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The composition of English business letters

< Letterhead

The letterhead refers to the name and address of the company who writes this letter. In
order to draw others’ attention, companies always design the letterhead in various styles,
which could demonstrate the company’s image. However, all the letterheads contain the same
essential particulars: company name, street name, city, country, zip, etc. What’s more, you
could add the telephone number, fax number as well as the salutation to the recipient in the
letterhead.

Please note that the English address should be written from the small unit to the large one,
which is exactly contrary to the Chinese pattern.

Here is an example:

4 ™
Sparks Light Co., Ltd.
37, Youyi Road
Dongcheng District
Beijing 100072, China
Tel: 0086-10-88761927 Fax: 0086-010-62769325

< Date
The date should be located a few lines below the last line of the letterhead. It consists of
the day, month and year. The date can be written in the following two patterns:
e January 4, 2009
In this way, a comma must be used between the day and the year to avoid confusion.
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e 4 January 2009
In this way, it is not necessary to use a comma between any of the three elements.

Attention: The day and year should be written in figure, not in English. The date should
not be written in an ordinal number. Month should be written in English, and the abbreviation
of the month should be strictly avoided.

The following two forms of the date should be avoided:

& QOctober 3xd, 2009 (the day is written in an ordinal number)

e Oet: 3, 2009 (the month is abbreviated)

The date should be written accurately, as it plays an important role as evidence of an
arrangement or a contract in case of any disputes in law courts.

< Reference Number

The reference number is convenient for the letter filing and reference. Generally, we use
“Your Ref.” to indicate the received letters, while we use “Our Ref” to indicate the letters we
sent.

The reference number should contain the following three items:

e The abbreviation of the sender’s name, like TJ is short for Tracy Johnson

e The abbreviation of the secretary’s name, like mb is short for Mary Blair

e Ifrelevant, the reference number of every specific file should be quoted in any case

Here are two examples of the reference number:

Your filing number: Your Ref. TJ/mb (the letter we received)

Our filing number: Our Ref. HK/TM JCé6 (the letter we sent)

< The Inside Name and Address

The inside name and address is the receiver’s name and address. This part occupies
several lines and begins one line or one inch below the date. The usual sequence of the inside
address is: name of the person addressed, title of the person addressed, name of organization,
street number and name, city, state/province and postal code, country of destination.

In addition, the writer should title the receivers, either with a courtesy title, like Miss, Mr.,
or an academic one, like Dr., Prof. Remember that both their title and position should be
included. If the title and position of a person are the same, then just write one. |




Here is an example:

< N

Dr. Elizabeth Patterson, Professor

International Affairs Department, Columbia University
1258, St. Antoine Street

New York, NY3670

USA

The name and address of the receivers are vital, as they could secure the accurate delivery
of the letters and would be convenient for the filing of the letters.

< Salutation

A salutation is the word or phrase of greeting which usually comes immediately before
the body of a letter, located in the second line under the inside name and address. A salutation
should be written in “Dear” plus the title format. If you use a courtesy title, then “Mr.” is for a
man, “Mrs.” for a married woman, “Miss” for a single woman, “Ms.” for the woman that you
are not sure about her marriage statas.

If you are not sure about the receiver’s gender, a full name after “Dear” is acceptable,
whereas if you are writing to someone very familiar, you could just put his or her given name
after “Dear” without his or her family name.

If you don’t know who you are exactly writing to, just use “Dear Sir or Madam”, or in
order to avoid the sexism, you can use “Dear Director”, “Dear Supervisor” or “To whom it
may concern”. If the receivers are not merely one person, then write “Dear Sirs”, “Dear
Gentlemen” or “Dear Ladies and Gentlemen”.

Except for what we mentioned above, another way to avoid mistake in the salutation is
that, you could simplify the business letter, which means to omit the salutation, and also omit
the complementary close correspondingly.

< Subject Line

To write a remarkable subject in a letter would make the reader get the content of the
letter at the first sight, which could save a lot of time and boost the working efficiency.

Every first word of the subject should be written in capital letters or the whole subject
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should be underlined. The subject line always begins with specific words, like “Subject: ® ® o7,
“Re: ® ® o7, “Reference: ® @ o7, or sometimes we could omit these words.

The location of the subject line varies with companies. It could be located in the same
line with the salutation, above or below the salutation. Here are the examples:

e The subject line is located in the same line with the salutation

é ,
Science & Life Company, w
79, Victoria Street,

Hong Kong, 78923
| Dear Sirs, Subject: Your Order No.2734
k‘ i i i " - i . : e . J

e The subject line above the salutation

- R
Science & Life Company, :

79, Victoria Street,
Hong Kong, 78923

SUBJECT: YOUR ORDER NO.2734
Dear Sirs,

e The subject line below the salutation
4 ™
{ Science & Life Company,
79, Victoria Street,
Hong Kong, 78923

Dear Sirs,

SUBJECT: YOUR ORDER NO.2734




< Body
The body of the letter is the most important part, which deserves both the writer and the
readers’ special attention, as it conveys the main message.

The arrangement of the paragraphs depends on what kind of letter the writer wants to
write, for example, the patterns of the quotation letter would be quite different from an order.
However, in general, it is advisable to divide the whole content of a letter into three paragraphs.
The first one is the beginning, the second one is the main part of the letter, and the third one is
the ending with some polite formula.

As for the layout, single space should be used. If the message is very short, double space
is also acceptable. If the letter is too long to fit into one page, the message can be continued
onto a second page, which should carry at least two lines. On each continuation page, the
name of the addressee, the page number and the date should be typed in either of the forms
specified below.

e Mr. Smith 2 March 26, 2009

® "Mr. Smith

Page 2
March 26, 2009

<> Complimentary Close

The complimentary close aims at closing the letter in a polite, courteous way, as well as
leaving a good impression on the reader. The expression of the complimentary close should be
in line with what the writer use in the salutation. If the salutation is “Dear Sirs” or “Dear
Madam?”, it is better to use “Yours faithfully” as a complimentary close, while if the letter
begins with “Dear Mr. Smith”, you had better write “Yours sincerely” after the body of the
letter. Compared with the two expressions of the complimentary close above, “Cordially” or
“Cordially yours” seems more intimate. The complimentary close should be located in the
second line below the main body of the letter.

One point to pay attention to is that only the first letter of the complimentary close should
be capitalized.

< Signature
The signature of a letter has various patterns, but generally, it contains three or four parts:
the name of the company, the handwritten signature, the typewritten signature and the

6
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professional title of the writer. Sometimes the company name can be omitted, as we have put it at
the beginning of the letter. But if the company name is added, it should be capitalized and placed
immediately below the complimentary close, before the signature. And it can be located below
the name and title of the writer. The typewritten name should be placed in the fourth line below
the complimentary close, which means there are three spaces between the typewritten name and
the complimentary close, and these three spaces is for the handwritten name. The professional
title is usually typed exactly below the typewritten name. Here are two examples:
¢ Yours faithfully,
HEALTHY FOOD COMPANY

Jimmy Chou
Jimmy Chou (signature)
Sales Manager

® Yours sincerely,

David Smith

David Smith (signature)
Marketing Manager
HEALTHY FOOD COMPANY

Sometimes the secretary may sign the letter on behalf of the manager, and then the
following two formats are applicable:

® Yours sincerely,

Jean Claude
Secretary to Mr. Pierre
e Yours faithfully,

Marie Claire
Secretary to Ms. Blair George

< The Initial Identification
If the person who types the letter differs from the one who writes the letter, then it should

7




