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Abstract 

This paper examines BELF (Business English as a Lingua Franca) teaching and researching in China. A 
literature review is conducted using the China National Knowledge Infrastructure (CNKI) database. This survey 
includes a cursory literature search on BELF and a thorough literature study of 12 Chinese major academic 
journals. From the data collected in this study several findings emerge. First, BELF teaching and research has 
been on the rise since the founding of the People’s Republic of China; and it appears that there will continue to 
be a growth in BELF literature and research. Secondly, BELF literature during this period has covered a wide 
range of areas, such as teaching methodology, mode and learning strategies, syllabus design, course assessment 
and reform, translation studies, systemic functional based studies, discourse studies, as well as other areas. 
Thirdly, some drawbacks are also exposed. For example, the paucity of empirical studies indicates a strong need 
to improve the quantity of BELF research literature. 
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1. The Definition of BELF 

BELF (Business English as a Lingua Franca or English Lingua Franca for Business Purposes) is employed as a 
substitute for BE (Business English) because of the wider application of Business English in international 
business communications among nonnative speakers. In addition to it, the focus of teaching and researching in 
BELF is certainly wider than that in BE. BELF covers both the teaching and researching of Business English 
with the purposes of facilitating both business communications between speakers of other languages and NS 
(native English speakers), and between NNS (nonnative speakers). 

Although the core definition of BELF has much in common with that of BE, the former differs from the latter in 
some aspects. There is a brief introduction to the definition of BE by domestic and overseas scholars. 

Mark Ellis and Christine Johnson in their book “Teaching Business English” (1994, pp. 7-13) have defined the 
characteristics of BE from five aspects: 

1) “Much of the language needed by business people (apart from social language) will be transactional.” 

2) “Social contacts are often highly ritualized.” 

3) Clear information should be conveyed within a short time. 

4) The language used in business “will be neither as rich in vocabulary and expression nor as culture-bound, 
as that used by native speakers, but will be based on a core of the most useful and basic structures and 
vocabulary.” 

5) Business English courses differ greatly in some aspects like needs analysis, assessment of level, syllabus, 
course objectives, etc.  

Jiang and Guo (1997, pp. 43-50) have explored BE in comparison with General English (GE). The major 
differences between them lie in the goal of teaching and materials in use. 

Lin (2004) defines international business English from four aspects: 

a) From the perspective of ESP, it can be defined as an attitude or viewpoint in dealing with language in 
international business communications, rather than an innovative or creative work. 
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b) It is an international language, which draws distinction in accordance with native English or Standard 
English. 

c) As a major well-developed branch of ESP, its teaching falls into EGBP (English for General Business 
Purposes) and ESBP (English for Specific Business Purposes). 

d) It should take learners’ needs into account and show respect for individual differences. 

As is shown above, there is not a universally acknowledged definition of BE. The multi-disciplinary 
characteristics of BE may contribute to the diversity of its definitions. While there is some overlap with BE, 
BELF covers a wide variety of English usage in many industries, such as finance, economics, business law, 
foreign trade, tourism, advertising, etc. Taking this into account, BELF falls into two categories, namely, 
ELFGBP (English Lingua Franca for General Business Purposes) and ELFSBP (English Lingua Franca for 
Specific Business Purposes). The former is defined in accordance with the core features of Business English.  
While the latter is definedin accordance with the diversities in various levels of language as well as the specific 
context English language in use. 

2. BELF Teaching and Research in China -A Historial Review 

Business English (BE) has been taught in China ever since the founding of the People’s Republic of China. The 
development of Business English can be observed in teaching goals, courses offered, and materials used. 1n the 
1950s, Business English teaching was aimed at producing translators and interpreters in the field of foreign trade. 
Only a few colleges offered Business English Translation programs. In the 1980s, it was aimed at teaching 
students both the English language and a way of conducting business. Content-based courses were offered in 
English, such as marketing, management, and international co-operation. It was believed that by providing 
students with an English language environment, they could learn both language and business knowledge 
naturally. During the 1990s, Business English underwent a considerable development. And business English 
teaching was considered a way to cultivate multi-talents. This transformation led to colleges and universities at 
different levels to start offering a variety of business English courses. Since the beginning of 21st century, 
although Business English remains a way of cultivating multi-talents, the literature research (see Table 1) in this 
field has shown that many colleges, universities, scholars and teachers have taken initiative to explore BE in 
terms of teaching methods and modes, teaching materials, etc., and they have endeavored to relate theories to 
practice which is totally different from intuition-oriented (See Table 3 & 4). 

