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Lesson One Essential Qualities of a Good Business Letter

ESSENTIAL QUALITIES OF A GOOD
BUSINESS LETTER

Lctter-wﬁtingisanmsenﬁalpmtofbusin&ssacﬁviﬁa.Inspiteofﬂ)egmatadvano&snndeinmeﬁeld
of telecommunication, the letter remains one of the most effective ways in business communication. A
business letter is often evidence of an arrangement or a contract, and must therefore be written with care;
even the shortest and most usual of letters may have this importance.

Business letters have two purposes: to inform, and to organize. The way to get the right amount of
information in your letter, and to get it in the right order is, by planning your letter in advance. Everything
to be put down in writing must be carefully considered and well
organized. You have to be clear, and by means of your letter
you have to make things happen. In the first instance the letter
has to be functional. In the second instance—since you are
stuck with having to write the letter anyway—what you have to
do, you should do well. Let every letter be at least readable, and
thenseeifymmnaddsmtexﬁaquality.’l‘heneedfu'thwghtinwﬁtingisclem'whmywtealizzﬂmin
spealdng—eitherfaoe—to—faoeorbyhleplmme——ﬂ\eleacﬁmtoﬂlespokmwadcanbeseena'hemd
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immediately, but reaction to a letter is not known until the answer is received.

‘When you have written a letter, read it through carefully; see that you have put in everything you
intended, and have expressed it well; read it again, trying to put yourself in the place of the recipient to find
out what impression your letter will make.

A question frequently asked is “How long should a good letter be?” The answer is: “As long as is
necessary to say what has to be said”, and this will depend on the subject of the letter. The right length
includes the right amount of information.

Because the aim of the letter is to secure the interest of the reader and his cooperation, it is important
to try to adopt the right “tone” in your writing. Generally speaking, you should aim for a neutral tone,
avoiding old-fashioned or pompous style of language on the one hand and informal or colloquial language
on the other hand. What is required of a business letter is that it must be clear, fluent and to the point. The
wording must carry the reader along smoothly; jerky, overshost or disjointed sentences spoil the
impression. '

A good vocabulary is necessary, both in your own and foreign lenguages; repetition should be
avoided as much as possible, exce;xwhexeﬂleexactnwxingdo&naaﬂowmychange of word.

The general principle for the effective business letter-writing can be summed up in the “Three C’s”.
In other words, letters should be: Clear, Concise and Courteous.

Clearness Make sure that the message conveys exactly what you want to say and is not liable to
misunderstanding. The cleamess of meaning is closely linked with the comrect use of words, grarnmatical
sentences and the style of writing, Make all the necessary points clear, full, and in a logical sequence. Good,
straightforward, simple English is always preferable in business letter writing. A well-expressed letter
makes a far more positive impression on the reader than does an awkwardly phrased, jargon-filled letter.

Conciseness Be brief as far as possible. Your recipient, like you, leads a busy work life and has
litle time to pore over long, complex letters. He prefers his information in condensed, concise,
concentrated form—in a format as easy to read as possible. Therefore, make it easier for your recipient by
keeping your message to one page if at all possible. Cut off all unnecessary wotds, out-of-the-way remarks,
and irrelevant details, etc. Avoid using stale and roundabout phrases that add nothing to the sense of what
you write. Organize each paragraph so well that your conoept is readily understood. Make your desired
action clear. And do all this with a few well-chosen words.

Courtesy Be patient and courteous, whatever the provocation. Try to understand and respect your
carrespondent’s point of view. If he sends you a rude or sharp letter or if his criticisms are unfair, answer
him with restraint and say what you feel tactfully without giving offence. Don’t be afraid to say ‘“Please”
and “Thank You”, they are not a sign of weakness, they show good manners. Remember courtesy is
always necessary. This does rot mean that a letter may not be sharp and severe—there is frequent necessity
for such letters—but the sharpness and severity must be tempered by courtesy.

k2%



Lesson One Essential Qualities of a Good Business Letter

Courtesy consists, not only in using polite phrases, but also in showing consideration for your
correspondent. In case you have to say no, say it nicely. It is the skill that enables us to turn down
unreasonable or impossible requests without killing the hope of future business. Besides, deal promptly
with all letters needing a reply. This will give your correspondents an impression of efficiency and help to
build good will.

The “YOU” Attitude Another principle is the “YOU” attitude, namely “Put yourself in the shoes
of the recipient”. Practically, every business letter aims at persuading the recipient to do something, or to
agree with the writer. To achieve this, when writing a letter you should constantly ask yourself, “What are
his needs, his wishes, his interests, his problems, and how can I meet them?”, trying to see things from his
standpoint. One of the surest ways is to show him that what you propose is to his advantage. Besides, you
may emphasize the positive and pleasant facts, and focus on ideas your recipient can view favourably. It is
the sort of attitude that helps to create good will and increase business.

