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1. INTRODUCTION
Intercultural communicative competence (ICC) has 

become indispensable in globalised professional environ-
ments where transnational collaboration, diverse work-
forces, and digital platforms demand more than linguistic 
accuracy (Byram, 2021; Piller, 2017). Engineers coordinate 
across continents, and medical professionals engage with 

patients from varied cultural backgrounds, underscoring 
the need for communicative skills beyond grammar. Busi-
ness leaders negotiate contracts with partners who may 
follow different communicative norms (Kankaanranta & 
Louhiala-Salminen, 2018; Spencer-Oatey & Franklin, 
2009). These settings require domain-specific English 
skills as well as the ability to interpret cultural contexts, 
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As professional communication becomes increasingly globalised, systematic 
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representation from the Global South. The study further identifies a persistent 
theory-practice gap, reflected in the limited availability of validated 
assessment instruments and longitudinal pedagogical interventions. The 
study offers a systematic account of the domain coverage and geographical 
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considers implications for pedagogical practice in under-researched 
professional domains.
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address misunderstandings, and adapt discourse strategies 
(Baker, 2018; Jackson, 2018). Byram’s (1997) foundational 
ICC model identifies openness and curiosity, sociocultural 
knowledge, interpretive and relational skills, discovery 
and interaction skills, and critical cultural awareness; fur-
ther dimensions include genre knowledge, workplace dis-
course communities, and strategic competence (Belcher, 
2013; Flowerdew, 2015). Critiques of this model focus on 
Eurocentric assumptions, linearity, and limited engage-
ment with translanguaging and postcolonial dynamics 
(Alosaimi, 2023; Dimitrov et al., 2014; Schirato & Yell, 
2000).

English for Specific Purposes (ESP) covers a variety of 
domains, including business correspondence and negoti-
ations (Bhatia, 2014; Paltridge, 2021), medical consultation 

and handover (Skelton et al., 2001), engineering reports 
and teamwork (Spence & Liu, 2013), legal contracts and 
courtroom discourse (Basturkmen, 2010), and academic 
writing and presentations (Hyland, 2018; Swales, 1990). 
Each domain has its own genre conventions and audiences 
(Hutchinson & Waters, 1987; Paltridge & Starfield, 2013). 
Miscommunication often arises not from grammar alone, 
but from misreading pragmatic intent, cultural politeness 
norms, or face-threatening behaviour (Spencer-Oatey & 
Franklin, 2009; Zhu, 2019). Accordingly, embedding ICC 
in ESP instruction foregrounds cultural variation, power 
relations, and ethical dimensions of professional commu-
nication (Belcher, 2013; Flowerdew, 2015).

Figure 1 presents the conceptual framework for integ-
rating ICC into ESP contexts.

and schools of thought (Small, 1973; Van Eck & Waltman, 
2010). Keyword co-occurrence networks reveal thematic 
clusters and conceptual relationships (Chen, 2017; Leydes-
dorff & Rafols, 2009). Collaboration networks identify 
hubs, isolated nodes, and patterns of international collab-
oration, indicating whether knowledge production rein-
forces or challenges centre-periphery hierarchies (Leydes-
dorff & Wagner, 2009; Wagner & Leydesdorff, 2005). 
Temporal overlays trace the development and decline of 
research themes, distinguishing enduring concerns from 
time-bound trends (Kleinberg, 2003).

The period between 2003 and 2023 spans two dec-
ades and covers two key developments: the consolidation 
of ICC in applied linguistics in the early 2000s and the 
later expansion of ESP programmes in response to higher 
education massification and workplace internationalisa-
tion (Jenkins, 2014).

The study makes five contributions. First, it provides 
a scientometric mapping of ICC in ESP based on 387 peer-
reviewed articles, offering a structured basis for position-
ing current research (Zupic & Čater, 2015). Second, it 
identifies dominant and marginalised ESP domains, show-
ing the concentration of scholarship in Business and Med-
ical communication and the relative absence of Engineer-
ing, Legal, Agricultural, and other professional fields, with 
implications for curriculum investment and cross-discip-
linary knowledge transfer (Starfield & Hafner, 2025). 
Third, it examines geopolitical patterns in knowledge pro-
duction, including the dominance of Global North research 
systems and the limited visibility of Global South scholarly 
communities, thereby contributing to debates on decolon-
isation in applied linguistics and epistemic justice (Canaga-
rajah, 2002; Faez et al., 2019; Holliday, 2011). Fourth, it 
translates the findings into practical guidance for cur-
riculum developers and instructors by identifying gaps 
between ICC theory, empirical validation, and pedagogical 
practice (Politzer-Ahles et al., 2016). Fifth, the study offers 
inclusive and actionable research on underrepresented re-
gions and context-responsive professional communication.

This study addresses five interrelated research ques-
tions to map ICC scholarship within ESP contexts system-
atically.

1. What are the publication trends, most productive 
authors, journals, institutions, and countries in ICC-ESP 
research from 2003 to 2023?

2. How have research foci changed over time, and 
which themes have gained or declined in prominence?

3. How are the ICC-ESP researchers spatially distrib-
uted and patterned in collaboration?

4. What are the ESP areas that are least explored by 
ICC scholarship?

5. What are the gaps between ICC theoretical frame-
works and empirical and context-sensitive pedagogical ap-
plications?

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
2.1. Theoretical foundations of ICC
Byram’s (1997) framework has been criticised for its 

Eurocentric assumptions, its linear view of competence de-
velopment, and its limited attention to power relations in 
intercultural contact (Holliday, 2011; Piller, 2017). It has 
also been criticised for treating intercultural competence as 
a set of discrete savoirs, which risks reifying culture as 
fixed national knowledge rather than as a dynamic, co-
constructed phenomenon (Dervin, 2016; Kramsch, 2013). 
From a postcolonial perspective, ICC also needs to address 
colonial histories, inequalities in the global use of English, 
and linguistic gatekeeping in the workplace (Canagarajah, 
2002; Pennycook, 2017). Translanguaging further chal-
lenges monolingual assumptions in ESP since it conceptu-
alises multilingualism as a repertoire of multimodal and 
multilingual sensemaking in professional communication 
(Alosaimi, 2023; Canagarajah, 2013; García & Wei, 2014; 
Vogel & García, 2017). These critiques support ICC ap-
proaches in ESP that are context-responsive, power-
aware, and resistant to cultural essentialism (Dervin, 2016; 
Dimitrov et al., 2014; Holliday, 2011).

 
2.2. ESP: disciplinary diversity and challenges
English for Specific Purposes (ESP) is based on the 

principle that communicative needs differ across profes-
sional and academic domains (Hutchinson & Waters, 
1987; Swales, 1990). Target situation analysis is central to 
ESP methodology because it examines real-life profession-
al or academic communication in order to identify relevant 
genres, registers, lexical resources, and interactional pat-
terns (Basturkmen, 2010; Flowerdew, 2015; Sergeeva et 
al., 2025). Major specialised strands include Business Eng-
lish (Bhatia, 2014; Kankaanranta & Louhiala-Salminen, 
2018), Medical English (Ferguson, 2013; Skelton et al., 
2001), Legal English (Hafner, 2013), Engineering English 
(Spence & Liu, 2013), and Academic English (Hyland, 
2018; Swales, 1990).

Contemporary ESP pedagogy is also informed by 
genre analysis and discourse community theory, which 
treat linguistic proficiency as inseparable from professional 
socialisation, rhetorical expectations, and evaluative cri-
teria (Bhatia, 2014; Paltridge, 2021; Romanova & Tovkes, 
2025). Disciplinary variation is substantial: business writ-
ing tends to favour concision and action-oriented language, 
whereas academic writing emphasises hedging and source 
use (Hyland, 2018; Paltridge & Starfield, 2013); medical 
writing foregrounds precision and empathy (Ferguson, 
2013); legal writing privileges formality and intertextual-
ity (Hafner, 2013); and engineering communication varies 
by sub-discipline and document type (Spence & Liu, 
2013). Such variation challenges one-size-fits-all ESP pro-
grammes and supports discipline-specific instruction (Bas-
turkmen, 2019; Belcher, 2013).
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework illustrating the integration of intercultural communicative competence within English for 
Specific Purposes contexts

Despite two decades of scholarship, the ICC-ESP nex-
us has not yet been comprehensively mapped through sci-
entometric methods. Existing narrative reviews focus on 
specific areas, such as Business English (Kankaanranta & 
Louhiala-Salminen, 2018) and Medical English (Skelton et 
al., 2001). However, the intellectual structure, thematic 
development, and geographical distribution of ICC-ESP 
research have not been systematically examined through 
scientometric analysis (Zupic & Čater, 2015). This gap 
makes it more difficult for new researchers to identify 
foundational work and obscures macro-level trends that 
can inform resource allocation and curriculum innovation 
(Chen, 2017). Global South scholarly communities are also 

underrepresented in the corpus. Much ICC-ESP research 
has been produced in Europe, North America, and East 
Asia, whereas African, South Asian, Latin American, and 
Middle Eastern contexts remain less visible, despite the 
role of English in professional communication within mul-
tilingual ecologies marked by colonial histories and un-
equal power relations (Canagarajah, 2002; Faez et al., 
2019; Holliday, 2011). This geographical asymmetry raises 
questions of epistemic representation and the visibility of 
scholars and practitioners in non-Western academia 
(Politzer-Ahles et al., 2016; Tupas, 2015). Scientometric 
analysis offers a systematic complement to traditional re-
views. Co-citation mapping can identify intellectual roots 
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address misunderstandings, and adapt discourse strategies 
(Baker, 2018; Jackson, 2018). Byram’s (1997) foundational 
ICC model identifies openness and curiosity, sociocultural 
knowledge, interpretive and relational skills, discovery 
and interaction skills, and critical cultural awareness; fur-
ther dimensions include genre knowledge, workplace dis-
course communities, and strategic competence (Belcher, 
2013; Flowerdew, 2015). Critiques of this model focus on 
Eurocentric assumptions, linearity, and limited engage-
ment with translanguaging and postcolonial dynamics 
(Alosaimi, 2023; Dimitrov et al., 2014; Schirato & Yell, 
2000).

English for Specific Purposes (ESP) covers a variety of 
domains, including business correspondence and negoti-
ations (Bhatia, 2014; Paltridge, 2021), medical consultation 

and handover (Skelton et al., 2001), engineering reports 
and teamwork (Spence & Liu, 2013), legal contracts and 
courtroom discourse (Basturkmen, 2010), and academic 
writing and presentations (Hyland, 2018; Swales, 1990). 
Each domain has its own genre conventions and audiences 
(Hutchinson & Waters, 1987; Paltridge & Starfield, 2013). 
Miscommunication often arises not from grammar alone, 
but from misreading pragmatic intent, cultural politeness 
norms, or face-threatening behaviour (Spencer-Oatey & 
Franklin, 2009; Zhu, 2019). Accordingly, embedding ICC 
in ESP instruction foregrounds cultural variation, power 
relations, and ethical dimensions of professional commu-
nication (Belcher, 2013; Flowerdew, 2015).

Figure 1 presents the conceptual framework for integ-
rating ICC into ESP contexts.

and schools of thought (Small, 1973; Van Eck & Waltman, 
2010). Keyword co-occurrence networks reveal thematic 
clusters and conceptual relationships (Chen, 2017; Leydes-
dorff & Rafols, 2009). Collaboration networks identify 
hubs, isolated nodes, and patterns of international collab-
oration, indicating whether knowledge production rein-
forces or challenges centre-periphery hierarchies (Leydes-
dorff & Wagner, 2009; Wagner & Leydesdorff, 2005). 
Temporal overlays trace the development and decline of 
research themes, distinguishing enduring concerns from 
time-bound trends (Kleinberg, 2003).

The period between 2003 and 2023 spans two dec-
ades and covers two key developments: the consolidation 
of ICC in applied linguistics in the early 2000s and the 
later expansion of ESP programmes in response to higher 
education massification and workplace internationalisa-
tion (Jenkins, 2014).

The study makes five contributions. First, it provides 
a scientometric mapping of ICC in ESP based on 387 peer-
reviewed articles, offering a structured basis for position-
ing current research (Zupic & Čater, 2015). Second, it 
identifies dominant and marginalised ESP domains, show-
ing the concentration of scholarship in Business and Med-
ical communication and the relative absence of Engineer-
ing, Legal, Agricultural, and other professional fields, with 
implications for curriculum investment and cross-discip-
linary knowledge transfer (Starfield & Hafner, 2025). 
Third, it examines geopolitical patterns in knowledge pro-
duction, including the dominance of Global North research 
systems and the limited visibility of Global South scholarly 
communities, thereby contributing to debates on decolon-
isation in applied linguistics and epistemic justice (Canaga-
rajah, 2002; Faez et al., 2019; Holliday, 2011). Fourth, it 
translates the findings into practical guidance for cur-
riculum developers and instructors by identifying gaps 
between ICC theory, empirical validation, and pedagogical 
practice (Politzer-Ahles et al., 2016). Fifth, the study offers 
inclusive and actionable research on underrepresented re-
gions and context-responsive professional communication.

