Introduction to Business Letters
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Because of the popularity of fax-machine and e-mail, business letter writing is
experiencing a rebirth. Millions of business communications which were
conducted through cable or telex before to save time, are now being sent by fax

or email. Thus, the inability to write an effective business letter will doom those
who want to represent themselves positively to their customers, competitors and
employers.
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I. The Essence of Business Letters [ [ [ [J [J [J [

Every business letter communicates in two distinct ways. The reader gets
meaning out of what is said and how it is said in a letter. This kind of
communication is not at all peculiar only to business letters. In any face-to-face
conversation, for example, a person’s manner of speaking, the smile or frown on
his face, the tone of the voice and etc. . all tell something beyond what the words
say. This “implied” message can either reinforce or contradict the words. It is
the same case with business letters. The combination of a central message and an
implied message is the total message a reader gets from reading that letter.
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What importance does this concept of a double message have upon our writing of
business letters? Considered in its most fundamental terms, a business letter may
be defined as a message that attempts to influence its recipient to take some action
or attitude desired by the sender. This desired result may be of immediate
importance, such as the collecting of a bill, or just an intangible attitude like
goodwill. Therefore, we must make sure that both the clarity of the message
(what the letter says) and its character (how the letter says it) help to evoke that
reaction. In other words, we need to make sure the implied message works for
rather than against our purposes.
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Chapters one, two and three of this book will be devoted to “how it is said”
Therefore, readers can build up a clear idea of how a formal business letter should
be like after finishing these parts. Chapters four and five will be about “what is
said” in letters concerning international trade. They may help you very directly in
composing effective letters in international trade
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II. The General Procedures for Letter Writing
ooooooo

How shall we deal with business letter writing? Generally, the writing process

consists of the following five steps. While writing, ask yourself the relevant



question(s) following each step:
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1. Determine your purpose of writing
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Why shall I write?
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2. Analyze your reader
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What do 1 know about the receiver?
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What kind of relationship do we have?
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3. Organize your thoughts
oo
What shall I say?
gooooooo
How shall I say?
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4. Write your drafts
goodo
Is this the best way to say what I want to say?
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5. Polish your writing

oo

Is this a really effective business letter?

gboooobodoooooooo



Chapter One
Elements of Business Letters
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Although diversity occurs in stylistic features concerning elements in business let-
ters, writers generally agree on the standard elements of a letter. Usually, twelve
elements are involved in formal business letters. They are:
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o« Letterhead OO0

o Referenced O O O

e Date1 00O

e Insideaddress 000000

s Attention lineJ 0 0 OO

e Salutation) U O O

e Subject line] O O O

o Bodyofaletter] 0 0000

« Complimentary close 0 0 00O 0O O
e Signatureld 0 O O

e« IEChockl 0O O0MOMMOO0ODO
e Postscript) 0 0O O

Among these twelve elements, letterhead, date, inside address, salutation, the
body, the complimentary close and the signature block are the standard ones that

a formal business letter must contain. The others are considered optional.
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The general position of these elements is shown in the following sample:
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Letterhead (fF3L)
Reference number (%)
Date (H #1)
Inside address (3 pystat)

Attention line (M)
Salutation (¥RFF)
Subject line (H )
Body (IEX)

Complimentary close ({5 BH#IE)

Signature (¥ %)
IEC block (485 4 M . & 4R &

Postscript (B &)




In the following, we will examine each element according to their order in a letter
to see what function(s) it serves and how it should be constructed.
dd@Mooddoodddodooboomooooooooom oo
gooooooooooooooaao

I. Letterhead U U

Nowadays, almost every business firm uses letterhead stationery for their letter.
Letterhead is usually the most obvious element in a business letter, taking the
topmost part of the paper. It identifies where the letter comes from and it
provides the recipient with the first impression of the letter.
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A letterhead always contains the company’s name, address, telephone number,

fax number, internet address, e-mail address, etc. Sometimes a trademark or
brief slogan is used effectively too. Many large companies add departmental
identification to their letterheads. For example:
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MINNESOTA MED-EQUIP Subsidiary of Minnesota Wire & Cable Co.

