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Trends in Business Communication Research,  
Teaching, and Academic Societies in Korean  
Higher Education
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Objectives: This paper investigates the contemporary academic trend in business communication in Korea. It tries to address the 
question of whether Korean business communicators are teaching business communication, and if they are, which kinds of busi-
ness communication they teach, which traditions they follow, and how the teaching trend is projected to research trends in business 
communication in Korea.
Methods: This study first examines web content on business communication curricula and then conducts a content analysis of the 
websites of Korean communication associations as well as related qualitative interviews with professors whose academic interest is 
related to business communication in order to address some particular research questions. 
Results: This study shows that business communication education in Korean universities (in communications departments) has a 
lack of variety (i.e., a predominance of organizational communication and media studies) and that actual business communication 
education (with an emphasis on language use in business contexts) is not done in courses titled Business Communication. 
Conclusions: Nevertheless, interviewees expect a bright future for Korean business communication in both teaching and research 
(i.e., increasing the number of business communication courses to conduct a government-funded research project; establishing aca-
demic associations focusing on business and professional communication). 

Key Words: Business communication, Korean business communication, Business communication curricula, Korean business com-
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Introduction

Business communication is an American academic discipline. 
Knight’s (1999) seminal work on management communication 

courses in American MBA programs illustrates the popularity 
of business communication in the U.S. Her study of 32 top-ranked 
MBA programs suggests that management communication is 
an important part of professional graduate management educa-
tion. Her research samples show that 18 of the schools have re-
quired core courses in communication, and two other schools 
follow an integrated model and also offer electives; another nine 
offer electives only. A total of four schools also have writing pro-
ficiency requirements, and all four of those schools have core 
communication courses as well. Only three schools in her sam-
ple do not have any communication course offerings. 
  Following research from a local perspective, Knight (2005) 
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investigates management communication in non-U.S. MBA pro-
grams. Although a study of top-ranked, full-time, global MBA 
programs suggests that management communication is indeed 
both an important focus and component in the curriculum, she 
claims that the methods of delivery do not follow any particular 
model, such as the common U.S. practice of a separate program 
or department. In a similar vein, required courses are found only 
at 10 of the 24 schools, including two at two schools. Elective 
communication courses are offered at eight schools, and related 
courses, those with a communication component, appear at all 
but one school. 
  This study aims to conduct introductory but extensive work 
on the contemporary academic trends in business communica-
tion in Korea in order to suggest potential steps Korean business 
communication research should take for future development. 
This research is motivated by the fact that despite remarkable 
economic growth in Korea, very little research has been con-
ducted on Korean business communication (i.e., research on 
the local Korean language in the business context and business 
communication as business English, in particular) until rela-
tively recently (Kenman, 2006). As Jung (2009) claims, this is 
apparently because the discipline of business communication is 
still new in Korea and, therefore, not academically prestigious. 
In view of this local situation, it is perhaps optimistic to expect 
active work in Korean business communication abroad. (cf. some 
exceptions: Jung, 2005a, b; Thomas, 1998). Despite the growing 
interest in business communication among “local” Korean schol-
ars (i.e., the Korean Association for Business Communication 
[KABC] established in 2012: Suh, 2014), consequently, the lack 
of academic popularity of business communication in Korea 
makes it difficult to keep track of previous work or major tran-
sitions in Korean business communication (Jung, 2009). 
  Given the academic demand of Korean business communi-
cation, this project was conducted at the School of Media and 
Communication, Korea University, Seoul, Korea for a year (9/1/ 
2016–8/31/2017) under the financial support of the Association 
for Business Communication’s C.R. Anderson Research Funds 
(http://www.businesscommunication.org/page/anderson). The 
main research questions I plan to address are as follows: 
  Research Question 1: Are Korean business communicators 
teaching business communication? 
  Research Question 2: If they are, which kinds of business com-
munication do they teach? (e.g., business communication, busi-
ness discourse, professional communication, technical commu-
nication). 
  Research Question 3: Do they follow the American tradition 
or the European tradition, or do they follow both or neither in 
teaching business communication? 