This study addresses five interrelated research ques-
tions to map ICC scholarship within ESP contexts system-
atically.

1. What are the publication trends, most productive 
authors, journals, institutions, and countries in ICC-ESP 
research from 2003 to 2023?

2. How have research foci changed over time, and 
which themes have gained or declined in prominence?

3. How are the ICC-ESP researchers spatially distrib-
uted and patterned in collaboration?

4. What are the ESP areas that are least explored by 
ICC scholarship?

5. What are the gaps between ICC theoretical frame-
works and empirical and context-sensitive pedagogical ap-
plications?

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
2.1. Theoretical foundations of ICC
Byram’s (1997) framework has been criticised for its 

Eurocentric assumptions, its linear view of competence de-
velopment, and its limited attention to power relations in 
intercultural contact (Holliday, 2011; Piller, 2017). It has 
also been criticised for treating intercultural competence as 
a set of discrete savoirs, which risks reifying culture as 
fixed national knowledge rather than as a dynamic, co-
constructed phenomenon (Dervin, 2016; Kramsch, 2013). 
From a postcolonial perspective, ICC also needs to address 
colonial histories, inequalities in the global use of English, 
and linguistic gatekeeping in the workplace (Canagarajah, 
2002; Pennycook, 2017). Translanguaging further chal-
lenges monolingual assumptions in ESP since it conceptu-
alises multilingualism as a repertoire of multimodal and 
multilingual sensemaking in professional communication 
(Alosaimi, 2023; Canagarajah, 2013; García & Wei, 2014; 
Vogel & García, 2017). These critiques support ICC ap-
proaches in ESP that are context-responsive, power-
aware, and resistant to cultural essentialism (Dervin, 2016; 
Dimitrov et al., 2014; Holliday, 2011).

 
2.2. ESP: disciplinary diversity and challenges
English for Specific Purposes (ESP) is based on the 

principle that communicative needs differ across profes-
sional and academic domains (Hutchinson & Waters, 
1987; Swales, 1990). Target situation analysis is central to 
ESP methodology because it examines real-life profession-
al or academic communication in order to identify relevant 
genres, registers, lexical resources, and interactional pat-
terns (Basturkmen, 2010; Flowerdew, 2015; Sergeeva et 
al., 2025). Major specialised strands include Business Eng-
lish (Bhatia, 2014; Kankaanranta & Louhiala-Salminen, 
2018), Medical English (Ferguson, 2013; Skelton et al., 
2001), Legal English (Hafner, 2013), Engineering English 
(Spence & Liu, 2013), and Academic English (Hyland, 
2018; Swales, 1990).

Contemporary ESP pedagogy is also informed by 
genre analysis and discourse community theory, which 
treat linguistic proficiency as inseparable from professional 
socialisation, rhetorical expectations, and evaluative cri-
teria (Bhatia, 2014; Paltridge, 2021; Romanova & Tovkes, 
2025). Disciplinary variation is substantial: business writ-
ing tends to favour concision and action-oriented language, 
whereas academic writing emphasises hedging and source 
use (Hyland, 2018; Paltridge & Starfield, 2013); medical 
writing foregrounds precision and empathy (Ferguson, 
2013); legal writing privileges formality and intertextual-
ity (Hafner, 2013); and engineering communication varies 
by sub-discipline and document type (Spence & Liu, 
2013). Such variation challenges one-size-fits-all ESP pro-
grammes and supports discipline-specific instruction (Bas-
turkmen, 2019; Belcher, 2013).
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework illustrating the integration of intercultural communicative competence within English for 
Specific Purposes contexts

Despite two decades of scholarship, the ICC-ESP nex-
us has not yet been comprehensively mapped through sci-
entometric methods. Existing narrative reviews focus on 
specific areas, such as Business English (Kankaanranta & 
Louhiala-Salminen, 2018) and Medical English (Skelton et 
al., 2001). However, the intellectual structure, thematic 
development, and geographical distribution of ICC-ESP 
research have not been systematically examined through 
scientometric analysis (Zupic & Čater, 2015). This gap 
makes it more difficult for new researchers to identify 
foundational work and obscures macro-level trends that 
can inform resource allocation and curriculum innovation 
(Chen, 2017). Global South scholarly communities are also 

underrepresented in the corpus. Much ICC-ESP research 
has been produced in Europe, North America, and East 
Asia, whereas African, South Asian, Latin American, and 
Middle Eastern contexts remain less visible, despite the 
role of English in professional communication within mul-
tilingual ecologies marked by colonial histories and un-
equal power relations (Canagarajah, 2002; Faez et al., 
2019; Holliday, 2011). This geographical asymmetry raises 
questions of epistemic representation and the visibility of 
scholars and practitioners in non-Western academia 
(Politzer-Ahles et al., 2016; Tupas, 2015). Scientometric 
analysis offers a systematic complement to traditional re-
views. Co-citation mapping can identify intellectual roots 
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2.3. Empirical and theoretical coverage by domain
Business ESP is a major area of ICC research, address-

ing negotiation styles, email pragmatics, and meeting dy-
namics in multicultural teams, often with attention to par-
ticipation and accountability (Bjørge, 2012; Kankaanranta 
& Louhiala-Salminen, 2018; Rogerson-Revell, 2007). 
Medical ESP examines intercultural communication 
between doctors and patients, including cases in which 
biomedical models conflict with cultural understandings of 
health, consent, and diagnosis (Ferguson, 2013; Roberts et 
al., 2005). Simulations and cultural humility training are 
common instructional responses (Skelton et al., 2001). En-
gineering ESP receives comparatively limited ICC atten-
tion despite the prevalence of global project teams; existing 
studies focus on cross-regulatory coordination, professional 
cultures, and standardisation pressures in technical docu-
mentation (Flowerdew, 2015; Spence & Liu, 2013). ICC 
research in Legal ESP has focused mainly on arbitration 
and contract negotiation (Hafner, 2013). Tourism and Avi-
ation ESP address service encounters and communication 
breakdowns under high-pressure conditions (Lockwood, 
2012; Moder & Halleck, 2009). Agricultural and Environ-
mental ESP remain minimally examined in ICC contexts 
despite multilingual rural communication needs (Belcher, 
2013). Across disciplines, pedagogical approaches include 
task-based learning, simulation, and telecollaboration de-
signed to create authentic contexts for cross-cultural prob-
lem-solving (Avgousti, 2018; Ware & Kramsch, 2005).

 
2.4. Scientometrics in applied linguistics research
Scientometric techniques can map the intellectual 

structure of applied linguistics through bibliometrics, co-
citation analysis, keyword co-occurrence, and collabora-
tion networks (Chen, 2017; Grishechko, 2026; Leydes-
dorff & Rafols, 2009; Van Eck & Waltman, 2010). These 
methods can be applied systematically to identify publica-
tions, theoretical clusters, and research gaps in a replicable 
manner (Zupic & Čater, 2015). Previous studies have 
mapped English for Academic Purposes (Kılınç, 2024), 
second language writing (Gentil & Séror, 2014), and CALL 
(Shadiev & Yang, 2020). However, ICC in ESP has not 
yet been examined through a dedicated scientometric re-
view, leaving the field with limited empirical guidance on 
curriculum development, staffing, and international col-
laboration (Basturkmen, 2019; Politzer-Ahles et al., 2016).

 
3. METHODOLOGY
This paper uses scientometric analysis to map re-

search on intercultural communicative competence in Eng-
lish for Specific Purposes from 2003 to 2023. Scientomet-
rics provides quantitative measures of scholarly commu-
nication and can reveal patterns in publication output, 
citation relationships, and collaboration networks that are 
difficult to identify through narrative review alone (Chen, 

2017; Zupic & Čater, 2015). The analysis combined de-
scriptive bibliometrics, co-citation analysis, keyword co-
occurrence mapping, collaboration network analysis, and 
burst detection to identify emerging and declining research 
foci (Kleinberg, 2003; Van Eck & Waltman, 2010). It was 
a multi-method design that allowed for macro-level visual-
isation of the structure of the field as well as micro-level 
study of trends across a domain, providing a broad evid-
ence base for curriculum developers, researchers, and 
policy makers.

Descriptive bibliometrics addresses RQ1 and RQ3 and 
is reported in Sections 4.1 and 4.2. Co-citation analysis ad-
dresses RQ1 and is reported in Section 4.3. Keyword co-oc-
currence and burst detection address RQ2 and RQ4 and 
are reported in Sections 4.3.4 to 4.3.6. Collaboration net-
work analysis addresses RQ3 and is reported in Section 
4.2. Thematic content analysis addresses RQ4 and RQ5 
and informs Sections 4.3.5 and 5.3 to 5.4. 

 
3.1. Data sources and search strategy
The corpus was drawn from two major multidisciplin-

ary databases: Scopus and Web of Science Core Collection. 
These platforms include a broad range of applied linguist-
ics journals, established citation indexing, and standard-
ised bibliographic data suitable for scientometric analysis 
(Mongeon & Paul-Hus, 2016). The period from January 
2003 to December 2023 covers two decades in which ICC 
became a distinct construct in language education (Byram, 
2021) and ESP programmes expanded in response to work-
place internationalisation (Hyland, 2018). Searches were 
conducted in February 2024 using Boolean strings de-
signed to balance sensitivity and specificity. The search 
string combined intercultural competence terms with ESP 
domain terms: (‘intercultural communicative competence’ 
OR ‘intercultural competence’ OR ‘cross-cultural commu-
nication’ OR ‘intercultural communication’) and (‘English 
for Specific Purposes’ OR ‘ESP’ OR ‘English for profes-
sional purposes’ OR ‘Business English’ OR ‘Medical Eng-
lish’ OR ‘Legal English’ OR ‘Engineering English’ OR 
‘Academic English’). Searches were conducted in article 
titles, abstracts, and author-provided keywords to maxim-
ise relevance while limiting tangential records.

The inclusion criteria covered peer-reviewed English-
language journal articles addressing ICC in ESP contexts, 
including empirical studies, conceptual papers, literature 
reviews, and pedagogical reports. Conference proceedings, 
book chapters, dissertations, and theses were excluded be-
cause of variability in peer review standards and accessib-
ility. Articles on general English as a Foreign Language or 
English as a Second Language were excluded unless they 
had an explicit professional or academic focus, and non-
English publications were excluded for analytical consist-
ency and resource reasons. The Scopus search yielded 298 
records, and the Web of Science search yielded 214 

records, producing 512 records in total. Duplicate records 
(41 records, 8.0% of the combined corpus) were removed 
using reference management software, leaving 471 unique 
records. Title and abstract screening against the inclusion 

and exclusion criteria removed 84 articles without a sub-
stantive ICC-ESP focus, leaving 387 articles for final ana-
lysis. Figure 2 presents the PRISMA-style flowchart docu-
menting each screening stage.

Figure 2. PRISMA flowchart of article selection process

Table 1 provides details of the systematic search 
strategy and selection criteria used to retrieve pertinent lit-
erature on intercultural communicative competence (ICC) 
in the context of English for Specific Purposes (ESP). It 
specifies the databases used, the time period, the formu-
lated search query, and the inclusion and exclusion criteria 
used. The table also reports the retrieval, deduplication, 
and screening outcomes, resulting in 387 articles retained 
for analysis.

