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Abstract: This study investigates the development of cross-cultural communication skills in Business English education,
which is crucial for navigating the choppy waters of global business interactions. Using a qualitative research approach,
it takes a close look at current teaching practices through classroom observations, instructor interviews, and teaching
material analysis at the Academy of Economic Studies of Moldova. The findings show that while Business English
courses are starting to see the light regarding the importance of cross-cultural communication, there are still bumps in the
road when it comes to effectively weaving these skills into the curriculum. Instructors are pulling out all the stops with
strategies like role-plays and case studies, but they still face hurdles such as diverse student backgrounds, limited resources
and a limited number of hours. The work suggests a framework for boosting cross-cultural communication in Business
English curricula, especially for the International Relations Faculty, highlighting the need for culturally diverse content
and more practical exercises that reflect real-world business scenarios. This research adds to the field by offering a treasure
trove of insights into best practices and suggesting ways to improve Business English programs to better prepare learners
for the demands of a globalized business world.
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Introduction

In today’s globalized business environment, English has emerged as the primary lingua franca,
facilitating communication across diverse national and cultural boundaries. This global integration
underscores the importance of proficiency in English for professionals working in international
business settings. However, effective communication in such contexts extends beyond linguistic
abilities, as cross-cultural communication skills are crucial in ensuring meaningful interactions. For
instance, understanding the differing cultural attitudes toward hierarchy and decision-making can
greatly influence the outcome of business negotiations. Non-native English speakers often face
challenges not only in mastering the language but also in navigating cultural nuances that affect
communication, such as the use of indirect speech or varying expectations around politeness. These
complexities underscore the growing demand for Business English courses that emphasize both
language proficiency and cultural competence. For example, many multinational corporations now
require employees to undergo specialized training that addresses both areas, recognizing that
successful communication in global markets involves understanding both what is said and how it is
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said. ‘Ready or not, English is now the global language of business. More and more multinational
companies are mandating English as the common corporate language—Airbus, Daimler-Chrysler,
Fast Retailing, Nokia, Renault, Samsung, SAP, Technicolor, and Microsoft in Beijing, to name a
few—in an attempt to facilitate communication and performance across geographically diverse
functions and business endeavours.” (Neeley, 2012) By equipping professionals with these skills,
such courses play a critical role in enhancing business effectiveness in multicultural environments.
Business English as a Foreign Language

Business English has evolved as a branch of English for Specific Purposes (ESP), initially focusing
on language proficiency to meet the demands of global business communication. However, as
business interactions increasingly occur in multicultural settings, the traditional focus on linguistic
skills is insufficient. There is a growing recognition that cultural competence must be incorporated
into Business English courses. For example, learners must not only master formal business language
but also understand different cultural norms around communication, such as indirectness or the
importance of relationship-building in some cultures.

Research Focus and Objectives

This article aims to explore effective strategies for developing cross-cultural communication skills
within Business English education, recognizing the growing need for such competencies in today’s
globalized economy. The primary objectives include identifying the key components of cross-cultural
communication that are essential for Business English learners, such as cultural awareness, non-
verbal communication, and the ability to navigate varying communication styles. For example,
understanding how directness in communication is perceived differently across cultures is critical for
successful business interactions (British Council, 2022). The study will also analyse current teaching
practices in Business English programs, assessing their effectiveness in fostering these cross-cultural
competencies. Existing methods, such as case studies and role-playing, are widely used but may not
fully capture the complexity of real-world interactions. By evaluating these approaches, the article
seeks to highlight potential gaps in pedagogy. Finally, the research will propose a comprehensive
framework for integrating cross-cultural communication into Business English curricula. This
framework could include modules on cultural theory, practical exercises simulating intercultural
business scenarios, and assessments focusing on both language proficiency and cultural adaptability.
By addressing these objectives, the article aims to contribute to the development of Business English
education that prepares learners for the nuanced demands of global business communication.

The research envisaged the following questions:

e What are the essential cross-cultural communication skills needed for successful business
interactions?

e How are these skills currently being addressed in Business English teaching at our university?

e What teaching strategies and activities are most effective in developing cross-cultural
communication skills?

The essential cross-cultural communication skills required for successful business interactions
include cultural awareness, adaptability, and an understanding of both verbal and non-verbal
communication cues. For instance, being aware of how cultures perceive time management and
directness can significantly impact the success of negotiations. Relationships between different
cultural and linguistic groups — whether they are called ‘ethnic groups’, ‘nations’ or ‘states’ — are at
the heart of diplomacy, and the need to choose appropriate ambassadors of one group to another is as
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old as civilised societies (Byram, 2021). These skills are currently addressed in Business English
teaching through activities like case studies, where students analyse intercultural conflicts, and role-
playing exercises that simulate real-world business scenarios.

However, the emphasis on cultural competence varies across programs. Teaching strategies that have
proven effective include experiential learning techniques, such as immersive simulations and
interactive discussions, where learners practice navigating cultural differences in a controlled
environment. Additionally, activities like reflective journaling help students internalize their learning
experiences by encouraging them to critically assess their interactions and biases. By incorporating
these strategies, educators can more effectively develop the cross-cultural communication skills
needed for learners to thrive in global business environments.

Cross-Cultural Communication Theories

Key theories in cross-cultural communication include Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, Hall’s high-
and low-context communication, and the concept of intercultural competence. Hofstede’s model
identifies cultural differences across dimensions such as individualism vs. collectivism and power
distance, which are vital in understanding business interactions. For example, in high power-distance
cultures, hierarchical communication is expected, affecting organizational interactions (Hofstede,
2011). Hall’s high- and low-context theory distinguishes between cultures that rely on implicit,
context-driven communication (e.g., Japan) and those that favour explicit, direct communication
(e.g., the U.S.) (Ting-Toomey, n.d.). These theories highlight the difficulties non-native English
speakers face, such as misunderstanding indirect communication or differing expectations of
formality. Intercultural competence, involving the ability to interact effectively across cultures, is
essential in overcoming these challenges.

Existing Approaches to Teaching Cross-Cultural Communication

Current methods for teaching cross-cultural communication in Business English courses include case
studies, role-plays, and simulations. These methods allow learners to practice real-world scenarios,
such as navigating intercultural business meetings. While effective in introducing students to diverse
cultural contexts, gaps remain. For instance, our programs lack sustained, practical engagement with
intercultural competence beyond basic simulations. There is a need for more immersive, experience-
based learning that consistently integrates cultural competence into Business English curricula.
Research Design

This research adopts a qualitative approach to explore how cross-cultural communication skills are
developed in Business English courses, aiming to provide a deeper understanding of the teaching
practices and learner experiences in this context. By focusing on qualitative methods, the study allows
for an in-depth examination of the complexities involved in teaching cross-cultural communication,
particularly the interplay between language and cultural understanding. Classroom observations
provide insights into how we incorporate cross-cultural elements into our lessons, such as through
case studies or role-playing activities, and how students respond to these methods.

The pie chart (Fig.1) illustrates the effectiveness of case studies in developing intercultural
communication skills and competencies for working in a multicultural environment, based on a
sample of 135 responses. Nearly half of the respondents (48.9%) believe that case studies are "quite
effective,” indicating that they play a significant role in enhancing these skills. A smaller percentage
(36.3%) find case studies "very effective,” suggesting a high level of engagement in real-world
scenarios. However, 14.8% of the respondents consider them "not very effective,” pointing to a
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minority who may feel that case studies do not adequately prepare them for intercultural challenges.
Overall, case studies are perceived as a useful tool for skill development.

How effective are Case Studies in developing your intercultural communication skills and the skills
for working in a multicultural environment?

135 de raspunsuri

@ Not very much
@ Quite a lot
Very much

48,9%
,9%

Figure 1. The effectiveness of case studies in developing students’ intercultural skills.
Source: author’s own study

Another tool is interviews with both instructors and learners which offer personal perspectives on the
effectiveness of current teaching strategies, allowing us to reflect on the challenges we face in
balancing language instruction with cultural competence. Learners have shared their experiences of
navigating cultural differences in business contexts and have talked about the role of the course in
preparing them for these encounters. For instance, some may describe difficulties in understanding
indirect communication in high-context cultures or adjusting to the more direct style of low-context
business environments. They often emphasize the importance of cultural awareness when working
with international colleagues or negotiating with partners from different backgrounds. Additionally,
the analysis of teaching materials such as textbooks and lesson plans, helps identify the extent to
which cross-cultural communication is integrated into the curriculum. For instance, the study will
evaluate whether teaching materials go beyond basic cultural facts to include exercises that build
deeper intercultural competence.

This combination of methods aims to provide a holistic view of how cross-cultural communication
skills are developed and suggest areas for improvement in Business English education. Finally, the
research resorted to focus group discussions with students which offered valuable insights into their
experiences and perspectives on learning cross-cultural communication. These discussions revealed
students' challenges, such as navigating cultural differences in communication styles, and highlighted
the effectiveness of teaching methods like case studies or simulations and the challenges they face
such as limited exposure to diverse cultures in the classroom that restrict practical learning
opportunities. Additionally, they provided a platform for students to express how well the course
prepares them for real-world intercultural interactions.

Data Collection Methods

Therefore, the data collection methods for this study include classroom observations, interviews, and
focus group discussions. Classroom observations focused on identifying the presence and
effectiveness of cross-cultural communication activities in Business English classes. Semi-structured
interviews with instructors provide insights into their teaching strategies and challenges in fostering
cross-cultural communication skills. Additionally, focus group discussions with students give an
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insight into their perspectives on learning these skills. Together, these methods aim to capture both
instructional approaches and learner experiences, offering a comprehensive view of how cross-
cultural communication is integrated into Business English education.

Teaching Material Analysis

Examining syllabi, textbooks, and course materials reveal varying degrees of integration of cross-
cultural communication into the curriculum. Typically, syllabi outline objectives that emphasize
cultural awareness and sensitivity, often incorporating specific modules or units dedicated to cross-
cultural topics. Textbooks may include sections on cultural norms, communication styles, and case
studies from diverse cultures, providing theoretical and practical insights. Course materials, such as
articles, videos, and interactive activities, often aim to enhance students’ understanding through real-
world examples and experiential learning.

However, the depth and breadth of integration can vary significantly. Our curricula mostly
superficially address cross-cultural communication, focusing primarily on language skills without
delving into cultural contexts. We need a more comprehensive coverage, including guest lectures,
cultural exchange programs, and collaborative projects with international peers. Common challenges
identified include a lack of resources, insufficient training for educators, and limited opportunities for
immersive experiences. Overall, effective integration requires a balanced approach that combines
theoretical knowledge with practical application, fostering an environment where students can
develop the skills necessary for successful cross-cultural interactions.

Findings from Classroom Observations

Classroom observations reveal several gaps and areas for improvement in developing cross-cultural
communication skills within Business English courses. One notable issue is the limited variety and
depth of activities aimed specifically at fostering intercultural competence. Although activities such
as role-plays and case studies are commonly used, they often lack sufficient complexity to simulate
real-world business scenarios fully and teachers’ expertise for these various settings. For instance,
while case studies allow students to engage with cross-cultural dilemmas, they frequently focus more
on theoretical outcomes than on practical applications. Role-plays, on the other hand, tend to
emphasize language accuracy over authentic cross-cultural interaction.

From a teaching perspective, while these methods offer foundational exposure, they could be
enhanced by incorporating more immersive experiences, such as extended simulations or
collaborative projects with students from different cultural backgrounds. Furthermore, the
effectiveness of these activities varies. Some students actively participate, showing increased cultural
awareness, while others may struggle to connect the exercises to real-life contexts. To address these
issues, teachers could introduce more targeted feedback sessions and reflective discussions to deepen
students' understanding of the cultural nuances in business communication. This would not only
engage students more effectively but also better prepare them for the complex demands of the global
business environment.

Insights from Instructor Interviews

Instructor interviews offer valuable insights into the strategies employed to incorporate cross-cultural
communication into Business English teaching. Many instructors utilize a blend of role-plays, case
studies, and discussions on intercultural business scenarios, aimed at developing students' ability to
navigate diverse cultural contexts. For example, | have used simulations where students negotiate
with "international partners,” encouraging them to apply both linguistic skills and cultural awareness.
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On the other hand, instructors face numerous challenges in implementing such practices. One
common issue is the diverse cultural backgrounds of students, which can make it difficult to tailor
activities that resonate universally.

Additionally, limited resources, such as a lack of culturally rich teaching materials, and time
constraints, particularly in programs with tight curricula, often inhibit a more thorough exploration
of cross-cultural topics.

To tackle these cultural challenges teachers could use other successful practices that have emerged.
One effective method is the use of reflective journals, where students document their intercultural
experiences and analyse their responses. This encourages deeper personal engagement with the
material. Moreover, incorporating guest speakers from various industries and cultural backgrounds
has proven to be a powerful tool in bringing real-world perspectives into the classroom. By sharing
practical examples and fostering discussions, these speakers help bridge the gap between theoretical
learning and the dynamic demands of global business environments.

Student Perspectives

Student feedback on the effectiveness of current teaching methods for developing cross-cultural
communication skills reveals a mix of positive responses and areas for improvement. Many of our
students express those interactive methods such as role-plays and case studies help them better
understand cultural differences in business contexts. For example, they have reported that simulating
business negotiations with culturally diverse partners, when they have the opportunity, improves their
confidence in real-world interactions. However, students also perceive gaps in the depth of these
activities, often citing a need for more immersive, practical exposure to cross-cultural situations. They
emphasize that while these exercises are beneficial, they could be enhanced with more authentic
scenarios and extended practice.

In terms of their future careers, students recognize the critical importance of cross-cultural
communication, particularly for roles in multinational corporations or global markets. They
acknowledge that developing these skills is essential not only for successful communication but also
for fostering positive working relationships across borders. However, many students indicate they
require more support in areas such as understanding non-verbal cues, adapting to different leadership
styles, and managing intercultural conflict. This feedback suggests a need for more comprehensive
training that goes beyond language to address the subtleties of intercultural interactions in business
settings.

Teaching Material Analysis

My analysis of Business English textbooks and course materials reveals that while cross-cultural
communication is frequently addressed, the depth of coverage often falls short. Many textbooks
include isolated sections or case studies that touch on cultural diversity, but they tend to focus on
superficial aspects, such as greetings or etiquette, rather than the more complex cultural dynamics
that arise in real business interactions. From my experience, best practices in material design involve
the integration of authentic scenarios where students must navigate cultural differences in decision-
making, leadership styles, and negotiation processes. For instance, using case studies drawn from
multinational corporations allows students to engage with real-world challenges, enhancing their
intercultural competence. Furthermore, interactive activities like group projects that should involve
students from different cultural backgrounds usually prove to be effective in fostering deeper
understanding through collaboration, but our groups of students are not that culturally diverse.
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However, there is room for improvement in teaching materials. One potential enhancement would be
the inclusion of more dynamic, multimedia resources that offer immersive experiences, such as video
simulations of cross-cultural business meetings. Additionally, materials could better emphasize
reflective exercises, where students analyse their biases and cultural assumptions, thus encouraging
more critical engagement with the subject matter. These adjustments would significantly enhance the
development of cross-cultural communication skills in Business English courses.

Challenges and Limitations

Instructors face significant challenges when teaching cross-cultural communication in Business English
courses, primarily due to limited time and resources. With the vast scope of content required, educators
often struggle to allocate sufficient time to explore the complexities of intercultural communication
alongside core linguistic competencies. For instance, our curricula are language-focused, leaving little
room for in-depth exploration of cultural nuances. Moreover, limited access to diverse, culturally rich
teaching materials hinders instructors’ ability to provide students with authentic cross-cultural
experiences. These constraints often result in superficial coverage of important cultural topics, which
may leave students underprepared for real-world business interactions.

The study itself also faces certain limitations. One such limitation is the sample size, which does not
fully capture the diversity of experiences across different institutions. The findings are context-
specific, drawing primarily from experiences, in particular, from our university. These factors make
it difficult to generalize the findings to a wider audience. Future research should address these
limitations by expanding the sample size and including a broader range of institutions from the
Republic of Moldova to provide a more comprehensive understanding of cross-cultural
communication education in Business English programs.

Opportunities for Improvement

Although integrating cross-cultural communication into Business English courses is a big challenge
there are opportunities for improvement. Instructors worldwide face significant challenges in teaching
cross-cultural communication within Business English courses, particularly due to limited time and
resources. Given the breadth of content required in such courses, instructors often struggle to balance
linguistic objectives with the deeper exploration of cultural nuances. For instance, while cross-
cultural topics may be introduced, they often lack the sustained focus needed to develop true
intercultural competence. Additionally, resource limitations—such as access to authentic materials or
opportunities for immersive experiences—further restrict teaching effectiveness. In some cases,
instructors must rely on generic textbooks due to time restrictions, that insufficiently address the
complexities of cross-cultural interactions. The limitations of research in this area, including small
sample sizes and the context-specific nature of studies, also affect the generalizability of findings.
For example, an approach effective in one institution may not translate well to others with different
student demographics.

However, there are numerous opportunities for improvement. Greater collaboration between
academic institutions, businesses, and cultural organizations could enrich the learning experience by
providing students with more exposure to real-world cross-cultural situations. Institutions could
incorporate partnerships with multinational corporations, offering internships or workshops led by
global business leaders. Additionally, joint projects between universities across different countries
could create opportunities for students to engage with their peers globally, thereby enhancing their
practical understanding of intercultural communication.
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Conclusions

The key findings of this study highlight the importance of integrating cross-cultural communication
skills into Business English education to adequately prepare students for global business
environments. Research highlights that multicultural and multilingual competency, often
underrepresented in curricula, are essential for effective communication in globalized contexts. For
example, language teachers have expressed the idea that traditional approaches fail to address the
intricacies of intercultural sensitivity, leading to challenges when engaging diverse student
populations in business communication (Emerald Insight, 2023). Activities such as case studies, role-
plays, and collaborative projects have shown to be effective in developing both linguistic and cultural
competence. For example, educators often utilize intercultural simulations to mirror the realities of
global negotiations, while other instructors frequently emphasize the role of cultural context in
decision-making processes. These approaches reinforce the idea that cultural competence is essential
for navigating diverse professional settings.

The study contributes significantly to the field by offering insights into effective pedagogical
strategies for teaching cross-cultural communication in Business English courses. It underscores the
need for curriculum developers to include more immersive, experience-based activities that reflect
real-world business challenges. For educators, the findings suggest that integrating reflective
practices and exposure to diverse cultural perspectives can enhance students' intercultural
adaptability. Policymakers, too, may draw from this research when designing frameworks that
promote cross-cultural awareness within English for Specific Purposes (ESP) programs, ensuring that
graduates are not only proficient in English but also equipped to function effectively in a globalized
economy.
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