”. With the development of telecommunication, different means of
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transmitting messages are taking the place of telex in certain respects of international
trade. Nevertheless, telex is still used in some circumstances because of its efficiency,
accuracy and convenience. The telex machine works automatically. It is available twenty-
four hours a day. What is typed on one machine is typed at the same time on the machine
at the other end.

The factors that determine the charge of a telex are the distance the message has to
travel and the time used in transmission. In order to send more information within
relatively limited time, simplified words are widely used in telex messages. For example,
PLS stands for PLEASE, TKS stands for THANKS, U stands for YOU and so on.

(6) Telegram.

Telegram is one of the most common methods of communication for urgent business in
the past because it is much quicker than the letter. Aside from quick transmission, it can
better draw the attention of the addressee to the urgent nature of the matter concerned and
can be sent quickly and efficiently to most parts of the world. There are three kinds of
telegrams: ordinary telegrams, urgent telegrams and letter telegrams. As a matter of fact,
most countries in the world do not accept telegram until 1980. When drafting telegrams,
we have to bear in mind three Cs, i.e. clearness, conciseness, and courtesy.

Telegram is charged by words. Every telegram, including name, address and main
text, is at least seven words, if less than seven words, it will still charge by seven words.

(7) Telephone.

Telephone is a convenient and fast oral medium. But it is often restricted to office
hours, and it can be expensive for long-distance calls. Communicating over the phone,
your attitude, emotion, confidence, and professionalism are conveyed by your voice, tone
and way of speaking.

(8) Voice Mail.

Voice mail has become very common especially in developed countries because of their
comparatively scarce and costly labor resources. As a matter of fact, some companies use
voice mail for short memos and interoffice communication to save labor and paper work.
Therefore you have to be prepared to leave a voice mail when you intend to make a phone
call, as the receiver may not be available and may be replaced by a device to record your
voice message.

(9) Teleconference.

Teleconference allows several people at different places to communicate on line at the
same time. They can talk with one another on a given topic. For instance, they can discuss
the feasibility of a new proposal, and make decisions through consultation. In this way,
they save the high cost(both in money expense and time) of traveling, and they work more
efficiently.

(10) Videoconference.

Videoconference uses multimedia operation which combines audio, video services with
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relevant graphic messages. It is more advanced than teleconference. People who
participate in a videoconference can not only hear each other’s voice, but also see each
other’s facial expressions, written messages and graphics, which helps them to understand
each other better. But the facilities are more expensive.

(11) Mobile Phone.

Mobile phone(or cell phone) is another convenient medium for business communication. It is
used not only for making phone calls but also for sending text messages that are informal and
short.

(12) Online Dialogue Program. :

The advance of information technology (IT) provides business people with more
channels for online dialogue. Just take Microsoft Network(MSN) as an example, it allows
people to initiate real-time multimedia interaction for either B-to-B or B-to-C
communication. It can even integrate voice, data and video in transmitting messages and
exchanging information around the cyberspace through the Internet.

2. The Structure of a Business Letter
An ordinary business letter consists of the following seven basic parts:

(1) Letterhead.

The letterhead of a business letter often indicates the writer’s company name and
address, telephone number, fax number, E-mail, Internet address and the scope of
business carried on by the company.

Many firms or companies have the letterhead printed on the writing paper so that the
recipient will know immediately where the letter is from and take it as a reference when
giving a reply.

(2) Reference and Date.

A typewritten date is necessarily included in the heading. The date is usually placed
two lines below the last line of the letterhead. It is usual to show the date in the order day/
month/year(British style) or month/day/year{American style).

British style: 25" March, 2011 or 25 March, 2011.

American style: March 25", 2011 or March 25, 2011.

Avoid giving a month in figures(e.g. 25/3/2011):

(3) Inside Name and Address.

The inside name and address are the name and address of the firm or the company to
which the letter is sent. It should be the same as the name and address on the envelopé,
and begins from the left margin of the writing paper and two-line-spacing below the date.