Research Question 4: How are the teaching trends projected to 
research trends in business communication in Korea?
  This study hypothesizes that Korean business communica-
tion studies mainly follow the American tradition (i.e., commu-
nication in business, rather than communication for business 
(see Jung [2017a] for major differences between the American 
tradition and the European tradition), as the majority of com-
munication-major faculty members in Korean universities are 
educated in American graduate schools, and their academic in-
fluence is given to graduate students working at Korean gradu-
ate schools. The types of data for the study are explained in the 
following section. 

Methods

References to key institutions, individual/group research lists, 
journals, and professional organizations may provide starting 
points for gathering information and embarking on Korean busi-
ness communication research from a local perspective. Follow-
ing the research methods for a similar but pioneering study on 
pedagogy on business communication in higher education (Knight, 
1999), this study first administers web research (and phone calls 
with administrators for the departmental registrar) to see the 
types of instruction done in Korean business communication 
and conducts related qualitative interviews with professors whose 
academic interests are related to business communication. 

Web Search
The online research of this study includes both online research 
on types of business communication classes offered in Korean 
universities (35 universities excluding two-year junior colleges 
and graduate schools) and an analysis of websites of Korean com-
munication associations to see research trends in business com-
munication. 

Interview with Administrators
Information on websites is verified by phone calls with admin-
istrators. Specifically, online research is followed up by semi- 
structured interviews with Korean business communicators, 
which are prepared for a thicker description of preliminary find-
ings of web research. Five (tenured) Korean professors (two of 
them from a department of communications and the others 
from a business school) are interviewed. The focus of the inter-
view is on exploring who teaches the classes, how they teach 
them (types of data; data analysis method; types of textbook 
they use, etc.), and the future of Korean business communica-
tion.
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Results

Web Research
Teaching Aspect
Business communication is an umbrella term that includes four 
subdisciplines at the crossroads between communication and 
organization, such as management communication, organiza-
tional communication, corporate communication, and business 
communication (Miller, 1996). Louhiala-Salminen’s (2009a: 308) 
definitions of the subdisciplines are as follows: 
  •	� Management communication investigates and teaches pres-

ent and future managers. Its goal is to increase the effec-
tiveness and efficiency of the communicative activities of 
managers.

  •	� Organizational communication seeks to understand how 
the context of the organization influences communication 
processes and how people in the organization ascribe mean-
ings to messages; it is also interested in how meanings are 
distorted or changed when messages are exchanged in both 
formal and informal networks. 

  •	� Corporate communication has evolved from what used to 
be known as public relations. Its main concern is a corpo-
ration’s voice and image to its stakeholders.

  •	� Business communication focuses on text and talk in the con-
text of business. Given the American tradition of business 
communication research, a code of conduct for shaping 
workplace realities and articulating business strategic shifts 
is highlighted (Fairhurst, 2005). 

  The academic trend in Korean business communication is 
described in depth and classified into differences in academic 
trends in business communication across cultures – American 
business communication (i.e., business communication from 
the American approach) and European business communica-
tion (i.e., business communication from the European approach: 
business discourse and professional communication). 
  Miller’s classification of subdisciplines of business communi-
cation led this research to investigate business communication 
curricula of communications departments of Korean universi-
ties, not business schools or language departments, as curricula 
from departments other than communications departments 
had an insufficient number of business communication courses 
that fit into the four subdisciplines of business communication. 
Some revisions to Miller’s original classification are made in this 
study, as shown in Figure 1.
  The main reason Miller’s original categorization was revised 
is because the intercultural aspect of business communication 
(with no seeking to understand the form and function of En-
glish as a lingua franca in multinational or multicultural busi-

nesses) has seen a growing interest in Korean universities, and 
such courses titled Business Communication, Technical Com-
munication, English for Professional Purposes, and Health Com-
munication are subordinated under the discipline of profession-
al communication. Following the European business communi-
cation approach, professional communication works on com-
munication for business. Generally speaking, professional com-
munication accommodates communication for medical, legis-
lative, business, and academic purposes (Bhatia, 1993). As Jung 
(2017a: 3) claims, accordingly, the size of its target in focus is 
much wider than that of the American business communica-
tion approach. 
  The classifications in Figure 1 show us some teaching trends 
in Korean business communication. Online research and phone 
calls with the departmental staff illustrate that Korean business 
communication curricula are mostly composed of corporate 
communication (PR-related courses) and organization commu-
nication (with particular reference to media studies in organiza-
tion). These courses are very common in communications de-
partments in Korea. Note that although health communication 
is a practice of professional communication in general, it seems 
closer to a PR course in Korea, as its approach is PR communi-
cation, rather than business discourse (e.g., doctor-patient talk). 
  As shown in Figure 1, managerial communication is also a 
part of business communication in the study, because few class-
es of speech, human, or interpersonal communication are ac-
commodated under managerial communication. These teach-
ing trends represent an effort to follow the American tradition 
of management communication curriculum in American MBA 
programs (Knight, 1999: 19). Korean academics may take the 
local perspective of business communication in its definition, as 
courses in PR communication and media studies hold priority 
among others. The following description of a business commu-
nication module in the communications department of a Kore-

