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In an age dominated
by instant messaging
and quick emails, the
formal letter remains a
cornerstone of
professional, academic,
and official
communication.

Whether you are
applying for a dream
job, lodging a
complaint with a
service provider,
writing a cover letter
for a manuscript, or

corresponding with a
government agency,
how you begin sets the
tone for everything
that follows. Learning
how to start a
formal letter is not
merely about following
archaic rules; it is
about demonstrating
respect, clarity, and
professionalism. A
poorly constructed
opening can confuse
the reader, diminish
your credibility, or
even lead to your letter
being ignored.
Conversely, a well-
crafted introduction
captures attention,
establishes context,
and paves the way for
a productive exchange.


https://www.everybodystreet.com/

This guide will walk you
through every
component of a formal
letter opening,
ensuring your
correspondence is
polished, effective, and
memorable for all the
right reasons.

UNDERSTANDING

THE ANATOMY OF
A FORMAL LETTER
OPENING

The opening of a
formal letter is more
than just the first
sentence. It is a
structured sequence of
elements that work
together to create a
professional frame.
Mastering each part is
essential when you are
figuring out how to
start a formal letter.
Skipping or misplacing
these components can
make your letter
appear sloppy or
disrespectful.

1. Your
Contact
Informati
on (The
Header)

Before you even
address the recipient,
your own details must
be clearly stated. This
allows the reader to
immediately know who
is writing and how to
respond. This
information typically
sits at the top left of
the page.

e Your Full
Name: Use your
legal or
professional
name.

e Your Street
Address:
Include city,
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state, and zip
code or postal
code.

e Your Email
Address: Use a
professional
email address
(e.g.,
firstname.lastna
me@domain.com
).

e Your Phone
Number: Include
your area code.

For formal emails, this
information is often
placed in a signature
block at the end, but a
clear "From" line and a
professional email
address are crucial. In
a physical letter, this
header provides an
immediate reference
point.

2. The

Date

The date is a critical
piece of record-
keeping. It tells the
recipient exactly when
you wrote the letter,
which can be essential
for time-sensitive
matters, applications,
or legal documents.
Place the date one line
below your contact
information. Use a
standard,
unambiguous format.
In American English,
write it as Month Day,
Year (e.g., October 26,
2023). In British
English, the format is
typically Day Month
Year (e.g., 26 October
2023). Consistency and
clarity are key when
following how to start
a formal letter
conventions.



3. The

Human
Resources." If
you don't know a

Rec | p | e ntfbeciﬁc name,

S

use a title like
“The Hiring
Manager" or
«"Customer

Informatisenice

Department."

On (The e Company or

Inside

Address)

One line below the
date, include the
recipient's full details.
This confirms that the
letter is intended for a
specific  person or
department and makes
it easy to file. Include
the following in order:

e Recipient's Full
Name and
Title: For
example, "Dr.
Jane Smith,
Director of

Organization
Name: The
name of the
business or
institution.

e Company's
Street Address:
The full mailing
address.

Getting this right
shows you have done
your research and adds
a layer of
professionalism to your
formal letter writing.

4. The
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Salttatho

n (The

Greeting)

The salutation s
arguably the most
important part of
learning how to start
a formal letter. It is
the direct greeting to

your reader. The
salutation is placed two
lines below the

recipient's address. It
ends with a colon in
formal American
correspondence (e.qg.,
"Dear Mr. Jones:") or a
comma in British
English. Never use a
semicolon or a dash.

The specific salutation
you choose depends on
your relationship with
the recipient and the
information you have
available.

CORRECT
SALUTATION: A
DETAILED GUIDE

Selecting the right
salutation is a key skill
in professional writing.
It conveys your level of
formality, your
knowledge of the
recipient, and your
respect for them. Here
is a breakdown of
common scenarios and
their appropriate
greetings, an essential
part of how to start a
formal letter.

When
You Know
the
Recipient'



s Name

This is the preferred
scenario. It
personalizes the letter
and shows you have
taken the time to
address a  specific
individual.

e Dear Mr. [Last
Name]: Use for
a male recipient.

¢ Dear Ms. [Last
Name]: Use for
a female
recipient when
you do not know
her marital
status. This is the
safest and most
standard choice
for formal letters.

¢ Dear Mrs. [Last
Name]: Use only
if you know the
recipient prefers
this title.

¢ Dear Dr. [Last
Name]: Use for
someone with a
doctoral degree

(MD, PhD, etc.).

e Dear Professor

[Last Name]:
Use for a
university
professor.

Dear [First
Name]: This is
acceptable in
some modern
business
contexts,
especially if you
have an
established,
somewhat
informal working
relationship.
However, when
in doubt, err on
the side of
formality and use
the title and last
name.

When
You Do
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Not Know

Recipient

s Name

In many situations, you
may not have a
specific contact
person. This s
common when writing
to a general
department, a large
company's customer
service, or for a job
application where the
hiring manager is
unknown. In these
cases, your salutations
should be precise but
generic.

e Dear Hiring
Manager:
Standard for
cover letters and
job applications.

e Dear Customer
Service Team:

Appropriate for
complaints or
inquiries.

Dear [Company
Name] Team: A
neutral and
professional
greeting.

Dear Sir or
Madam: This is
a very traditional
and formal
option. While still
correct, it can
sometimes sound
outdated or
impersonal. Use
it only when you
have absolutely
no other
information.

