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Abstract 

Language teaching should have portions for cultural reviews and studies that are relevant to 

the topics and learners‟ needs. This research was qualitative descriptive aimed to describe 

the cross-cultural understanding implementation in business and economic ESP class. It is 

significant to describe the class realization toward cultural aspect understanding since the 

findings are expected to enhance future class preparation. Better cultural-based-prepared 

material is believed to bring a better social impact on learners. Lecturers‟ and students‟ 

perspectives based on several interviews were the basis for final finding construction. Three 

English lecturers were involved. Snowball sampling was the sampling method employed 

resulting in 40 students involved in interviews. In the context of business and economics 

ESP in Universitas Putra Bangsa, lecturers provided material related to cross-cultural 

understanding in verbal realization i.e. in the level of words, phrases, clauses, and sentences. 

The above levels were introduced by the lecturers with cultural and contextual approaches. 

Students expected more strategic-applicable utterances for daily communication in a 

workplace setting. Lecturers delivered the general importance of non-verbal cross-cultural 

understanding in the form of kinesics (eye contact and gesture), proxemics, and artifactual in 

a workplace setting. Kinesics was prominent, while proxemics and artifactual were least 

prepared. Students found practical activities in non-verbal cross-cultural understanding 

realization were interesting and challenging. 

Keywords: communication; cross-cultural understanding; English for specific purposes 

INTRODUCTION 

Language learning is an inseparable process only of learning words and grammar. 

Although in the practice of language learning the emphasis is on the aspects of words and 

grammar, in fact in every language some rules are often unwritten. These rules are 

integrated into the language-use culture; referring to how the natives use their language. 

Concerning language in the learning process, the cultural aspect must also be studied by 

every language learner. It is widely agreed that in language teaching, learners need 

knowledge and skills in vocabulary and grammar and the ability to use language 

appropriately: socially and culturally (Douglas & Frazier, 2001; Abusyairi, 2013, and 

Rondiyah, et al., 2017). 

Culture develops in society as a form of repetitive behavior that forms a habit. 

Koentjaraningrat (2002) states that there are three manifestations of culture, one of which 

is a complex of patterned activities and actions of humans in society. In speech and 

writing, the language that is manifested in human-to-human communication reflects the 

character and self-culture of the human being as well as the non-material concrete cultural 

picture of the community as a group of speakers. 

Kramsch (2013) states that the teaching of culture in language learning is still considered a 

matter of debate. Nevertheless, Abusyairi (2013) states that language and culture are two 
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things that always go hand in hand. In addition, Rondiyah, et al. (2017) state that the 

process of learning a language will indirectly be connected with the process of studying 

culture. Many studies have been carried out to demonstrate the importance of cultural 

teaching in language teaching. This is due to the very close relationship between language 

and culture (Douglas & Frazier, 2001). In the process of language learning, cross-cultural 

understanding is an important thing to do. This kind of understanding will become a basic 

knowledge of the reasons why certain groups of people view things in a certain and 

distinctive way when compared to other groups of people.  

The form of culture that is included verbally in a language is the aspect of the prevalence 

of using words or terms in certain situations and conditions. This kind of knowledge is 

often overlooked in the language learning process. In learning business and economics 

ESP context which is included as part of „auxiliary language‟ class must also include the 

culture of delivering messages (verbal and non-verbal) which includes the use of words, 

terms, kinesics elements, proxemics elements, and the like in authentic materials and real 

practice. Topics that are often studied in business and economic ESP are not only logical-

informative input, but also contain material of a social nature. This material specifically 

requires an understanding of cross-cultural communication to avoid misuse that can have 

social implications. This kind of language learning uses a communicative approach and 

authentic materials (Ratnasari, 2019). 

Schulz (2007) states that there have been many studies that emphasize the importance of 

cultural understanding in developing cross-cultural competence in foreign language 

learning. Understanding culture also has a role in shaping the attitudes and motivation of 

students. Teaching cultural aspects in a language can increase students' motivation to learn 

the language (Amzah, et al., 2012). A study conducted by Ishi (2009) shows a link between 

the attitudes shown by the learner and the culture studied in the target language. This study 

describes the positive effect of cultural element inclusion in the learning process. It is 

proven that cultural element inclusion forms a positive attitude towards the target language 

from students‟ perspectives. 

