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Overview of Business
Communication

Effective communication is the lifeblood of every organization and also a key to success in
your business career as well as in your personal life. If we could somehow remove communication
flows from an organization, we would not have an organization. It is needed for:

Exchanging information;
Exchanging options;

Making plans and proposals;
Reaching agreements;
Executing decisions;
Sending and fulfilling orders;

* & & & o & o

Conducting sales.

When communication stops, organized activity ceases to exist. Communication for an
organization, therefore, is viewed as vital as blood for life. Moreover, communication to persons
outside the company, such as customers, inquirers, suppliers, etc., can have a far-reaching influence
on the reputation and ultimate success of the company.

Furthermore, the globalization of business is accelerating as more companies cross national
borders in search of new customers, new sources of materials, and new sources of money thanks to
technological advances in communication and transportation. Even firms that once thought they
were too tiny to expand into a neighboring city have discovered that they can tap the sales potential
of overseas markets with the help of fax machines, the Internet, overnight delivery services, and
e-mails. This rise of international business has increased international business communication by
increasing exports, relaxing trade barriers, and increasing foreign competition in domestic markets.

Overall, business Communication is goal-oriented. The rules, regulations and policies of a
company have to be communicated to people within and outside the organization. Business
Communication is regulated by certain rules and norms. In early times, business communication
was limited to paper-work, telephone calls etc. But now with advent of technology, we have cell
phones, video conferencing, e-mails, satellite communication to support business communication.
Effective business communication helps in building goodwill of an organization.

Business Communication can be of two types.

(1) Oral Communication — An oral communication can be formal or informal. Generally
business communication is a formal means of communication, like: meetings, interviews, group
discussion, speeches, etc. The chief advantage of oral communication is the opportunity it provides
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for immediate feedback. This is the channel to use when you want the audience to ask questions and
make comments or when you’re trying to reach a group decision. Face-to-face communication is
useful when you’re presenting controversial information, because you can read the audience’s body
language and adjust your message accordingly.

(2) Written Communication — Written messages also take many forms. At one end are the
scribbled notes people use to jog their own memories; at the other are elaborate, formal letters
which are written to outsiders of an organization for a specific business purpose. Regardless of the
form, written messages have one big advantage: they let you plan and control the message. A
written format is appropriate when the information is complex, when a permanent record is needed
for future reference, when the audience is large and geographically dispersed, and when immediate
interaction with the audience is either unimportant or undesirable.

A study ever suggests that businesspeople tend to prefer oral communication channels to
written ones as it’s generally quicker and more convenient to talk to somebody than to write a
memo or letter. Nevertheless, they would put important messages in writing although they rely
more heavily on oral than on written communication channels for sharing information on a
day-to-day basis, which obviously reflects the role of writing in today’s business world.






1.1 What Qualities Are Required
to Write Good Business Letters?

’ Today more and more companies around the world are hopping national borders to conduct
business. In this fast-paced global marketplace, companies are finding that good communication
skills are essential for meeting customers, making sales, and working more effectively with
colleagues in other countries. Regardless of the organization you join, therefore, you are likely to
be dealing with people who come from various national, religious, and ethnic backgrounds, and
you may find yourself trying to bridge differences in both language and culture as you exchange
business messages with customers, suppliers, investors, and competitors from other lands.

In addition, the rapid development of telecommunication technology makes telephone, telex
and fax increasingly popular, and seems to have decreased the importance of letters. Nevertheless,
letters are still retaining their importance in this age of electronic communication and are still
written in an overwhelming number in international business as a very large part of the business
of the world is conducted by means of correspondence. It is extremely important, as a result, to be
able to write good business letters — letters that represent one’s self and one’s firm to best
advantage.

Generally speaking, a business letter is written to get or to convey business information, to
make or to accept an offer, to deal with various businesses. Besides, there are letters with no other
purpose than to remind the recipient of the sender’s existence.

Practical English writing does not call for flowery language because it isn’t literary works, but
it is required to express your own views accurately in a plain language that is very clear and is
readily understood, to catch the readers’ attention and persuade the readers to accept what you said.
If practical English writing is to achieve its purpose, the writer should have the following abilities.

