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The Association for Business Communication (ABC) began its 
shift away from a US-centric perspective in the mid-1980s, and 
the journey toward internationalization has been a long one. In 
1985, ABC removed the modifier of “American” from its name, 
becoming an association with no boundaries, at least nominally 
(Locker, 1998, p. 16). 

By 1997, after “a decade of effort to internationalize the or-
ganization” (Victor, 2009, p. 67), ABC felt confident enough to 
expand beyond its North American borders. It added regions 
outside of North America: Central and South America, Mex-
ico, and the Caribbean; Asia and the Pacific; and Europe, the 
Middle East, and Africa. These regions and their members have 
contributed tremendously to ABC’s mission as “an internation-
al, interdisciplinary organization committed to advancing busi-
ness communication research, education, and practice” (https://
businesscommunication.org).

In 2008, ABC published a strategic plan listing four goals, 
including one to “ensure a deep level of internationalization 
throughout the organization” (Dubinsky, et al., 2008). In 2011, 
three years into the plan, ABC hosted its annual international 
conference in Montreal, Canada. Two years later, ABC held its 
annual conference in Dublin, Ireland, the first one outside of 
North America. The next logical step is to host an event in our 
Asia and the Pacific region.

With the advent of a conference in Asia Pacific, I have been 
thinking about the organization I serve and its history, with an 
eye toward the trajectory of business communication research 
from an international perspective. As I examine the work of 
ABC’s thought leaders in the past 20 years, I am impressed by 
the amount and variety of scholarly work. Because space is lim-
ited, I have narrowed my scope to a question that one of my in-
tellectual and association mentors raised in 1998: the role of the 
Association (and thus of its journals) in the shaping of the dis-
cipline of business communication (Locker, 1998).  Specifically, 
I am focusing on the effect that the move toward international-
ization in the Association has had on the research of the field.  
To that end, this article highlights three historical moments that 
capture critical inquiry in our discipline from an international 
perspective and offers discussion of these events that, I believe, 
can be useful in outlining a research agenda for a conference in 
Asia Pacific: 

1.   In May 1999, ABC held its first European regional confer-
ence in Helsinki, Finland. Six months later, the organizers 
published a series of short articles in Business Communica-
tion Quarterly to explain their research rationale.  

2.   In October 2006, a five-person panel, all research award 
winners, focused on “Business Communication Research: 
Past, Present, and Future.” The presenters’ remarks were 
summarized by two ABC scholars, Jim Suchan (United 
States) and Mirjaliisa Charles (Finland) in the Journal of 
Business Communication.

3.  In 2018, KABC published the first issue of BCRP (Business 
Communication Research and Practice). In that issue, Ber-
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tha Du-Babcock, who has served ABC as a regional vice 
president for its Asia and the Pacific region and as its Pres-
ident, published “Business Communication Research and 
Theory Development in Asia: Past, Present, and Future 
Prospects.”

December 1999: ABC in Europe (Business through Language 
and Communication)
The May 1999 conference was more than a milestone in ABC’s 
history; it also marked a shift towards understanding a duality 
of how “national cultures, professional cultures, or discourse 
cultures” impact the nature of work that is tempered by a “quest 
for universals” required by a global business environment 
(Charles, 1999, p. 107). In the 1990s, business and business 
communication were booming (St. John, 1996); the Internet 
shortened distances between locations and made communica-
tion virtually instantaneous. One of the conference organizers 
used the term “interspecialism” to “link up the two sides of the 
duality: business communicators communicat[ing] as special-
ists in their own fields—with all the cultural and other differ-
ences that implies—yet producing constructs that transcend 
these differences” (Rogers, 1999, p. 108). 

The conference featured six presentation tracks:
•	  International and intercultural aspects of business com-

munication
•	 Analyzing professional interaction
•	 Teaching language through business content
•	 Language needs in business
•	 New technologies for business communication
•	  Evaluation of international skills (Yii-Jokipii, 1999, p. 104)

The tracks and the theme were thoroughly debated and inter-
rogated. While the organizers recognized their limitations, they 
also recognized their value, which I return to in the conclusion.

October 2006: Business Communication Research: Past, 
Present, and Future (Panel)
By 2006, ABC had convened several conferences in its Europe-
an and Asia Pacific regions. That year, on the ABC Board’s agen-
da was the future of our growing organization, which proved 
formative, ultimately leading to the development of the first 
strategic plan (mentioned earlier) in more than 15 years. That 
same year, ABC’s researchers were wrestling with the impacts of 
the changing global environment on the discipline. The panel 
at that same conference, chaired by Suchan and Charles (2006), 
offered a snapshot from five scholars who won ABC researcher 
and best publication awards. These scholars brought a range 
of perspectives: Poncini was the regional vice president for the 

Europe, Africa, and Middle East region. Rogers had been and 
continued to teach and consult in the Asia Pacific region, and 
Forman taught primarily at the MBA level. 

Prior to the panel, the five scholars were asked to consider 
baseline questions ranging from “What new communication 
knowledge has [been] created?” to “What areas can we look to 
for interesting theory, models, and conceptual frameworks to 
expand our own and our important stakeholders’ understanding 
of communication?” Their responses described the importance 
of research methods such as ethnography, case analysis, and 
genre studies, while emphasizing “how workplace communica-
tion [has] come alive [as the result of] the myriad organizational 
and situational factors that influence how texts are created, in-
terpreted, and used” (Suchan  & Charles, 2006, p. 391). 