3.2. Data extraction and preparation
Bibliographic information was exported from Scopus 

and Web of Science in formats compatible with sciento-
metric analysis, including author names, publication year, 
title, journal, abstract, author keywords, cited references, 
institutional affiliations, and author country. Data cleaning 
addressed inconsistencies in metadata. DOI matching and 
manual verification were used to identify overlapping     

records across the two databases. Variant author names, 
such as ‘Byram, M.’ and ‘Byram, Michael’, were standard-
ised to support accurate productivity and collaboration 
analysis. Keyword variants and British/American spelling 
differences were also harmonised, and institutional names 
were standardised at the parent-university level to correct 
departmental or faculty-level variation. The final dataset 
comprised 387 articles (2003–2023) by 896 unique au-
thors from 412 institutions in 58 countries, published 
across 147 journals and receiving 9,847 citations by Febru-
ary 2024. The median publication year was 2016, indicat-
ing greater output in the later part of the study period. 
Overall, 31% of the articles were single-authored and 69% 
were co-authored, with a mean of 2.3 authors per article. 
International collaboration, defined as multi-country au-
thorship, accounted for 18% of publications, indicating lim-
ited but identifiable transnational engagement. Descript-
ive statistics are summarised in Table 2.
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2.3. Empirical and theoretical coverage by domain
Business ESP is a major area of ICC research, address-

ing negotiation styles, email pragmatics, and meeting dy-
namics in multicultural teams, often with attention to par-
ticipation and accountability (Bjørge, 2012; Kankaanranta 
& Louhiala-Salminen, 2018; Rogerson-Revell, 2007). 
Medical ESP examines intercultural communication 
between doctors and patients, including cases in which 
biomedical models conflict with cultural understandings of 
health, consent, and diagnosis (Ferguson, 2013; Roberts et 
al., 2005). Simulations and cultural humility training are 
common instructional responses (Skelton et al., 2001). En-
gineering ESP receives comparatively limited ICC atten-
tion despite the prevalence of global project teams; existing 
studies focus on cross-regulatory coordination, professional 
cultures, and standardisation pressures in technical docu-
mentation (Flowerdew, 2015; Spence & Liu, 2013). ICC 
research in Legal ESP has focused mainly on arbitration 
and contract negotiation (Hafner, 2013). Tourism and Avi-
ation ESP address service encounters and communication 
breakdowns under high-pressure conditions (Lockwood, 
2012; Moder & Halleck, 2009). Agricultural and Environ-
mental ESP remain minimally examined in ICC contexts 
despite multilingual rural communication needs (Belcher, 
2013). Across disciplines, pedagogical approaches include 
task-based learning, simulation, and telecollaboration de-
signed to create authentic contexts for cross-cultural prob-
lem-solving (Avgousti, 2018; Ware & Kramsch, 2005).

 
2.4. Scientometrics in applied linguistics research
Scientometric techniques can map the intellectual 

structure of applied linguistics through bibliometrics, co-
citation analysis, keyword co-occurrence, and collabora-
tion networks (Chen, 2017; Grishechko, 2026; Leydes-
dorff & Rafols, 2009; Van Eck & Waltman, 2010). These 
methods can be applied systematically to identify publica-
tions, theoretical clusters, and research gaps in a replicable 
manner (Zupic & Čater, 2015). Previous studies have 
mapped English for Academic Purposes (Kılınç, 2024), 
second language writing (Gentil & Séror, 2014), and CALL 
(Shadiev & Yang, 2020). However, ICC in ESP has not 
yet been examined through a dedicated scientometric re-
view, leaving the field with limited empirical guidance on 
curriculum development, staffing, and international col-
laboration (Basturkmen, 2019; Politzer-Ahles et al., 2016).

 
3. METHODOLOGY
This paper uses scientometric analysis to map re-

search on intercultural communicative competence in Eng-
lish for Specific Purposes from 2003 to 2023. Scientomet-
rics provides quantitative measures of scholarly commu-
nication and can reveal patterns in publication output, 
citation relationships, and collaboration networks that are 
difficult to identify through narrative review alone (Chen, 

2017; Zupic & Čater, 2015). The analysis combined de-
scriptive bibliometrics, co-citation analysis, keyword co-
occurrence mapping, collaboration network analysis, and 
burst detection to identify emerging and declining research 
foci (Kleinberg, 2003; Van Eck & Waltman, 2010). It was 
a multi-method design that allowed for macro-level visual-
isation of the structure of the field as well as micro-level 
study of trends across a domain, providing a broad evid-
ence base for curriculum developers, researchers, and 
policy makers.

Descriptive bibliometrics addresses RQ1 and RQ3 and 
is reported in Sections 4.1 and 4.2. Co-citation analysis ad-
dresses RQ1 and is reported in Section 4.3. Keyword co-oc-
currence and burst detection address RQ2 and RQ4 and 
are reported in Sections 4.3.4 to 4.3.6. Collaboration net-
work analysis addresses RQ3 and is reported in Section 
4.2. Thematic content analysis addresses RQ4 and RQ5 
and informs Sections 4.3.5 and 5.3 to 5.4. 

 
3.1. Data sources and search strategy
The corpus was drawn from two major multidisciplin-

ary databases: Scopus and Web of Science Core Collection. 
These platforms include a broad range of applied linguist-
ics journals, established citation indexing, and standard-
ised bibliographic data suitable for scientometric analysis 
(Mongeon & Paul-Hus, 2016). The period from January 
2003 to December 2023 covers two decades in which ICC 
became a distinct construct in language education (Byram, 
2021) and ESP programmes expanded in response to work-
place internationalisation (Hyland, 2018). Searches were 
conducted in February 2024 using Boolean strings de-
signed to balance sensitivity and specificity. The search 
string combined intercultural competence terms with ESP 
domain terms: (‘intercultural communicative competence’ 
OR ‘intercultural competence’ OR ‘cross-cultural commu-
nication’ OR ‘intercultural communication’) and (‘English 
for Specific Purposes’ OR ‘ESP’ OR ‘English for profes-
sional purposes’ OR ‘Business English’ OR ‘Medical Eng-
lish’ OR ‘Legal English’ OR ‘Engineering English’ OR 
‘Academic English’). Searches were conducted in article 
titles, abstracts, and author-provided keywords to maxim-
ise relevance while limiting tangential records.

The inclusion criteria covered peer-reviewed English-
language journal articles addressing ICC in ESP contexts, 
including empirical studies, conceptual papers, literature 
reviews, and pedagogical reports. Conference proceedings, 
book chapters, dissertations, and theses were excluded be-
cause of variability in peer review standards and accessib-
ility. Articles on general English as a Foreign Language or 
English as a Second Language were excluded unless they 
had an explicit professional or academic focus, and non-
English publications were excluded for analytical consist-
ency and resource reasons. The Scopus search yielded 298 
records, and the Web of Science search yielded 214 

records, producing 512 records in total. Duplicate records 
(41 records, 8.0% of the combined corpus) were removed 
using reference management software, leaving 471 unique 
records. Title and abstract screening against the inclusion 

and exclusion criteria removed 84 articles without a sub-
stantive ICC-ESP focus, leaving 387 articles for final ana-
lysis. Figure 2 presents the PRISMA-style flowchart docu-
menting each screening stage.

Figure 2. PRISMA flowchart of article selection process

Table 1 provides details of the systematic search 
strategy and selection criteria used to retrieve pertinent lit-
erature on intercultural communicative competence (ICC) 
in the context of English for Specific Purposes (ESP). It 
specifies the databases used, the time period, the formu-
lated search query, and the inclusion and exclusion criteria 
used. The table also reports the retrieval, deduplication, 
and screening outcomes, resulting in 387 articles retained 
for analysis.

3.2. Data extraction and preparation
Bibliographic information was exported from Scopus 

and Web of Science in formats compatible with sciento-
metric analysis, including author names, publication year, 
title, journal, abstract, author keywords, cited references, 
institutional affiliations, and author country. Data cleaning 
addressed inconsistencies in metadata. DOI matching and 
manual verification were used to identify overlapping     

records across the two databases. Variant author names, 
such as ‘Byram, M.’ and ‘Byram, Michael’, were standard-
ised to support accurate productivity and collaboration 
analysis. Keyword variants and British/American spelling 
differences were also harmonised, and institutional names 
were standardised at the parent-university level to correct 
departmental or faculty-level variation. The final dataset 
comprised 387 articles (2003–2023) by 896 unique au-
thors from 412 institutions in 58 countries, published 
across 147 journals and receiving 9,847 citations by Febru-
ary 2024. The median publication year was 2016, indicat-
ing greater output in the later part of the study period. 
Overall, 31% of the articles were single-authored and 69% 
were co-authored, with a mean of 2.3 authors per article. 
International collaboration, defined as multi-country au-
thorship, accounted for 18% of publications, indicating lim-
ited but identifiable transnational engagement. Descript-
ive statistics are summarised in Table 2.
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3.3. Analytical techniques and tools
The study used several bibliometric methods to ad-

dress the five research questions. Descriptive bibliometrics 
measured annual publication output, leading authors, 
journals, institutions, countries, and citation patterns in or-
der to identify productive and influential areas of ICC-ESP 
research. Journal-frequency analysis identified key public-
ation venues, while author and institutional rankings 
mapped major research centres. Citation indicators, includ-
ing total citations and the h-index (Hirsch, 2005), helped 
identify influential works for qualitative interpretation. 
Co-citation analysis was used to cluster references that 
were frequently cited together, revealing shared theoretic-
al foundations and intellectual lineages (Small, 1973). Clus-
tering algorithms applied to co-citation matrices identified 
schools of thought, and VOSviewer association-strength 
normalisation reduced the influence of citation volume so 
that clusters reflected conceptual proximity rather than 
popularity alone (Van Eck & Waltman, 2010), addressing 
RQ1. Keyword co-occurrence mapping examined terms 
appearing together in titles, abstracts, and author 
keywords (Chen, 2017). The resulting co-occurrence mat-
rix identified thematic clusters, while VOSviewer tempor-
al overlays used average publication year to distinguish 
newer from older topics (Van Eck & Waltman, 2010). A 
minimum-frequency threshold of five occurrences ex-
cluded idiosyncratic terms while retaining meaningful  

specificity, informing RQ2 and RQ4. Collaboration net-
work analysis examined co-authorship at author, institu-
tional, and country levels to identify hubs, isolated actors, 
and international ties (Leydesdorff & Wagner, 2009). 
Network density, centrality, and modularity scores indic-
ated the concentration or dispersion of knowledge produc-
tion. Gephi was used to calculate betweenness centrality 
and modularity as a complement to VOSviewer (Bastian et 
al., 2009), addressing RQ3. Burst detection identified 
keywords with sudden increases or decreases in frequency, 
indicating emerging or declining research fronts (Klein-
berg, 2003). High burst strength between 2018 and 2023 
indicated current priorities, while earlier bursts from 2003 
to 2010 marked declining concerns, refining RQ2. Them-
atic content analysis supplemented the quantitative map-
ping through qualitative coding of high-impact papers (top 
10% by citation) and systematic classification of ESP do-
mains and pedagogical approaches (Hyland, 2018). Two 
researchers independently coded 50 randomly selected 
articles by professional field and pedagogical approach. 
Inter-coder reliability was high for domain coding (κ = 
0.84) and pedagogy coding (κ = 0.79), and disagreements 
were resolved through discussion (Landis & Koch, 1977). 
This layer addressed RQ4 and RQ5 by identifying under-
explored domains and gaps between theory and practice. 
The analysis used VOSviewer 1.6.19, Bibliometrix 4.1, 
Gephi 0.9.2, MS Excel, and SPSS (Aria & Cuccurullo, 

2017; Bastian et al., 2009; Van Eck & Waltman, 2010). 
Table 3 summarises the analytical techniques, software, 
and corresponding research questions.

3.4. Quality and rigour
Several measures were used to support methodological 

rigour. The systematic search strategy, described in Table 
1 and Figure 2, supports replication. Inclusion and exclu-
sion criteria, pre-specified search strings, and consistent 
screening procedures were used to reduce subjectivity. 
The use of two large databases, Scopus and Web of 
Science, broadened corpus coverage, while duplicate re-
moval and metadata standardisation supported data integ-
rity. Cohen’s kappa was used to assess inter-coder reliabil-
ity, with high agreement for domain coding (κ = 0.84) and 
pedagogical approach coding (κ = 0.79); disagreements 
were resolved through consensus (Landis & Koch, 1977). 
Combining quantitative bibliometric mapping with qualit-
ative thematic analysis strengthened interpretive validity 
and reduced over-reliance on algorithmic outputs (Zupic & 
Čater, 2015). Known limitations of bibliometrics were also 

considered. Citation metrics tend to favour older publica-
tions and may underestimate recent high-quality work; 
therefore, temporal trend analysis was used alongside cita-
tion data to identify emerging themes. Database coverage 
remains less representative of regional and non-English 
journals, which may contribute to the underrepresentation 
of Global South scholarship. Author-provided keywords 
varied in specificity and required manual harmonisation. 
Co-citation patterns should also be interpreted cautiously 
because they reflect authors’ citation practices, which may 
be affected by disciplinary conventions and strategic cita-
tion. These limitations were addressed through methodo-
logical triangulation, critical reading of high-impact 
papers, and explicit reporting of analytical decisions 
(Chen, 2017; Zupic & Čater, 2015).
 

4. STUDY RESULTS
4.1. Descriptive overview of the dataset
The final corpus comprises 387 articles on intercultur-

al communicative competence (ICC) and English for Spe-
cific Purposes (ESP) published between 2003 and 2023. 