(1) A good command of standard modern English. Good sentence structure and correct use of
grammar, spelling, punctuation will lead to a good impression of you and the company you
represent on your reader. Moreover, it improves readability and avoid ambiguity, e.g.:
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Incorrect Place of Modifiers

Correct Place of Modifiers

Please inform us of the earliest shipment we
can have as soon as possible.

Please inform us as soon as possible the earliest
shipment we can have.

Poor Rationality in Logic

Good Rationality in Logic

Being a certified financial analyst, I’'m sure
you can do the job.

Being a certified financial analyst, you can
certainly do the job.

As you are a certified financial analyst, I’'m sure

you can do the job.

(2) A good command of business knowledge. Besides the language requirements, a business
letter writer should also learn business practices and special terms. For instance, some words and
expressions that look familiar to you may have meanings quite different from what you have learnt
in everyday usage. Some examples are shown below.

v¢ Trade terms that are widely used in international business, e.g.:

CIF: Cost, Insurance and Freight

DDP: Delivered Duty Paid

Ex-works: Delivery at the Factory

FOB: Free on Board

¥¢ Other business terms, the incorrect use and misunderstanding of which may cause disputes
and losses, e.g.:

Clean Bill of Lading

All Risks

With Particular Average

(3) General knowledge of business letters and writing skills. A good understanding of the
basics of how to write business letters, together with some writing skills, may help create a very
successful business communicator.

(1) Plan your message. Before starting to write, think about who you are writing to and why.

1.2 General Process for Writing Business Letters

What is your objective? What tone should you adopt? What is the correct or appropriate layout for
your letter? What channel and medium should you choose?

During the planning phase, you think about the fundamentals of your message: your reason for
communicating, your audience, the main idea of your message, and the channel and medium that
will best convey your thoughts. The stages of planning include:

Defining your purpose. When planning a business message, think about your purpose. Of
course you want to maintain the goodwill of the audience and create a favorable impression for
your organization, but you also have a particular goal you want to achieve. That purpose may be
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straightforward and obvious (like placing an order), or it may be more difficult to define. When the
purpose is unclear, it pays to spend a few minutes thinking about what you hope to accomplish.

Analyzing your audience. Once you are satisfied that you have a legitimate purpose in
communicating, take a good look at your intended audience. Who are the members, what are their
attitudes, and what do they need to know? What is their probable reaction to your message? What is
their relationship to you? The answers to these questions will indicate something about the material
you’ll cover and the way you’ll cover it.

Establishing your main idea. Every business message can be boiled down to one main idea.
Regardless of the issue’s complexity, one central point sums up everything. This is your theme,
your main idea. Everything else in the message either supports this point or demonstrates its
implications. The main idea has to strike a response in the intended audience. It has to motivate
people to do what you want by linking your purpose with their own.

Selecting the appropriate channel and medium. The communication media available to
businesspeople have mushroomed in the past three decades: faxes, e-mail, voice mail,
teleconferences — to name a few. Your selection of channel and medium can make the difference
between effective and ineffective communication. So when choosing a channel (whether oral , written
or electronic) and a medium (whether face-to-face conversation, telephone conversation, e-mail,
written letters, etc.), do your best to match your selections to your messages and your intentions.

(2) Organize your thoughts. Successful communicators rely on organization to make their
messages meaningful. Achieving good organization can be a challenge. Nevertheless, the following
four guidelines can help you recognize a well-organized message.

¢ Make the subject and purpose clear.

¢ Include only information that is related to the subject and purpose.

¢ Group the ideas and present them in a logical way.

¢ Include all the necessary information.

Each guideline not only helps you communicate clearly and logically but also helps you
communicate ethically — by making sure you state all information as truthfully, honestly, and fairly
as possible.

(3) Formulate your message. When you feel confident that your outline or organization will
achieve your purpose with the intended audience, you can begin to write your first draft. As you
compose the first draft, don’t worry about getting everything perfect. Just put down ‘your ideas as
quickly as you can. You’ll have time to revise and refine the material later. Composition is easier if
you’ve already figured out what to say and in what order, although you may need to pause now and
then to find the right word.

