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How To Write An Address On An
Envelope

Mastering the Art of
Addressing an Envelope

In an age dominated by emails and
instant messaging, sending physical
mail remains a powerful way to
communicate. Whether you are
mailing a wedding invitation, a formal
business letter, a thank-you note, or a
package to a loved one, knowing how
to write an address on an envelope
correctly is essential. A properly
addressed envelope ensures your
mail arrives promptly at the right
destination, avoiding costly delays,
returns, or lost items. This guide will
walk you through every step of the
process, from formatting the
recipient's details to positioning your
return address, and will cover special
considerations for international mail,
business correspondence, and more.
By the end, you will have the
confidence to send any piece of mail
with precision and professionalism.

Writing an address on an envelope
might seem straightforward, but there
are specific conventions and best
practices that the United States Postal
Service (USPS) and other national
postal services recommend. These
rules help automated sorting
machines read addresses quickly and
accurately. Even small
mistakes—such as placing the
address too far to the left or
forgetting a comma—can lead to

misrouting. In this comprehensive
article, we will explore the anatomy of
a correctly addressed envelope, the
differences between formal and
informal formats, and how to handle
unique situations like military
addresses, PO Boxes, and
international destinations.

The Anatomy of an
Envelope Address

Every envelope has two key areas:
the delivery address (the recipient’s
address) and the return address
(the sender’s address). Understanding
where each goes and how to format
them is the foundation of proper
envelope addressing.

Positioning on the Envelope

The delivery address should be placed
in the center of the envelope,
approximately halfway down from the
top and centered horizontally. This
leaves enough room for the return
address in the top-left corner and
postage in the top-right corner. For
standard #10 business envelopes
(4.125 x 9.5 inches), the delivery
address typically starts about 2.5
inches from the left edge and 3 inches
from the top edge. For smaller
envelopes, adjust accordingly, but
always keep the address clear of
edges and folds.
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Using All Caps

The USPS recommends using all
capital letters for the entire address
with no punctuation—except for the
hyphen in ZIP+4 codes (e.g.,
12345-6789). This style, known as
standardized addressing, helps
optical character readers (OCRs) scan
the text more reliably. While
handwritten letters can use mixed
case, typed addresses will benefit
from all caps. For example:

RECIPIENT NAME
STREET ADDRESS
CITY STATE ZIP CODE

How To Write An Address
On An Envelope: Step-by-

Step 1: The Recipient’s
Name

Start with the recipient’s full name on
the first line. For individual recipients,
use their title (Mr., Mrs., Ms., Dr., etc.)
followed by first and last name. For a
married couple, you can write “Mr.
and Mrs. John Smith” or “Dr. Jane
Smith and Mr. John Doe.” For families,
use “The Smith Family” or simply list
the parents’ names. In formal
invitations, it is customary to spell out
titles like “Doctor” or “Reverend.”

Step 2: The Street Address
or PO Box

The second line contains the street
number and street name. Always
use numeric digits for the street
number (e.g., 123 Main Street). Spell
out directional prefixes like “North,”

“South,” “East,” or “West” unless a
standard abbreviation is clearer (e.qg.,
“N Main St”). For apartments or
suites, include the unit number on the
same line after the street address,
separated by a comma or using “Apt.”
For example: 123 Main Street, Apt 4B.

If the recipient uses a PO Box, write
“PO Box [number]” instead of a street
address. When both a street address
and a PO Box are provided, always
use the PO Box because mail is
usually delivered there. Postal
regulations dictate that a PO Box
address should be used for all mail if
the box is the official delivery point.

Step 3: City, State, and ZIP
Code

On the final line, write the city,
followed by the two-letter state
abbreviation (always capitalized, no
periods), and the ZIP code. Use the
ZIP+4 code whenever possible for
faster delivery. For example: “NEW
YORK NY 10001-2345.” Leave a single
space between the state abbreviation
and the ZIP code. For US territories,
use their official abbreviations (e.g.,
PR for Puerto Rico, VI for U.S. Virgin
Islands).

Step 4: The Return Address

The return address—your
address—goes in the top-left corner of
the envelope. It should follow the
same format as the delivery address
but on fewer lines. Include your name
or business name, street address, and
city/state/ZIP. The return address is
critical because if the mail cannot be
delivered, the postal service will
return it to you. Always include a
return address, even on internal office
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mail or casual notes.

Special Formats and
Situations

Addressing an Envelope to a
Business

When mailing to a company or
organization, the first line typically
contains the recipient’s name (if
known) followed by the company
name on the next line. For example:

MS JANE DOE

ACME CORPORATION
456 BUSINESS BLVD
CHICAGO IL 60601-1234

If you do not have a specific person,
use “ATTN: [Department or Job Title]”
as the first line. The USPS
recommends placing “ATTN” at the
beginning of the delivery address line,
not below the company name.