1835 Energy Park Drive Telephone: (612)644-1880
St. Paul, MN 55108 Fax: (612)644-1890
USA Internet; mme@mwccmme. com

However, if a second page is needed for the body of the letter, a second-page
heading should be used. Three examples are shown in the following:
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ABC Farm _2-
May 2, 1998

Mr. Robert Wyatt, May 2, 1998, Page 2

Mr. Robert Wyatt
May 2, 1998
Page 2

The receiver's name and date appearing in the heading of the second page should

match those on the first page
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II. Reference U [

Big companies usually have to deal with a lot of letters every day. Therefore, it is
necessary to classify them according to subject, persons, or time sequence so that
it will not be so difficult to find a letter that is wanted on file. Reference line also
enable replies to be linked with earlier correspondence and ensure that they reach
the right person or department on time.
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There is no standard form for reference lines. Companies may choose what they

think the most effective form for this.

gbooooooboooooobobooobooboooooann

Your ref: CNN/011
Our ref: 12345/XY
Dear Sir,
Thank you for your letter, reference CNN/011, of March 9, 1998. ... J




III. Date [0

Date line is a vital part in business letters. Often, in business transactions at all
levels, the date has special relevance: it might be a deciding factor as to whether
an order is filled, a bill is paid, or a guarantee claim is met. Therefore, never

omit the date line in business letters.
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The date should always be written in standard form: January 27, 1998, for
example. All number form (for example: 10/3/98 )should not bé used. Some
people are used to abbreviating the month, but this is not recommended in
business letters.
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There is no fast rule for the placement of the date. It can be aligned with the left
or right margin below the letterhead. This is often decided by the style of the
letter or the habit of the company. Anyway, the placements of the date line in
English business letters are much different from those in Chinese letters.
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I1V. Inside Address [1 [1 [ []

The inside address is a complete designation of the letter's destination. We



include the address in the letter although it already appears on the envelope,
because the envelope is usually thrown away. The letter itself, which is kept on
file, must indicate for whom the message was intended. It is usually put two lines
under the date line, aligned with the left margin.
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Generally, the inside address should include any or all of the following: the
person’s name and title, company name, street address, city, state/province,

ZIP code and the country. For example:
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Mr. Roland Pender, President
ABC Company

123 Berry Drive

Minneapolis, MN55106

USA

Personnel Department
Westminster Productions Inc.
51 High Street

Anytown, AY1 2BF

V. Attention Line [l U U

Usually, when the inside address doesn’t contain the individual’s name, attention

line is used to name the specific person the letter is addressed to.
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Johnson Electric Company
8000 Lincoln Drive
New York, NY 12345

Attention: Mr. Paul Myers

Gentlemen,

Here are some examples for the typing style of an attention line:
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*  Attention of Marketing Manager

* Attention: Mr ...

*  Attention Sales Manager

* ATTENTION PERSONNEL MANAGER

Attention line is usually put between the inside address and the salutation, or

within the inside address
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P&G Company

24 Madison Avenue
Columbus, OH 43004
USA

Attention: Paul Yang

P& G Company
ATTENTION PAUL YANG
24 Madison Avenue
Columbus, OH 43004

USA




VI. Salutation [ [

A salutation is a greeting to the addressee. Therefore, be sure to salute to the
correct addressee appeared in your inside address or in the attention line. Saluta-

tions in business letters can be followed by a colon or no punctuation at all.
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Inside Address(3pait)

Salutation | ERFF )

Mr. John Morgan

Dear Mr. Morgan:

Dear John: (informal)

Ms. Eva Morgan

Dear Ms. Morgan:

Dear Eva: (informal)

Mr. and Ms. John Morgan

Dear Mr. and Ms. Morgan:
Dear John and Eva: (informal)

Messrs. Max and Larry Morgan

Dear Messrs. Morgan:

Dear Max and Larry: (informal)

Mmes. Lynn and Ethel Smith

Dear Mmes. Smith:
Dear Lynn and Ethel: (informal)

Messrs. Max Morgan and Bob Grant

Dear Messrs. Morgan and Grant:
Dear Max and Bob: (informal)

Mmes. Sally Morgan and Jane Fox

Dear Mmes Morgan and Fox:
Dear Sally and Jane: (informal)

The President

Dear Sir or Madam

Ladies and Gentlemen:

To Whom This May Concern:




VII. Subject Line [ [

A subject line announces what the letter is about. Usually it is placed one or two

lines below the salutation. There are different typing styles for this part;
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¢ Subject: Proposed delay of the delivery
* Re: Proposed delay of the delivery