Last but not least, special attention should also be paid to the comrect use of punctuation and
capitalization in writing in order to make your meaning clear.

New Words and Expressions
functional(a. VR DIRERY: AAERT having a special activity or
purpose of a person or thing
recipient (nMBUEN: WHHEA person who receives sth
be stuck with BEFR{E; BIRAFF unable to go or do anything further
in the first instance.... B 56; $— firstly
in the second instance. .. 2K secondly
secure (v.y3A5 succeed in getting sth
jerky @BIOH): A not smooth
disjointed@ ) NER: BIIEN not connected; incoherent
jargon (n. WEEERIES language difficult to understand
pore over (v.Y{F4IHE study it with close attention
format (B2 AR the size, shape, and general makeup (as of sth
printed)
concise (a)f@j¥%: A brief and clear
condense (vAFBCLE): W45 put into fewer words

stale ()BT BRI
courteous (a. V5 A L5RAY

no longer fresh, uninteresting

having or showing good manners

3k



courtesy (n.}f L% courteous

provocation (n.)PkiE;  H0& the act of making a person angry

severity ()75 I quality of being severe, stem

temper (vY{§k Ak, EFI soften or modify

last but not least fRfE{AHAERNEER importantly, although coming at the end
Exercises

L. Answer the following questions:
1. What are the two purposes of business letters?
2. How long should a good letter be?
3. Whatare the three C’s and the “YOU” attitude?
I. Rewrite the following sentences on the basis of general principles of business letter-writing:
1. We beg to acknowledge receipt of your letterof ___,20...
2. We request the favour of a reply at your earliest convenience.
3. Please favour us with an early expression of your views.
4. We express our regret for being unable to deliver to you the bill of lading and shipping documents
with promptness.
. Every consideration will be given to your request.
. Your letters of the 30th ultimo (Yast month) and 4th instant (this month) have come to hand.
. Itis with much regret that we have no other alternative but to decline your request.
. Please be assured that there will be no further delay in remitting you $ 5 000 as compensation as
per Article 6 of the contract.

[* BN e SR |
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Lesson Two The Main Parts and Layout of A Business Letter

THE MAIN PARTS AND LAYOUT OF
A BUSINESS LETTER

The Main Parts of a Business Letter.

A business letter in English generally consists of eight main parts:
1. Heading (Letterhead)
2. Date
3. Inside Name and Address
4. Salutation
5. Subject Line (Caption )
6. Body of the Letter
7. Complimentary Close
8. Signature
The following are some explanatory notes given item by item for guidance in letter writing.

| 1. Heading (Lettethead) |

The heading or letterhead is printed at the top of the paper. It gives the name and address of the
oompanywhichmewritmepmsems.mmmmmnﬂemmofﬂnmymmtedm
the top centre of the page, whﬂetheaddnss telephone number, telegraphic (cable) address, telex number
and fax number are arranged a fe\;v spaces under or on both sides béldw aooordmg to individual taste.

Examples of a heading are given below.

* S5k
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CHINA OCEAN SHIPPING AGENCY

) Awgm SHANGHAI BRANCH
EXL_J/ 13 Zhongshan Road (E1)  Tel: (021) 3290088
— ;

—~—— hanghai Telex: 33052 PENAV CN
Post Code 200002) Fax: (021) 3291519

China Cable:PENAVICO SHANGHAI
T —

HONG KONG MING WAH SHIPPING CO,LTD
Address: 152~155, 4/F, China Merchants Bldg.,
Connaught Road, C, Hong Kong.
Telex: 60597 MINSP HX Fax: 5410494
Telphone: 5440177 Cable:MINGWASHIP

= -

SHANGHAI OCEAN SHIPPING CO
Address:378 Dong Daming Road, Shanghai, PC.: 200080, China

TausSc > 4 . Tel: 5416620  Telex: 33057 COSCO CN
Fax: 5458984 Cable: COSCO SHANGHAI
M. V. “HUA XING”
Port: Yokohama

Mediterranean SHipping Company(Hong Kong) Ltd
Central & Northern China Management Office Shanghai
25/F., Shanghai Bund Intemational Tower
108 Daming Road Shanghai, PC:200080, China
Tel: +86-21-6393 6393  Fax: +86-21-6393 5262

E-mail: mscsha@sha.mscen.com
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Lesson Two The Main Parts and Layout of A Business Letter

} 2. Date

The date on which the letter was waitten is placed towards the upper right comer and below your
heading. Type the date all in one line. Do not use figures or abbreviations for the month but spell it out in
full. The use of figure can be misleading because the usage differs in the U.S.A. and England. (For
example, in the U.S.A., 5.8.1992 means May 8, 1992, while in England it would be understood as August
5, 1992). And it would be advisable to avoid the use of ordinal numbers (e.g. 1st, 2nd, 3rd, 4th, etc.).
However, any of the following forms is comect:

(1) 16 February, 1992
(2) February 16th, 1992
(3) 16th February, 1992

(4) February 16, 1992
The first form in a day-month-year sequence is widely used in Europe, and so it is suitable to use in
international correspondence. The fourth form in a month-day-year sequence is preferred in the U.S.A.

| 3. Inside Name and Address|

This comprises name and address of a person and/or the firn to whom the letter is written and
appears al the left margin a few spaces below the Heading. It is always safe to follow the patiem in the
firm’s own letterhead. The Inside Name and Address can not be omitted as the letter will be filed later for
the completeness of the documents, though it is exactly the same as what appears on the envelope. This
part usually consists of four to five lines:

Line | —the name of a person or company

Line 2—the number of house or building and name of street

Line 3—the name of city, the state(county) and its post-code (or ZIP Code).

Line 4—the name of the country

The examples are as follows:
A B
W. K. WEBSTER & CO. Mr. Thomas R Witter, Manager
6 Lloyd’s Avenue Providence Insurance Company Inc.
London EC3N 3AX 892 Market Street
United Kingdom Chicago, II. 60601

U.S.A.
The courtesy titles used in cotrespondence are Mr. (or Esq.), Mrs., Miss, or Ms., Messrs. (plural of
Mr.) and Mmes. (plural of Madam). But there are certain rules of using titles. For addressing a single
person, Mr. (with or without a full stop) is the usual courtesy title for a man. Esq. (abbreviation for Esquire)

*7%
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is generally used instead of Mr. in England. But it is considered a somewhat archaic term and seldom used

“now. If used, it can only be placed after the name, separated from it by a comma, e.g. George Jackson, Esq.
In the United States “Esq.” is not generally used except after the names of distinguished attomeys. Besides,
it is wrong to use both Mr. and Esq. We must not, for example, write Mr. G Jackson, Fsq. Mrs. (with or
without a full stop; no unabbreviated form) is used for a married woman and Miss for an unmarried
woman. Ms. (with or without a full stop; no unabbreviated form) is used for both married and unmarried
women. Many women now prefer to be addressed by this title, and it is a useful form of address when you
are not sure whether the woman you are writing to is married or not.

However, when your correspondent holds a special title, such as Doctor, President, Professor or
Captain (or Master of a ship), he is addressed by his title and Mr. or Esq. must not be used, e.g. Dr. J Brown,
Pres. W Johnson, Prof. L Carter and Capt. J Smith of M. V. PIONEER. Messrs. (abbreviated from the
French Messieurs) is a plural form of Mr., and is used only when the firm is named after a person or more
persons, such as “Messrs. Smith & Jones”, “Messrs. Lambert Bros. & CO.”, “Messrs. L Wilma & Sons”
or “J. D. Simpson & Co.”. But the title “Messts.” should not be used when the name of a firm begins with
“The”, e.g.:

The Henderson Forwarding Agency

The Wilkins Insurance Co. Ltd.

Note that some use “Company (CO.) Ltd.” in their firm names, others prefer “Corporation Inc.
(Incorporated)” though the nature of the firms is of no difference. Be sure to write a company’s name
exactly as it appears on that company’s letterhead.

| 4. Salutation)

The salutation is the line in which you directly address the person to whom you are writing, It is typed
at the left margin, two line spaces below the Inside Name and Address. Remember that it must agree with
the address. When a company (or a partnership) is addressed, the salutation is “Dear Sirs” or “Gentlernen”.
But the Americans usually use “Gentlemen” instead of “Dear Sirs”. When an individual is addressed, the
salutation includes the family name of the man, as “Dear Mr. Brown™ or “Dear Sir” if you do not know his
name, but it is wrong to open a letter with “Dear M. John” or “Dear Mr. John Smith”.

Note that “Gentlemen” is always followed by a colon in American letters, while ‘“Dear Sirs” is
followed by a comma. Note further that you cannot use “Sirs” alone and that “Gentlemen” cannot be used
in the singular. Besides, it is more customary to use the greeting “Dear Madam” in business letters when a
lady is addressed.

‘r 5. Subject Line (Caption) |

*8 K



Lesson Two The Maon Parts and Layout of A Busmess Letter

The purpose of the subject line is to indicate at a glance the general content or purpose of the letter.
Generally it is preceded by “Re:” or “Subj.” and placed between the salutation and the first paragraph of
the letter. The use of capitals or underline for the subject matter is optional. For example:

A Re: M. V. “Pioneer”—2 000 cases of Glassware

B Subj: Charter Party No.13245

C Claim on Contaminated Sugar

V.o " Armive il
The subject line or caption can be dispensed with if the letter is short.

| 6. Body of the Letter |

This is the message of the leiter itself. Since the main purpose of the letter is to convey a message, you
should try to achieve the “Three C’s” qualities mentioned in Lesson One. The body of the letter usually
consists of at least three paragraphs, depending on the character of the letter, and it begins two line spaces
below the salutation. Two line spaces separate the paragraphs of the body of the letter.