Table 1
Summary of search strategy and inclusion/exclusion criteria

ELEMENT DETAILS

Databases Scopus; Web of Science Core Collection

Timeframe January 2003 – December 2023

Search String (‘intercultural communicative competence’ OR ‘intercultural competence’ OR ‘cross-cultural communication’ OR 
‘intercultural communication’) AND (‘English for Specific Purposes’ OR ‘ESP’ OR ‘English for professional purposes’ 
OR ‘Business English’ OR ‘Medical English’ OR ‘Legal English’ OR ‘Engineering English’ OR ‘Academic English’)

Search Fields Article title, abstract, author keywords

Inclusion Criteria Peer-reviewed articles; English language; ICC within ESP contexts; empirical studies, conceptual papers, reviews

Exclusion Criteria Conference proceedings, books, dissertations; general EFL/ESL without professional focus; non-English 
publications

Initial Retrieval Scopus: 298; Web of Science: 214; Combined: 512

After Deduplication 471 unique articles

After Screening 387 articles retained for analysis

Table 2
Descriptive statistics of the final dataset (N=387)

CHARACTERISTIC VALUE

Publication period 2003–2023

Total articles 387

Unique authors 896

Institutions represented 412

Countries represented 58

Journals 147

Total citations (as of Feb 2024) 9,847

Median publication year 2016

Single-authored articles 120 (31%)

Co-authored articles 267 (69%)

Mean authors per article 2.3

International collaborations 70 (18%)

Mean citations per article 25.4

h-index of corpus 42
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3.3. Analytical techniques and tools
The study used several bibliometric methods to ad-

dress the five research questions. Descriptive bibliometrics 
measured annual publication output, leading authors, 
journals, institutions, countries, and citation patterns in or-
der to identify productive and influential areas of ICC-ESP 
research. Journal-frequency analysis identified key public-
ation venues, while author and institutional rankings 
mapped major research centres. Citation indicators, includ-
ing total citations and the h-index (Hirsch, 2005), helped 
identify influential works for qualitative interpretation. 
Co-citation analysis was used to cluster references that 
were frequently cited together, revealing shared theoretic-
al foundations and intellectual lineages (Small, 1973). Clus-
tering algorithms applied to co-citation matrices identified 
schools of thought, and VOSviewer association-strength 
normalisation reduced the influence of citation volume so 
that clusters reflected conceptual proximity rather than 
popularity alone (Van Eck & Waltman, 2010), addressing 
RQ1. Keyword co-occurrence mapping examined terms 
appearing together in titles, abstracts, and author 
keywords (Chen, 2017). The resulting co-occurrence mat-
rix identified thematic clusters, while VOSviewer tempor-
al overlays used average publication year to distinguish 
newer from older topics (Van Eck & Waltman, 2010). A 
minimum-frequency threshold of five occurrences ex-
cluded idiosyncratic terms while retaining meaningful  

specificity, informing RQ2 and RQ4. Collaboration net-
work analysis examined co-authorship at author, institu-
tional, and country levels to identify hubs, isolated actors, 
and international ties (Leydesdorff & Wagner, 2009). 
Network density, centrality, and modularity scores indic-
ated the concentration or dispersion of knowledge produc-
tion. Gephi was used to calculate betweenness centrality 
and modularity as a complement to VOSviewer (Bastian et 
al., 2009), addressing RQ3. Burst detection identified 
keywords with sudden increases or decreases in frequency, 
indicating emerging or declining research fronts (Klein-
berg, 2003). High burst strength between 2018 and 2023 
indicated current priorities, while earlier bursts from 2003 
to 2010 marked declining concerns, refining RQ2. Them-
atic content analysis supplemented the quantitative map-
ping through qualitative coding of high-impact papers (top 
10% by citation) and systematic classification of ESP do-
mains and pedagogical approaches (Hyland, 2018). Two 
researchers independently coded 50 randomly selected 
articles by professional field and pedagogical approach. 
Inter-coder reliability was high for domain coding (κ = 
0.84) and pedagogy coding (κ = 0.79), and disagreements 
were resolved through discussion (Landis & Koch, 1977). 
This layer addressed RQ4 and RQ5 by identifying under-
explored domains and gaps between theory and practice. 
The analysis used VOSviewer 1.6.19, Bibliometrix 4.1, 
Gephi 0.9.2, MS Excel, and SPSS (Aria & Cuccurullo, 

2017; Bastian et al., 2009; Van Eck & Waltman, 2010). 
Table 3 summarises the analytical techniques, software, 
and corresponding research questions.

3.4. Quality and rigour
Several measures were used to support methodological 

rigour. The systematic search strategy, described in Table 
1 and Figure 2, supports replication. Inclusion and exclu-
sion criteria, pre-specified search strings, and consistent 
screening procedures were used to reduce subjectivity. 
The use of two large databases, Scopus and Web of 
Science, broadened corpus coverage, while duplicate re-
moval and metadata standardisation supported data integ-
rity. Cohen’s kappa was used to assess inter-coder reliabil-
ity, with high agreement for domain coding (κ = 0.84) and 
pedagogical approach coding (κ = 0.79); disagreements 
were resolved through consensus (Landis & Koch, 1977). 
Combining quantitative bibliometric mapping with qualit-
ative thematic analysis strengthened interpretive validity 
and reduced over-reliance on algorithmic outputs (Zupic & 
Čater, 2015). Known limitations of bibliometrics were also 

considered. Citation metrics tend to favour older publica-
tions and may underestimate recent high-quality work; 
therefore, temporal trend analysis was used alongside cita-
tion data to identify emerging themes. Database coverage 
remains less representative of regional and non-English 
journals, which may contribute to the underrepresentation 
of Global South scholarship. Author-provided keywords 
varied in specificity and required manual harmonisation. 
Co-citation patterns should also be interpreted cautiously 
because they reflect authors’ citation practices, which may 
be affected by disciplinary conventions and strategic cita-
tion. These limitations were addressed through methodo-
logical triangulation, critical reading of high-impact 
papers, and explicit reporting of analytical decisions 
(Chen, 2017; Zupic & Čater, 2015).
 

4. STUDY RESULTS
4.1. Descriptive overview of the dataset
The final corpus comprises 387 articles on intercultur-

al communicative competence (ICC) and English for Spe-
cific Purposes (ESP) published between 2003 and 2023. 

Table 1
Summary of search strategy and inclusion/exclusion criteria

ELEMENT DETAILS

Databases Scopus; Web of Science Core Collection

Timeframe January 2003 – December 2023

Search String (‘intercultural communicative competence’ OR ‘intercultural competence’ OR ‘cross-cultural communication’ OR 
‘intercultural communication’) AND (‘English for Specific Purposes’ OR ‘ESP’ OR ‘English for professional purposes’ 
OR ‘Business English’ OR ‘Medical English’ OR ‘Legal English’ OR ‘Engineering English’ OR ‘Academic English’)

Search Fields Article title, abstract, author keywords

Inclusion Criteria Peer-reviewed articles; English language; ICC within ESP contexts; empirical studies, conceptual papers, reviews

Exclusion Criteria Conference proceedings, books, dissertations; general EFL/ESL without professional focus; non-English 
publications

Initial Retrieval Scopus: 298; Web of Science: 214; Combined: 512

After Deduplication 471 unique articles

After Screening 387 articles retained for analysis

Table 2
Descriptive statistics of the final dataset (N=387)

CHARACTERISTIC VALUE

Publication period 2003–2023

Total articles 387

Unique authors 896

Institutions represented 412

Countries represented 58

Journals 147

Total citations (as of Feb 2024) 9,847

Median publication year 2016

Single-authored articles 120 (31%)

Co-authored articles 267 (69%)

Mean authors per article 2.3

International collaborations 70 (18%)

Mean citations per article 25.4

h-index of corpus 42
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Annual output developed in three stages. From 2003 to 
2010, output was limited, with fewer than 10 articles per 
year. Between 2011 and 2015, annual output increased 
modestly to approximately 15-20 articles per year. Since 
2016, output has grown more substantially, peaking at 52 
articles in 2022. This pattern corresponds with the in-
creasing internationalisation of professional workplaces, 
the development of virtual exchange technologies, and in-
stitutional attention to global graduate competencies 
(Byram, 2021; Hyland, 2018). Publishing activity was 
moderately concentrated. The top five journals accounted 
for 46.5% of the corpus: English for Specific Purposes pub-
lished the largest number of articles (68; 17.6%), followed 
by Journal of English for Academic Purposes (42; 10.9%), Sys-
tem (26; 6.7%), Language and Intercultural Communication 
(26; 6.7%), and ESP Today (18; 4.7%). The remaining 137 
journals published between one and five articles each, in-
dicating thematic diffusion across the field. By February 
2024, ten highly cited papers had received more than 200 
citations each. Byram and Feng (2004) led with 487 cita-
tions, followed by Spencer-Oatey and Franklin (2009), 
with 412 citations, and Holliday (2011), with 376 citations. 
These three papers are theoretical or critical rather than 
empirical. Author productivity was consistent with 
Lotka’s law (Lotka, 1926): 68% of authors published one 
article, whereas 2% published five or more. Michael 
Byram had the highest number of articles (9), followed by 
Adrian Holliday (7) and Spencer-Oatey and Franklin (6). 

At the institutional level, output was concentrated in a rel-
atively small group of universities. The most productive 
institutions included Durham, Warwick, and Southamp-
ton in the United Kingdom, and Beijing Foreign Studies 
University and Shanghai International Studies University 
in China. The top 10 journals publishing ICC-ESP research 
from 2003 to 2023 are presented in Table 4.

4.2. Geographical distribution and collaboration
Country-level output showed a pronounced geo-

graphical imbalance: 78% of articles originated in high-in-
come Global North countries, compared with 22% from 
low- and middle-income countries. China had the highest 
absolute output, with 94 articles (24.3%), reflecting sub-
stantial investment in English language education research 
and a large applied linguistics research community. The 
United Kingdom ranked second with 76 articles (19.6%), 
followed by the United States with 52 (13.4%), Spain with 
38 (9.8%), Australia with 31 (8.0%), and South Korea with 
22 (5.7%). Together, these six countries contributed 81% of 
all published works, indicating a strong concentration in a 
small number of research-intensive systems. Representa-
tion from the Global South remained comparatively low. 
Nine articles (2.3% of 387) were produced in African 
countries, six from South Africa and three from other 
African countries not listed in the Top 20. Seven articles 
came from Latin America (1.8%), mainly Brazil and Chile. 
South Asia accounted for 18 articles (4.7%), including 14 

from India (3.6%) and four from Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and 
Bangladesh. The Middle East had 14 articles (3.6%) from 
Saudi Arabia (5 articles; see Table 5), the UAE (4 articles), 
and the remaining articles from Iran and Jordan. Apart 
from South Africa, African contributions were too few to 
appear in the Top 20 country list; Central Asia and the Pa-
cific Islands were not represented in the corpus. This im-
balance is shown in Figure 3 through the country-level 
distribution; regional totals are discussed below. Country 
counts are based on author-country affiliations and may 
not add up to the total of 387 articles because of multi-
country co-authorship. The geographical distribution of 
publications by country is shown in Figure 3.

The figure shows that research output is concentrated 
in a small number of countries. China had the highest 
number of publications (94 articles), followed by the 
United Kingdom (76), the United States (52), Spain (38), 
and Australia (31). These countries accounted for a sub-
stantial share of the corpus, suggesting that ICC-ESP re-
search is concentrated in research-intensive systems. At 
the regional level, Europe had the highest number of art-
icles (158; 40.8% of the corpus), followed by East Asia 

(143; 36.9%). North America accounted for 58 articles 
(15.0%) and Oceania for 31 articles (8.0%). Latin America 
accounted for 7 articles (1.8%), the Middle East for 14 
(3.6%), South Asia for 18 (4.7%), and Africa for 9 (2.3%). 
Regional article counts are not exclusive, as articles with 
authors from multiple regions count towards more than 
one region, and the total number of articles (387) does not 
match the total number of affiliation-slots (438). Each per-
centage is calculated on the 387-article corpus and not on 
the 438 affiliation total. Therefore, the percentages indic-
ate each region’s presence within the corpus and are not 
expected to add up to 100%. These results show a clear dis-
parity in global knowledge production, with underrepres-
entation from many regions in the Global South. This pat-
tern is also reflected in collaboration networks. Seventy 
articles (18% of the corpus) had international co-author-
ship, most frequently between high-income countries. The 
most common collaborations were between China and the 
UK (12 articles), the UK and Australia (9 articles), and the 
US and Europe (8 articles). South-South collaborations re-
mained limited (3% of internationally co-authored 
studies), and South-North collaborations accounted for 5% 

Table 3
Analytical techniques, software, and research questions addressed

TECHNIQUE PURPOSE SOFTWARE

Descriptive bibliometrics Publication trends, productive authors/journals/
countries, citation patterns

Bibliometrix, 
Excel

Co-citation analysis Identify foundational works and theoretical schools VOSviewer

Keyword co-occurrence mapping Reveal thematic clusters and conceptual relationships VOSviewer