(4) Revise your message. Once you’ve completed the first draft of your message, you need to
review and refine your messages before sending them. Read what you’ve written through quickly to
evaluate its overall effectiveness. You’re mainly concerned with content, organization and flow.
Compare the draft with your original plan. Have you covered all points in the most logical order? Is
there a good balance between the general and the specific? Do the most important ideas receive the
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most space, and are they placed in the most prominent positions? Have you provided enough
support and double-checked the facts? Would the message be more convincing if it were arranged
in another sequence? Do you need to add anything else? etc.

Besides, you should also think about what you can eliminate. In business, it’s particularly
important to weed out unnecessary material.

Overall, the composition process varies with the situation, the communicator, and the
organization. Routine messages obviously require less planning and less revision than more
complex messages. Moreover, various people approach composition in various ways; some
compose quickly and then revise slowly; others revise as they go along. The composition process,
therefore, is flexible, not a fixed prescription of sequenced steps.

D © 1.3 Writing Principles

Letter writing does not differ from any other form of creative writing. Good English is one of
the important bases of good business letters. What you write should be free from grammatical
mistakes, and free from the slightest possibility of being misunderstood. There are certain essential
qualities of business letters.

These qualities can be categorized into the following 5 Cs.

1. Clarity (clearness)

International business letters generally have a formal tone and a relatively elaborate style.
Usually, a point that is ambiguous will cause trouble to readers. You must have a clear idea of what
you want to convey to your intended audience. When you are sure about what to say, say it in plain,
simple words. The so-called clearness is to make sure that what you write is so clear that the reader
will understand the main points without thinking deeply. Well, to achieve this, as a writer, you
should do the following.

(1) Try to choose the concise expressions and try to avoid using the words, and sentences
equivocal in meaning, e.g.:

As to the steamer sailing from Shanghai to Los Angeles, we have bimonthly direct services.

The basic meaning of this sentence is “we have direct sailings from Shanghai to Los Angeles”,
but the word “bimonthly” has two meanings. One is twice a month and the other is once every two
months. You’d better not use the word like bimonthly with double meanings, but use the words that
can express your idea clearly as the following:

We have a direct sailing from Shanghai to Los Angeles every two months.

We have two direct sailings every month from Shanghai to Los Angeles.
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Cotton and silk blouses made in China enjoy a good market in the European market.

In this sentence, the same word “market” has two meanings, sale and marketplace. In practical
English writing, especially in business letters, contracts, etc., the writer should try to avoid
repeating the use of the same word such as market which has two different meanings in a sentence.
So the above sentence should be rewritten as the following:

Cotton and silk blouses made in China sell best in the European market.

(2) Keep words together that work together. To avoid confusing readers, keep the subject and
predicate of a sentence as close together as possible. Otherwise, readers will have to read your
sentence twice to figure out who did what, e.g.:

A 10 percent decline in market share, which resulted from quality problems and an
aggressive sales campaign by Armitage, the market leader in the Northeast, was the major
problem in 2009.

In this sentence, the market leader seems to be the major problem, but the fact is not, which is
quite confusing to readers, and can be corrected as follows:

The major problem in 2009 was a 10 percent loss of market share, which resulted from both
quality problems and an aggressive sales campaign by Armitage, the market leader in the
Northeast.

(3) Pay attention to the object of the pronoun and the relations between the relative pronoun
and the antecedent.

Whom or what the pronoun refers to and what is the relation between the relative pronoun and
the antecedent? These problems must be paid attention to.

Generally speaking, the pronoun and relative pronoun are used to refer to the nearest noun and
should be identical in person and number with the noun referred to or modified, e.g.:

They informed Messrs Smith & Brown that they would receive a reply in a few days.

In this sentence, what does the second they refer to, the subject They of the main clause or the
Messrs Smith & Brown? This cannot be explained clearly. It will be clear if you change the
sentence into the following:

They informed Messrs Smith & Brown that the latter would receive the reply in a few days.

In this sentence, the latter is used to refer to Messrs Smith & Brown, so no misunderstanding
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would occur.
Another example:

Our check for $2,800 was sent to you under our check No. 123 on May 1 which was the
price of the article plus transportation charges.