Figure 1. Tribes of business communication in the study (adapted 
from Jung 2017c).
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an university may also clarify that the scope of business com-
munication in Korea is highly limited (i.e., Business communi-
cation “is” advertising, public relations, and marketing commu-
nication). 
  The Business Communication major deals with theory and 
practice in advertising, public relations, and marketing commu-
nication. Due to the rapidly changing media environment, soci-
ety demands new communication skills. The business commu-
nication major aims to create 21st century professionals who 
understand these trends and are able to empathize with con-
sumers. In this course, we provide practical lessons in each field 
to enhance a basic understanding and a practical ability and an 
adaptation ability as well as basic theoretical lessons in order to 
accumulate basic knowledge required as a specialist in advertis-
ing, public relations, and marketing communication. In partic-
ular, various practical training opportunities in advertising, pub-
lic relations, and marketing communication fields contribute to 
fostering practical communicators by providing students with 
an important basis for career choices and job preparation (em-
phasis is given with underlines).
  As Knight (1999: 14) recognizes, contradictory information 
may often appear throughout a particular website, as course re-
quirements might be updated in one place and not in another. 
For example, although some departments officially have busi-
ness communication classes in the online description of their 
curriculum, telephone talks with administrators show that they 
actually have not maintained the courses or have replaced them 
with media-related courses. In this respect, unlike Knight’s (1999, 
2005) research, it is a bit problematic to quantify business com-
munication courses in the study. A possible assumption for the 
reason for contradictory information on websites might be made 
in conjunction with the function of communication channels 
for delivering information, as Knight (1999: 14) claims that some 
websites serve primarily as marketing tools and not as resources 
for specific information. 

  Furthermore, even in those very few departments currently 
offering business communication courses (Business Communi-
cation; English for Professional Purposes), their actual content 
focuses on the Test of English for International Communication 
(TOEIC) listening comprehension/reading comprehension, and 
not “actual” business communication. Those few business com-
munication courses focused on teaching TOEIC are ironically 
part of the core. The reason for adopting business communica-
tion as a required core course is not clear-cut if it is because 
business communication takes a prestigious position or the class-
es are for teaching TOEIC. 

Research Aspect
Teaching trends in business communication in Korea are also 
projected to research trends in Korean business communica-
tion. Korean academic associations pertaining to the discipline 
of business communication are listed in Table 1.
  Online research on the Korean academic associations men-
tioned above illustrates that the Korean Association for Secre-
tarial Studies (KASS: http://www.kass.or.kr/) is popular among 
business communication academics. This is because the disci-
pline of Secretarial Studies aims to develop administrative pro-
fessionals equipped with professional knowledge and skills for 
office administration, information/system management, and 
business communication management needed in a business en-
vironment. Nevertheless, there is a certain limitation of theoret-
ical application, as its members are mostly from two-year junior 
colleges. 
  As a partner association to KASS (of which members are most-
ly practitioners), the Korean Association of Administrative Pro-
fessionals (KAAP: http://www.kaap.org/) offers business and 
communication training to practitioners (e.g., leadership com-
munication; HRM; presentation skills; corporate communica-
tion; CRM; communication for convention industry; hospitali-
ty; [global] business manners and etiquette, among many oth-

Table 1. Korean academic associations pertaining to the discipline of business communication

Name of association Established date Website

The Korean Society for Journalism & Communication Studies 6/30/1959 https://www.comm.or.kr/

Korean Communication Association 3/5/1976 http://www.kcanet.or.kr/

Korean Association for Secretarial Studies 6/ 27/1992 http://www.kass.or.kr/

Korean Association for Public Relations 2/1997 http://www.kaspr.net/

Korean Association of Teachers of English
   - Special interest group (SIG): English for Specific Purposes (ESP)

1/22/1965 (SIG since 2003) http://www.kate.or.kr/

Korean Association for Business Communication 10/14/2011 http://www.kabc.re.kr/

Korean Association for ESP* 10/22/2016 http://espkorea.org/

*This association is originated from the SIG of Korean Association of Teachers of English.
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ers). Despite the practical application of business communica-
tion, active research in business communication does not seem 
to be done by the members of either association. This project 
refers to Jeon’s (2013) empirical study on the number of articles 
on business communication in the Journal of Secretarial Studies 
over two decades that was done in order to clarify inactive re-
search trends of communication for business purposes in Ko-
rea. Her research illustrates that the number of articles on busi-
ness communication was very low for two decades (1993–2012; 
311 journals in total), such as 14.2% over the first half and 5.3% 
over the second half of the two decades. 
  Major Korean communication associations with relatively a 
long history still seem conservative regarding the discipline of 
business communication or the notion of business communica-
tion. For instance, the Korean Society for Journalism and Com-
munication Studies (KSJCS, https://www.comm.or.kr/), the old-
est and largest national association striving to promote journal-
ism and communication scholarship, includes twenty SIGs to 
achieve its goal to advance the highest standard for education in 
journalism and communication-related fields. Each group rep-
resents a special subfield of communication processes and phe-
nomena, such as advertising, international communication, ad-
vertising, culture and gender, media economics and business, 
media education, broadcasting and new media, media and soci-
ety, media law and ethics, communication history, interaction, 
journalism, political communication, organizational communi-
cation, religion and communication, community journalism, 
communication policy, public relations, human communica-
tion, publication and communication, and science, health, envi-
ronment & risk communication. Although the SIGs include 
some subdisciplines of business or professional communication 
(e.g., organizational communication, international communica-
tion, PR, media studies, human communication, science, health, 
environment and risk communication), it is interesting to see 
that business communication is nowhere in its SIG. 

Interviews
The outcome of web research clarifies the passive academic trend 
in Korean business communication. The lack of the academic 
popularity of business communication in Korea made it diffi-
cult to find interviewees for this project who work in a commu-
nications department and whose teaching and/or research in-
terest lies in business communication. 
  Interview data illustrates that interviewees recognize that con-
temporary university education in Korea requires business com-
munication as a discipline but that their departments have prob-
lems finding (part-time) instructors. It is interesting to see that 
the interviewed tenured Korean professors solely consider part-

time (or contract) instructors for business communication cours-
es. This perception raises interesting questions about the profes-
sional status of business communication faculty (e.g., their sta-
tus, rank, and reward structure), which would be better addressed 
in a separate study. They also perceive the lack of variety in Ko-
rean business communication studies in that business discourse 
analysts who can deal with language data are extremely few in 
Korea, as clarified in the result of web research. 
  But they agree that the future of Korean business communi-
cation is bright, as Korean universities are gradually increasing 
the number of business and professional communication classes 
(e.g., human and/or speech communication in a business con-
text; intercultural business communication; health communica-
tion) in order to increase the employment rates of their under-
graduates while conducting the Advancement for College Edu-
cation (known-as ACE) project. The ACE project accelerates the 
increase of business communication lectures as major or liberal 
arts subjects. The ACE project, also known as the ‘good-teaching 
university’ project, and which was established by the Ministry 
of Education and the Korean Council for University Education, 
has selected a number of universities since 2010 and has sup-
ported these universities for four years to discover and expand 
their leading model of college education (http://www.acec.or.kr/). 
Besides Korean Association for Business Communication be-
coming recently established with business and management fo-
cuses, from a research perspective, new academic associations 
focusing on business and professional communication are con-
sidered breakthroughs in practical English courses (e.g., Korean 
Association for ESP). 