¢ Proposed Delay of the Delivery

¢ In re: Invoice No. 2221-b

* SUBJECT: ACCOUNT NO. 222

VIII. Body of a Letter [1 [ U U

This is the most important part of a letter. And the following parts of this book
will offer detailed advice for making this part as effective as possible
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Attention here should be paid to the physical 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.
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Be careful not to type too near the bottom of the page. You do not want o
squeeze in the signature. Instead, use a second page and carry over at least a full

paragraph of the body, not just the signature block.
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The opening paragraph introduces the letter and is relatively short (with one or
two sentences). The middle paragraph! s) supports the first paragraph and
provides more information. The final paragraph usually serves as a summation,
suggestion or further request.
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IX. Complimentary Close L Ul U U

The complimentary close ends the letter’s message in a polite way, just as a
“good-bye” ends a conversation. It is usually put two lines below the last line of
the body, aligned with the left margin or the date line according to different
format that will be mentioned in Chapter Two.
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You should carefully select the most appropriate complimentary close to match the
character of your communication and the salutation. Formal complimentary
closes, such as: Faithfully yours, Yours cordially, etc. should be used with
salutations like; Dear Sir, Dear Madam, Ladies and Gentlemen etc. If a polite
title and the surname are used in the salutation] Dear Mr. Smith, Dear Dr.
Hamilton), the less formal complimentary closes may be used: Sincerely yours,
Yours respectfully, Yours truly, etc.
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U O [0 CSincerely yours, Yours respectfully, Yours truly 0 O

The correct punctuation for the complimentary close is a comma. Notice also that

only the first word in a complimentary close is capitalized.
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X. Signature U U

While typing a letter, leave three blank lines below the complimentary close, and
then type the signature identification and title on the fourth line. (Whether the
person’s title appears on the same line as the name or on the following line is
determined by the length.U Into the space between these two lines goes your
signature. The typewritten identification tells legibly who wrote the letter. And
the signature, apart from its legal implications, adds a personal touch to the
whole letter.
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Yours sincerely,

(Signature)

Karen Kipling, Director

I Yours faithfully,
(Signature)

Cathy Kurtz,
Marketing Manager




XI. IEC Block (initials [ [J [] [J enclosures U []
and carbon copies [ [ [J 0J 0[]

The IEC block appears on the left-hand margin two or three lines below the
signature block! including complimentary close, signature, and typewritten
identification) .
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Usually, the initials of the person who type the letter should appear on business
letters. These initials identify the writer and the typist of the letter. If the writer
and the typist are the same person, the initials are omitted. The following styles
are commonly used:
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HM/LZ HMorgan/lz

HM:lz Iz

If a letter is accompanied by any other enclosure, a second line is used in IEC
block to tell the recipient about this. The enclosure indicator appears right
beneath the initials, usually abbreviated, and indicating the number of

enclosures.
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Enclosure 1 Enc.

Enc. Attachments: 2
Encls. Enc. 2

1 Attachment Enclosure:

1. Check No. 234
2. Order No. 345



If the copy of the letter is sent to a third party, a notation of carbon copies(CC)

will be used in the third line of the IEC block. Nowadays, many offices are using
PC (for photo copy) instead. Any of the following styles may be used:
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PC: Joan Kipman CC: Joan Kipman
pec: Joan Kipman cc: Joan Kipman

So, a complete block may look like this:
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JAL :mme
Encl: 2
cc: J. M. Dixon

XII. Postscript [ U

In business letters, a postscript is usually used not in its original function (to
append an omitted ideall but rather as a device to emphasize something.
Sometimes, the writer may put a handwritten postscript to the letter in order to
add a personal touch to the typewritten letter. It follows the IEC block (if there
is (0 and always in the form of “P.S. = . Some people prefer not to use “P. S
anymore {see examples in the following) .
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P.S. Wish to see you at the Trade Fair on August 10.

Wish to see you at the Trade Fair on August 10.




Chapter Two

Business Letter Format and Qutline
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I. Format [ ][]

No one can say authoritatively that one specific format of business letter is correct
or wrong. Instead, there are certain practices which are widely used in today’s
business correspondence. They are full-block format, semi-block format and

conventional format. The examples of these formats are shown in the following.
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1. Full-block Format U U O [

Date
Inside Address
Salutation :
Body

Complimentary close

Signature




