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Unit 1

An Overview of Business
Letter Writing

Teaching Objectives

Business letter writing should be appropriate for the business environment, target readers
and the communication trends.

Upon completion of this unit, you will:

¢ Understand the 7 principles of business letter writing;

+ Know the principal and optional parts of business letters;

¢ Know how to organize letter formats and envelopes;

¢ Know the trend and characteristics of e-mails and faxes.

A letter written for business purpose is a business letter.

In the international trade nowadays, e-mails, faxes and some instant message software and
platforms improve communication efficiency. However, printed letters are still crucial for
collaboration and cooperation. For instance, quotation letters mailed to the buyers allow them to
view the goods and discuss the purchase with more convenience. Contracts sent to the buyer
show more formality and respect if accompanied with a sales confirmation letter.

Enquiry letters, offer letters, order letters, acknowledgement letters, and letters specifically
discussing shipment, packing, insurance or claims are some of the business letters discussed in
this book. All these letters can be written as e-mails or printed versions. Keep in mind that
letters represent us and our company in our absence. They should all follow certain principles
and adopt proper formats.

1. The principles for effective writing
In international trade, correspondence plays a vital part in concluding the transactions.
Correspondence has to follow the 7Cs principles. The 7Cs principles are completeness, clarity,

conciseness, consideration, courtesy, concreteness, and correctness.



(1) Completeness

A business letter should contain all necessary information and answer all the questions
while responding to all the requirements. A lack of information frustrates the receiver and
necessitates another letter asking for the information.

We can use five “Ws” (who, what, where, when, why) and one “H” to check if our letter is
complete. Let’s use the five “Ws” and one “H” to check if the following letter which places an

order is complete. This is an order for basketball suits of the Endeavour Industry Co., Ltd.

Hi Ella,
Thank you for your efforts. Your design and quality are truly more desirable. Our Board of

Trustees has agreed on an order with your company on your renewed terms.

Commodity: Basketball suits with the materials and design as agreed upon

Sizes: S, M, L, XL, XXL

Quantity: 120 sets

Price: US$26.50 per set FOB Fuzhou, with the total to be US$3,599.00 including the
shipping cost

Packing: 1 set per polybag; 40 sets per carton (58*%33*33; GW11kg)

Payment: T/T before production

Shipment: 15 days within placing of the order

The sizes and the numbers to be sublimated on the back are as follows, with one grey set and
one black set to be produced for each number.

6 size S (#31, 57, 56, 55, 54, 53)

22 size M (#1, 3, 5,7,9, 11, 13, 15,17, 19, 21, 23, 25, 27, 29, 77, 99, 35, 37, 41, 43, 45)

20 size L (#2, 4, 6, 8, 10,12, 14, 16, 18, 20, 22, 24, 26, 28, 30, 66, 88, 36, 38, 72)

9 size XL (#52, 51, 50, 49, 48, 47, 45, 46, 44)

3 size XXL (#60, 59, 58)

Please pay attention to the sizes, Ella. I’'m worried about the sizing being too small. Would
you please check the sizing chart I sent you carefully, please? Players are 5 feet 7 to 6 feet 1.
They are between 1501bs and 2401bs.
Thanks,
Camille

Who wants to order? Our school. Our Board of Trustees makes the final decision.

What does the school want? Basketball suits with the materials and design as agreed upon.
When does the school need the goods? 15 days within placing of the order.

Where? The goods will be shipped from Fuzhou.
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How will the payment be made? T/T before production.

Thus, we know this is a letter that is basically complete with the necessary information of
five “Ws” and one “H”.

(2) Clarity

We should present our meaning in a clear manner. How to make our correspondence clear?
We should choose our words appropriately and try to express complex ideas with words that
our readers understand. F.L. Lucas in his book Style: The Art of Writing Well oftered the advice
that we achieve clarity “mainly by taking trouble and by writing to serve people rather than to
impress them.”

A lot of short choppy sentences will also confuse our readers. Our sentences should be
proper in length in regard to the meaning and logic.

