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Chapter 1 Principles of Business Writing

Chapter 1
Principles of Business Writing

In this chapter, you will learn :

»  Basics about business communication
> Stages of business written communication
» 11 C principles of business written communication

@ Overview

What is communication? The process you use to send and interpret messages so that
they are understood is called communication. In the business environment, this process is
called business communication. Being an effective communicator is critical to you in your
personal, academic, and professional lives. Research indicates that adults spend about
two-thirds of each day communicating. Managers spend more than 50 percent of their
time attending meetings, making telephone calls, writing, and listening. Whether you
realize it or not, your success in life is dependent upon your communication skills. We all
use communication for five basic purposes: (1) to establish and build goodwill, (2)to
persuade, (3) to obtain or share information, (4) to establish personal effectiveness, and (5)
to build self-esteem.

Why write? People in organizations put things in writing to make themselves visible,
to create a record, to convey complex data, to make things convenient for the reader, to
save money, and to convey their own messages more effectively. "If it isnt in writing,"
$ays a manager at one company, "it didnt happen.” Writing is an essential way to make
yourself visible', to let your accomplishments be known. Written memos and reports —
business genres - document what was said and done and the reasons for decisions.
Carefully written genres enable a company to use its earlier experience without having to
reinvent the wheel every time a new set of people tackles a recurring problem. Written
documents also allow individuals and companies to protect themselves. If there is no
written record, chaos and expensive lawsuits may result. Written channels (including
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The Writing of Business

graphics) are better than oral ones for conveying numbers and complex information.
Written channels are less expensive than oral ones for reaching large groups of people or
transmitting information over long distances. Writing may also be more convenient for
the recipient. When you send a letter or memo, the recipient can read it when it’s most
convenient. Written documents become even more important in international business.
Talking on the phone requires immediate comprehension. Reading a fax or e-mail
message is easier for a manager doing business in a language other than his or her native
language.

Finally, putting a message in writing makes it easier to present your ideas in the most
effective way, even in difficult situations. We've all had the experience of fumbling for
words, only to think of the perfect words to make a point after it was all over. Writing,
because it can be revised, gives us the second chance we may need to achieve the effect

we want.

Basics about Business Communication

Business communication can be classified by direction of communication, which can
largely decide degree of formalization in your business writing.

External and internal communication

External communication originates within a company and is sent to receivers
outside the company. Communication with clients, customers, sales representatives,
governmental agencies, advertising agencies, and transportation agencies outside the
company is external. The external communication network links the organization with
the outside world of customers, suppliers, competitors, and investors. Internal communication
originates and is sent to receivers within a company. For example, a memorandum
from a supervisor to an employee is an interhal communication.

Internal communication refers to the exchange of information and ideas within an
organization. Communication among the members of an organization is essential for
effective functioning. As an employee, you are in a position to observe firsthand things
that your supervisors and co-workers cannot see: a customer's first reaction to a product
display, a supplier's brief hesitation before agreeing to a delivery date, an odd whirring
noise in a piece of equipment, or a slow down in the flow of customers. Managers and
co-workers need these little gems of information in order to do their jobs. If you don't
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Chapter 1 Principles of Business Writing

pass that information along, nobody will because nobody else knows. Communicating
freely helps employees develop a clear sense of the organization’s mission and helps
managers identify and react quickly to potential problems. To maintain a healthy flow of
information within the organization, effective communicators use both formal and

informal channels.

Lateral and vertical communication

Communication may travel down, across, or up lines of authority in an
organization, i.e. vertical communication or lateral communication. Communication
that travels down the hierarchy from a superior (supervisor, manager, or executive)
to subordinates is downward communication. Instructions from a project manager to
project team members travel downward. Policies established by the board of
directors and company officers are relayed downward to department managers and
then to other employees.

Communication among peers - persons of the same status - is lateral communication
(sometimes call horizontal communication). A memorandum from one department
head to another is an example of lateral communication. Lateral communication
encourages cooperation between departments and divisions of an organization.
Upward communication refers to communication from subordinates to supervisors.

Distinctions of directions of business communication recognize the different
power relationship within and across the hierarchical structures of organizations.
This will determine your writing strategies in tone, style and diction choices.