3. Literature Research 

3.1 Research Methods 

Following is a literature research on journal papers already published in China. All the literature is from Chinese 
major academic journals in the field of foreign languages, including 12 journals: Foreign Language Teaching 
and Research, Foreign Language World, Foreign Language and Literature, Foreign Languages Research, 
Foreign Language Learning Theory and Practice, Modern Foreign Languages, Foreign Languages and Their 
Teaching, Foreign Language Education, Journal of PLA University of Foreign Languages, Foreign Language 
Research, Shandong Foreign Language Teaching Journal, Journal of Foreign Language. All the data are 
provided by CNKI (China National Knowledge Infrastructure) .  

3.2 Data Analysis 

By searching the CNKI (China National Knowledge Infrastructure) database for key words: Business English, or 
its Chinese correspondence, 商务英语，商贸英语，经贸英语，外贸英语， the data collected shows that during 
the period of Jan. 1st, 1949 to Jan. 1st, 2012, we can see that there are 8672 articles in this field. Only one of the 
articles is from before Jan. 1st, 1978 and 35 are during the period of Jan. 2nd, 1978 to Jan. 1st, 1990. However, the 
amount of articles rose from 623 (between Jan. 2nd, 1990 and Jan. 1st, 2000) to 8013 (between Jan. 2nd, 2000 and 
Jan. 1st, 2012). Table 1 shows this sharp increase in the amount of BELF articles during the last decade. 

 

Table 1. Brief Overview on BELF Teaching and Researching in China since the Founding of the PRC 

Period of time Before Jan. 1st, 1978 
Jan. 2nd，1978 – 

Jan. 1st, 1990 

Jan. 2nd， 1990 ---

Jan. 1st, 2000 

Jan. 2nd，2000 –  

Jan. 1st，2012 
Total 

Search results 1 35 623 8013 8672 
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Though BELF teaching started shortly after the founding of the PRC, Table 1 illustrates a couple of facts. As is 
known, BE research dates back to the 1980s overseas. Therefore, BELF research had developed slowly for 10 
years in the PRC. Secondly, since 1990s, BELF teaching and researching has been developing from 
intuition-oriented towards rational or theory-guided practice. Scholars started thinking and conducting research 
on BELF in a more scientific way. Thirdly, BELF literature has increased since Jan. 1st, 1990, and the last 
decade has witnessed a considerable increase. 

Why is there a sharp increase in the amount of literature during the last decade? The possible reasons may be: 

1) After implementing the China Open Door Policies in 1978, especially after China’s successfully entry into 
the World Trade Organization (WTO), there’s been an increasing demand for proficient English language 
users with business expertise. 

2) In the 1980s, a lot of theories were introduced to China, such as ESP and Systemic Functional Linguistics. 
These have profound influences on BELF researching and teaching methods. 

3) During the 1990s, the Ministry of Education recognized that Business English teaching was a method of 
cultivating multi-talented individuals. Since this point, colleges and universities at various levels started 
offering Business English courses. 

4) The globalization trend has also contributed to the rapid growth in BELF literature. 

In order to develop a thorough understanding of BELF teaching and researching in China, a literature search was 
conducted of 12 major academic journals in the field of foreign languages. These journals were selected because 
they are highly-regarded in China. In addition, the papers included in these journals are professional and of 
higher quality.  

The results show that there are 87 papers related to BELF teaching and research published since 1981. The 
distribution of which is shown in Table 2. Only eleven journals are included in Table 2 because no literature in 
BELF was found in the Foreign Language Teaching and Research journal. 

 

Table 2. Distribution of Academic Journals and BELF Articles 

(1981—2012)Journals 

Year  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 Total Percentage

(%) 

1981    1 1       2 2.30 

1993     1  1     2 2.30 

1994    1        1 1.15 

1995    1  1     1 3 3.45 

1996           1 1 1.15 

1997 1      1 1 1 1  5 5.75 

1998          2 1 3 3.45 

1999         2 2  4 4.60 

2000    1       1 2 2.30 

2001          1 1 2 2.30 

2002       2     2 2.30 

2003    1   1     2 2.30 

2004   1 1      3  5 5.75 

2005 1      2   2 1 6 6.90 

2006 2 1     2   2 1 8 9.20 

2007  1  1   2    2 6 6.90 

2008 2      2    2 6 6.90 

2009  2    1 1   1 1 6 6.90 

2010  2   1 4 1   1  9 10.35 
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2011  2    3 1  1 3 1 11 12.64 

2012         1   1 1.15 

Total 6 8 1 7 3 9 16 1 5 18 13 87 100% 

Notes: 1. Foreign Language World; 2. Foreign Language and Literature; 3. Foreign Languages Research; 4. 
Foreign Language Learning Theory and Practice; 5. Modern Foreign Languages; 6. Foreign Language Research; 
7. Shandong Foreign Language Teaching Journal; 8. Journal of Foreign Language; 9. Journal of PLA University 
of Foreign Languages; 10. Foreign Language Education; 11. Foreign Languages and Their Teaching 

 
From Table 2, it can be clearly seen that the literature on BELF has been on rise ever since 1981. However, just a 
small number of journal articles in this field were published each year. Since 2006 there has been a steady 
increase in the number of articles published in this field. In 2011, it reached to a peak when 11 published papers 
appeared in these prestigious journals. Further, Table 2 shows that at least 6 papers were published each year 
from 2006 to 2011. Based on the data collected, it can be concluded that the quantity of journal papers in BELF 
have been improved over the past several decades. Nevertheless, among these 87 papers identified, only 4 papers 
were empirical studies, and accounted for 4.60% (see Table 3). This fact reflects a limitation in BELF studies.  

 

Table 3. The Proportion of Empirical and Non-empirical Studies 

Research methods Empirical studies Non-empirical studies 

Total 4 83 

Percentage (%) 4.60 95.40 

 

Table 4. The Distribution of the 87 Papers by Research Area 

Research areas Total Percentage (%) 

Teaching methodology, mode and learning strategies 25 28.74 

Syllabus design ,course assessment and reform 8 9.20 

Testing 3 3.45 

Translation studies 17 19.54 

Teacher studies 2 2.30 

Teaching material studies 2 2.30 

Genre analysis 7 8.05 

Pragmatics study 3 3.45 

Systemic functional based 8 9.20 

Needs analysis 2 2.30 

Discourse studies 13 14.94 

Other 6 6.90 

 

The research areas of the 87 papers can be grouped into 12 categories (see Table 4). Some papers focused on two 
or more research areas are included in others. From the data displayed in Table 4, several conclusions are 
apparent. First, BELF literature has focused on various BELF content areas. Second, literature on teaching 
methodology and mode, learning strategies has made up the largest proportion 28.74% of work with translation 
studies 19.54%, the second largest. Taken together this data indicate a close relationship between BELF teaching 
and research. Translation studies on BELF have been given a lot of attention in English as a foreign language 
(EFL) context. Third, the fact that literature on syllabus design, course assessment and reform, genre analysis, 
and systemic functional based studies has accounted for relatively higher proportions of articles, 9.20%, 8.05% 
and 9.20% respectively, implies that BELF course design has attracted much more attention. This finding also 
indicates that the time for relating theory to teaching practice has become shorter. 
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Literature in areas such as teacher studies, teaching material studies and testing has made up a small proportion 
of articles. Therefore, more research work is urgently needed in these fields. 

4. Conclusion 

To sum up, BELF teaching and research in China has had a rapid and steady growth. BELF teaching and 
research is deeply rooted in the growth of the domestic economy and influenced by the process of globalization. 
Consequently, each achievement in BELF teaching and research will have a positive impact on economic 
development and global communications. There is no other subject that can surpass the great effect BELF has 
produced on international communications. 

This research is focused on journal papers published in 12 major academic journals in the field of foreign 
languages in China. The papers collected may to some extent indicate the trend of the development of BELF 
teaching and researching and provide readers with reliable references. However, more research is needed to 
ensure a promising future for BELF teaching and research. 
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