Ambiguous expressions should be avoided. For example, “your goods should reach us
before Nov. 24 in which “before” means something happens earlier than a particular time.
Some people believe “before Nov. 24" means the days earlier than but not including Nov. 24"
while other people believe “before Nov. 24th” means the days earlier than and including Nov.
24™ Thus, cautious business dealers use “on or before a date” or “not later than a date”.

Another example is a period of time, which should be made clear as to the beginning and
the end. One way of expression is “for five days, from and including May 7.

(3) Conciseness

We should keep our correspondence simple. The less flowery our correspondence is, the
more accessible it will be. When we use the best words and proper sentences and paragraphs to
express our ideas, our correspondence will have greater effectiveness and less room for
interpretation. It is bad manners to waste the readers’ time with unnecessary details or
redundant expressions. We should be careful about the level of details of our letters and only
give necessary details. We need to edit and reedit our correspondence to strike out every single
word that does not serve our intention.

Empty phrases should be edited out and common redundancies should be deleted.

Redundant expressions Recommended expressions
absolutely/certainly/surely/essentially guaranteed guaranteed
a definite decision a decision
a difficult dilemma a dilemma
to postpone until later to postpone
to order the same identical products again to order the same products again
since the time when since
an unintended mistake a mistake
a usual custom a custom
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The business correspondence should use less formal words than those adopted in contracts.
We should use “start” instead of “commence”, “end” instead of “terminate” and “try” instead of
“endeavor”.

(4) Consideration

We should focus on how the content of our correspondence will benefit our readers.
Addressing readers directly as “you” helps to render a considerable perspective. We can use the
second person (you, your, and yours) more frequently, not just the first (I, me, mine, we, us, and
ours). Emphasizing what readers want or need to know is likely to generate goodwill and lead
to positive results. As the seller, rather than focus on our products, our service, or ourselves, we
should stress how our readers will benefit from complying with our message.

Me attitude: I have requested that your order be placed today.

You attitude: You will receive your products by Wednesday if your order is placed today.

Me attitude: We allow a 5% discount for cash payment.

You attitude: You earn a 5% discount when you pay cash.

(5) Courtesy

Courtesy is like oil, which helps remove friction and win friends. In business
correspondence, discourtesy damages both friendship and business. We should be polite and
courteous even if we are writing a complaint letter. This indicates our professionalism.

Being courteous also requires us to use more positive expressions and fewer negative ones.

Don’ts Dos
You state ... Many thanks for your letter ...
We can’t accept your request ... We regret to inform that ...
We cannot help you with ... We suggest that you ...
We cannot help you unless ... We shall be pleased to help you if ...

(6) Concreteness

Concreteness is a quality which need come to the fore. Details are needed to make our
correspondence convincing or effective. The order letter example under the first principle surely
demonstrates concreteness with the specific terms and the size figures.

“Our product quality is good” can be made concrete by giving details as “We have been
supplying to the European markets for eight years and enjoy good reputation for our high
quality and expertise.”

(7) Correctness

Such writing basis as grammar, punctuation, and spelling impacts the effectiveness of our
business letter and we should always proofread it carefully. Language usage mistakes lead to

misunderstanding and do no good to our professionalism.
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2. The principal and optional parts

Writing to a business partner is not the same as writing a letter to a friend. We are writing
in order to conclude business. There are certain expectations regarding format and style.
Business letters indicate our professionalism.

The principal parts

(1) Letterhead or return address

Companies usually use printed paper with a letterhead when sending letters. A letterhead
bears a specially designed logo, the name, the address and other contact details at the top of the
sheet. Other contact details can include the telephone number, the e-mail, the fax number and the
website address. If a letterhead is not used, our name and address can be written in the top left-
hand corner or top right-hand corner of the letter. In the case without a letterhead, the telephone
number and the e-mail address are optional and can be given if they are helpful for the recipient.

(2) Date

The date on which the letter is completed should be written immediately below the letterhead or
the return address. Since some countries use the month-day-year format and others use the
day-month-year format, we should avoid confusion by transcribing the month in word form like “Dec.
28, 2020 rather than number form. Usually, the date is indicated in the upper right hand corner.