Velentzas and Broni (2014) state communication as an act of conveying information 

through speech, visualization, signals, writing, and habits. This action aims to create a 

common understanding of something. As a form of social interaction, communication is 

carried out by humans with various media and can be carried out across regions so that 

cross-cultural communication may occur. This kind of cross-cultural communication can 

be done verbally and non-verbally which requires an understanding of cultural differences.  

In the view of business and economic perspectives, misperceptions in international 

business communication can occur due to cultural differences (Pratama, 2015). Cultural 

understanding in business and economic English for a specific purpose (ESP) is a necessity 

in facing the dynamics of the times and all of its changes. This is done as an effort to 

minimize failures in the implementation of business communication. This research is 

expected to be an illustration of business and economic ESP teaching which also 

emphasizes cross-cultural understanding in the process of teaching activity.  Given this 

emphasis, learners can carry out cross-cultural communication in English with a minimum 

rate of possible cultural understanding misunderstandings. This research is expected to 

describe how the concept of cross-cultural communication understanding is implemented 

in a class situation. In addition, this research presents novelties in the combination of the 
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concepts: communication, cross-cultural understanding, and ESP teaching in the fields of 

business and economics. 

METHOD 

Qualitative descriptive method was employed in this research. The researcher attempted to 

find information about cross-cultural communication understanding in business and 

economics ESP classes. This research was conducted in Universitas Putra Bangsa from 

March 2021 – September 2021. The subjects of this study were lecturers and students of 

English classes. Three English lecturers were involved. Snowball sampling was the 

sampling method employed resulting in 40 students involved in interviews. Data provided 

in this study was carried out by conducting one-to-one in-depth interviews. The interviews 

were in the form of semi-structured interviews indicating the researcher had a clear list of 

issues to be addressed. Questions to be answered were prepared and delivered in flexible 

question order. Flexibility is the main consideration since the interviewee might develop 

ideas and speak more widely on the issues raised (Denscombe, 2017). The information 

gained during interviews were captured in voice recording and field notes. While 

conducting the interviews, the researcher also filled in the table to list respondent responses 

for further analysis. The analysis began by reconfirming the recording and the field notes 

as an attempt to minimize any missed information. Orderly numbered recordings were 

played while field notes were read to find the important part in data reduction step. Table 

filling rechecking was also essential since the table was one of the core information 

sources needed to clarify. The filled table then became the fundament in the coding step, 

i.e. classifying informants‟ argument into sections. This coding step was followed by many 

arguments breakdowns played as factual class-case examples to build further discussion 

and to draw conclusions at the end. 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

Verbal Communication 

Verbal communication is the most widely known communication as it appears in 

utterances, including the realization of words, phrases, clauses, and sentences. 

Kusumawati (2019) states verbal communication involves a set of symbols with 

predetermined rules to combine these symbols. This set of symbols and rules used and 

understood by a community is then referred to as language.  

Johnson, et al. (2006) states many international business failures are ascribed to the lack 

of cross-cultural competence of business practitioners. In cross-cultural interactions, 

especially practices in the world of work in the business and economics fields, 

understanding the use of language at the level of words, phrases, clauses, and sentences is 

the main thing to support the functional definition of language as a medium for 

exchanging ideas. 

Three informant-lecturers were agree that words, phrases, clauses, and sentences are core 

in every successful business communication. Yet, it is not a complete mission in 

delivering good word-based understanding. Lecturers also agreed to make context-and-

culture based understanding. 

1. Word-level  

The three lecturers agreed to mention words as the most basic language level that students 

have to learn. In addition, the native way of how words are used is also fundamental to 
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study. In conducting English classes, lecturers paid attention to the different functions a 

word might have both in English and Indonesian. Forty (100%) students were also 

agreeing on the significance of understanding words as the basis in conducting 

communication. In terms of word-level understanding, lecturers also agreed to highlight 

the different cultures implemented in the word “I”, which has no social stratification level 

as it is in Indonesian. The same statement was uttered that this specific personal pronoun 

is mandatorily introduced in-class activity to make it clear about the different cultures 

English and Indonesian culture have. Further, one lecturer compiled different cultures 

contained in the word “we”, which has two different explicit meanings in Indonesian but 

requires further consideration in English as there is clusivity deliberation. Thirty-four out 

of forty (85%) students stated knowing the clusivity concept was interesting and important 

for their understanding basis on different personal pronoun cultures to be applied in 

communication. 