The Chinese for this sentence is “AFEF 5 B 1 HWHH 2 800 £t 123 5XFEH
BT, I AR AIZHi %% .~ But apparently, from the structure of the above sentence, it can
be decided that the antecedent modified by the attributive clause introduced by which seems to be
May 1. As a matter of fact, however, the antecedent should be $2,800. So the sentence should be
rewritten as the following:

We sent you on May 1 our check No. 123 for 32,800 which was the price of the article plus
transportation charges.

(4) Pay attention to the rationality in logic, the variety in sentence structure; the compact in
plot and coherence in meanings.

First, you must pay attention to the agreement of the logical subject of the participle and the
subject of the sentence, e.g.:

Walking to the office, a red sports car passed her.

The construction implies that the red sports car has the office and the legs to walk there. The
modifier is said to be dangling because it has no real connection to the subject of the sentence — in
this case, the sports car. This is what the writer is trying to say:

A red sports car passed her while she was walking to the office.

Flipping the clauses produces another correct sentence:

While she was walking to the office, a red sports car passed her.

Dangling modifiers make sentences confusing and sometimes ridiculous (see more examples):

Poor Improved
Working as fast as possible, the budget was | Working as fast as possible, the committee
soon ready. soon had the budget ready.
After a three-week slump, we increased sales. After a three-week slump, sales increased.

Second, variety in the sentence structure should be paid attention to. To give your writing
variety, use the three types of sentences.
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Simple structure, which has a single subject and a single predicate, although it may be
expanded by nouns and pronouns serving as objects of the action and by modifying phrases. Here is
a typical example:

Profits have increased in the past year.

Compound structure, which expresses two or more independent but related thoughts of equal
importance, joined by and, but, or or. In effect, a compound sentence is a merger of two or more
simple sentences (independent clauses) that deal with the same basic idea. For example:

Wage rates have declined by 5 percent, and employee turnover has been high.

Complex structure, which expresses one main thought (the independent clause) and one. or
more subordinate thoughts (dependent clauses) related to it, often separated by a comma. The
subordinate thought, which comes first in the following sentence, could not stand alone.

Although you may question Gerald'’s conclusions, you must _admit that his research is
thorough.

To make your writing as effective as possible, balance all three sentence types. If you use too
many simple sentences, you can’t properly express the relationship among ideas. If you use too
many long, compound sentences, your writing will sound monotonous. On the other hand, an
uninterrupted series of complex sentences is hard to follow.

Besides, try not to string together a series of sentences that all start with the same word or
words and avoid repeating the same word too often within a given sentence. Another way to save
words is to use infinitives in place of some phrases. This technique not only shortens your sentences
but make them clearer as well.

Poor Improved

The employer increased salaries so that she | The employer increased salaries to improve
could improve morale. morale.

He went to the library for the purpose of | He went to the library to study.
studying.
In order to be a successful writer, you must | To be a successful writer, you must work hard.

work hard.

Third, coherence in meaning is worth considering, e.g.:

We wrote a letter. It was addressed to Mr. Henry. He is the sales manager.
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The above three simple sentences are not coherent in meaning. Every simple sentence has its
own meaning. The readers don’t understand what you will tell him at all, i.e., it is difficult for them
to tell what is primary from what is secondary and to catch your main idea. The above problem can
be solved if you rewrite the sentence like this:

We wrote a letter to Mr. Henry, the sales manager.

(5) Use simple language. It is easy to ‘fall into the trap’ (make the mistake) of using ‘big’ or
complicated words to make a letter look or feel important. However, these words may not be
appropriate and may confuse the reader. In many, though not all, circumstances, simple direct words
are best. For example:

Too Complicated Simple
Endeavour try
Utilize use
Terminate end
Optimum best
On behalf of for
In the event that if
Prior to the start of before
In view of the fact that since, because
We are of the opinion we believe
As a result of because
At an early date soon (or a specific date)
At the present time now
Avoid Unfamiliar Words Use Familiar Words
circumvent avoid
consummate close, bring about
ascertain find out, learn
increment growth, increase

(6) Eliminate awkward pointers. To save words, business writers sometimes direct their
readers’ attention elsewhere with such expressions as the above-mentioned, as mentioned above, the
aforementioned, the former, the latter, respectively. These words cause the reader to jump from one
point in the message to another, a process that hinders effective communication. A better approach
is to be specific in your references, even if you must add a few more words.



