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An Overview of Business English
Written Communication

This part is composed of five chapters (1-5). The first two chapters are about what
is communication, verbal communication and business communication and the basic
elements surrounding these concepts, attempting to let learners be aware of the large
picture of business communication hefore going into the details of the writing. It also acts
as a warm-up section. The three chapters that follow focus on the specific 7 C’s principles
of business written communication. Each principle is given an in-depth analysis supported
by numerous examples, aiming to let learners know what is effective business writing
exactly and how effectiveness can be achieved. With these principles in mind, business

writers have a set of basic criteria which can guide their specific writing practice.






Chapter 1 Understanding
communication

Objectives

By the end of this chapter you should be able to
e understand the elements of communication;
e understand the characteristics of communication;

e understand barriers to communication;

e understand ethics in communication.
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Part One An Overview of Business English Written Communication

What is communication?

Communication is extremely complicated. Trying to generate an all-encompassing definition
of communication is extremely difficult due to the immense amount of variables involved in
communication, so it’s best to start by examining the elements of communication and the
characteristics of communication before coming up with a definition. We then have to look at
whether the communication is intended or unintended, direct or indirect, and whether we are aware
of the fact that communication has taken place. For the purpose of this text, we will primarily focus
on written communication as it applies to the business world, but a real-world example may illustrate

concepts better.

Elements of communication

Communication is basically comprised of three elements: the sender, the receiver and the
message.
e Sender—The sender is the one who emits a message.
e Receiver—The one who receives and interprets the message.
e Message—The message is the interpretation of the compilation of stimuli. (I know this is
kind of a vague definition, but you’ll understand as the text continues.)

Let’s examine some examples to enhance our understanding:

Example 1A. You walk into a store to buy an article of clothing, and you don’t see the
particular article of clothing you desire in your size. You walk up to the sales associate and ask them

if they can assist you in finding the article of clothing in your size.

The communication is very straight-forward and easy to interpret. The sender is you because
you address the sales associate. The message is, “Do you have the article of clothing in my size?”

The receiver is the sales associate.

Example 1B. Let’s complicate the situation a bit to illustrate other elements of communication.
As you ask the sales associate, they turn and reply gruffly, “All we have is on the display.” As they

reply, you smell a heavy stench of garlic on their breath, and their teeth are black and rotten.

Now we’ve added some dynamics to the communication that illustrate the complexities of
communication. We’ve added interaction between two entities. We’ve also added some other
stimuli that are emitted; the gruff tone, the stinky breath and the black teeth. We’ve also added the
interpretation of the stimuli that are emitted, received and interpreted. As humans, we are huge
sensory receptors. We are constantly being stimulated by data that our brain interprets, and it is the

interpretation of those stimuli that constitutes the message. You may be asking yourself what this has
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to do with business writing, and, hopefully, you’ll see as we progress.

Elements of communication (Continued)

o Medium/Channel—The communication medium or channel is the method used to

communicate. In this particular example, we have sight, sound and smell; all forms of
nonverbal communication. We also have verbal communication which adds more complexity
because we have both spoken words and the tone used to send the message.
Encoding—Encoding takes place on the part of the sender, and it involves identifying
stimuli and compiling that stimuli so that it transmits a message. In this case, the sales
associate consciously compiled the words into a sentence to transmit the message that all of
the store’s stock of that particular item of clothing was on display. Subconsciously, the sales
associate also encoded that they had recently eaten garlic and that there was an issue with
their oral hygiene.

Decoding—Decoding takes place on the part of the receiver, and it’s the interpretation
of the stimuli that is emitted from the sender. In this case, you are the receiver and
you interpreted, or decoded, a variety of stimuli that was sent both consciously and
subconsciously by the sender. You’ve interpreted that the store does not have the item of
clothing you were seeking in your size, the sales associate had recently eaten garlic and that
there was also an oral hygiene issue with the sales associate.

Noise—Noise is any aspect of communication that may impact the way in which stimuli is
interpreted. It can take place on the part of both the receiver and the sender, and generally
results in some type of unintended or misinterpreted communication. The sales associate’s
eruff response may have been due to a number of factors; they could be having a bad day,
they may be upset with their job or life circumstances or their stomach may be upset due to
eating too much garlic. An intended, conscious communication message of any employee
should be to reflect the company in the best light. Additional noise could be attributed to
lack of training or lack of understanding the importance of positive customer relations.
These are examples of internal noise. External noise can also be present that impedes
communication. Examples of external noise include physical sounds that impact hearing as
well as other external elements such as extreme cold that may impact both the ability and
desire to communicate.

Feedback—Feedback is basically the response provided by the receiver. This can be
conscious, subconscious, intended, unintended, verbal or nonverbal. The direct conscious
feedback or response was provided by the verbal answer to your request for assistance. If
you made any facial gestures, nods, body movements, or articulated speech, you would be
providing feedback to the sender, the sales associate.

Stimuli—Stimuli is anything that intentionally or unintentionally can be interpreted as

a message. In this case, the smell of garlic or the blackened teeth are stimuli that send a
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Part One An Overview of Business English Written Communication

message. This aspect is extremely important to be cognizant of in business due to the fact
that the impression others have of you can impact your career; you want to understand and
control as many stimuli as you can to project a positive impression of yourself. Business
attire and deliberate professionalism are stimuli intended to elicit positive interpretation

from the receivers to further enhance your career.

As you can see, we’ve gleaned a lot from the very brief encounter outlined in example 1. That’s
why it’s so difficult to find an all-encompassing definition of communication. All of the little nuances
involved in interactions are complicated to, first of all, identify and, secondly, interpret correctly.
That’s why it is so important to understand the concept of stimuli, nonverbal communication and
unintended messages. Communication that consists of a message that is crafted in such a way that it
is received with the exact same meaning as it was intended to be received is the crux of successful
communication. A lot of this has to do with your ability to understand the nature of stimuli, the
capabilities of the people you’re communicating with and all of the “noise” involved in the

communication process.

As a communicator, encoding, decoding and feedback are critical for successful communication.
To illustrate the importance of interpretation and feedback, let’s continue on with example 1 with a

couple more interactions that may change the entire dynamics of your interpretation of the situation.

Example 1C: After receiving the gruff response from the sales associate, you feel put-off
and turn to walk away. As you’re about to walk away, the sales associate says, “I’'m really sorry to
reply in such a gruff manner, but I have bone cancer in my jaw. I recently received treatment, and
it’s impacting my professionalism. If you’re interested in anything else, I’d be happy to assist you.

Please accept my apologies for my unprofessionalism.”

Now you can understand the importance of interpretation of stimuli and the importance
of feedback. On the part of the sender, they realized that the message they sent may have been
misinterpreted as reflecting unprofessionalism. They were well-aware of their physical condition, and
found it necessary to add some context to the situation. As a receiver, what were you thinking? Did
you interpret all of the stimuli correctly, or did you jump to conclusions? The stimuli you received
may have not been interpreted correctly, and by the sales associate adding context to the situation,

you were able to develop a deeper, more accurate understanding of the situation as a whole.

From the entirety of example 1, we can now understand the characteristics of communication:

Characteristics of communication

e Communication is dynamic—Communication is something that is ever evolving, it is not
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static. Example 1 illustrates that there was fluid information exchange between the two
participants.

e Communication is interactive—The participants in example 1 interacted with each other.
Even though some of the communication was nonverbal, it involved interaction of the two
participants and involved a variety of stimuli sent by multiple communication channels.

e Communication is complex—It is not always easy to interpret the stimuli we receive
correctly. There are many variables that impact how messages are sent, or how they are
received.

e Communication is contextual—Communication is defined by the circumstances
surrounding the situation. Without the sales associate explaining the situation fully, we
would not have understood details behind the communication and we would not have
elicited the proper understanding of the situation.

e Communication is irreversible—Once we communicate something, it is difficult to take it
back. You can’t “unsee” something or “unhear” something; the stimuli left an impression
on you. The sales associate could not take back their gruff reply, but they attempted to
clarify any misunderstanding.

e Communication is learned—When we interpreted the stimuli in the above mentioned
example, we relied on experiences we had to develop an understanding of the situation.
We may have seen black teeth before, we may understand that poor oral hygiene may
result from illness or disease, but we may have never experienced a similar situation. We
have now learned not to jump to conclusions without verifying the underlying facts while
communicating. We learn how to interpret stimuli in our own way, and we all may have a

different perspective on communication that has taken place.

Definition of communication

Now that we have a better understanding of both the elements of communication and the
characteristics of communication, we perhaps can define communication in a way that properly
reflects communication and is easy to understand. Communication is the transference of a message
Jfrom one entity to another entity. Even though many people may experience the message, each
recipient, or receiver, receives the information and interprets it in their own personal way. Some
messages are consciously sent, while other messages are transmitted without the sender fully
understanding what’s being received; you would have to get into another person’s mind to know

exactly what they’re thinking.

In summary, the elements of communication include: sender, message, receiver, medium/
channel, encoding, decoding, noise, feedback and stimuli. The characteristics of communication
are: dynamic, interactive, complex, contextual, irreversible and learned. Both of these lists

may not encompass every characteristic or element of communication, but they do assist us in
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Part One An Overview of Business English Written Communication

understanding what communication actually is: the transference of a message from one entity to

another.

Barriers to effective communication

The essence of effective communication is that a message is received in the exact way it was
intended to be received. This seems far easier than it actually is. There are nearly infinite variables
to communication, and it’s nearly impossible to identify all of them let alone consider them when
constructing communication. The nature of all of this involves the individuality of the participants
involved in communication. Each of them has their own, personal set of circumstances that have
shaped them into who they are. These circumstances that developed us impact both the way we
construct messages and the way we interpret messages received. The best we can do is to identify
potential areas of risk that may contribute to the distortion of how messages are interpreted by both
the sender and receiver. These risks are also known as barriers, and include both physical and

psychological barriers.

Culture—Entire books have been written about intercultural communication, and the barriers
of culture are more prevalent than one might expect. It is true that we are all human, but the
presumption that we are more similar than dissimilar in our thinking and behavior is faulty. We have
all been raised differently, and we all think differently. Even within your own culture, numerous
differences in peoples’ thoughts, values and perceptions exist. Without education of differences in
cultures, it is very difficult to understand the breadth and depth of differences. Some of the barriers
to intercultural communication include:

e Avoidance of the unfamiliar: It is natural for individuals to feel reticent about attempting
to communicate with individuals from another culture. People stick to what they know and
avoid what they don’t.

e Uncertainty reduction: People are not sure what to say to foreigners, or how foreigners
think, so to avoid uncertainty, they shy away from communication with foreigners.

e Withdrawal: If you have attempted to communicate, and you find it difficult to
communicate, you may withdraw from communication. Difficulty breeds lack of desire.

e Stereotyping: Stereotypes are generalized assumptions about cultures. They are necessary
to develop understandings about different cultures, but may be misleading or offensive if the
stereotypes are not applicative and negative in nature.

e Prejudice: Prejudice is negative, rigid and irrational thoughts about a group of people. This
can lead to communication that is skewed to follow those heliefs or thoughts about a group
of people.

e Racism: Racism is the belief that one race is superior to another, and this belief may lead
to discomfort or skewed communication.

e Misuse of power: When people believe they are from a dominant or superior culture, they
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may attempt to control the situation and not allow “free” communication.

e Culture shock: Culture shock is the anxiety and stress associated with communicating
with foreigners. This anxiety is a barrier to effective communication.

e Ethnocentrism: Ethnocentrism is the belief that your own culture, beliefs, values etc., are
better than those of other cultures. It’s natural to believe what you’ve been taught is best,
but in reality, all cultures are different and viewing one as better than another is not proper
in effective intercultural communications. Cultures are different, and the assumption that

one has to be, or is, superior is faulty.