Process of Business Writing

Successful writing on the job is not the products of inspiration, nor is it merely the
spoken word converted to print. It is the result of knowing how to structure information in
words and in visual design so that the writer achieves an intended purpose. Good writers
recognize that writing is a process. Generally, a writing process can be divided into the
following five steps.

»  Preparation
Research
Organization
Writing the draft
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The Writing of Business

» Revision

These five steps are interrelated and overlap at points. For example, your decisions
about your reader’s needs and your purpose in the first step affect decisions in each of the
other steps. Be aware that the time required for each step varies with different writing
tasks. For example, when writing a brief informal memo, you might follow the first three
steps (preparation, research, and organization) by simply listing the points you want to
cover in the order you want to cover them. In other words, you gather and organize
information mentally as you consider your purpose in writing the memo. For a formal
report, on the other hand, these three steps require well-organized research, careful
message, the first four steps merge as you type the information on the screen. In short, the
five steps expand, contract, and at times must be reviewed or even repeated to fit the
complexity or context of the writing task.

Step 1 Preparation
Adequate preparation is as important as writing the draft, which consists of the following
steps:

1. Establishing your purpose;

2.  Assessing your reader;

3. Determining your arguments.

1. Establishing your purpose

All business messages have a general purpose: to inform, to persuade, or to
collaborate with your audience. To help you define the specific purpose of your message,
ask yourself what you hope to accomplish with your message and what your audience
should do or think after receiving your message. Basically, you can expect to realize
three levels of goals by writing a letter, as illustrated below:

»  Text-based goal: to convey information to my reader(s) by text

I want to write a thank-you letter to Mr. Wang, the Director of Career Services Jor
speaking at our meeting in our department.

>  Reader-based goal: to expect my reader(s) to learn, to believe, to remember, to

feel something

As a result of my thank-you letter, Mr. Wang will remember me so that he can help
me with my job research.

»>  Action-based goal: to expect my reader(s) to do (or not to do) something
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Chapter 1 Principles of Business Writing

Since I have made a good impression on Mr. Wang, he will give me a priority when

there is a good job opportunity. '

Before proceeding, consider whether your purpose is worth pursuing at this time.

Ask yourself these questions:

> Is my purpose realistic? If your purpose involves a radical shift in action or
attitude, go slowly. Consider proposing the first step and using your message as
the beginning of a learning process.

»> Is this the right time? If an organization is undergoing changes of some sort,
you may want to defer your message until things stabilize and people can
concentrate on your ideas.

»  Is the right person delivering this message? Although you may have done all the
work, having your boss deliver your message could get better results because of
his or her higher status.

»> Is my purpose acceptable to the organization? Even though you want to fire off
an angry reply to an abusive letter attacking your company, your supervisors
might prefer that you regain the customer’s goodwill. Your response must reflect
the organization’s priorities.

Once you are satisfied that you have a legitimate purpose in communicating, take a

good look at your intended audience.

2. Assessing your readers

Who are your audience members? What are their attitudes? What do they need to
know? And why should they care about your message? The answers to such questions
will indicate which material youl need to cover and how to cover it.

To satisfy your audience’s information needs, begin by identifying your primary
audience. If you can reach the decision makers or opinion molders in your audience, other
audience members will fall into place. Key people are usually the ones with the most
organizational clout. However, occasionally a person of relatively low status may have
influence in a particular area.

Remember to determine the size of your audience. A report for a large audience
requires a more formal style, organization, and format than one directed to three or four
people in your department. Also, be sure to respond to the particular concerns of key
individuals. The head of marketing would need different facts than the head of production
or finance would need. o
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Try to define your audience’s composition. Look for common interests that tie audi-
ence members together across differences in culture, education, status, or attitude. Include
evidence that touches on everyone’s area of interest. To be understood across cultural bar-
riers, consider how audience members think and learn, as well as what style they expect.

Do your best to project your audience’s expectations and preferences. Will members
of your audience expect complete details, or will a summary of the main points suffice?
Do they want an e-mail or will they expect a formal memo? Should the message be a
short 1- to 2-page memo or a comprehensive 10- to S0-page report?

3. Determining your arguments
After you have clarified your purposes and assessed your readers, you will be starting
to develop your scope of coverage and form your arguments. Consider the following
questions:
>  What key propositions or conclusions do you want your readers to accept?
>  What do they need to know and believe in order to be persuaded to take the
action you want them to?
»  Which arguments will your readers readily accept?
»  What kinds of information will they need?
It is necessary to support your arguments with evidence that is explicit, concrete,
specific and credible. In order to get sufficient supporting evidence, you need to do
research.