Temporal overlay visualisation Trace the evolution of research foci over time VOSviewer

Collaboration network analysis Map co-authorship patterns at the author, institution, 
and country levels

VOSviewer, 
Gephi

Burst detection Identify emerging and declining keywords Bibliometrix

Thematic content analysis Categorise ESP domains and pedagogical 
approaches

Manual coding 
(SPSS)

Inter-coder reliability Assess the consistency of qualitative categorisation SPSS (Cohen’s 
kappa)

RQ ADDRESSED

RQ1, RQ3

RQ1

RQ2, RQ4

RQ2

RQ3

RQ2

RQ4, RQ5

Quality assurance

Table 4
Top 10 most productive journals in ICC-ESP research (2003–2023)

NO. JOURNAL TITLE ARTICLES (N)

1. English for Specific Purposes 68

2. Journal of English for Academic Purposes 42

3. System 26

4. Language and Intercultural Communication 26

5. ESP Today 18

6. Language Teaching Research 14

7. International Journal of Applied Linguistics 12

8. Applied Linguistics 11

9. Language Awareness 9

10. TESOL Quarterly 8

Top 10 Total 234

Other journals (n=137) 153

Grand Total 387

PERCENTAGE

17.6%

10.9%

6.7%

6.7%

4.7%

3.6%

3.1%

2.8%

2.3%

2.1%

60.5%

39.5%

100%
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Annual output developed in three stages. From 2003 to 
2010, output was limited, with fewer than 10 articles per 
year. Between 2011 and 2015, annual output increased 
modestly to approximately 15-20 articles per year. Since 
2016, output has grown more substantially, peaking at 52 
articles in 2022. This pattern corresponds with the in-
creasing internationalisation of professional workplaces, 
the development of virtual exchange technologies, and in-
stitutional attention to global graduate competencies 
(Byram, 2021; Hyland, 2018). Publishing activity was 
moderately concentrated. The top five journals accounted 
for 46.5% of the corpus: English for Specific Purposes pub-
lished the largest number of articles (68; 17.6%), followed 
by Journal of English for Academic Purposes (42; 10.9%), Sys-
tem (26; 6.7%), Language and Intercultural Communication 
(26; 6.7%), and ESP Today (18; 4.7%). The remaining 137 
journals published between one and five articles each, in-
dicating thematic diffusion across the field. By February 
2024, ten highly cited papers had received more than 200 
citations each. Byram and Feng (2004) led with 487 cita-
tions, followed by Spencer-Oatey and Franklin (2009), 
with 412 citations, and Holliday (2011), with 376 citations. 
These three papers are theoretical or critical rather than 
empirical. Author productivity was consistent with 
Lotka’s law (Lotka, 1926): 68% of authors published one 
article, whereas 2% published five or more. Michael 
Byram had the highest number of articles (9), followed by 
Adrian Holliday (7) and Spencer-Oatey and Franklin (6). 

At the institutional level, output was concentrated in a rel-
atively small group of universities. The most productive 
institutions included Durham, Warwick, and Southamp-
ton in the United Kingdom, and Beijing Foreign Studies 
University and Shanghai International Studies University 
in China. The top 10 journals publishing ICC-ESP research 
from 2003 to 2023 are presented in Table 4.

4.2. Geographical distribution and collaboration
Country-level output showed a pronounced geo-

graphical imbalance: 78% of articles originated in high-in-
come Global North countries, compared with 22% from 
low- and middle-income countries. China had the highest 
absolute output, with 94 articles (24.3%), reflecting sub-
stantial investment in English language education research 
and a large applied linguistics research community. The 
United Kingdom ranked second with 76 articles (19.6%), 
followed by the United States with 52 (13.4%), Spain with 
38 (9.8%), Australia with 31 (8.0%), and South Korea with 
22 (5.7%). Together, these six countries contributed 81% of 
all published works, indicating a strong concentration in a 
small number of research-intensive systems. Representa-
tion from the Global South remained comparatively low. 
Nine articles (2.3% of 387) were produced in African 
countries, six from South Africa and three from other 
African countries not listed in the Top 20. Seven articles 
came from Latin America (1.8%), mainly Brazil and Chile. 
South Asia accounted for 18 articles (4.7%), including 14 

from India (3.6%) and four from Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and 
Bangladesh. The Middle East had 14 articles (3.6%) from 
Saudi Arabia (5 articles; see Table 5), the UAE (4 articles), 
and the remaining articles from Iran and Jordan. Apart 
from South Africa, African contributions were too few to 
appear in the Top 20 country list; Central Asia and the Pa-
cific Islands were not represented in the corpus. This im-
balance is shown in Figure 3 through the country-level 
distribution; regional totals are discussed below. Country 
counts are based on author-country affiliations and may 
not add up to the total of 387 articles because of multi-
country co-authorship. The geographical distribution of 
publications by country is shown in Figure 3.

The figure shows that research output is concentrated 
in a small number of countries. China had the highest 
number of publications (94 articles), followed by the 
United Kingdom (76), the United States (52), Spain (38), 
and Australia (31). These countries accounted for a sub-
stantial share of the corpus, suggesting that ICC-ESP re-
search is concentrated in research-intensive systems. At 
the regional level, Europe had the highest number of art-
icles (158; 40.8% of the corpus), followed by East Asia 

(143; 36.9%). North America accounted for 58 articles 
(15.0%) and Oceania for 31 articles (8.0%). Latin America 
accounted for 7 articles (1.8%), the Middle East for 14 
(3.6%), South Asia for 18 (4.7%), and Africa for 9 (2.3%). 
Regional article counts are not exclusive, as articles with 
authors from multiple regions count towards more than 
one region, and the total number of articles (387) does not 
match the total number of affiliation-slots (438). Each per-
centage is calculated on the 387-article corpus and not on 
the 438 affiliation total. Therefore, the percentages indic-
ate each region’s presence within the corpus and are not 
expected to add up to 100%. These results show a clear dis-
parity in global knowledge production, with underrepres-
entation from many regions in the Global South. This pat-
tern is also reflected in collaboration networks. Seventy 
articles (18% of the corpus) had international co-author-
ship, most frequently between high-income countries. The 
most common collaborations were between China and the 
UK (12 articles), the UK and Australia (9 articles), and the 
US and Europe (8 articles). South-South collaborations re-
mained limited (3% of internationally co-authored 
studies), and South-North collaborations accounted for 5% 

Table 3
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Top 10 Total 234
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of the 70 internationally co-authored articles (about four 
articles). Institutional collaboration analysis identified sev-
eral dominant research clusters. Durham University, 
Beijing Foreign Studies University, and the University of 
Warwick emerged as hubs in different networks. Four in-
stitutional clusters were identified: a British-European 
cluster, a Chinese-East Asian cluster, a North American 
cluster, and a smaller, more diffuse group composed mainly 
of individual Global South institutions (Table 5). 

4.3.  Thematic clusters: co-citation and keyword 
analysis

Co-citation and keyword co-occurrence analyses 
identified three dominant thematic clusters and several 
minor emergent themes.

VOSviewer grouped 6,842 co-cited references and 
1,264 author-supplied keywords, each appearing at least 
five times, into structured thematic networks for sub-
sequent interpretation.

4.3.1. Cluster 1: ICC in Business and Medical ESP  
The largest cluster comprised 45% of the articles and 

focused on intercultural communication in Business and 
Medical ESP. Research in Business ESP examined negoti-
ation, email pragmatics, meeting discourse, and relation-
ship management across cultures. These studies explored 
how professionals managed directness and indirectness, 
face-threatening acts, hedging, and rapport-building 
strategies (Bjørge, 2012; Kankaanranta & Louhiala-

Salminen, 2018; Spencer-Oatey & Franklin, 2009). The 
focus of medical ESP research has been on intercultural 
doctor-patient communication within a medical environ-
ment, in medical tourism, and with interpreter-mediated 
medical consultation. The studies discussed issues of pa-
tient narratives, informed consent, the different degrees of 
health literacy, and cultural humility in medical practice 
(Ferguson, 2013; Roberts et al., 2005; Skelton et al., 2001). 
Theoretically, the cluster was based on the ICC model by 

Note: Country counts are affiliation-based; multi-country papers may be counted in more than one country

Figure 3. Top 20 country distribution of ICC-ESP publications (2003–2023)

Table 5
Top 20 countries by publication count and international collaboration index

RANK COUNTRY ARTICLES (N)

1. China 94

2. United Kingdom 76

3. United States 52

4. Spain 38

5. Australia 31

6. South Korea 22

7. Japan 16

8. India 14

9. Germany 12

10. Taiwan 11

11. Netherlands 10

12. Turkey 9

13. South Africa 6

14. Canada 6

15. Italy 5

16. Saudi Arabia 5

17. France 5

18. Belgium 4

19. Sweden 4

20. Finland 4

Top 20 Total 424

SHARE (%)

24.3

19.6

13.4

9.8

8.0

5.7

4.1

3.6

3.1

2.8

2.6

2.3

1.6

1.6

1.3

1.3

1.3

1.0

1.0

1.0

INTERNATIONAL COLLABORATIONS (N)

18

24

14

11

12

4

3

2

6

2

5

1

2

3

2

0

3

2

3

2

119

COLLABORATION INDEX (%)

19.1

31.6

26.9

28.9

38.7

18.2

18.8

14.3

50.0

18.2

50.0

11.1

33.3

50.0

40.0

0.0

60.0

50.0

75.0

50.0

Note: Country article counts reflect author-country affiliations; multi-country papers contribute to each affiliated country, so totals exceed 387. Percentages are 
calculated relative to the 387-article corpus and therefore do not sum to 100%. Collaboration Index = (International Collaborations / Total Articles) × 100.
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of the 70 internationally co-authored articles (about four 
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Beijing Foreign Studies University, and the University of 
Warwick emerged as hubs in different networks. Four in-
stitutional clusters were identified: a British-European 
cluster, a Chinese-East Asian cluster, a North American 
cluster, and a smaller, more diffuse group composed mainly 
of individual Global South institutions (Table 5). 

4.3.  Thematic clusters: co-citation and keyword 
analysis

Co-citation and keyword co-occurrence analyses 
identified three dominant thematic clusters and several 
minor emergent themes.

VOSviewer grouped 6,842 co-cited references and 
1,264 author-supplied keywords, each appearing at least 
five times, into structured thematic networks for sub-
sequent interpretation.

4.3.1. Cluster 1: ICC in Business and Medical ESP  
The largest cluster comprised 45% of the articles and 
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doctor-patient communication within a medical environ-
ment, in medical tourism, and with interpreter-mediated 
medical consultation. The studies discussed issues of pa-
tient narratives, informed consent, the different degrees of 
health literacy, and cultural humility in medical practice 
(Ferguson, 2013; Roberts et al., 2005; Skelton et al., 2001). 
Theoretically, the cluster was based on the ICC model by 
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Byram (1997, 2021), the rapport management framework 
created by Spencer-Oatey and Franklin, and the politeness 
theory proposed by Brown and Levinson (1987). Some 
studies also incorporated genre analysis and communities 
of practice (Bhatia, 2014; Swales, 1990). Case studies, eth-
nographic observation, and discourse analysis were the 
dominant research methods. Most studies relied on authen-
tic workplace data, including audio recordings, field notes, 
and email corpora. Frequently co-cited scholars included 
Michael Byram, Adrian Holliday, Spencer-Oatey and 
Franklin, Vijay Bhatia, and John Swales, indicating strong 
continuity with foundational applied linguistics scholar-
ship. Common pedagogical interventions included role-
play simulations, case-based learning, and reflective journ-
aling. 

 
4.3.2. Cluster 2: theoretical adaptations and pedago-

gical frameworks
This cluster represented 28% of the corpus and fo-

cused on theoretical adaptations and pedagogical frame-
works. Many studies questioned whether Byram’s model 
adequately captures the fluid, power-laden nature of pro-
fessional intercultural interaction. One recurring concern 
was that the framework may treat culture as a fixed body 
of national knowledge (Dervin, 2016; Holliday, 2011). 
Other scholars proposed models more closely aligned with 
professional genres, discourse communities, and the stra-
tegic communication skills required in high-stakes settings 
such as technical presentations, crisis communication, and 
arbitration (Belcher, 2013; Paltridge & Starfield, 2013). 
Postcolonial critiques further argued that some ICC ap-
proaches can reproduce colonial hierarchies by privileging 
native English speakers as cultural authorities and over-
looking translanguaging practices common in multilingual 
workplaces (Canagarajah, 2013; Pennycook, 2017). Assess-
ment tools in this cluster were mainly self-report surveys 
or teacher impressions, whereas performance-based instru-
ments were rare. Frequently co-cited authors included 
Fred Dervin, Adrian Holliday, Alastair Pennycook, Suresh 
Canagarajah, and Ingrid Piller, reflecting a shared concern 
with power relations and anti-essentialist understandings 
of intercultural communication.

 
4.3.3. Cluster 3: technology-mediated ICC
This cluster represented 18% of the corpus and has ex-

panded since 2015, particularly in studies of virtual ex-
change, telecollaboration, and social media in intercultural 
communication (Avgousti, 2018; Ware & Kramsch, 2005). 
These projects often connected geographically dispersed 
student teams from different disciplines, commonly linking 
European, Asian, North American, and Latin American 
participants through video conferencing, forum discus-
sions, or shared documents. In this work, ICC was de-
veloped alongside linguistic and digital literacy (O’Dowd, 

2018). Research questions in this cluster examined wheth-
er asynchronous text-based interaction provides more re-
flective space for meaning-making than synchronous 
spoken exchange, how participants manage miscommu-
nication without paralinguistic cues, and whether sus-
tained virtual interaction strengthens critical cultural 
awareness or reinforces stereotypes (Helm, 2015). Find-
ings were mixed: successful interventions typically in-
cluded structured task design, explicit intercultural object-
ives, and timely facilitator support, whereas poorly facilit-
ated exchanges could result in superficial cultural display 
or unequal participation marked by language dominance 
(Avgousti, 2018). Key co-cited authors included Robert 
O’Dowd, Francesca Helm, Paige Ware, and Claire Kram-
sch, placing this work at the intersection of computer-as-
sisted language learning, intercultural communication, and 
ESP instruction. 

 
4.3.4. Minor clusters and emerging themes
Several smaller thematic currents emerged, each rep-

resenting 2 to 5% of the corpus. One strand addressed ICC 
assessment in professional practice, including rubrics, port-
folios, and performance-based tasks based on workplace 
situations (Deardorff, 2020). A second strand examined 
critical intercultural pedagogy, asking how ESP can chal-
lenge, rather than reproduce, inequitable global language 
hierarchies (Holliday, 2011; Pennycook, 2017). A third 
strand concerned translanguaging and multilingual profes-
sional practices, conceptualising ICC as multimodal and 
multilingual sensemaking rather than English-mediated 
cultural negotiation alone (Canagarajah, 2013; García & 
Wei, 2014). A further strand focused on English as a lingua 
franca in ESP, examining accommodation, criteria for ef-
fective communication, and classroom approaches that de-
centre native-speaker norms when English functions as a 
contact language among non-native speakers (Baker, 2018; 
Jenkins, 2014). 

 
4.3.5. ESP domain representation
Thematic content analysis of all 387 articles, suppor-

ted by keyword filtering and manual full-text review of 
ambiguous cases, revealed clear domain imbalances. Busi-
ness ESP had the largest share, with 201 articles (52%), re-
flecting the dominance of this subfield within the corpus. 
Medical ESP accounted for 93 articles (24%), reflecting 
growing attention to communication issues in multicultur-
al healthcare. Academic ESP contributed 46 articles (12%) 
addressing research writing, conference presentations, and 
multilingual supervision. Engineering ESP remained com-
paratively underexplored, with 23 articles (6%), despite 
the prevalence of multinational teams and globalised tech-
nical documentation (Spence & Liu, 2013). Legal ESP was 
also limited: 12 articles (3%) addressed international arbit-
ration and cross-border trade contracts (Hafner, 2013). 

Tourism and Hospitality ESP accounted for 8 articles (2%), 
and Aviation and Maritime ESP for 3 articles (1%). Agri-
cultural and Environmental ESP were represented by a 
single article (<1%) on multilingual extension services in 
rural settings. Domain counts are summarised in Table 6.

Technical areas such as Engineering and Legal, for in-
stance, present more barriers to ethnographic access, re-
quire specialised content knowledge to understand discip-
linary discourse, and are less likely to provide public ven-
ues open to language-based analysis (Basturkmen, 2019). 

Table 6
Distribution of ICC research across ESP domains (2003–2023)

ESP DOMAIN ARTICLES (N) PERCENTAGE

Business English 201 52%

Medical English 93 24%

Academic English 46 12%

Engineering English 23 6%

Legal English 12 3%

Tourism/Hospitality English 8 2%

Aviation/Maritime English 3 1%

Agricultural/Environmental 1 <1%

Total 387 100%

MEAN 
CITATIONS PER 

28.4

26.7

22.1

18.3

15.8

12.4

9.7

6.0

25.72

REPRESENTATIVE STUDIES

Kankaanranta & Louhiala-Salminen, 2018; 
Spencer-Oatey & Franklin, 2009; Bjørge, 2012

Ferguson, 2013; Skelton et al., 2001; Roberts et 
al., 2005

Hyland, 2018; Flowerdew, 2015; Paltridge & 
Starfield, 2013

Spence & Liu, 2013; Artemeva, 2009

Hafner, 2013; Bhatia, 2014

Lockwood, 2012

Moder & Halleck, 2009

Single study, not generalisable

Note: The total citation mean in Table 6 is the domain-weighted mean calculated from rounded domain-level means; the corpus-wide mean in Table 2 is calculated 
from total citations divided by total articles.

4.3.6. Temporal evolution: emerging and declining 
research fronts

Burst detection identified keywords with abrupt in-
creases or declines in frequency, reflecting shifts in re-
search priorities. Five terms showed strong bursts between 
2018 and 2023: virtual exchange (burst strength = 4.2), 
online collaboration (3.8), translanguaging (3.5), profes-
sional identity (3.1), and digital literacy (2.9). These terms 
align with the technology-mediated communication 
cluster and reflect growing attention to multimodal and 
multilingual professional practice during a period of accel-
erated digitalisation (Avgousti, 2018; García & Wei, 2014; 
O’Dowd, 2018).

By contrast, terms that were prominent between 
2003 and 2010 declined in later years, including ‘culture 
shock’ (burst 2004–2007, strength = 2.1), ‘cultural aware-
ness’ (2005–2009, 1.9), and ‘stereotypes’ (2003–2008, 
1.7).

The implications of these results are discussed in the 
following section.

5. DISCUSSION
5.1. Theoretical orientations
Byram’s (1997, 2021) ICC model remains the domin-

ant theoretical reference point in the corpus, especially in 
Cluster 1, which focuses on Business and Medical ESP. In 
these studies, attitudes, knowledge, interpreting skills, dis-
covery skills, and critical cultural awareness provide the 
main language for evaluating professional intercultural 
performance. The comparatively limited presence of En-
gineering, Legal, and Agricultural ESP suggests that do-
main-specific operationalisations of ICC remain under-
developed outside the most frequently studied professional 
areas. Critics have noted that Byram-oriented ICC models 
can essentialise culture as static knowledge and may in-
sufficiently account for linguistic imperialism, gatekeep-
ing, and material inequities in high-stakes encounters 
(Dervin & Jacobsson, 2021; Pinto, 2018). Postcolonial and 
decolonial perspectives appear less central in the corpus 
than Byram-oriented and genre-based approaches. This 
pattern is consistent with the geographical concentration 
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Byram (1997, 2021), the rapport management framework 
created by Spencer-Oatey and Franklin, and the politeness 
theory proposed by Brown and Levinson (1987). Some 
studies also incorporated genre analysis and communities 
of practice (Bhatia, 2014; Swales, 1990). Case studies, eth-
nographic observation, and discourse analysis were the 
dominant research methods. Most studies relied on authen-
tic workplace data, including audio recordings, field notes, 
and email corpora. Frequently co-cited scholars included 
Michael Byram, Adrian Holliday, Spencer-Oatey and 
Franklin, Vijay Bhatia, and John Swales, indicating strong 
continuity with foundational applied linguistics scholar-
ship. Common pedagogical interventions included role-
play simulations, case-based learning, and reflective journ-
aling. 

 
4.3.2. Cluster 2: theoretical adaptations and pedago-

gical frameworks
This cluster represented 28% of the corpus and fo-

cused on theoretical adaptations and pedagogical frame-
works. Many studies questioned whether Byram’s model 
adequately captures the fluid, power-laden nature of pro-
fessional intercultural interaction. One recurring concern 
was that the framework may treat culture as a fixed body 
of national knowledge (Dervin, 2016; Holliday, 2011). 
Other scholars proposed models more closely aligned with 
professional genres, discourse communities, and the stra-
tegic communication skills required in high-stakes settings 
such as technical presentations, crisis communication, and 
arbitration (Belcher, 2013; Paltridge & Starfield, 2013). 
Postcolonial critiques further argued that some ICC ap-
proaches can reproduce colonial hierarchies by privileging 
native English speakers as cultural authorities and over-
looking translanguaging practices common in multilingual 
workplaces (Canagarajah, 2013; Pennycook, 2017). Assess-
ment tools in this cluster were mainly self-report surveys 
or teacher impressions, whereas performance-based instru-
ments were rare. Frequently co-cited authors included 
Fred Dervin, Adrian Holliday, Alastair Pennycook, Suresh 
Canagarajah, and Ingrid Piller, reflecting a shared concern 
with power relations and anti-essentialist understandings 
of intercultural communication.

 
4.3.3. Cluster 3: technology-mediated ICC
This cluster represented 18% of the corpus and has ex-

panded since 2015, particularly in studies of virtual ex-
change, telecollaboration, and social media in intercultural 
communication (Avgousti, 2018; Ware & Kramsch, 2005). 
These projects often connected geographically dispersed 
student teams from different disciplines, commonly linking 
European, Asian, North American, and Latin American 
participants through video conferencing, forum discus-
sions, or shared documents. In this work, ICC was de-
veloped alongside linguistic and digital literacy (O’Dowd, 

2018). Research questions in this cluster examined wheth-
er asynchronous text-based interaction provides more re-
flective space for meaning-making than synchronous 
spoken exchange, how participants manage miscommu-
nication without paralinguistic cues, and whether sus-
tained virtual interaction strengthens critical cultural 
awareness or reinforces stereotypes (Helm, 2015). Find-
ings were mixed: successful interventions typically in-
cluded structured task design, explicit intercultural object-
ives, and timely facilitator support, whereas poorly facilit-
ated exchanges could result in superficial cultural display 
or unequal participation marked by language dominance 
(Avgousti, 2018). Key co-cited authors included Robert 
O’Dowd, Francesca Helm, Paige Ware, and Claire Kram-
sch, placing this work at the intersection of computer-as-
sisted language learning, intercultural communication, and 
ESP instruction. 

 
4.3.4. Minor clusters and emerging themes
Several smaller thematic currents emerged, each rep-

resenting 2 to 5% of the corpus. One strand addressed ICC 
assessment in professional practice, including rubrics, port-
folios, and performance-based tasks based on workplace 
situations (Deardorff, 2020). A second strand examined 
critical intercultural pedagogy, asking how ESP can chal-
lenge, rather than reproduce, inequitable global language 
hierarchies (Holliday, 2011; Pennycook, 2017). A third 
strand concerned translanguaging and multilingual profes-
sional practices, conceptualising ICC as multimodal and 
multilingual sensemaking rather than English-mediated 
cultural negotiation alone (Canagarajah, 2013; García & 
Wei, 2014). A further strand focused on English as a lingua 
franca in ESP, examining accommodation, criteria for ef-
fective communication, and classroom approaches that de-
centre native-speaker norms when English functions as a 
contact language among non-native speakers (Baker, 2018; 
Jenkins, 2014). 

 
4.3.5. ESP domain representation
Thematic content analysis of all 387 articles, suppor-

ted by keyword filtering and manual full-text review of 
ambiguous cases, revealed clear domain imbalances. Busi-
ness ESP had the largest share, with 201 articles (52%), re-
flecting the dominance of this subfield within the corpus. 
Medical ESP accounted for 93 articles (24%), reflecting 
growing attention to communication issues in multicultur-
al healthcare. Academic ESP contributed 46 articles (12%) 
addressing research writing, conference presentations, and 
multilingual supervision. Engineering ESP remained com-
paratively underexplored, with 23 articles (6%), despite 
the prevalence of multinational teams and globalised tech-
nical documentation (Spence & Liu, 2013). Legal ESP was 
also limited: 12 articles (3%) addressed international arbit-
ration and cross-border trade contracts (Hafner, 2013). 

Tourism and Hospitality ESP accounted for 8 articles (2%), 
and Aviation and Maritime ESP for 3 articles (1%). Agri-
cultural and Environmental ESP were represented by a 
single article (<1%) on multilingual extension services in 
rural settings. Domain counts are summarised in Table 6.

Technical areas such as Engineering and Legal, for in-
stance, present more barriers to ethnographic access, re-
quire specialised content knowledge to understand discip-
linary discourse, and are less likely to provide public ven-
ues open to language-based analysis (Basturkmen, 2019). 

Table 6
Distribution of ICC research across ESP domains (2003–2023)

ESP DOMAIN ARTICLES (N) PERCENTAGE

Business English 201 52%

Medical English 93 24%

Academic English 46 12%

Engineering English 23 6%

Legal English 12 3%

Tourism/Hospitality English 8 2%

Aviation/Maritime English 3 1%

Agricultural/Environmental 1 <1%

Total 387 100%

MEAN 
CITATIONS PER 

28.4

26.7

22.1

18.3

15.8

12.4

9.7

6.0

25.72

REPRESENTATIVE STUDIES

Kankaanranta & Louhiala-Salminen, 2018; 
Spencer-Oatey & Franklin, 2009; Bjørge, 2012

Ferguson, 2013; Skelton et al., 2001; Roberts et 
al., 2005

Hyland, 2018; Flowerdew, 2015; Paltridge & 
Starfield, 2013

Spence & Liu, 2013; Artemeva, 2009

Hafner, 2013; Bhatia, 2014

Lockwood, 2012

Moder & Halleck, 2009

Single study, not generalisable

Note: The total citation mean in Table 6 is the domain-weighted mean calculated from rounded domain-level means; the corpus-wide mean in Table 2 is calculated 
from total citations divided by total articles.

4.3.6. Temporal evolution: emerging and declining 
research fronts

Burst detection identified keywords with abrupt in-
creases or declines in frequency, reflecting shifts in re-
search priorities. Five terms showed strong bursts between 
2018 and 2023: virtual exchange (burst strength = 4.2), 
online collaboration (3.8), translanguaging (3.5), profes-
sional identity (3.1), and digital literacy (2.9). These terms 
align with the technology-mediated communication 
cluster and reflect growing attention to multimodal and 
multilingual professional practice during a period of accel-
erated digitalisation (Avgousti, 2018; García & Wei, 2014; 
O’Dowd, 2018).

By contrast, terms that were prominent between 
2003 and 2010 declined in later years, including ‘culture 
shock’ (burst 2004–2007, strength = 2.1), ‘cultural aware-
ness’ (2005–2009, 1.9), and ‘stereotypes’ (2003–2008, 
1.7).

The implications of these results are discussed in the 
following section.

5. DISCUSSION
5.1. Theoretical orientations
Byram’s (1997, 2021) ICC model remains the domin-

ant theoretical reference point in the corpus, especially in 
Cluster 1, which focuses on Business and Medical ESP. In 
these studies, attitudes, knowledge, interpreting skills, dis-
covery skills, and critical cultural awareness provide the 
main language for evaluating professional intercultural 
performance. The comparatively limited presence of En-
gineering, Legal, and Agricultural ESP suggests that do-
main-specific operationalisations of ICC remain under-
developed outside the most frequently studied professional 
areas. Critics have noted that Byram-oriented ICC models 
can essentialise culture as static knowledge and may in-
sufficiently account for linguistic imperialism, gatekeep-
ing, and material inequities in high-stakes encounters 
(Dervin & Jacobsson, 2021; Pinto, 2018). Postcolonial and 
decolonial perspectives appear less central in the corpus 
than Byram-oriented and genre-based approaches. This 
pattern is consistent with the geographical concentration 
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of publication output in high-income research systems and 
with postcolonial critiques of English-dominant academic 
knowledge production (Canagarajah, 2013; Pennycook, 
2017). It supports the need for wider theoretical and re-
gional representation in future ICC-ESP research. The 
emergence of translanguaging as a keyword with burst 
strength 3.5 (2018–2023) is consistent with Cluster 3 
(technology-mediated ICC) and with the minor translan-
guaging theme described in Section 4.3.4, where multilin-
gual professional practices are presented as exceeding the 
descriptive capacity of English-only ICC models.

The decline of earlier terms such as ‘culture shock’ 
and ‘stereotypes’ suggests a shift from deficit-oriented 
framings towards approaches that emphasise multilingual 
repertoires, hybrid identities, and agentive intercultural 
negotiation (Dervin, 2016; Holliday, 2011). Early ICC-ESP 
studies tended to view cultural distance as a source of com-
munication problems and framed non-native speakers’ 
pragmatic choices as errors requiring correction (Kramsch, 
2013). More recent scholarship draws on critical, postcolo-
nial, and translanguaging perspectives that consider lin-
guistic and cultural diversity as resources, critique native-
speaker norms, and foreground the construction of profes-
sional identities (Canagarajah, 2013; Pennycook, 2017). 
This shift was also visible in the temporal keyword over-
lay, where earlier terms appeared in cooler colours and 
more recent terms in warmer colours, indicating move-
ment from static cultural-knowledge transmission towards 
more dynamic, power-conscious approaches to intercultur-
al practice. 

 
5.2. Geographical imbalance, the Global South gap
The finding that 78% of corpus output comes from 

high-income countries suggests a structural imbalance in 
knowledge production, a pattern discussed in postcolonial 
applied linguistics. Research priorities therefore tend to re-
flect Global North concerns, including corporate multicul-
turalism, study-abroad preparation, and email pragmatics. 
By contrast, Global South contexts involving linguistic 
gatekeeping in global markets, communication under re-
source constraints, and tensions between indigenous 
knowledge and English-medium education remain less vis-
ible in the literature (Widdowson, 2020). This pattern is 
also linked to the cluster structure: Cluster 1 accounts for 
45% of articles, and many articles in this cluster come from 
scholars working in the United Kingdom, China, the 
United States, Spain, and Australia (Table 5). As a result, 
the theoretical frameworks most frequently cited in Busi-
ness and Medical ESP tend to encode the professional com-
munication norms of the same research-intensive econom-
ies. Although African scholars contributed only nine art-
icles, Latin America has produced substantial ESP scholar-
ship in Spanish and Portuguese that is not captured by the 
Anglophone databases used here. South Asian research 

also rarely addresses caste, communal culture, or informal-
sector intercultural labour (Sah, 2020). The result may be 
a conceptual narrowing in which pragmatic variation from 
Anglo-American norms is interpreted as communicative 
deficit rather than stylistic variation (Curry & Lillis, 
2019). These findings suggest that international coopera-
tion remains regionally concentrated, potentially limiting 
knowledge exchange across regions and reducing the the-
oretical and methodological diversity of ICC-ESP scholar-
ship. ICC-ESP research networks remain strongly shaped 
by established academic centres in Europe, North America, 
and East Asia. Addressing these imbalances may require 
structural-level responses rather than individual scholarly 
choices alone. Northern journals would benefit from diver-
sifying editorial boards and mentoring underrepresented 
scholars (Politzer-Ahles et al., 2020). Funders should sup-
port South-South research networks (Von Esch et al., 
2020), and Global South institutions should invest in re-
search capacity and recognise regional publications (Hult-
gren et al., 2014).

Future scientometric reviews should also extend the 
corpus to regional databases such as SciELO, AJOL, and 
Redalyc, because the present corpus is not fully represent-
ative of Global South production for structural database 
reasons. Without such measures, ICC-ESP scholarship 
may inadvertently reproduce some of the epistemic hier-
archies it seeks to address (Rubdy & Alsagoff, 2013).

 
5.3. ESP domain disparities: beyond business and 

medicine
The thematic content analysis shows that Business 

ESP (52%) and Medical ESP (24%) together account for 
76% of the corpus. This concentration is consistent with 
the cluster analysis, as Cluster 1, which includes these two 
domains, represents 45% of all articles. The concentration 
leaves several professional domains comparatively under-
explored. Engineering ESP, with 23 articles (6%), has not 
yet engaged extensively with the intercultural complexity 
of global infrastructure projects, multilingual technical 
documentation, and conflicts between Western science 
and indigenous ecological knowledge (Artemeva & Fox, 
2011; Kubota & Motha, 2024). The co-citation results do 
not show a distinct Engineering ESP cluster; instead, en-
gineering-related research appears as peripheral nodes in 
Cluster 1, indicating marginality rather than clear theoret-
ical integration with the ICC models used in business and 
medical contexts. Legal ESP is similarly underrepresented, 
with 12 articles (3%), despite the explicitly intercultural 
nature of arbitration, cross-border contracts, and divergent 
legal ontologies (Bhatia, 2025). Agricultural and Environ-
mental ESP are represented by a single article, although 
extension services and global supply chains require com-
munication across epistemological and linguistic boundar-
ies (Canagarajah, 2018).

Each underrepresented area has specific pedagogical 
demands that cannot be fully generalised from Business or 
Medical ESP models. Engineering communication requires 
the simultaneous management of precision and relational 
negotiation; legal communication requires a balance 
between formality and cross-jurisdictional trust-building; 
and agricultural extension requires co-construction of 
knowledge rather than one-directional transfer. These do-
main-specific communicative logics call for ICC models in-
formed by ethnographic workplace studies, genre analysis, 
practitioner-based needs assessments, and collaboration 
with professional organisations (Botchwey & Owusu, 
2024). For instructional design, Engineering ESP would 
benefit from task-based simulations of multicultural pro-
ject communication; Legal ESP calls for genre-based in-
struction using authentic cross-jurisdictional texts such as 
arbitration records and contracts; and Agricultural ESP re-
quires foundational needs analysis before curriculum 
design. Assessment across all three domains should priorit-
ise portfolio and performance-based tools over the generic 
surveys that currently dominate the corpus. Professional 
training would also be strengthened through co-design 
with industry partners to ensure that intercultural tasks 
reflect authentic workplace demands. Without domain-
specific models, the field’s capacity to support professional 
communication education in diverse contexts is likely to 
remain limited. 
 

5.4. Theory-practice gap
Across the corpus, conceptual and framework-ori-

ented publications are more prominent than intervention-
based empirical studies, indicating a continuing distance 
between theoretical critique and classroom practice. This 
imbalance is especially visible in Cluster 2, where theoret-
ical adaptations and postcolonial critiques of the Byram 
framework are discussed more often than they are trans-
lated into validated instructional models or assessment 
tools.

There is still limited evidence on how ICC is taught in 
ESP settings, which pedagogies are most effective, or how 
learning transfers to workplace communication (Poedjias-
tutie & Oliver, 2017). Validated assessment tools remain 
scarce; instructors tend to rely on generic surveys, teacher 
impressions, or locally developed rubrics (Carroll, 2019). 
Existing intervention studies also tend to be constrained 
by small samples, limited control conditions, immediate 
post-tests, and self-report bias (Taguchi & Roever, 2022). 
Longitudinal data on competence retention or transfer are 
exceptionally rare (Taguchi & Kim, 2019), leaving cur-
riculum decisions without an adequate evidence base (Al-
Hoorie & Hiver, 2020).

Addressing this gap requires connecting the theoretic-
al frameworks developed in Cluster 2 with the pedagogical 
practices represented in Clusters 1 and 3, many of which 

have not yet been evaluated rigorously. Concretely, this 
means action research, longitudinal mixed-methods 
designs, and systematic assessment validation (Burns & 
Siegel, 2017; Plonsky & Oswald, 2015). The role-play sim-
ulations and case-based learning described in Business and 
Medical ESP (Section 4.3.1), together with telecollaborat-
ive frameworks, have shown promise in documented stud-
ies. A productive next step would be systematic adaptation 
and testing in Engineering, Legal, and Agricultural ESP, 
where the theory-practice gap is most pronounced. Part-
nerships with professional associations and industry train-
ers are also important for ensuring that intervention design 
remains relevant and that impact extends into workplace 
communication (Jablonkai, 2024).

On a practical level, three directions can be pursued 
on the basis of this corpus. First, role-play simulations and 
case-based learning can be systematically customised for 
Engineering and Legal ESP, where authentic scenarios 
should reflect genre demands and be tested through pre- 
and post-intervention designs rather than single post-tests. 
Second, in Agricultural and Tourism ESP, where institu-
tional research capacity is currently limited, telecollabora-
tion may offer a relatively low-infrastructure model for ad-
aptation. Third, assessment development should emphas-
ise portfolio- and performance-based tools, including those 
identified within the minor ICC assessment cluster (Sec-
tion 4.3.4), first in domains with the strongest empirical 
support and then through iterative adaptation in engineer-
ing and legal professional settings.

Figure 4 presents a conceptual model of these priorit-
ies for more equitable and empirically grounded ICC-ESP 
research. Current state (left) shows theoretical dominance 
of Eurocentric frameworks, geographical concentration in 
the Global North, domain imbalances favouring Business 
and Medical ESP, and theory-practice disconnection. Fu-
ture directions (right) propose decolonial theoretical plur-
alism, South-South research networks, domain-specific 
pedagogical models, and practice-engaged empirical schol-
arship.