Lecturers claimed the word-level understanding as the easiest understanding level to teach 

since students can access its meaning independently. Lecturers were agree that they 

emphasized the importance of knowing the context in delivering word-level cross-cultural 

understanding. This finding is supporting Pratiwi and Rakhmasari (2019) findings; 

conducting ESP class with a contextual approach is the proper one for it provides chances 

for students to see the word in the most proper case and situation.  

2. Phrase-level  

In the context of ESP in this study, forty (100%) students mentioned the importance of 

knowing business and economics English phrases. The three lecturers were in the same 

line; stating that the use of language at the phrase level is mandatorily exemplified for 

which phrases require an understanding of usage prevalence in English native point of 

view. In other words, it was stated that there is an English native culture of using phrases 

in business and economics ESP that should be conveyed in the learning process.  

A lecturer brought examples of phrase-level understanding in an interview: „work for' and 

'work on' as phrases with common forms of usage with certain characteristics. In 

Indonesian, both phrases mean the same „bekerja di’ or „bekerja pada‟, but in this study 

context of business and economics ESP, both phrases have significant differences. This 

study revealed that forty (100%) students roled as informants once did not think that 

„work for' and 'work on' have different functions in English-native-business-setting. They 

agreed that this is phrase-level understanding is prominent to learn. 

3. Clause and sentence-level understanding 

Teaching English sentences in the scope of business and economics setting requires more 

carefulness and thoughtfulness. Fadeeva and Kalinin (2012) state that the actual use of 

words in conversation is substantially defined by knowledge of the social and cultural life 

of speakers using the language. Lecturers conducting business and economics ESP classes 

agreed on the point of difficulty in adjusting to English nuance when it comes to clause 

and sentence level of cultural understanding. An example was brought by a lecturer, i.e. in 

telephoning scene: En – 'It's Mark (here)' or 'This is Mark (here)' (Mascull, 2010); 

meanwhile Ina –'Dengan Doni', „Saya Doni'.  

Yuryeva (2019) states that the communication culture of English speakers is characterized 

by a formal communication style based on the principle of keeping the distance between 

the interlocutors. This concept is applied in English class. Lecturers emphasized the 

importance of distance and equality in social relations in conducting English classes. In 
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English class, students were introduced to the concept of low/high-context language to 

make it clear for them to understand the different status quo between English and 

Indonesian. Although English is classified as a low-context language, yet in verbal 

communication practice of business and economics ESP settings also adopts implicit 

intent. A thing that should be emphasized in business and economic ESP learning is that 

the use of small talk plays as a conversation starter. Students found it a really interesting 

topic to discuss further to gain more insight about the right and common small talk in a 

business setting situations. It is said by the students knowing the right meaning of the 

small talk will decrease their chance to trap in delivering the wrong answers. 

Non-Verbal Communication: Kinesics 

Littlejohn and Foss (2009) state kinesics as a study and interpretation of human body 

movements that can be taken as symbolic or metaphorical in social interactions. Jolly 

(2000) states kinesics as a paradigm to view ethology more universally regarding human 

behavior. The kinesics element in communication is realized in facial expressions, 

gestures, and postures. Each region has a function and meaning of its own kinesics 

message for its people. An understanding of this kinesics aspect should be a special 

review in business and economics ESP teaching emphasized as a provision for cross-

cultural communication. 

1. Eye Contact 

The human face has a significant role in communication which often shows the original 

meaning of the message conveyed since it brings various emotions. In general, the use of 

facial expressions in Indonesian culture and English culture has similarities, but there are 

significant differences also in terms of eye gaze. Eye gaze as part of forming facial 

expressions needs attention from the aspect of politeness aspect.  

Three lecturers emphasized the importance of eye contact‟, meanwhile twenty-seven out 

of forty (67.5%) students considered it as a necessity to understand. Javanese culture as 

the cultural background of the twenty students involved in this research was the main 

perspective in interviewing students. Thirty out of forty (75%) students agreed not to stare 

at people in most setting. They were of the opinion that staring others eyes reflects 

rudeness and impoliteness. Meanwhile, three lecturers were underlining the importance of 

eye gaze in English communication since in regulating verbal communication, eye gaze is 

used optimally to indicate readiness to speak as well as an invitation for others to speak. 

This opinion is in accordance with Hans and Hans (2015) statement saying that a speaker 

can use eye contact to determine whether the interlocutor is involved in the conversation 

and determine the interlocutor's feelings which then being the signal can be used to adjust 

the message conveyed. 