International Addresses

Writing international addresses
requires including the country name
on the last line, in all caps. Write the
destination country’s name in English
(or the language of the destination if
you prefer, but English is safest). The
general format follows the same
structure as domestic addressing but
adapts to local conventions. For
example:

MS MARIA SCHMIDT
MUSTERSTRASSE 12
80331 MUNCHEN
GERMANY

Note that in many countries the
postal code comes before the city. Be

sure to research the correct format
for the specific country. The Universal
Postal Union provides guidelines, but
your local post office can help.

Military Addresses
(APO/FPO)

For mail to military personnel
overseas, use the service member’s
full name, unit number, and then APO
(Army/Air Force Post Office) or FPO
(Fleet Post Office) along with the
appropriate state abbreviation (AA for
Armed Forces Americas, AE for Armed
Forces Europe, AP for Armed Forces
Pacific). The ZIP code is a five-digit
number. Example:

CPT JAMES SMITH
UNIT 2050 BOX 4190
APO AE 09009-4190

Do not include the city or country
name—the military postal system
handles routing.

Common Mistakes to

e Omitting the ZIP code: Even
if you think you know the city,
the ZIP is vital for automated
processing.

e Using incorrect state
abbreviations: For example,
“CA” not “Cal” or “Calif".

e Placing the address too low
or too far left: The postal
barcode and postage area need
clear space.

e Writing the return address
on the back flap: While
accepted, it is less efficient; the
top-left corner is standard.

e Handwriting addresses on
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formal invitations: Always use
a legible script or printed labels
for professional
correspondence.

e Forgetting the “APT” or
“SUITE” number: This causes
delays or non-delivery.

Handwritten vs. Printed
Envelopes

Both methods are acceptable, but
printed addresses (using a laser
printer or label maker) tend to be
more consistent and easier for
scanners to read. If you handwrite,
use a dark, bold pen (black or blue
ink) and block letters. Avoid ornate
cursive, as it can confuse machines.
For formal occasions like weddings,
calligraphy is popular but ensures the
address is still clear; many
calligraphers use a sans-serif style to
maintain readability.

Tips for Clear Handwriting

¢ Print all letters in uppercase for
the address.

e Keep letters separate—do not
connect them.

e Use a ruler to gently line the
envelope if you struggle to write
straight.

¢ Leave adequate space between
lines (at least 1/8 inch).

Addressing Envelopes for
Different Occasions

Wedding Invitations

Traditional wedding etiquette requires
full formal names and titles. For outer
envelopes, write the guest’s full name

(e.g., “Mr. and Mrs. James Robert
Thompson”). The inner envelope (if
used) can be more informal: “Mr. and
Mrs. Thompson” or “James and
Sarah.” Always include a return
address on the outer envelope,
usually the host’'s address (often the
bride’s family).

Business Correspondence

Use the recipient’s professional title
(Dr., Professor, CEO) and the full
company name. If you are unsure of
the recipient’s gender, use their full
name (e.g., “Taylor Johnson”) or
include “Mx.” as a gender-neutral
title. Avoid abbreviations like “Co.”
unless it is part of the official name.
Include a return address that matches
your letterhead.

Holiday Cards and Personal
Letters

These can be more relaxed. You can
address the envelope to “The Johnson
Family” or to individuals by first
names only if you have a close
relationship. However, for delivery
reliability, always include the full last
name and proper street address.
Return addresses are still
recommended.

Automated Sorting and
Barcodes

Once you drop a letter in a mailbox, it
enters a highly automated network.
Optical character readers scan the
address, look up the ZIP code, and
print a barcode on the bottom right of
the envelope. This barcode contains
routing information. To help the
machines, avoid placing stickers,
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logos, or graphics near the barcode
area (the bottom right 4.5 inches).
Also, keep the address clear of any
decorative elements. If you use a
label, ensure it does not peel off or
curl.

Postage Placement and

Place the stamp or postage in the top-
right corner. For standard letters, one
stamp suffices, but heavier envelopes
or unusual sizes may require
additional postage. Always check with
your post office or an online postage
calculator to avoid undersending. If
you use multiple stamps, arrange
them neatly, but do not cover any
part of the address or barcode area.

Conclusion

Knowing how to write an address on
an envelope is a practical skill that
combines attention to detail with a
touch of etiquette. Whether you are
sending a birthday card across town
or a formal proposal overseas,
following these guidelines ensures
your mail reaches its destination
efficiently. Start with the recipient’s
name, write the street address
clearly, include the city, state, and ZIP
code, and always provide a return
address. Adapt the format for
businesses, military addresses, or
international recipients as needed. By
avoiding common pitfalls like missing
ZIP codes or misplaced address lines,
you show respect for the postal
system and the person receiving your
letter. The next time you seal an
envelope, you can do so with the
confidence that your message will
travel smoothly from your hands to
the recipient’s mailbox.
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