2. English for Business Purposes and Business English 

What’s the Difference? 

As mentioned in the introduction to this publication, the name English for Business Purposes is not accidental but intended to distinguish this area of English for specific purposes from what is generally known as Business English.  The following description of English for Business Purposes and the illustration of the differences between English for Business Purposes and Business English may serve to make this clear.  It also shows that, in many cases, what is commonly known as Business English is in fact English for Business Purposes, according to this definition.  The terminology is not here the main issue but rather the difference between the two areas and the underlying concepts.  This clarification of the differences and how the use of English for Business Purposes is tested in The European Language Certificates examinations has the aim of raising awareness of the issues involved as well as encouraging more learners and teachers to approach this area in learning, teaching and assessment rather than being intimidated by what seems to be a specialist field.

English for Business Purposes concentrates on skills and the transference of these to particular areas rather than the content of the areas themselves.  The areas of business are not the focus of the teaching or testing.

English for Business Purposes can be approached at almost any level.  The language and communicative skills gained can be modified to make them of most use to the learner.

English for Business Purposes is based on the use of language rather than knowledge of business or commerce.

English for Business Purposes can be taught to heterogeneous classes and is not limited to classes from one department, company or position.

English for Business Purposes makes use of general material and tasks.

English for Business Purposes can be taught to classes of pre-service learners as what is learnt can be transferred to various fields, companies and departments.

This definition of the subject illustrates that it is in fact English for Business Purposes which is needed in many cases rather than what has up to now been known as Business English.  English is used not only in international trade and business but also increasingly within companies, in exchange (written and spoken) between head offices, subsidiaries and branches as well as amongst colleagues and staff.  English is used in many sectors, both export-oriented (engineering, electronics, optical, chemical and the food industry) as well as service industries (telecommunication, transport, hotel and catering, banking and insurance).

English is used in many areas where no particular or specialist knowledge is necessary but rather the transfer of skills from areas of general use to work-related tasks, such as telephoning, conversations with customers and suppliers and colleagues from other departments and branches.  It is in these areas that deficits are strongly felt  and of particular importance for the image and presentation of the company or department.

Written communication is today dominated by email, an area in which the transfer of style and language between the different areas of use requires particular sensitivity.  An awareness of when email is the appropriate form of communication as well which email style is appropriate should form part of any course in English for Business Purposes.

These features of English for Business Purposes are reflected in the tasks and test format of The European Language Certificates examination in English for Business Purposes.  The description of learning objectives and the examination tasks are based closely on the Common European Framework, both as described in the Council of Europe publication as well as in the brochure “Working in Europe”.