Step 2 Research

Before you compose your message, youll most likely need to gather some
information to communicate to your audience. When writing long, formal reports, you'll
conduct formal research to locate and analyze all the information relevant to your purpose
and your audience. Chapter 6 covers the topic of research by questionnaire. Other kinds of
business messages require less formal information gathering. For example, you may
simply try to consider others’ viewpqints. Put yourself in someone else’s position to
consider what that person or group might be thinking, feeling, or planning. Or your
company’s files may be a good source of the information you need for a particular memo
or e-mail message. Consider company annual reports, financial statements, news releases,
memos, marketing reports, and customer surveys for helpful information.

Chatting with supervisors, colleagues, or customers can help you gather information.
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At the least, fellow workers and customers may know what your audience will be inter-
ested in. Conducting telephone or personal interviews is a convenient way to gather infor-
mation. And dont forget to ask your audience for input. If you're unsure of what audience
members need from your message, ask them through casual conversation (face-to-face or
over the phone), informal surveys, or unofficial interviews.

Step 3 Organization

Without organization, the material gathered during your research would be
incomprehensible to your reader. To organize your information effectively, you must
determine the best sequence in which your idea should be presented — that is, you must
choose a method of development.

The methods of development that are likely to be used by business people are
chronological, sequential, spatial, increasing or decreasing order of importance,
comparison, division and classification, analysis, general to specific, specific to general,
and cause and effect. If you were giving instructions for operating a fax machine, you
would naturally present the steps of the process in the order of their occurrence. For this
task, the obvious method of development would be sequential. If you were writing about
the history of an organization, your account would go from the beginning to the present,
using the chronological method of development. If your subject naturally lends itself to a
certain method of development, use it — don’t attempt to impose another method on it.

Outlining makes larger or complex subjects easier for you to organize by breaking
them into manageable parts, and it ensures that your finished writing will move logically
from idea to idea without omitting anything important. After your outline is reasonably
detailed, you have to consider a design and layout that will help your reader and a format
appropriate to your subject and purpose, which may include computer graphics and other
illustrations.

Step 4 Writing the Draft

You are prepared to write a rough draft when you have established your purposes,
readers’ needs, arguments and evidence and when you have done adequate research and
outlining. Writing a rough draft is simply transcribing and expanding your notes from
your outline into paragraphs, without worrying about grammar, refinements of language
or mechanical aspects. Refinement of format and expression will come with the next step
revision. The most effective way to start and keep going, however, is to use a good outline
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as a springboard and map for your writing. Your outline notes can become the topic
sentences for paragraphs in your draft.

The computer is as important a tool for writing as it is for research. The ability to
generate documents using word processing software is a necessity for any business person
who lives in this IT-age global village. You also need to incorporate computer graphics
into your writing. Therefore, learn to use computer software like WORD, EXCEL or
others, and even practice typing to increase your speed if you are still a slow hand now.

In business communication, you may come across complicated situations where you
find the issue of convention as important as the text itself: format, style and medium.
Different genres have different conventional format, style and medium, which give
different requirements for organization of the whole text in terms of layout, font, size,
handwriting or computer-generating style or even time and place of delivery. For
instance, this may be a situation when a handwritten note would be more appropriate. But
perhaps a paper document is not the best medium of communication; maybe an e-mail
memo would be the most appropriate response.

Step 5 Revision

If you have followed the steps of the writing process to this point, you will have a
very rough draft. Revision, the obvious final step, requires a different frame of mind than
does writing the draft. Read and evaluate the draft from the reader’s point of view. Be
eager to find and correct faults, and be honest. Do not try to do all your revising at once.
Read you rough draft several times, each time looking for and correcting a different set of
problems or errors.

Concentrate on larger issues first; save more specific and mechanical ones until later.
Check about your decisions of details of mechanical conventions: grammar, spelling,
punctuation, capitalization, and word usage, etc. The following principles marked by C
will cover all the key points.

Principles of Business Writing

In any English writing, there are rules of making your text cohesive and coherent,
which are also the fundamental rules for business writing. Besides, you need the
following NINE more C principles:



