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Abstract

A rapidly increasing body of research shows that language skills significantly impact decision-making 
in today’s globalized business environments. Based on findings from a large data-driven literature sur-
vey using the PRISMA framework, this study applied descriptive statistics and content analysis to pro-
vide a comprehensive synthesis of key features of China’s business English teaching, as seen through 
the lens of n = 23 major research studies, drawn from a total of N = 521 English journal articles pub-
lished during 2007 to 2023. The synthesis suggests that (1) curriculum development, language acqui-
sition, technology-aided language learning, and assessment in language learning were found to be the 
most focal topics among business English teaching; and (2) in most studies, quantitative research was 
utilized compared to a medium use of mixed methods and the least use of a qualitative approach to 
address issues raised within business English teaching. However, (3) a clear gap is identified by con-
sidering these findings for future research agendas, suggesting a possible investigation into teaching 
reforms of business English teaching and research methodology and setting. This study also advocates 
for more multi-level studies and suggests paying greater attention to potential new data sources and 
means of analysis. Future directions and implications are also discussed.
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Introduction

English for Specific Purposes (ESP) plays a pivotal role in the sustainable development of English 
language teaching (ELT) and has emerged as a topic of increasing interest in education. Similar 
to the concept of sustainable development, learning a foreign language (FL) emphasizes ensuring 
a well-rounded education and promoting lifelong learning opportunities among language learners. 
This is because learning a FL facilitates cross-cultural communication, enhances employability and 
competitiveness, and improves cognitive abilities (Alshayban, 2022). In this context, ESP makes 
foreign language education more specialized, aiding in the integration of language knowledge 
with specific academic disciplines. This integration highlights the need to adjust and optimize the 
professional construction of higher education institutions, break down disciplinary barriers, strengthen 
interdisciplinary integration, and cultivate versatile talents who can adapt to economic and social 
development as well as industrial transformation (Rafiq et al., 2021). Moreover, ESP enables students 
to interact meaningfully with the content of their specific disciplines. This interaction enhances their 
enthusiasm and participation in the learning process. By focusing on the language aspects of their 
subjects, ESP also helps learners become more proficient in using English in their fields of study and 
professional contexts. Additionally, it contributes to the development of students’ intercultural and 
digital literacy (Galante, 2014). This, in turn, broadens their international perspective and boosts their 
communication skills. Consequently, students are better equipped to articulate China’s narrative and 
present an authentic, multifaceted, and holistic image of the nation to the world (Chao, 2023).

Under the backdrop of China’s successful entry into the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001, 
the importance of English in the business sector has surged (Wang et al., 2015). This trend prompted 
the Ministry of Education to establish undergraduate business English programs in 2007, which 
are now offered by over 400 higher education institutions (Dai & Liu, 2016). The Belt and Road 
Initiative, launched in 2013, further amplified this need by boosting global trade and emphasizing 
interdisciplinary development based on English (Ruan, 2019). These developments highlight the 
crucial role of English as a bridge in international business communication within China’s education 
system. Its practical application has shifted from merely examining learners’ language proficiency to 
fostering cross-cultural competency (Hu et al., 2024). Given the increasing demand for multi-talents in 
China, reforms in teaching business English at universities have become crucial. 

Since late 2018, under the background of the new liberal arts reform, Chinese universities have 
emphasized interdisciplinary education to cultivate high-quality talents (Zhang et al., 2024). This 
reform provides theoretical support for breaking down the traditional barriers between humanities 
majors and other disciplines (Zhou, 2023). In response, local universities are redefining their foreign 
language programs to serve as the foundation for developing professionals with a diverse knowledge 
base that spans both the social sciences and natural sciences (Cheng, 2022). By integrating digital and 
information technologies (ICTs) into the curriculum, these institutions are advancing interdisciplinary 
research in foreign languages and are committed to constructing robust interdisciplinary teams 
dedicated to teaching and research (Guo, 2022). This commitment is a response to the increasingly 
interconnected and technologically driven world. The impact of business English has expanded in 
China as it has evolved into a new discipline, indicating a notable development in language education. 

While researchers have conducted various studies related to business English teaching previously, 
Zhao et al. (2017) identified key issues in Chinese educational research articles, including a lack 
of rigour and systematic literature reviews, unclear research designs, and insufficient practical 
recommendations. These flaws potentially weaken the studies’ theoretical base and limit their practical 
utility. To address this gap, the current study employs a systematic literature review and content analysis 
to comprehensively assess the status of empirical research in China’s business English program.  
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It delves into the teaching research trends within business English, aiming to understand the current 
achievements and identify emerging development patterns. The following are the research questions 
(RQs) to be addressed in the study. 

•	 RQ1: � What are the characteristics of the development of business English teaching 
across different research stages in China?

•	 RQ2: � Which areas of interest do the reviewed studies emphasize?
•	 RQ3: � What research approach, instruments and primary data source were used in busi-

ness English teaching research carried out in China? 
•	 RQ4: � What is the future research direction for business English teaching in the Chinese 

higher education context?

Research Methodology

The systematic review process adhered to the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and 
Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines, which consist of four stages, known as identification, screening, 
eligibility, and included (Page et al., 2021), as shown in Figure 1. Using electronic databases, relevant 
studies were meticulously selected from reliable journals. Given the diverse literature on ELT and 
business English instruction, the primary focus of this research was to retrieve empirical studies related 
to China’s business English teaching. This approach aimed to ensure the comprehensive inclusion of 
potential articles directly or indirectly related to this topic. 

Data Collection Procedures

Data collection procedures adhere to the PRISMA guidelines, as displayed above in Figure 1. Further 
details are illustrated as follows.

Figure 1 Flow diagram of the PRISMA systematic review.
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Identification Phase

In the initial stage of selecting literature for the review, three databases were chosen: Scopus, Education 
Resources Information Center (ERIC), and Google Scholar. These databases are commonly utilized 
for systematic reviews (Gusenbauer & Haddaway, 2020). The justifications are also given that business 
English is a specialized subfield of ESP, requiring targeted resources. While Web of Science (WoS) 
excels in citation metrics and high-impact journals, it may not offer the field-specific relevance needed 
for business English studies. Databases like Scopus and Google Scholar provide more comprehensive 
coverage, including a broader range of scholarly outputs. Additionally, ERIC offers targeted collections 
focusing on pedagogical approaches, industry-specific communication, and corporate language use, 
making it a more suitable choice for China’s business English teaching research. 

Over the past decades, research publications related to the teaching of business English in China have 
steadily increased. To identify relevant publications from 2007 to 2023, it is important to consider that 
business English was formally recognized as an independent major by China’s Ministry of Education 
in 2007 (Ruan, 2019). By 2023, research in this area had stabilized, with several notable publication 
trends emerging in response to its development under the Belt and Road Initiative and the new liberal 
arts educational reform. Therefore, a specific search string was employed (see Table 1). Although 
similar studies have focused on ESP disciplines, this study primarily concentrates on business English 
teaching in China, targeting language skills instruction within the business English domain, which 
includes listening, speaking, reading, and writing. Consequently, only publications related to business 
English teaching and language skills were considered. This search yielded a total of 521 records within 
the databases.

Table 1 Search string used for article identification

Database Search string
Scopus 
ERIC 
Google Scholar

“English for Specific Purposes” OR “ESP” OR “business English major” 
OR “Chinese business English teaching” OR “business English skills” OR 
“business English speaking” OR “oral business English” OR “business 
English listening” OR “business English writing” OR “business English 
reading”

Screening Phase

After the articles were identified from these three databases, the screening phase began. The first step 
of this phase was to eliminate duplicate articles appearing in more than one database. Based on the ini-
tial screening, 20 duplicate articles were removed, leaving 501 articles for further selection. These 501 
articles were screened based on their titles, abstracts, and keywords, with a requirement that they be 
related to business English and language skills (Page et al., 2021). The primary reasons for exclusion 
were mainly twofold. First, many articles were excluded due to a non-teaching focus. These articles 
did not address teaching practices or language skills instruction. For example, studies on business 
communication theories or general business culture were deemed irrelevant because they lacked a 
clear connection to pedagogical approaches or classroom applications. Second, articles were excluded 
if they were based on a non-Chinese context. While these studies might have valuable insights, they 
did not directly contribute to the understanding of business English teaching practices specifically 
within China. Excluding these 451 articles allowed the study to focus on publications specifically 
addressing business English teaching in China. The remaining 50 articles were then screened using the 
inclusion and exclusion criteria (see Table 2).
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Eligibility Phase

The third phase involved assessing the eligibility of 50 shortlisted full-text articles. This process 
included reading the papers in detail and selecting those that aligned with the following inclusion cri-
teria outlined as follows: (a) the study included relevant information about business English teaching, 
(b) the study included relevant information about language skills aspects, and (c) the study included 
relevant information about its research methodology. Following this process, 23 studies that met the 
selection criteria were considered for the final extraction based on the research questions. 

Inclusion Phase

This systematic review focuses on empirical research on business English teaching and its role in 
language skill acquisition. The results show that 10 articles were from Scopus, 12 articles from ERIC, 
and one article from Google Scholar. The purpose of these studies is related to the empirical research 
of business English teaching and language skills teaching in Chinese universities.

Coding Scheme Development

Content analysis is a research method that systematically codes and categorizes data. It is widely 
used in systematic reviews for the systematic classification and analysis of qualitative data (Burla et 
al., 2008). In this study, content analysis was applied to all 23 selected publications to identify key 
themes and patterns. The process involved the following steps. The initial coding process involved 
the first author reading through the publications several times to identify key themes and concepts, 
capturing the raw data without imposing preconceived categories. To ensure the robustness of the 
identified themes, the first author consulted with the other co-author, who has experience in the field 
of ELT and qualitative analysis. The co-authors reviewed the initial themes and provided feedback 
on their relevance and accuracy. Additionally, for further validation of the identified themes, two 
external experts with relevant experience in qualitative research and ELT were consulted. Both 
experts reviewed the themes and provided their comments to ensure consistency and reliability 
(Brod et al., 2009). To ensure the reliability of the data analysis, intercoder reliability checks were 
conducted (Cofie et al., 2022). These agreed-upon themes were then used to categorize and analyze 
the data.

Table 2 Inclusion and exclusion criteria used in the screening phase

Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria

Studies published between 2007 and 2023 Studies published before 2007

The participants in the study were students majoring 
in business English at the tertiary level

Not focused on participants from higher education 
institutions 

Full-text and peer-reviewed research articles from 
journals

Conference proceedings, review articles, book 
chapters, reports

The text was written in English Text not written in English

Empirical studies conducted in Chinese contexts Empirical studies not conducted in Chinese 
contexts

Related to business English teaching, and language 
skills acquisition (listening, speaking, reading, and 
writing skills)

Not related to business English teaching, and 
language skills acquisition (listening, speaking, 
reading, and writing skills)
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Quality of Selected Studies 

To assess the quality of the empirical evidence, each selected paper was read carefully and scored on a 
scale of 1 to 3 using the five dimensions proposed by Connolly et al. (2012), with 3 representing high 
quality, 2 representing medium quality, and 1 representing low quality. Each paper could score a total 
of 5 to 15 points. This framework evaluates: (1) the alignment of the research design with the research 
question; (2) the appropriateness of the research methods and analysis; (3) the generalizability of the 
findings; (4) the relevance of the research focus area; and (5) the credibility of the research findings. 
All included papers met the acceptable criteria for these five dimensions.

Data Analysis and Results

Overall, a systematic review encompassed 23 relevant papers (see Table 3). These studies collectively 
involved 2953 student participants, including 64 postgraduates and 2889 undergraduates majoring in 
business English in the context of Chinese higher education. The research was conducted by various 
institutions across three countries, encompassing both public and private sectors. These papers address 
a range of issues related to teaching business English in China.

Table 3 Overview of selected papers

Author(s) & 
publishing year

Title Sample size Research  
affiliation

Wu (2012) An empirical study on needs analysis of a 
college business English course

120 
undergraduates

Chinese public 
university 

Zhu & Zhang 
(2013)

An empirical study on the curriculum 
construction of business English for 
international trade based on the case of 
GDUFS

100 
undergraduates

Chinese public 
university

Chen & 
Intaraprasert 
(2014)

Reading strategies employed by university 
business English majors with different levels of 
reading proficiency

926 
undergraduates

Thai public 
university

Dai & Liu (2016) An empirical study on business English 
teaching and development in China - a needs 
analysis approach

226 
undergraduates

Chinese public 
university

Gao et al. (2016) Qzone weblog for critical peer feedback to 
improve business English writing: A case of 
Chinese undergraduates

6 
undergraduates

Malaysian public 
university

Zhu et al. (2016) Research on the education system of business 
English courses based on the case of GDUFS

68 
undergraduates

Chinese public 
university

Deng et al. 
(2016)

The integration of intercultural business 
communication training and business English 
teaching

190 
undergraduates

Chinese public 
university

Chen (2017) Corpus-aided business English collocation 
pedagogy: An empirical study in Chinese EFL 
learners

23 
undergraduates

Chinese public 
university

Li (2018) Influence of computer-aided instruction model 
on business English writing teaching effect

93 
undergraduates

Chinese private 
university

(Continued)
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Author(s) & 
publishing year

Title Sample size Research  
affiliation

Martyn (2018) Integrating content and language in business 
English teaching in China: First-year students’ 
perceptions and learning experience

72 
undergraduates

Chinese public 
university

Zhou (2018) On building a specialized Chinese English /
English Chinese electronic dictionary for 
Chinese business English learners

254 
undergraduates

Chinese public 
university

Lu & Zhu (2019) An empirical study on postgraduate education 
of business English in China

64 
postgraduates

Chinese public 
university

Yue & Wang 
(2019)

Teaching approach of theory-centered course 
for freshmen of business English major: A case 
study of “research methodology” course

163 
undergraduates

Chinese public 
university

Guo & Zhou 
(2019)

The analysis of the problems in the business 
English teaching assessment system and 
suggestions for improvements

128 
undergraduates

Chinese public 
university

Xu (2020) Applying MALL to an EFL listening and 
speaking course: An action research Approach

61 
undergraduates

Chinese public 
university

Chen (2021) An empirical study on the application of 
frequent quizzes to business English courses

45 
undergraduates

Chinese public 
university

Xu et al. (2021) Characteristics and effectiveness of teacher 
feedback on online business English oral 
presentations

24 
undergraduates

Chinese public 
university

Zhang (2021) Construction and implementation of a new 
intelligent teaching model of business English 
based on constructivism 

96 
undergraduates

Chinese public 
university

Xiao (2022) Flipped-learning approach in a business 
English translation course in a Chinese 
independent college

26 
undergraduates

Chinese private 
university

Simpson et al. 
(2022)

Business English students’ multifaceted and 
contradictory perceptions of intercultural 
communication education (ICE) at a Chinese 
university

8 
undergraduates

Chinese public 
university

Sun & Asmawi 
(2023)

The effect of presentation-assimilation-
discussion (PAD) class model on Chinese 
undergraduates’ business English writing 
performance

50 
undergraduates

Malaysian public 
university

Mu & Yu (2023) Developing intercultural competence in 
college business English students: A study of 
innovative teaching in China

65 
undergraduates

Chinese public 
university

Li & Modehira 
(2023)

Optimizing business English learning among 
freshmen in a private university in China with 
BERIUVE

145 
undergraduates

Thai private 
university



Unveiling Trends and Gaps� 8

Characteristics of the Development of Business English

Figure 2 illustrates the annual count of papers related to selected China’s business English teaching 
research. The general trend indicates a rise in the number of publications over time. It is noted that 
there was no increase in publications (n = 2) before 2014. A more significant rise in publications  
(n = 5) is evident between 2014 and 2016. Since 2018, there has been a noticeable and consistent 
increase in the number of publications (n = 15).

Figure 3 highlights the dominant role of public universities in research, with 17 papers authored by 
researchers affiliated with public universities in China, followed by two from Malaysia and one from 
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Thailand. In contrast, only two papers were authored by researchers from private universities in China, 
with one from Thailand and none from Malaysia. This suggests a strong reliance on public university 
research in China, while the private sector plays a much smaller role. 

Research Instrument and Data Sources

Given the data sources extracted from various studies, researchers utilized diverse data sources (see 
Figure 4). Specifically, these primary data sources included questionnaires, interviews, documents 
(e.g., reflective journals and feedback) and observations, involving participants ranging from small 
groups to entire classes, across multiple schools. 

Figure 4 Summary of instruments and data sources utilized in reviewed papers.

The study designs predominantly employed cross-sectional research with Chinese business English 
students as participants. Questionnaires were the most common data source, with 19 studies utilizing 
them. Interviews (7), reflective journals (4), and pre- and post-tests (4) followed. Additionally, other 
data collection methods included student assignments (2), exams (2), online platform comments (1), 
teacher feedback (2), and observations (1).

Areas of Research Interest 

Figure 5 presents the areas of research interest of the selected 23 studies. When reviewing these 
studies, the total number of research interests identified may exceed 23, as a single paper can address 
multiple research interests. Given this, the most popular area of research interest is curriculum 
development, with seven studies. This is followed by teaching methodology, with six studies; second 
language acquisition, with five studies; needs analysis and intervention strategy, with four studies each; 
assessment in language learning and technology/mobile-assisted language learning, with three studies 
each. The least popular areas of research interest are teaching effectiveness, with only one study, 
concerns about business English research in Chinese private higher education, and student experience, 
with only two studies each.
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Research Approach and Data Sources

Figure 6 presents the research approaches used in the 23 selected studies. The majority of the stud-
ies (61%) employed a quantitative approach (14 studies), followed by seven mixed-methods studies 
(29%) and two qualitative studies (9%). This indicates that most researchers prefer to use quantitative 
methods to conduct their research.

In various research approaches, the sample size was categorized according to Kline’s (2005) criteria: 
small (<100), medium (100–200), and large (>200). Table 4 reveals that approximately 60.9% of all 
studies fell into the small sample category, with participant counts ranging from 6 to 190. Additionally, 
qualitative studies typically employed small sample sizes, typically ranging from 6 to 8 participants in 
these 23 selected studies. 
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Figure 5 Summary of research interest areas focused in reviewed papers.
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Future Research Agenda

After conducting content analysis using recommendations extracted from reviewed literature, it was 
found that only 13 studies explicitly specified their recommendations. The relevant trends for the 
future research agenda in the field of business English teaching in China, spanning from 2007 to 2023, 
have been summarized and can be observed in Figure 7. Upon consolidating and emerging similar top-
ics, two distinct thematic trends for the future research agenda (see Table 5) are identified as follows: 
teaching reforms of business English teaching, and research methodology and setting. 

Table 4 Sample size by research approach

Research approach (n = 23) Sample size
Small (<100) Medium (100–200) Large (>200)

Quantitative approach 5 6 3
Qualitative approach 2 / /
Mixed-methods approach 7 / /
Total 14 6 3

Figure 7 Word cloud (https://www.wordclouds.com) on summarized trends for future research agenda.

Table 5 Thematic trends for future research agenda

Main themes Sub-themes
Teaching reforms of business 
English majors

*Technology integration
*Refinement of teaching models and approaches
*Curriculum and assessment reforms
*Instillment of intercultural consideration for business English teaching
*Professional development and student support

Research methodology and 
setting

*Longitudinal studies and empirical studies
*Concerns on business English teaching research in a private institution
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Discussion

This study provides a systematic review of studies carried out on the Chinese business English teach-
ing at the tertiary education level from 2007 to 2023. The PRISMA framework, which consists of four 
stages, was utilized to choose the relevant papers for rigorous review. The 23 papers that fulfilled the 
selection criteria were subsequently coded. The key findings that emerged from the analysis of these 
studies, based on the results, are elaborated in the following sections.

Discussion of RQ1: What are the Characteristics of the Development of Business English Teaching 
Across Different Research Stages in China?

The number of yearly publications can serve as a profound indicator of the level of progress within a 
specific field over a set period. It is indicated that there was a notable increase in research activities. 
These characteristics of business English teaching in China can be classified into three stages.

Stage 1: Steady Start (2007–2013)

In 2007, when the business English program was officially introduced, business English, as an inter-
disciplinary university program, represents a curricular reform in China’ education system amidst 
the rapid development of international exchanges, resulting in a minor increase in the number of 
publications. This could be because business English was just starting to be recognized as a major 
at Chinese universities. However, as declared by Zhu et al. (2016) that since 2002, there has been a 
consistent increase in the number of papers, research projects, and publications dealing with business 
English. Despite this growth, high-quality research outputs remain relatively scarce. During the ini-
tial developmental stage, it reflects the early efforts to understand the specific linguistic requirements 
and educational needs of learners in business-related fields, with the aim of informing the design and 
implementation of effective curriculum frameworks (Wu, 2012; Zhu & Zhang, 2013). According to 
Ruan (2019), the number of universities and colleges in China officially approved by the Ministry of 
Education to offer a major in business English has increased to 293 since 2007. During this stage, the 
quality of research was largely foundational in nature. Although the number of studies was limited, 
they laid the groundwork for subsequent progress in the field. 

Stage 2: Rapid Growth (2014–2017)

A significant surge in publications became evident around 2014, which may correlate with the launch 
of the Belt and Road Initiative in 2013. This initiative likely heightened the imperative for Chinese 
business sectors to engage with global partners. Furthermore, business and economics are closely 
intertwined, exhibiting robust interdisciplinary ties with fields such as education (Cao & Alon, 2020). 
This initiative aims to cultivate talents who can communicate effectively on a global scale and possess 
international literacy in business fields. Language proficiency is considered an indicator of language 
mastery, including a range of attributes essential for improving the language itself and its social con-
text of use. Having effective business English communication is essential for commercial success. 
However, poor language skills, inappropriate communication, and other related factors may result in 
significant revenue losses for a capable global company (Ismail & Lim, 2023). Based on the reviewed 
papers published between 2014 and 2017, the research primarily focused on language skills acquisi-
tion, including reading and writing, as well as the onset of technology integration. Additionally, there 
was exploration of the concept of intercultural communication to be integrated into business English 
teaching for enhanced teaching effects (Chen & Intaraprasert, 2014; Gao et al., 2016; Deng et al., 2016; 
Chen, 2017). As Ai et al. (2018) noted that with China’s economic growth over the past decades, a 
great amount of Chinese business activities are facing challenges of international development. There-
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fore, it emphasizes the practical application of acquired knowledge in both school life and future career 
growth, necessitating strong language skills from students, especially in the context of China’s current 
efforts to strengthen international collaborations and greatly benefit the company’s growth and devel-
opment. 

Stage 3: Stable Development (2018 and Onwards)

Since 2018, foreign language education in Chinese higher education has gradually integrated into the 
era of new liberal arts construction, there has been a marked and consistent rise in the number of pub-
lications. In the field of business English, research has continuously expanded its scope, delving into 
the essence of business English teaching and bridging theory with practical instruction. This has led to 
fresh trends in teaching approaches. Researchers have also consistently published papers in this area. 
For instance, studies by Martyn (2018), Yue and Wang (2019), Zhang (2021), and Sun and Asmawi 
(2023) reflect a re-exploration of existing teaching theories in business English teaching. Their goal is 
to enhance the quality of business English instruction, ensuring students develop essential professional 
competencies and core literacy to meet the demands of technological and social advancements. By 
continually updating teaching content and promoting pedagogical reforms, they align with the princi-
ples of new liberal arts development (Zhou, 2023). 

Moreover, the integration of information technology with the liberal arts has become an international 
trend, and the construction of foreign language education also needs such integration. As the reviewed 
papers revealed that Li (2018), Xu (2020), and Xu et al. (2021) have begun to apply information tech-
nology to enhance the teaching of business English, particularly in the learning of language skills. 
Furthermore, the concept of digital humanities has been explored within the context of a new liberal 
arts background in foreign language education (Chen & Liang, 2023). For instance, Chen (2017) con-
ducted research on corpus-assisted business English teaching aimed at helping students better under-
stand the specialized terminology used in business contexts. In addition to these elements, the practice 
of intercultural communication should also be integrated in accordance with the requirements of the 
new liberal arts curriculum. Among the papers reviewed, those by Simpson et al. (2022) and Mu and 
Yu (2023) have been noted for emphasizing this dimension in business English teaching. This is cor-
roborated by Wang (2022), who confirms that within the context of the new liberal arts, students should 
develop abilities in critical thinking and cross-cultural communication. 

In addition, it is intriguing to note that, as highlighted in Figure 3, the development of new liberal arts 
disciplines also promotes research in business English at private universities. During this period, only 
two Chinese private universities had their research on business English included in these 23 reviewed 
papers. Further supporting this trend, the studies conducted by Li (2018) and Xiao (2022) focused on 
enhancing crucial literary skills in business English, specifically translation and writing. This phenom-
enon could be attributed to various factors. It could be assumed that public and private universities 
often have different access to research resources. Research conducted at public universities may be 
more likely to receive government grants or funding from other public sources, thereby enhancing 
the feasibility and scope of research projects (Hu et al., 2023). There is a several academic collabo-
rations between Chinese and foreign universities, encompassing both public and private institutions 
(Chen & Intaraprasert, 2014; Gao et al., 2016; Sun & Asmawi, 2023; Li & Modehira, 2023). This 
collaboration can be explained by several key factors. First, China’s Belt and Road Initiative, which 
promotes cross-cultural exchange and economic cooperation, has significantly strengthened the con-
nections between universities in China and those in participating countries (Peters, 2020). Second, the 
increasing number of Chinese students pursuing higher education abroad, especially in countries along 
the Belt and Road, has driven foreign universities to develop research initiatives focused on Chinese 
business English programs (Zhao et al., 2023). This trend is further supported by Xinhua (2025), which 
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notes that China plans to broaden its academic exchanges and enhance cooperation in education and 
research on a global scale in the future, thereby intensifying such collaborative efforts.

Discussion of RQ2: Which Areas of Interest do the Reviewed Studies Emphasize?

Numerous studies have highlighted the significance of business English teaching in the curricular 
reform of foreign language education in China. They have portrayed it as an engaging interdisciplin-
ary undergraduate program that enhances linguistic skills and content knowledge related to business. 
However, the quest for the best practices in business English teaching continues, as researchers explore 
ways to address students’ needs, teaching effectiveness, technology-aided language learning, learning 
experiences, language acquisition and curriculum development. 

Evidence gathered from China’s business English teaching was the focal point of the research. Nearly 
all relevant studies demonstrated that business English-related research seeks possibilities for curric-
ulum development and teaching methodology. As mentioned earlier, these studies underscored either 
needs analysis or intervention strategies. The effects of varying aspects with different focuses on busi-
ness English teaching were captured in studies (Wu, 2012; Dai & Liu, 2016; Sun & Asmawi, 2023; 
Mu & Yu, 2023; Li & Modehira, 2023), which presented an exploration ranging from preliminary 
to experimental research on language learning outcomes in business English teaching. Among these 
studies, an in-depth one conducted by Sun and Asmawi (2023) probed the effects of the presenta-
tion-assimilation-discussion (PAD) teaching model on business English writing. In contrast, research 
on business English postgraduate education is scarce, with only Lu & Zhu (2019) exploring this theme. 
Some research focused on other aspects of learning or desirable skills, such as assessment in language 
learning (Guo & Zhou, 2019) and learner experience (Martyn, 2018). However, these topics tended to 
be less prevalent in the research agenda compared to curriculum development. The research conducted 
by Gao et al. (2016) and Qi and Hu (2020) focused on the acquisition of business English language 
skills through technology. They found that learners had a positive attitude towards the use of informa-
tion technology, particularly in improving their writing and listening skills. The learners also expressed 
overall satisfaction with the course. In the realm of business English teaching, the importance of inter-
cultural elements has been highlighted in several studies. Deng et al. (2016) delved into the challenges 
of teaching intercultural competence and proposed principles for its integration. Simpson et al. (2022) 
scrutinized students’ diverse perspectives on intercultural communication education, discussing a 
range of topics including opinion diversity, critical reflection, and the debate over native vs non-native 
teachers. In a successful intervention, Mu and Yu (2023) developed intercultural competence among 
university students, leading to improvements in attitudes, knowledge, skills, and awareness. Chen and 
Intaraprasert’s study (2014) illuminated the diversity within business English teaching by examining 
the reading strategies of university students majoring in business English across different proficiency 
levels. They discovered that students with higher reading proficiency tended to employ reading strate-
gies more frequently and effectively than their peers with moderate or lower proficiency. This finding 
suggests a variation in how students approach reading tasks based on their proficiency, underscoring 
the diverse landscape of business English educational practices.

In summary, the established research interests represent a significant shift in teaching methodolo-
gies and research priorities within China’s business English teaching. Notably, these trends align with 
the evolution of business English teaching and ESP disciplines globally, where curriculum reform, 
teaching assessment, technology-enhanced instruction, and student-centered learning are garnering 
widespread attention (Dou et al., 2023). These trends indicate a broader alignment with international 
practices, heralding a positive impact on business English teaching in China. By equipping Chinese 
business English graduates with skills and knowledge that match societal demands, these trends hold 
the potential to enhance their competitiveness in the global marketplace.
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Discussion of RQ3: What Research Approach, Instruments and Primary Data Source were used 
in Business English Teaching Research Carried Out in China? 

In this study, business English undergraduates constituted the primary data source due to the research 
objectives. The research approach used in 23 reviewed studies is predominantly quantitative, as evi-
denced by 61% (14 out of 23) of the studies employing this method. This suggests a preference among 
researchers for quantitative methods, which offer objectivity, replicability, generalizability, and preci-
sion (Mills & Gay, 2016). However, the mixed-methods approach was also utilized in 30% (7 out of 
23) of the studies, indicating an appreciation for the comprehensive insights that the combination of 
quantitative and qualitative methods can provide. Lastly, qualitative methods were used in 9% (2 out 
of 23) of the studies, underscoring their value in yielding an in-depth understanding of complex phe-
nomena, particularly those involving human behavior and experiences. These findings can be justified 
that quantitative methods are favored for their objectivity and ability to produce generalizable results, 
which are crucial for fields like business English research that require broad applicability. Addition-
ally, structured data collection and statistical analysis in quantitative research are more straightforward 
and less time-consuming than mixed or qualitative methods, appealing to researchers with limited 
resources or tight deadlines. The use of quantitative methods was predominant, but the inclusion of 
mixed and qualitative methods highlights the diversity of research approaches. These varied methods 
are chosen based on research questions, data nature, and researcher goals, thereby enhancing the depth 
of research and effectively tackling specific concerns (Hu et al., 2024).

Due to varying research objectives, the instruments used in these studies exhibited slight differences. 
For quantitative data collection, which typically involved a medium to large number of participants 
(see Table 4, Kline, 2005), common tools included questionnaires, evaluation tests for intervention 
implementation, and quantified language proficiency assessments. Qualitative research, on the other 
hand, predominantly relies on interviews and documents (such as assignments and reflective journals), 
with usually a small number of participants involved in case-based studies (Hainey, 2016). Some 
innovative data acquisition methods were also employed, such as analyzing online interaction records 
extracted from social media in studies (Gao et al., 2016) to evaluate students’ critical peer feedback 
in their business English writing. While most research adhered to traditional data collection methods, 
an increasing number of reviewed papers adopted a mixed-methods approach. This approach com-
bined quantitative and qualitative data sources (typically questionnaires and interviews) to provide a 
comprehensive understanding of specific research interests. However, whether quantitative, qualita-
tive, or mixed methods, rigor and appropriateness are paramount (Creswell, 2008). This implies that 
research designs should be carefully considered to ensure the collection of reliable data to demonstrate 
whether relevant issues of business English teaching can effectively address the research questions 
posed. This is exemplified by these 23 reviewed papers, quantitative investigations are utilized as the 
optimal measure for needs analysis using questionnaires (Wu, 2012; Dai & Liu, 2016), qualitative 
methods are employed to explore perceptions towards certain phenomena with a small number of 
participants (Simpson et al., 2022), and mixed-methods approaches are suitable for testing the effects 
of implementing proposed intervention strategies in language acquisition (Sun & Asmawi, 2023; Li & 
Modehira, 2023).

Discussion of RQ4: What is the Future Research Direction for Business English Teaching in the 
Chinese Higher Education Context? 

Between 2007 and 2023, research in the field of business English within Chinese universities has 
progressively deepened. Driven by national policies and directives from the China’s Ministry of Edu-
cation, business English teaching has continuously evolved, undergoing reforms and transformations 
to align with emerging trends. Throughout this period, there has been a phased increase in the number 
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of published research articles. Although the number of publications declined after reaching a peak in 
2016, it has remained at a relatively high level. Moreover, looking ahead to the future interest areas 
of research in business English teaching, viable and potential research directions have been identified 
from these reviewed articles. These directions are discussed with a focus on the teaching reforms of 
business English majors and the research methodology and setting. 

Above all, teaching reforms in business English majors aligns with the goals of China’s 14th Five-Year 
Plan for English language education. It is crucial for shaping effective pedagogy and preparing stu-
dents for global career growth and to cultivate innovative talents (Liu et al., 2024). In other words, they 
involve updating and improving the way business English is taught to better meet the needs of students 
and the demands of the global job market. Beyond traditional educational technology, social media 
platforms can serve as valuable tools for technology-assisted language learning (Hu et al., 2024). For 
example, research by Gao et al. (2016) shows how online blogs can enhance students’ writing skills 
through critical peer feedback. Future studies could conduct comparative analyses using online blogs 
and social media platforms like WeChat to assess their impact on students’ writing abilities. Secondly, 
regarding teaching methods, future studies can optimize and innovate within existing models. Although 
the flipped classroom model has matured and its effectiveness in business English courses has been 
demonstrated by Xiao’s (2022) empirical research, combining artificial intelligence (AI) with teach-
ing could further enhance instruction. For example, developing and piloting an AI-enhanced flipped 
classroom model in a business English course could provide valuable insights. This could be achieved 
by implementing a pre-and post-test design to measure student performance and conducting surveys 
to gather feedback on the effectiveness of AI tools. Additionally, teaching content should go beyond 
language proficiency and business knowledge. As international communication grows, intercultural 
communication becomes a critical topic. Therefore, it is essential to design a curriculum that includes 
modules on intercultural communication. This should emphasize not only foreign cultural awareness 
but also the cultivation of local values, a core aspect of foreign language education in China (Chen et 
al., 2023; Hu et al., 2024). Lastly, continuous professional support is indispensable for both teachers 
and students. These areas warrant further exploration in future research to ensure ongoing updates and 
strengthening of the macro-level theory and practical research in the entire field of business English 
teaching.

When it comes to research methodology and setting, which is second theme extracted from the reviewed 
papers. It is recommended that scholars must prioritize research methods for trustworthy findings. 
Despite all papers focusing on empirical studies, preliminary analyses dominate discourse. Yet, under-
standing business English goes beyond these discussions alone. To advance, rigorous empirical evi-
dence is crucial. For example, mixed-methods research offers an alternative avenue while exploring 
quasi-experimental approaches can enhance teaching and drive reform (Mills & Gay, 2016). More-
over, qualitative researchers are encouraged to expand their horizons beyond the prevalent interview 
methodology. In addition to interviews, they should enrich their data sources by observing language 
learners’ natural performance in classroom or workplace settings. While interviews may be suscepti-
ble to social desirability bias and tend to show consciously processed information, observations offer 
a unique advantage (Kaushal, 2014). They capture authentic behavior and uncover effects that the 
interacting parties themselves may not even recognize. It is also evident that the reviewed papers in 
the field of quantitative studies emphasize the necessity for conducting extensive, large-scale research 
studies focused on business English teaching to assess the broader applicability and validity of the 
findings obtained (Polit & Beck, 2010). Besides that, longitudinal studies in business English teaching 
are scarce. Most focus on surveys and interventions, overlooking post-effects. Conducting longitudinal 
research requires collaboration between practitioners and researchers, posing challenges for some con-
fined to specific work environments (White & Arzi, 2005). Moreover, there is a notable gap in studying 
business English teaching in Chinese private universities, despite their significance in China’s higher 
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education. Although the government has implemented relevant policies in recent years, only two 
selected publications have examined undergraduate programs in the private sector, indicating a major 
research gap. To address this, comparative studies between public and private universities should be 
conducted to identify differences in curriculum development, teaching methodologies, and student 
outcomes. Engaging with private university stakeholders will provide policymakers with insights into 
the unique challenges and opportunities in the private sector, informing more effective curriculum and 
teaching strategies (Fan, 2020).

Implications

Considering this background, this study highlights several implications for the teaching and learning 
processes in business English teaching. First, practitioners could benefit from the study, for example, 
business English teachers can draw insights from this review when designing language skill-based courses 
or another relevant curriculum. By tailoring their teaching methods based on student needs, teachers 
can offer adaptive support at different stages of business English teaching. In other words, incorporating 
cross-cultural knowledge into instructional design, blending it with local culture and values, aligns 
business English teaching with international standards while deepening students’ understanding of their 
own culture. Moreover, practitioners continuously assess students’ disciplinary and future employment 
needs. Balancing academic learning with practical skills required by society is crucial to avoid 
suboptimal educational outcomes due to a lack of real-world experience. As a multidisciplinary field 
in higher education, business English should foster both language proficiency and business knowledge. 
Guiding students to take responsibility for their learning, enhancing their grasp of subject matter, and 
overcoming obstacles to understanding tasks and problem-solving methods are essential.

Limitations

This study also has certain limitations that point to potential areas for future exploration. One lim-
itation is the exclusion of conference proceedings and book chapters. Conference proceedings were 
not selected for the review due to their lower impact compared to regular publications such as jour-
nal articles (Zhang & Glänzel, 2012). Book chapters were excluded because they typically focus on 
theoretical discussions rather than empirical studies, which was the primary interest of this research. 
Although book chapters undergo a rigorous review process and have several merits, their content did 
not align with the specific focus of this study. This could have left out significant scholarly contribu-
tions in the field of business English teaching in China. However, Zhang’s work (2017) titled Learn-
ing business English in China: The construction of professional identity is recommended for further 
reading. As noted in reviews by Subero-Saenz (2019), Shi and Cheng (2018), and Planken (2018), the 
book’s scope extends beyond its core audience, making it a valuable resource for those studying other 
business languages and second language acquisition.

Secondly, this systematic review was primarily based on articles sourced from databases predomi-
nantly used in the English-speaking world. This study did not consider databases such as the China 
National Knowledge Infrastructure (CNKI), which indexes a significant amount of literature on Chi-
nese business English teaching and its local development. This limitation, however, presents a prom-
ising opportunity for future research, especially for comparing research trends reflected in literature 
in different languages, primarily Chinese and English, and for identifying new directions for ESP 
research, especially business English teaching. These findings are expected to generate more interest 
and awareness about the experiences of various stakeholders in ESP contexts. 

Thirdly, since the search terms and databases considered in this review were limited, some relevant 
studies might have been missed, the review was confined to publications in English. To mitigate bias, 
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the researchers also searched for Chinese equivalents of the English terms, acknowledging the exis-
tence of established English education journals in Chinese. However, these searches did not provide 
significant additional insights compared to the English-language literature. As Liu et al. (2018) noted, 
journals with a large number of articles in languages other than English tend to have lower impact 
factors. This is because non-English articles are generally cited less frequently, leading to a lower 
overall impact for the journal. While Chinese publications could have provided additional insights into 
business English teaching research in China, English remains the predominant language for scholarly 
communication.

Conclusion

The detailed review mentioned above provides preliminary insights into the evolution of Chinese busi-
ness English programs within higher education in China. Notably, this review specifically focuses on 
research conducted between 2007 and 2023. The current study supports the progress made in the devel-
opment of business English teaching in China. However, further research is needed to ensure robust 
recommendations for the rapid and steady growth of business English programs within the context of 
ESP. A more extensive review of literature from the domains associated with business English teach-
ing in China might have provided a more nuanced understanding of the intricate nature of ESP and 
revealed a wider variety of empirical methods to study it. While most of these studies were authored 
by researchers, they reflect diverse theories and methodologies concerning interdisciplinary education, 
especially the in-depth research on ESP in Chinese contexts. Subsequent research could enhance this 
study’s findings by more thoroughly integrating the contributions of ESP from other pertinent fields.
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