(3) Inside address

The inside address includes the recipient’s name, the recipient’s job title if appropriate, the
company name, the address and the zip code. The inside address should be aligned to the left
margin when using standard business stationery.

The inside address is necessary for future filing because the envelope, after receipt of the
letter, can be thrown away. The addresses are arranged from the most detailed element to the
most general, from the room number to the country, inverse to the Chinese format.

(4) Salutation

Salutation contains the words to greet the recipient. It is also known as the greeting. The
type of salutation depends upon the writer-recipient relationship.

It generally includes words like “Dear Mr./Mrs./Ms. [Surname],” “Dear Sir/Madam,”
“Respected,” and “Sir/Madam,”. If we are familiar with the recipient, or we are on first-name
terms with the recipient, we can use the person’s first name, like “Dear Joseph:”.

Special titles can also be used as the salutation, like “Dear Dr. Young,” “Respected Prof.
Watson,” “Dear CEO Byrne:” and “Dear Sales Manager,”. When we write to a few recipients,
we make a list of them like “Dear Ms. Proctor, Mr. Byrne and Dr. Coulson:”.

If we are business partner and at the same time, friends with the recipient, we may use
such salutation as “Hi Barry,”.

In business letters, a comma (,) often follows the salutation. A colon is also frequently used
and is more formal than a comma.

Salutation is often placed two spaces below the last line of the inside address or the

attention line (if used).



(5) Body

The main purpose of a letter to convey a message or request an action is realized through
the body. Usually, we begin the body with a brief statement of the purpose and give a series of
paragraphs to outline the issue at hand.

Opening Part: The first paragraph of the letter often introduces the writer or refers to the
previous correspondence if any and states the purpose.

Main Part: This part states the main idea and the reasons. It must be clear, concise,
complete, and to the point.

Concluding Part: This part concludes the business letter showing the suggestions or the
need of the action and the expectation of the sender.

Our business letters should be kept concise and a length of two-to-five paragraphs is ideal
for most business letters.

(6) Complimentary close

Complimentary close is a humble and polite way of rounding off a business letter. The
most generally used complimentary closes are:

Yours faithfully,

Yours truly,

Respectfully yours,

Yours sincerely,

Thanks,

(Best) Regards,

Complimentary close is written in accordance with the salutation. “Faithfully” is usually
quite formal and is matched with “Dear Sirs” or “Dear Madams”. In the American style, the
salutations “Gentlemen” and “Ladies” are matched with “Truly” “Yours truly” or “Truly yours”.
“Sir” or “Madam” shows less endearment than “Dear Sirs” or “Dear Madams” but more respect,
so they are matched with “Respectfully yours” or “Yours respectfully”.

If we know the recipient and we call him or her Dear [Surname], like “Dear Mr. Morgan,”
we can end our letter with “Sincerely yours” or “Yours sincerely”.

If we are on first-name terms with the recipient, we can end our business letters with
“(Best) Regards” or “Thanks” (informal).

(7) Signature

The signature is the signed name. After the complimentary close, we leave a line
space and print our name and job title (with our contact number if necessary). In the space,
we sign our name.

When we sign our names on behalf of other people, we use “For” to show that.

The optional parts

(1) Reference No.

Reference number is used for referencing and filing. If our letter is a reply letter, we can
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use “Your reference” to give the correspondent’s reference number against the first line and
“Our reference” to give our reference number against the second line. The reference number, if
used, should be given above the inside address.

(2) Attention line

An attention line is a line usually placed below the inside address and above the salutation
in a business letter, directing the letter to one specified.

Sometimes we don’t know the name of the person who should receive the letter but do
know his or her title. We address the letter to his or her firm or company. To ensure prompt
attention, we use an attention line to mark the letter to him or her.

Attention: Director of Marketing

It would look silly to write Dear Director of Marketing. An attention line makes more sense
when using the title alone. When we know the recipient’s full name and title, it is standard to omit
the attention line and just include their name and title both in the inside address and in the salutation.

(3) Subject line

The subject line is a brief statement mentioning the reason for writing the letter. It should
be clear, eye catchy, short, simple, and easily understandable. A subject line helps the recipient
understand what the letter is about quickly.

There are basically three forms to give the subject line.

(D “Subject:” or “Re:” begins the subject line.

(2 The subject line is presented in bold.

(3 The subject line is presented in capitals or with the initials capitalized.

If we write a letter about the proposed delay of the delivery, we can present the subject line
in the following forms.

(D Re: Proposed delay of the delivery.

Subject: Proposed delay of the delivery.

@ Proposed delay of the delivery.

(3 PROPOSED DELAY OF THE DELIVERY.

Proposed Delay of the Delivery.

The subject line is put generally below and sometimes above the salutation.

(4) Enclosure

If we enclose any documents like a catalogue or a pricelist with the letter, we should write
“Enclosure” or “Encl.” beneath the signature block. The documents included can be anything
like cheques, drafts, bills, receipts, invoices, etc. We may list the documents or we may indicate
the number of files we enclosed against “Enclosure”.

Examples:

Enclosure: A catalogue

A price list

Encl.: 4



(5) Carbon copy

The carbon copy line is needed when the copies of a letter are sent to other persons, who
are denoted as C.C. After the C.C. annotation, we list the names of the other recipients. Thus,
each recipient knows who the other recipients are.

Example:

C.C.: Mr. Martyn Green, Director of Sales

Dr. Emma Coulson, Marketing Manager

(6) Postscript

When we want to add something other than the message in the body of the letter, we use “P.S.”.
Sometimes, we forget something and use a “P.S.”. Sometimes, we purposefully use a “P.S.” to add a

personal touch with handwriting. Sometimes, we use it as a one last convincing argument.

@ EASTERN TEXTILES IMP. & EXP. CO., LTD.

129 Shangcheng Road, Shanghai, China
Tel: 86-021-3342156
Fax: 86-021-3342245
Http://will.nease.net

E-mail: easterntextiles@gmail.com
Dec. 29%, 2020
Mr. Fred Hattwell
Manager
Childrappy Toys Co., Ltd.
124 Industry Road
Sunderland, England

Dear Mr. Hattwell,
We thank you for your enquiry of Dec. 27®, 2020, and are pleased to send you our latest
catalogue for your reference.

You can rest assured that our textiles are of high quality with excellent craftsmanship. If you
find any of our products of interest to you, please don’t hesitate to contact us.

We are looking forward to your favorable reply.
Yours sincerely,

Laerie Lie
Lucia Liu
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3. Letter formats and envelopes

Letter formats

Letters generally follow one of the following four formats.

Indented style letter format: With indented style letter format, the date, the
complimentary close, and the signature block appear on the right of the page. The inside
address and salutation are on the left. Each line of the inside address below the first line is

indented a lit bit against the first line. The first line of each paragraph is indented by four or five

letters.
The Letterhead
Date:
Inside Address
Salutation:
Subject:

Complimentary close,
3@nature
Name and job title

Block letter format: With a block letter style, all of the texts, the date, the inside
address, the salutation, the body, the complimentary close, and the signature, are flush
with the left margin. The lines within a paragraph are single-spaced and paragraphs are
double-spaced. Margins vary according to the different house styles of different

businesses.



The Letterhead

Date:

Inside Address

Salutation:
Subject:

Complimentary close,

3{fnature
Name and job title

Modified block letter format: Modified block letter format, also called the alternative
block letter format, is identical to the block format save that the date, the complimentary
close and the signature block appear on the right side of the page. Unless we are using the
letterhead, our return address will also appear on the right. The subject can be left aligned

or centered.

10
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The Letterhead

Date:
Inside Address

Salutation:
Subject:

Complimentary close,

zsijnature
Name and job title

Semi-block letter format: Semi-block letter format is identical to the block format,
except that the first line of each paragraph is indented and the paragraphs are not
double-spaced.

1