The aspect of eye gaze in face-to-face communication in English culture is different from 

eye gaze culture in Indonesia. Indonesian people, especially Javanese, have a culture of 

looking into the eyes with a looser gaze intensity. Javanese social culture is concerned 

with high respect toward other people, especially to the older and elder. Compared to 

English-speaking culture, social hierarchy in Javanese society can be easily seen because 

it is reflected in people daily behavior. For Javanese people eye gazes can actually be 

considered as things that do not fulfill the function of decency and politeness as uttered by 

Poedjosoedarmo (2017).   

The different gaze concepts in cultures should be part and concern in business and 

economics ESP teaching. Learners need to get used to make adjustments to English 
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culture of kinesics non-verbal communication in the form of eye gaze. In class activity the 

three English lecturers brought the culture of face-to-face communication in native 

English speakers that is looking at the other person's eyes. Scott, et al. (2019) states that 

the gaze of a listener's eyes from the speaker's eyes to all areas of the speaker's face is a 

form of response in direct eye contact. Regarding the culture of eye contact with English 

speakers, in the study of Dutch, Hömke, et al. (2017) states that in Dutch-speaking culture 

the blinking of an eye in a face-to-face conversation is a form of feedback from the 

recipient of the message. 

Lecturers were agree that eye gaze serves as a form of receiving messages non-verbally 

and is an important part of human non-verbal communication which requires attention. 

Lecturers made it clear that  the eye contact should be made in this context is eye gaze that 

is not always focused on the eyes, but sweeps across the face of the interlocutor. In 

addition, in English-speaking cultures, eye gaze can also be used as a measure of one's 

self-confidence. Thirty seven out of forty (92.5%) students were agreeing that maintaining 

a proper eye gaze is a challenging task.  

2. Gesture 

In this study, examples of commonly used gestures by English native speakers were 

presented in the form of hand movements accompanying verbal speech. For the people of 

Javanese this gesture usage is not a common thing, especially with the diverse language 

stratification used in communication. Prakoso (2019) states that Javanese people are very 

attentive and careful about indirectness and implicitness in communication and always 

avoid conflict in communication.  

In the context of the world of work which is included in business and economics ESP, the 

practice of delivering presentations is also included in the learning syllabus. Thus a 

business and economics ESP learner is expected to be able to apply the communication 

function from a gestural point of view that is in accordance with the communication 

culture of native English speakers. 

Three lecturers emphasized the importance of gesture, meanwhile thirty four out of forty 

(85%) students considered it as a necessity to understand. Based on the interviews three 

lecturers uttered that student did not show significant movement in executing gesture in 

class presentation. Thirty out of forty (75%) students chose to keep a frozen-style in 

delivering presentation. They didn‟t get used to make hand movement although it was 

taught by the lecturer. Six out of forty (15%) students argued that hand or body movement 

was not necessary in delivering presentation, especially in an online/recorded presentation 

due to Covid-19 pandemic. Only four out of forty students (10%) attempted to use proper 

hand movement during presentation. The three lecturers were agree that it was hard to 

make students move their hands appropriately during presentation. 

A handshake is also a form of gesture that needs attention in business and economics ESP 

subject.  Three lecturers introduced and emphasized the importance of handshake in 

workplace setting. They provided comparison between a Javanese handshake and 

professional handshake.  Forty (100%) students being involved in this research uttered 

that shaking hand was one of the most appealing practices in English class. Understanding 

the differences in communication culture reflected in this kind of kinesics will be an 

important factor for ESP business and economics learners, especially in their opportunities 

in the world of work. This is related to the findings of Schroeder, et al. (2019) which 

states that a handshake is seen as a signal of cooperative intention, increasing people's 

cooperative behavior and influencing the outcome of agreements that can be made.  
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Students being involved were still considering left hand usage for social interaction as 

taboo, a different perspective compared to English native speakers. Thus, understanding 

and awareness is important because the culture of the English-speaking community is very 

open to the use of the left hand in social activities. Lecturers convinced students that it is 

normal for English native speaker to use left hand, but did not bring the example in their 

interactions with students.  