Discussion

The rapidly changing business world demands knowledge far 
beyond theory-orientation. Consequently, theory-based univer-
sity knowledge no longer guarantees success in the workplace. 
Unlike conventional knowledge-based business communication 
studies, to meet this requirement, contemporary research work 
on business communication aims to offer knowledge far beyond 
tip-oriented business communication conventions (Jung, 2014, 
among many others). 
  Since business communication is not a conventional or auto-
matic but rather a context-sensitive discipline, the latest business 
communication research emphasizes the role of context in or-
ganizing business communication materials (Jung, 2017a). Ac-
cordingly, it provides business communication learners with sit-
uational cases and scenarios in a variety of business and man-
agement settings to further develop their business communica-
tion skills. 
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  Due to globalization, for example, intercultural (business) 
communication is seeing growing interest in Korea. It is certain 
that shared knowledge between international business people 
such as national cultures is of vital importance for business suc-
cess (Louhiala-Salminen, 2009b). However, if cultural differenc-
es are too emphasized for international business success, the 
function of business English as a lingua franca and sub-culture 
(e.g., corporate culture) is disregarded or devalued. Jung (2009) 
shows that ‘cultural priorities’ are influenced by the specific lo-
cal or organizational context. He claims that organizational cul-
ture affects the business transactional stage, crisis management 
style, decision-making process, choice of address terms and sub-
ject pronouns, sensitivity to power, degree of imposition, and 
rhetorical structure (Jung, 2009: 369). 
  Likewise, Jung (2010) claims that it is through the realization 
of (in)directness that English as a lingua franca in business is af-
fected by culture, but an exception can be made in cases where 
a differentiation situation is involved. It may be unclear if inter-
cultural business communication classes in Korea are oriented 
toward a context in teaching business communication and En-
glish as a lingua franca in international business encounters, and 
they use teaching materials with a context-dependent approach. 
It would be better addressed in a separate study.
  This study illustrates that teaching trends in Korean business 
communication (exclusively, in communication departments) 
seems far behind the mainstream in business communication 
studies worldwide. On the one hand, corporate communication 
and media relations have become increasingly important in busi-
ness communication curricula in American and European uni-
versities. However, business communication is more than PR 
and media studies. The scope of the definition of business com-
munication must be extended in Korea. This study only includes 
communications departments in the sample data in order to 
adapt Miller’s categorization of business communication to the 
online research. Excluded from the scope of the study are issues 
related to the institutional/departmental home or location of 
communication courses (see Chang [2016] for the research on 
teaching trends in management communication at the 27 top-
ranked business schools in Korea). An examination of business 
communication courses at business schools and English depart-
ments would be a useful complement to this study. 
  On the other hand, the written aspect of business communi-
cation seems to be important in American and European uni-
versities, as future managers will do a great deal of writing (Knight, 
2005: 144). Unlike business communication programs in the 
US, the UK and other European countries, the teaching of writ-
ing does not seem to play a prominent role in business commu-
nication programs in Korea. It would be interesting to explore 

the fundamental reason for passive academic trends on business 
communication in Korea by tracking curricular changes in com-
munication departments that are attributed specifically to their 
new standards or contemporary social demands. This investiga-
tion might be a stepping stone to fill the gap between the Kore-
an academic tradition in business communication and their Amer-
ican and European counterparts.

Conclusion

Jung’s (2017b, c) comparative research on Korean business com-
munication pedagogy and professional needs in Korean organi-
zations may make useful suggestions as guidelines for future re-
search. It is a well-known fact that academic and business col-
laborative research illustrate the potential benefits and value for 
various interest groups and stakeholders (e.g., the government, 
businesspeople, business organizations, specialists in English for 
Specific Purposes [ESP] and Language for Specific Purposes 
[LSP] researchers and learners). Given the claim, Jung (2017b, c) 
explores communication knowledge that Korean business pro-
fessionals should actually obtain in their workplaces. He tries to 
address the question of whether what Korean business commu-
nicators are teaching is what Korean business organizations and 
their workers need for business success, and if there is no match 
between the two, what the differences in needs are and how the 
differences are made. His findings are that the Korean business 
professionals’ way of the interpretation of workplace knowledge 
illustrates that there is a significant gap between academics and 
practitioners in Korea. He claims that to fill the gap with the 
fundamental reason for heterogeneity between the two parties 
seems to be an urgent step before considering improving meth-
ods for business communication training. While there is hope 
and promise for the future, the field of the Korean business com-
munication faces many obstacles and hurdles ahead.
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