To Whom It
May Concern:
This is a last
resort for formal
letters. It is very
impersonal and
should be
avoided if you
can find a more
specific
salutation.



Reserve it for
letters of
recommendation
or character
references that
the recipient will
use for an
unknown
purpose.

Special
Cases
and
Considera
tions

Knowing how to start
a formal letter also
means navigating
sensitive or complex
situations.

e Writing to a
Group or
Committee: Use
a salutation like
Dear Members

of the
Selection
Committee: or
Dear Search
Committee:.
Writing to a
Person with a
Noble Title:
Follow proper
etiquette. For
example, "Dear
Lord [Last
Name]:" or "Dear
Lady [Last
Name]l:" for
British peers. For
government
officials, use
their official title,
such as "Dear
Senator [Last
Name]:" or "Dear
Mayor [Last
Name]:" .
Writing to a
Company You
Know Well: If
you have a
contact, always
use their name. If
not, "Dear
[Company Name]
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Team" is modern
and effective.

e Avoiding
Gender
Assumptions: If
you are unsure of
the recipient's
gender or they
have a gender-
neutral name, it
is better to use
their full name:
"Dear Jordan
Smith:" or use
their title if
known. Using
"Dear Mx. [Last
Name]" is
increasingly
accepted as a
respectful,
gender-neutral
option.

CRAFTING A
POWERFUL
OPENING
PARAGRAPH

Once you have the
address and salutation
in place, the opening

paragraph is your first
substantive chance to
engage the reader.
This is where you
transition from the
structure of how to
start a formal letter
to the content of your
message. The opening
paragraph should be
concise, direct, and
informative. Avoid
long, rambling
introductions.

Key
Elements
of an
Effective
Opening
Paragrap



h
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o State Your
Purpose
Immediately:
Do not bury the
lead. In the first
sentence, clearly
state why you
are writing. For
example: "l am
writing to apply
for the Graphic
Designer position
advertised on
LinkedIn." Or, "I
am writing to
formally request
a refund for the
defective product
| purchased on
October 15,
2023."

e Provide
Context: Briefly
explain the
situation if
necessary. For a
follow-up letter,
mention the
previous

correspondence.
For a complaint,
give a brief
summary of the
issue. For a cover
letter, you might
mention a
mutual
connection or a
specific reason
you admire the
company.

e Establish a
Professional
Tone: Your
language should
be respectful and
objective. Avoid
overly emotional
language, slang,
or informal
abbreviations.
Phrases like "I
am confident
that" or "l believe
my experience
aligns well with"
are stronger than
"l think | would
be great."

* Be Specific:
Vague openings
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waste the
reader's time.
Instead of "l am
writing about
your job
posting," write "l
am writing to
express my
strong interest in
the Senior
Accountant
position at your
firm, as
advertised on
your careers

page.ll

Example of a Strong
Opening Paragraph
for a Job Application:
Dear Ms. Hernandez:

With over five years of
experience in project
management within
the pharmaceutical
industry and a proven
track record of leading
cross-functional teams
to deliver complex
initiatives on time and
under budget, | am
writing to

11

enthusiastically apply
for the Project Manager
position at BioHealth
Solutions, as
advertised on your
company website. My
background in
regulatory compliance
and stakeholder
communication
appears to be an
excellent match for the
requirements outlined
in the job description.

Example of a Strong
Opening Paragraph
for a Complaint
Letter:

Dear Customer Service
Department:

I am writing to formally
document a complaint
regarding a
malfunctioning laptop |
purchased online from
your store on
November 20, 2023
(Order Number:
78492). The device
fails to hold a charge
for more than thirty



minutes, despite being
advertised with a ten-
hour battery life. | have
already attempted the
troubleshooting steps
outlined on your
support page without
success.

COMMON
MISTAKES TO
AVOID WHEN
STARTING A
FORMAL LETTER

Even well-intentioned
writers can stumble
when learning how to
start a formal letter.
Awareness of these
pitfalls will help you
maintain a professional
image.

e Using an
Overly Familiar
Salutation:
"Hey," "Hi there,"
or "Hello" are
inappropriate for
formal
correspondence.
Always use a
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proper salutation
like "Dear
Mr./Ms./Dr. [Last
Namel:" .
Forgetting the
Colon or
Comma: A
missed or
incorrect
punctuation
mark after the
salutation can
look
unprofessional.
In formal
American letters,
a colon is
standard. In
British letters, a
comma is more
common. Be
consistent.
Guessing the
Name or Title
Incorrectly:
Misspelling the
recipient's name
or using the
wrong title (e.qg.,
"Mr." for a
woman or "Dr."
for someone who
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is not a doctor) is
a serious faux
pas. Always
double-check
names and titles
on the company
website or
Linkedin.

Being Too
Wordy in the
Opening
Paragraph:
Avoid lengthy,
flowery
introductions. "l
am writing to you
today to
hopefully convey
my deepest
interest in the
possibility of
being considered
for the role of..."
is far less
effective than "I
am applying for
the role of..." .
Using "I" Too
Much Too
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Soon: While the
letter is from
you, try to
balance your
opening. Instead
of "I am a highly
motivated
individual who |
believe can bring
value to your
company," you
can state your
value more
directly: "My five
years of
experience in
digital marketing
have prepared
me to excel in
this role."
Neglecting the
"Subject” Line
(Email): In
formal emails, a
clear subject line
is mandatory. It
should be
specific, such as
"Application:
Senior Analyst