Non-Verbal Communication: Proxemics 

Proxemics is stated as a study that examines human perceptions of space (personal and 

social), the way humans use space, and the influence of space in communication (Hall, et 

al, 1968). Proxemics can also be described as a picture of how humans behave and react in 

various types of personal space based on culture. Tobing (2016) states that space has a 

role in facilitating communication interactions that are not realized verbally. Irgin (2017) 

utters the proximity concept understanding in communication is obligatory for a 

successful communication since it is often in culture bound, so that what may seem 

normal to a person in a specific culture context may appear unnecessarily close or distant 

to a person from other culture. He implies that this concept applies and relatable to career 

and business context. Regarding to business and economics ESP, it is necessary to ponder 

that the culture of distance in social interaction among English speakers, namely British 

and American people is classified as non-contact (Biel, 2010; Pérez, 2019). 

Two lecturers of ESP being involved in this research taught general concept  of 

proxemics, yet only one provided further explanation. Twenty nine out of forty (72.5) 

students were of the opinion that they urged the need of this proxemics. Based on the 

interviews, there was a certain theme in the prepared material discussing proxemics in 

general, i.e. in the description of a meeting conducted in an office setting. Students 

involved in interviews was once has an isolated knowledge about proxemics. Thirty four 

out of forty (85%) students assumed proxemics as a novel acquaintance.  Yet, for four out 

of forty (10%) students the concept of keeping distance was treated into the existence of 

Covid-19 instead of relating it to an ideal communication realization. There was only one 

out of forty (2.5%) student knew this proxemics concept since she was in high school. 

Non-Verbal Communication: Artifactual 

Artifactual indicates all things that the physical appearance covers, including clothing, 

cosmetics, footwear, bags, and so on. Istiyanto (2019) states that the various artifactual 

realizations found in each culture are visualizations or manifestations of the value and 

belief systems that apply in that culture. Khozyainova (2017) states that artifactual non-

verbal communication has the potential to be the most important aspect of non-verbal 

communication because of its function as a strong reciprocal trigger from the 

environment. Thus this aspect of appearance is one of the things necessarily be taught in 

business and economics ESP because it is closely related to the world of work. In teaching 

business and economics ESP, understanding of the function and influence of artifactually 

conveyed messages is expected to provide awareness about the importance of self-

physical-organization which is reflected in individual appearance. Conducted interviews 

disclosed that the two lecturers prepared and delivered non-specific material of artifactual 

aspect in business and economics ESP teaching. They provided general information about 

clothing in work place. Meanwhile, thirty one out of forty (77.5%) students were of the 

opinion that artifactual aspect is mandatorily to understand. 
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In general, artifactual communication can be realized through clothing and cosmetics. 

Aghaei, et al. (2017) state that clothing carries a clear communicative message in terms of 

social signals, influencing other people's impressions and behavior towards someone. 

Khozyainova (2017) states that because of the influence and characteristics of the clothing 

effect, clothing acts as one of the elements of forming a core impression. Twelve out of 

forty (30%) students required further knowledge about the proper one, for example kinds 

of woman-foot-wear and bag. 

Business and economics ESP teaching necessarily need to be fulfilled with an 

understanding of the colors commonly used in the workplace because the appearance of 

oneself manifested in the colors of clothing and cosmetics can create a person's self-

statement. Color terminology, color harmony, color preference, color symbolism, and the 

psychological aspects of color are culturally conditioned, so perceptions of color vary 

greatly with place and historical period (Colour, n.d). Voevoda (2012) states in terms of 

physics and physiology, colour perception must be similar for everybody, but 

representatives of different cultures have differences in perceiving colours. In teaching 

activity, lecturers did not relate any topic to the discussion about different colour 

perception among cultures.  

CONCLUSION 

English classes in Universitas Putra Bangsa were conducted with cultural approach 

designed to prepare students for international communication. This cultural approach is 

manifested in the materials. Verbal communication materials were delivered in the level 

of words, phrases, clauses, and sentences. Lecturers applied contextual approach for most 

of levels for it is considered to be the proper one to teach English with cultural 

understanding enrichments. Students expected to gain more knowledge in terms of words, 

phrases, clauses, and sentences related to cross-cultural-understanding strategically used 

in workplace situations. Non-verbal communication aspects were also part of English 

materials. Kinesics aspects was the most discussed aspect than the proxemics and 

artifactual in comparison. Practical activities to deepen cross-cultural awareness were 

favored by students and expected to come quite often in English class.  The proxemics and 

artifactual cross-cultural understanding in workplace setting were also expected to be 

discussed further. 
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