The opening phrase of the first paragraph is usually rather formal and will depend very much on the
subject about which you are writing. If it is continuing comrespondence that has previously taken place, it
will generally begin by thanking the comrespondent for his previous Ietterandhelpmghlmtorecall the
letter to which this is a reply.

'Iheseoondpamgxaphgwminfoxmaﬁonandstat&thefacts.

The last or closing paragraph should be a call to action of some kind. This may indicate what you
expect from the recipient of the letter or express your good wishes. Remember to use a short opening

paragraph and a short closing paragraph whenever possible.

L 7. Complimentary Clogj

The complimentary close is the courteous ending of the letter. Just as the salutation is the courteous
greeting, this is the courteous “good-bye”. The way you close a letter depends on what salutation you use
in the opening. The following examples illustrate how the close is used in modern business letters.

Salutation Close

Dear Sirs/Sir /Madam , — Yours faithfully
Dear Mr/Mrs /Miss/Ms Smith — Yours siiicerely
Gentlemen —Sincerely/Truly yours

A general rule for closing a letter is: if you know the name of your correspondent you end “sincerely”;
if you do not know the name you end “faithfully”. The close of “Yours faithfully” is a formal practice in
British English, but in American English “Sincerely yours/Truly youss” is most commonly used. The

*9%



Engllsh for Internatconal Shapping Busmess and Correspondence

Complimentary Close starts from the left (Blocked Style) or the middle of the line (Semi-blocked Style). It
is a matter of your preference.

Avoid closing with old-fashioned phrases such as *““We remain, yours faithfully”, “Respectfully yours”
etc.

First, type the company’s name in capitals immediately below the complimentary close, exactly as it
is printed on the letterhead. Below the company’s name is your handwritten signature. Note that it should
always be written by hand and in ink to indicate that the letter is authentic or genuine. Then type your name
under the signature because many signatures are very difficult to read. The title of the writer may also be
given under your name, if so desired. The following are examples of the way in which business letters are

signed.
A B
Yours faithfully, Yours faithfully,
SCOTT & GRANT CO.LTD. Signature (hand-written)
Signature (hand-written) R. Hopkins (typewritten)
V.R. Scott (typewritten) Master, M. V. “Green Meadow”
Vice General Manager

Whenawntcrlsentltledtosngnmenamembehalfoﬂnsommy lnnnyuw“fa” or “per pro”
before the company’s name. e. g.:

A B
For China Ocean Shipping Co. per pro. Peter Hill & Co.
(Signed name) (Signed name)
Fang Min (Typed name) H. Green (Typed name)
Manager of Shipping Dept. Personnel Manager

[ Miscellaneous Matters

A References

Each letter going in or out of business firm is usually coded with a reference for filing or classification.
The references often appear at the left margin in line with the date. They can also be placed at the upper
right comer above or under the date, e. g.

Our Ref: 94 NH/D4 Date
Your Ref: ALW /PS

*10%



Lesson Two The Main Parts and Layout of A Business Letter

-

or;
Your Ref: 18(0/MB

Our Ref: SA/9216

17May 19 _

I3 Atention Line

Whien the letter is addressed direct to a particular person of a firm, you may type “For the attention of
(name or title)” at the left margin. which is below the Inside Name and Address and above the Salutation.
€ ldentification Initials '

The identitication initials are made up of the initials of the writer and the typist, which indicate their
own responsibilities. They are placed two line spaces helow the signature against the left margin. Ofter the
initials of the writer are in capitals; the typist’ initials are in small letters. The two sets are separated by a
colon or a stroke, e.g. JB/ms or JB: ms

ID Enclosures
If there are enclosures to be sent with the letter, type the word “Enclosure” or its abbreviation “Enc.”

at the Jeft margin below the initials. If there are more than one enclosure, they may be listed or numbered

for easy checking, e.g.

Enc.
—Invoice No. 807613 of 4/6/90 (1 copy)
—Sales Contract dated 12/4/90 (1 copy)
—B/L. No. 387 (3 copies)
X= Carbon Copy

In case a copy (copies) of the letter is (are) to be sent to a party (parties) concemed, this should be
noted at the lower left corner below the Initials and/or Enclosures, thus:

Cc.

—Penavico, Shanghai

—Shanghai Harbour Administration
The following form is given as a standard layout of a business letter for your guidance:

LETTERHEAD (f£ 3L)

Ref. No. (il 54Y) Date: (H #))
Inside Name and Address ({t{3 A& FRAEPHBAL)

LARE ¢



