
A Quick Guide to Business Letter Writing

1 Read the text below and answer the questions.

Parts of a Business Letter

The Return Address or Letterhead
The return address is the sender’s address. It does not include the sender’s name. If a letter is sent by a company,
it is usually on letterhead, which includes the name and address of the company.

The Date
The date is written in a specific format. It includes the month, day and year, usually in that order.

The Inside Address
The inside address is the address of the person or company to whom you are sending your letter. It should include
the name and title of the recipient and the full address.

The Salutation
The salutation usually begins with Dear and ends with a colon. If you know the name of the person you are writing
to, the last name is preceded by a title (e.g., Mr., Mrs., Ms.). If you do not know the name, choose a salutation that
includes both genders. For example, instead of Dear Sir you can use Dear Sir or Madam or To Whom it May Concern.

The Reference
The reference alerts the reader to the subject of the letter. It can also refer to a specific file number, previous
correspondence or a person’s name. It is brief and takes the form of a phrase rather than a sentence.

The Opening Paragraph
The first paragraph should state the purpose of the letter. Make it clear why you are writing the letter. Are you writing
to complain about something, to make a request, to inform someone of something? Sentence openers, such as This
letter is to complain about …; I am writing to apply for the position of … are used to state the purpose of your letter.

The Body of the Letter
The body of the letter gives details or background information related to the purpose of the letter. A good business
letter states information clearly and concisely. Sentences should not be too long. The entire letter should fit easily
on one page.

The Concluding Paragraph
The end of the letter sometimes states the action you want the reader to take (or the action you will take), for
example: Please do not hesitate to call me if you need more information. It can also include a reference to future
contact with the reader, for example: I look forward to meeting with you to discuss this matter in greater detail; I
look forward to hearing from you in the near future. When making a complaint, a business letter often ends with a
request, for example: Please give this matter your immediate attention.

The Complimentary Closing
The complimentary closing adds a polite end to the letter. It begins with a capital letter and ends with a comma
(e.g., Yours sincerely,). It is followed by the your signature and name. Under it, you can include your contact
information (name, email, phone number) for quick reference.

Spelling and Grammar
You should always spell- and grammar-check your letter before sending it. Remember that the spell-check feature
on your computer will not help if you spell the word correctly but use it incorrectly. Use a dictionary or a thesaurus
if you are unsure how a word is used.

Reread your letter carefully. You may be surprised at the number of errors you find. It can be helpful to read the
letter out loud to yourself to check for tone and the length of sentences. You can also ask someone else to proof
read your letter before sending it out.
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A Quick Guide to Business Letter Writing (Cont.)

2 Circle True or False.

1. A letter written by an employee of a company will probably be written on letterhead. T F

2. The reference is a sentence that states the purpose of the letter. T F

3. The inside address is the address of the person writing the letter. T F

4. The salutation should always end in a colon. T F

5. The salutation should never include a person’s title. T F

6. If you are writing to complain about something, it is best not to state this in the 
opening paragraph. T F

7. The concluding paragraph can include a reference to future contact with the reader. T F

8. When you are writing a letter of complaint, the final paragraph should tell the reader 
what you want them to do. T F

3 Discuss the following questions.

1. Why do you think a business letter should be no longer than a page in length?

2. Why is it important to state your purpose at the beginning of the letter?

3. How are business letter writing conventions in Canada different from those in other countries?
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