Noise—As discussed earlier, noise is anything along the communication chain that may distort
the intended meaning of the message. It can affect both the generation of the message as well as
the interpretation of the message as it is received. It can be external in nature in situations where
actual physical noise or other physical conditions exist that impede the communicators from hearing
or communicating to their fullest capacity. It can also be internal in a sense that the communicator
may be physically ill, tired, stressed or may be experiencing any other physical condition that may

impede the communicator’s ability to interpret properly.

Role—Role involves the communicator’s position regarding the hierarchy present in the
communication process. This barrier involves superiors and subordinates, or perceived superiors
and subordinates, and relates to the hesitancy and problems involved in communicating between
hierarchal ranks. Not all cultures have open communication hetween varying levels of organizational
hierarchy, but this factor of communication between roles should be considered regardless of the

degree of communication that exists between varying management levels.

Bias—Bias involves a skewed interpretation due to a conceived or preconceived notion
about a communicator. It can be cultural in regards to nationality, and it can be cultural in regards
to corporate culture. Finance people think differently from engineers, and they have different
responsibilities; engineers want high quality while finance employees want to control costs. The
bias can also be personal in the case of just not liking someone from past encounters. Bias has to be

considered and minimized whenever it is identified.

Misinterpretation—Misinterpretation is exactly as it sounds; someone has incorrectly
interpreted a message. It is the roll of all parties involved in the communication process to validate
the meaning of the message. Misinterpretation is quite common, and it’s best for parties to clarify
the intended meaning of the message before jumping to conclusions. There are often times simple
explanations for why a message is misinterpreted, and communication of the misunderstanding will

assist in the development of the communication skills of the communicators.

It can be seen that there are scores of barriers to effective communication. Because
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Part One An Overview of Business English Written Communication

we are unaware of other’s personalities, bias or any other thought processes that may create
misinterpretation of a message, it is not uncommon for communication errors to occur. If we
are cognizant of the breadth and depth of potential communication barriers, we can attempt to
minimize their impact by constructing messages that avoid potential barriers. Communicators
have to exert concentrated efforts to ensure the message they send is received in the way it was
intended to be received, and all parties are responsible for ensuring effective communication takes

place.

Additional cultural barriers to
communication-East vs West

Since the target audience of this textbook is predominantly Chinese, and this text is written
in English for writing in English, it’s important to understand the cultural differences between
Eastern cultures and Western cultures are considerably large. We observe other cultures, and we see
cultural differences in behaviors, customs, rituals, arts and other aspects of culture that are visibly
identifiable. What observers are not seeing is the underlying characteristics of culture that are not
observable. These invisible culture traits are the thought processes and value systems that determine
observable behaviors; we can’t see what others are thinking. Since these thought process and value
systems are fundamental in the development of cultures and represent the basis for behavior, in
terms of importance, we see far fewer differences than actually exist. It’s important to understand

this when communicating between cultures.

Inductive reasoning vs Deductive reasoning: Eastern cultures are said to prefer the
inductive reasoning style while Western cultures are said to prefer deductive reasoning. It’s
extremely important to understand how this will impact communication between cultures.
Inductive reasoning is “topic delayed” while deductive reasoning is “topic first.” When Easterners
communicate with Westerners and delay the topic to the end of the communication, Westerners
consider this type of communication to be disorganized and confusing; they think Easterners are
unable to organize their thoughts. Westerners are trying to get a contextual grasp on the situation and
expecting to be verbally cued at the beginning of the communication. Without this cue, Westerners
have difficulty trying to determine what is actually being communicated. Easterners are said to
use inductive reasoning to establish a “shared thought process” in which the communicators think
together to achieve a mutually understood conclusion. This is a major barrier to communication
between Easterners and Westerners that must be considered when communicating between

cultures.