The panelists’ concerns about professional and disciplinary 
identity led them to embrace the nature of our field as “multi- or 
interdisciplinary” (p. 393). While they recognized “frameworks 
that enable practitioners to see more clearly the organizational 
situations in which they are embedded” (p. 394), Poncini’s call 
for “research in multicultural and multilingual settings” (p. 395) 
pushed the discussion further into an international arena. By 
focusing on workplace activities and research methodologies, 
they pointed out the necessity of better understanding praxis by 
conducting research within organizations and by so doing, illu-
minated strategies used by practitioners, strategies teachers can 
pass on to students.

January 2018: BCRP, A Step forward for KABC and for 
Business Communication
The publication of BCRP as an English-language-only journal 
marked another significant step, not only for the Korean Asso-
ciation for Business Communication (KABC) but also for the 
entire discipline. As its editors explained (Chang & Kim, 2018), 
“the decision means that the ultimate goal is not to stay at a do-
mestic level but to build a reputation at the global level” (p. 2).

The lead article, written by Bertha Du-Babcock, a recent past 
president of ABC and winner of ABC’s 2018 Distinguished 
Publication Award, highlights the organization’s growing inter-
connectivity and global nature. In this essay, Du-Babcock offers 
a review of business communication research and theory in 
Asia over the past two decades by focusing on “three streams 
of culture, language, and international business” (p. 5). I cannot 
do justice to her article in a paragraph, but her discussions of 
cultural influence on such issues as conflict management, lan-
guage-based communication zones, and the development of 
business English as a lingua franca all point to back to Rogers’ 
discussion of “interspecialism” and forward to a need to “develop 
closer connections between research, theory building, and prac-
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tice…  [with a goal of] a unified, comprehensive, and integrated 
theory” that is more akin to an “orchard” than a “jungle” (p. 14). 

Reflection and Next Steps
As Du-Babcock indicates, the critical importance of Asia cannot 
be understated, nor can the essential challenge of communicat-
ing across cultures. Thus, the foundational track of a 21st centu-
ry international conference in business communication could 
well be the same one used at ABC’s first truly international event 
at the close of the 20th century: International and intercultural 
aspects of business communication. We need to understand 
the ways businesses are operating to prepare students for an 
international, and therefore intercultural, world, examining how 
our discipline understands and explains genre, intra- and inter-
organizational communication and the impact of developments 
such as social media and virtual collaboration tools. We must, as 
Du-Babcock (2006) explained, move beyond a focus “written by 
American authors and geared toward native English-speaking 
students” (p. 254) and towards how to “cope with and commu-
nicate in this increasingly complex and diverse global, multidis-
ciplinary communication environment” (p. 257).

The next four tracks of the 1999 Helsinki conference all 
point to the baseline need to study communication in situ, to 
understand what businesses are doing, the kinds of genres they 
are using or adapting, and how technologies and new media 
are impacting their practice. These or similar tracks, informed 
by Poncini’s focus on research in workplaces, remain critical, 
as would a discussion of the challenges researchers face when 
trying to gain access to organizations or corpora of data in/from 
the workplace. We also must foreground research methodol-
ogies and how our scholars use them to analyze such environ-
ments or corpora.

The final track, “Evaluation of international skills,” also re-
mains relevant. However, this evaluation must also include a 
review of our students’ language needs. For many years our 
colleagues who teach and publish in English for Special Purpos-
es (ESP) journals have called for “needs analysis and syllabus 
design” (Chan, 2018, p. 27). Our colleagues in Europe (Louhi-
ala-Salminen & Kankaanranta, 2012; Louhiala-Salminen, 
Kankaanranta, & Charles, 2005; Zagan-Zelter & Zagan-Zelter, 
2010) and Asia (Chan, 2018; Du-Babcock, 2018) have articulat-
ed the concept of Business English as a Lingua Franca (BELF); 
it needs to be further explicated and shared with colleagues who 
teach almost exclusively in English speaking countries, and it 
needs to be situated more clearly in a relationship with ESP.

As a scholar in crisis communication has explained in All Cri-
ses are Global (Pinsdorf, 2004), when crises occur, national fron-
tiers disappear. In our discipline, we have understood this basic 

premise, but we still have a long way to go when it comes to 
adapting practices and pedagogy. For our upcoming conference, 
we should consider interrogating and reassessing all elements of 
our discipline regarding the impact of this dissolution of bound-
aries, one that began when we eliminated “American” from our 
Association’s name and discipline more than 30 years ago. 

Business communication is indeed “essential for growth 
and success in business” (Suh, 2018, p. 51), and, despite what 
seems as some retrenchment with nationalist movements, the 
global business economy is here to stay. These three “moments” 
demonstrate a recognition by our scholars to study the com-
plexity of everyday practice in a global business environment 
and to develop research agendas that inform our teaching. As 
we plan for an event in Asia, we need to follow the trajectory 
of the work that has gone before and, as Du-Babcock has done, 
focus on the future.
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