If the recipient of the letter is the head of a department, address the letter to him by
his official title.

Generally, the inside name and address in an English business letter should include the

following.
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(D the name of the firm or company addressed to;

@ number and street;

® name of the city, state or country and its postal code;

@ name of the country.

Here is an example:

President,

Shanghai Foreign Trade & Economics Training Center

89, Fuzhou Road, Huangpu District, Shanghai, 200000, P.R.C.
" (4) Salutation.

It is a greeting to the recipient which appears two-line-spacing below the inside name
and address. Be sure that it agrees with the recipient in the inside name and address or in
the attention line. The one customarily used in a business letter now is “Dear Sirs” followed
by a comma, while the Americans use “Gentlemen” with a colon after it. Do not use “Sirs”
alone; “Gentlemen” can not be used in the singular. If the firm or the company is owned
or managed by a woman, we often greet the recipient as “Dear Madam”.

(5) Letter Body.

This forms the body of the letter and is the part that really matters. As the main
purpose of a business letter is to transmit the information, besides the content which is of
great importance for the whole letter, a writer should take it into consideration that how to
make his ideas understood and accepted in the most proper way by the recipient. A good
business letter writer should know how to attract the recipient, arouse their interest,
stimulate their desire and induce them to take actions. To realize this, we should try our
best to write our letters completely, correctly, concisely, clearly, courteously, grammatically and
to the point. Avoid those old conventions and business jargons.

(6) Complimentary Close.

The complimentary close is a polite way to end a letter. The expression for the
complimentary close should match the salutation. Only the initial letter in the first word of
any complimentary close is capitalized. For example:

In the formal way.

' Dear Sirs, Yours faithfully,
Dear Gentlemen, Truly yours,
In the informal way:
Dear Ms. Mary, Yours sincerefy,
Dear Mr. Smith, Sincerely yours,

At present, the most popular complimentary close is as follows;

With best regards, With regards, Best regards, Regards, especially when the
communication is by telex, fax, E-mail etc. .

(7) Signature.

The name of the firm that the writer represents should be written in capitals below the
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complimentary close, followed by the signature of the manager. To sign only with a rubber
stamp without the signature shows discourtesy.

Some letters may contain the following optional parts:

(8) Attention Line.

Generally, it is used if the writer of a letter addressed to a firm or a company wishes to
direct it to a specific person. It comes two-line-spacing above the salutation, underlined.
For example:

For the attention of Mr. Smith, or Attention: Mr. Smith

(9) Subject Line.

A subject line helps identify the subject of the letter. It is regarded as a part of the
body within a business letter. Usually it is in the upper case or initial capitals/ underline
and placed between the salutation and the body of a letter to call attention to what content
the letter is about.

(10) Enclosure.

If something is enclosed with the letter, type the word “Enclosure” or an abbreviation
of it(Encl.) at the left bottom with a figure indicating the number of enclosures, if there is
more than one.

(11) Carbon Copy.

If the copy of the letter is to be sent to a third party, type “cc” or “CC” two-line-
spacing below the signature or immediately below the enclosure at the left-hand margin,
followed by the name of the recipient of the copy.

But in some countries, people are using the brand name Xerox for cc as the latter one
is now almost replaced by the photocopy in business circle.

(12) Postscript.

A postscript(P. S.) is an afterthought which we should try to avoid using, as in
formal letters this is usually a sign of poor planning. If something is forgotten, it is better
for the writer to rewrite the whole letter. But as a special device, it has two legitimate
functions:

@ Some executives, to add a personal touch to their typewritten letter, occasionally
add a postscript in pen and ink; ‘

@ Writers of sales letters often withhold one last convincing argument for emphatic
inclusion in a ‘postscript.

3. The Layout of a Business Letter

There are four main widely used formats for business letter writing at present; Block
Style, Block Style with Indented Parts, Block Style with Modified Paragraphs, and
Simplified Style.

(1) Block Style. v

The block style is the most popular style of business Jetters. In this format all lines