Indirect vs Direct communication: Easterners typically communicate in an indirect

manner. They consider the concept of “face” when communicating so they don’t offend their
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communication partners. Easterners are prone to show less emotion and are reluctant to directly say
“no.” Westerners, on the other hand, prefer to communicate directly and have no issues with saying
“no” or showing emotion. The concept of “face” is not a focal point of Western communication; they
prefer to express themselves directly and value honest communication over offensive behavior. That
is not to say that Eastern communication is dishonest; it considers the feelings of the communication
partners greater than the importance of expressing their true sentiments. The potential result is
that Easterners consider Westerners to be rude, and Westerners consider Easterners “less than
honest.” A typical point of confusion is when Easterners say “we will think about it.” This is an
Eastern way of saying “no” without offending the communication partner. Westerners perceive this
communication to mean that the communication partner will take the topical point into consideration
and report their conclusion later. The Westerner will be awaiting a response when the response
has already been provided without directly stating it. The Westerner will expect a response, and
when one does not arrive, the Westerner considers the communication to be a misrepresentation
of thoughts and dishonest. Westerners also have no issues with showing their emotions; if they are
angry with a communication, they will make the communication partner aware of their sentiments.
This may be difficult for the Easterner to accept, but it is none the less a feature of some Western
cultures. The concept or honest representation of thoughts, feelings and emotions takes precedence
over politeness, “face” and relationship building and maintenance. It is recommended that
communicators understand this and consider it for communication between Eastern and Western

cultures.

Contextual orientation: Contextual orientation refers to the extent the communicators
consider the context of the situation to be an influencing factor in communication. Easterners
are mostly participants in collective cultures that exert efforts to maintain relationships and face.
Their relationships are built on trust, and they value relationships over the expression of details.
Westerners are more concerned with the results of the communication than the relationships
involved in the communication process and like to have details of communication directly stated in
communication. The result is that Westerners require more information to feel comfortable during
the communication process. They value the results of the communication over the relationships, and
require a detailed, mutual understanding of the context of the communication. This is accomplished
through a more extensive communication process requiring more information exchange. As a
result of this difference, Easterners may view Westerners as “too needy” in regards to information
exchange. They may not understand that the Westerners are more concerned with the exactness
of the communication required to achieve results in the mind of the Westerner. Westerners
may consider Easterners as unwilling to communicate or unwilling to disclose all relevant facts.
This potential communication barrier can cause difficulties in communication between the

cultures.
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Ethics in communication

Communication is an interaction between people. The message is the most important part of
successful communication, but the communicators themselves are the ones communicating; we
attribute context to the communication process which involves the character of those communicating.
We all want to communicate with people we feel are ethical, and careful attention should be paid to
the perceptions others have of you as a communicator. You want to make sure that the information
exchanged in communication is perceived identically by all communicators so that misconceptions
are not developed that impede future communications. The same holds true in business; we prefer
to conduct business with companies we feel are ethical. Companies need to make sure they are
socially responsible in all of their communications, both internally and to the public. The following
guidelines should be applied when communicating to foster an environment of respect and ethical

conduct.

Convey the point without offending the audience: Sometimes this is a daunting task due
to the personal nature of communication and the simple fact that we cannot please all of the people
all of the time. We have to be aware of many of the differences between us and our audience that
we can possibly be aware of and communicate in a manner that is non-offensive. Beyond a lack of
understanding of the audience, a communicator can also be impacted by internal noise that may
impede their ability to communicate as professionally as they normally would; so we have to be
aware of anything that may be affecting our mental state. It is best to approach communication
with a professional attitude, and diligent research of the target audience to ensure that the
audience is comfortably receptive to the communication. We cannot control how others receive our
communication, but we can control the amount of care we put into our communication. Part of ethical

communication is fostering harmony.

Accuracy of the message is critical: One of the main concepts of ethics is that honest,
accurate information has been exchanged. Sometimes situations occur in which information changes
due to elements beyond our control. We must notify our partners of circumstances such as a change
in schedule or availability, and we must clarify things with our communication partners. No one
wants to do business with a person that is not diligent in their research or blatantly misstates facts.
Once the element of trust is broken in the communication process or once a negative perception
is developed, barriers will develop that hinder effective communication-in the future. It is best to
validate the accuracy of information before communicating so that effective communication can be
achieved and maintained in either a personal or business situation. If communication is found to be
a purposeful misstatement of facts, that communication may lead to the communicator being viewed

as unethical.