 
5.5. Implications, limitations, future directions
This scientometric mapping has several implications 

for future research and methodological development. First, 
researchers should prioritise empirical investigations in 
understudied ESP areas, including Engineering, Legal, Ag-
ricultural, Tourism, and Aviation ESP, where intercultural 
needs remain less theorised and pedagogical methods are 
less well evidenced (Artemeva & Fox, 2011). These do-
mains involve different genre regimes, power relations, 
and stakes in high-stakes communication. South-led and 
South-South research networks would therefore benefit 
from active support to reduce the epistemic marginalisa-
tion associated with publication geography. Funding insti-
tutions and universities should encourage equitable         
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of publication output in high-income research systems and 
with postcolonial critiques of English-dominant academic 
knowledge production (Canagarajah, 2013; Pennycook, 
2017). It supports the need for wider theoretical and re-
gional representation in future ICC-ESP research. The 
emergence of translanguaging as a keyword with burst 
strength 3.5 (2018–2023) is consistent with Cluster 3 
(technology-mediated ICC) and with the minor translan-
guaging theme described in Section 4.3.4, where multilin-
gual professional practices are presented as exceeding the 
descriptive capacity of English-only ICC models.

The decline of earlier terms such as ‘culture shock’ 
and ‘stereotypes’ suggests a shift from deficit-oriented 
framings towards approaches that emphasise multilingual 
repertoires, hybrid identities, and agentive intercultural 
negotiation (Dervin, 2016; Holliday, 2011). Early ICC-ESP 
studies tended to view cultural distance as a source of com-
munication problems and framed non-native speakers’ 
pragmatic choices as errors requiring correction (Kramsch, 
2013). More recent scholarship draws on critical, postcolo-
nial, and translanguaging perspectives that consider lin-
guistic and cultural diversity as resources, critique native-
speaker norms, and foreground the construction of profes-
sional identities (Canagarajah, 2013; Pennycook, 2017). 
This shift was also visible in the temporal keyword over-
lay, where earlier terms appeared in cooler colours and 
more recent terms in warmer colours, indicating move-
ment from static cultural-knowledge transmission towards 
more dynamic, power-conscious approaches to intercultur-
al practice. 

 
5.2. Geographical imbalance, the Global South gap
The finding that 78% of corpus output comes from 

high-income countries suggests a structural imbalance in 
knowledge production, a pattern discussed in postcolonial 
applied linguistics. Research priorities therefore tend to re-
flect Global North concerns, including corporate multicul-
turalism, study-abroad preparation, and email pragmatics. 
By contrast, Global South contexts involving linguistic 
gatekeeping in global markets, communication under re-
source constraints, and tensions between indigenous 
knowledge and English-medium education remain less vis-
ible in the literature (Widdowson, 2020). This pattern is 
also linked to the cluster structure: Cluster 1 accounts for 
45% of articles, and many articles in this cluster come from 
scholars working in the United Kingdom, China, the 
United States, Spain, and Australia (Table 5). As a result, 
the theoretical frameworks most frequently cited in Busi-
ness and Medical ESP tend to encode the professional com-
munication norms of the same research-intensive econom-
ies. Although African scholars contributed only nine art-
icles, Latin America has produced substantial ESP scholar-
ship in Spanish and Portuguese that is not captured by the 
Anglophone databases used here. South Asian research 

also rarely addresses caste, communal culture, or informal-
sector intercultural labour (Sah, 2020). The result may be 
a conceptual narrowing in which pragmatic variation from 
Anglo-American norms is interpreted as communicative 
deficit rather than stylistic variation (Curry & Lillis, 
2019). These findings suggest that international coopera-
tion remains regionally concentrated, potentially limiting 
knowledge exchange across regions and reducing the the-
oretical and methodological diversity of ICC-ESP scholar-
ship. ICC-ESP research networks remain strongly shaped 
by established academic centres in Europe, North America, 
and East Asia. Addressing these imbalances may require 
structural-level responses rather than individual scholarly 
choices alone. Northern journals would benefit from diver-
sifying editorial boards and mentoring underrepresented 
scholars (Politzer-Ahles et al., 2020). Funders should sup-
port South-South research networks (Von Esch et al., 
2020), and Global South institutions should invest in re-
search capacity and recognise regional publications (Hult-
gren et al., 2014).

Future scientometric reviews should also extend the 
corpus to regional databases such as SciELO, AJOL, and 
Redalyc, because the present corpus is not fully represent-
ative of Global South production for structural database 
reasons. Without such measures, ICC-ESP scholarship 
may inadvertently reproduce some of the epistemic hier-
archies it seeks to address (Rubdy & Alsagoff, 2013).

 
5.3. ESP domain disparities: beyond business and 

medicine
The thematic content analysis shows that Business 

ESP (52%) and Medical ESP (24%) together account for 
76% of the corpus. This concentration is consistent with 
the cluster analysis, as Cluster 1, which includes these two 
domains, represents 45% of all articles. The concentration 
leaves several professional domains comparatively under-
explored. Engineering ESP, with 23 articles (6%), has not 
yet engaged extensively with the intercultural complexity 
of global infrastructure projects, multilingual technical 
documentation, and conflicts between Western science 
and indigenous ecological knowledge (Artemeva & Fox, 
2011; Kubota & Motha, 2024). The co-citation results do 
not show a distinct Engineering ESP cluster; instead, en-
gineering-related research appears as peripheral nodes in 
Cluster 1, indicating marginality rather than clear theoret-
ical integration with the ICC models used in business and 
medical contexts. Legal ESP is similarly underrepresented, 
with 12 articles (3%), despite the explicitly intercultural 
nature of arbitration, cross-border contracts, and divergent 
legal ontologies (Bhatia, 2025). Agricultural and Environ-
mental ESP are represented by a single article, although 
extension services and global supply chains require com-
munication across epistemological and linguistic boundar-
ies (Canagarajah, 2018).

Each underrepresented area has specific pedagogical 
demands that cannot be fully generalised from Business or 
Medical ESP models. Engineering communication requires 
the simultaneous management of precision and relational 
negotiation; legal communication requires a balance 
between formality and cross-jurisdictional trust-building; 
and agricultural extension requires co-construction of 
knowledge rather than one-directional transfer. These do-
main-specific communicative logics call for ICC models in-
formed by ethnographic workplace studies, genre analysis, 
practitioner-based needs assessments, and collaboration 
with professional organisations (Botchwey & Owusu, 
2024). For instructional design, Engineering ESP would 
benefit from task-based simulations of multicultural pro-
ject communication; Legal ESP calls for genre-based in-
struction using authentic cross-jurisdictional texts such as 
arbitration records and contracts; and Agricultural ESP re-
quires foundational needs analysis before curriculum 
design. Assessment across all three domains should priorit-
ise portfolio and performance-based tools over the generic 
surveys that currently dominate the corpus. Professional 
training would also be strengthened through co-design 
with industry partners to ensure that intercultural tasks 
reflect authentic workplace demands. Without domain-
specific models, the field’s capacity to support professional 
communication education in diverse contexts is likely to 
remain limited. 
 

5.4. Theory-practice gap
Across the corpus, conceptual and framework-ori-

ented publications are more prominent than intervention-
based empirical studies, indicating a continuing distance 
between theoretical critique and classroom practice. This 
imbalance is especially visible in Cluster 2, where theoret-
ical adaptations and postcolonial critiques of the Byram 
framework are discussed more often than they are trans-
lated into validated instructional models or assessment 
tools.

There is still limited evidence on how ICC is taught in 
ESP settings, which pedagogies are most effective, or how 
learning transfers to workplace communication (Poedjias-
tutie & Oliver, 2017). Validated assessment tools remain 
scarce; instructors tend to rely on generic surveys, teacher 
impressions, or locally developed rubrics (Carroll, 2019). 
Existing intervention studies also tend to be constrained 
by small samples, limited control conditions, immediate 
post-tests, and self-report bias (Taguchi & Roever, 2022). 
Longitudinal data on competence retention or transfer are 
exceptionally rare (Taguchi & Kim, 2019), leaving cur-
riculum decisions without an adequate evidence base (Al-
Hoorie & Hiver, 2020).

Addressing this gap requires connecting the theoretic-
al frameworks developed in Cluster 2 with the pedagogical 
practices represented in Clusters 1 and 3, many of which 

have not yet been evaluated rigorously. Concretely, this 
means action research, longitudinal mixed-methods 
designs, and systematic assessment validation (Burns & 
Siegel, 2017; Plonsky & Oswald, 2015). The role-play sim-
ulations and case-based learning described in Business and 
Medical ESP (Section 4.3.1), together with telecollaborat-
ive frameworks, have shown promise in documented stud-
ies. A productive next step would be systematic adaptation 
and testing in Engineering, Legal, and Agricultural ESP, 
where the theory-practice gap is most pronounced. Part-
nerships with professional associations and industry train-
ers are also important for ensuring that intervention design 
remains relevant and that impact extends into workplace 
communication (Jablonkai, 2024).

On a practical level, three directions can be pursued 
on the basis of this corpus. First, role-play simulations and 
case-based learning can be systematically customised for 
Engineering and Legal ESP, where authentic scenarios 
should reflect genre demands and be tested through pre- 
and post-intervention designs rather than single post-tests. 
Second, in Agricultural and Tourism ESP, where institu-
tional research capacity is currently limited, telecollabora-
tion may offer a relatively low-infrastructure model for ad-
aptation. Third, assessment development should emphas-
ise portfolio- and performance-based tools, including those 
identified within the minor ICC assessment cluster (Sec-
tion 4.3.4), first in domains with the strongest empirical 
support and then through iterative adaptation in engineer-
ing and legal professional settings.

Figure 4 presents a conceptual model of these priorit-
ies for more equitable and empirically grounded ICC-ESP 
research. Current state (left) shows theoretical dominance 
of Eurocentric frameworks, geographical concentration in 
the Global North, domain imbalances favouring Business 
and Medical ESP, and theory-practice disconnection. Fu-
ture directions (right) propose decolonial theoretical plur-
alism, South-South research networks, domain-specific 
pedagogical models, and practice-engaged empirical schol-
arship.

 
5.5. Implications, limitations, future directions
This scientometric mapping has several implications 

for future research and methodological development. First, 
researchers should prioritise empirical investigations in 
understudied ESP areas, including Engineering, Legal, Ag-
ricultural, Tourism, and Aviation ESP, where intercultural 
needs remain less theorised and pedagogical methods are 
less well evidenced (Artemeva & Fox, 2011). These do-
mains involve different genre regimes, power relations, 
and stakes in high-stakes communication. South-led and 
South-South research networks would therefore benefit 
from active support to reduce the epistemic marginalisa-
tion associated with publication geography. Funding insti-
tutions and universities should encourage equitable         
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collaborations among African, Latin American, and Asian 
scholars in order to support comparative, postcolonially in-
formed theory-building without relying on Northern in-
termediation (Von Esch et al., 2020). Longitudinal mixed-
methods studies tracking learners from classroom to work-
place are needed to understand competence development, 
transfer, and intervention durability (Csizér & Kontra, 
2020; Taguchi & Kim, 2019). Another priority is the de-
velopment of validated, cross-culturally equivalent ICC as-
sessment tools with demonstrated predictive validity for 
professional communication effectiveness (Carroll, 2019). 
Finally, critical, decolonial, and translanguaging perspect-
ives warrant greater integration into mainstream ICC-ESP 
research because they address linguistic imperialism and 
Eurocentric professional norms (Crookes, 2021; Ortega, 
2019). ICC integration should extend beyond cultural 
modules and inform needs analysis, genre instruction, task 
design, and assessment, underscoring the role of profes-
sional discourse in shaping notions of authority, time, and 
relational norms (Poedjiastutie & Oliver, 2017; Xu et al., 
2024).

Authentic, domain-specific simulations, such as con-
tract negotiations in Legal ESP or multinational engineer-
ing collaborations, are likely to be more ecologically valid 
than generic discussion tasks (Botchwey & Owusu, 2024; 
Jablonkai, 2024). Technology-mediated interaction also 
requires clear goals, specific tasks, and facilitator support in 
order to sustain intercultural collaboration (O’Dowd, 
2018). ESP pedagogy would benefit from more explicit at-
tention to power, including the disproportionate account-
ability placed on non-native speakers, gatekeeping via    

accent and register, and the material stakes of communic-
ative inequity in hiring or visa decisions (Kubota & Motha, 
2024; Pinto, 2018).

Policymakers and institutional leaders also shape 
knowledge production. Existing imbalances could be ad-
dressed through targeted funding for underserved regions 
and domains, provided that such mechanisms do not repro-
duce neocolonial project structures in which Northern in-
stitutions continue to dominate work implemented in the 
Global South (Hultgren et al., 2014). Equitable collabora-
tion requires co-design, fair authorship practices, capacity-
building, and dissemination in both high-impact Northern 
venues and accessible Southern publications (Politzer-
Ahles et al., 2020). The operationalisation of ICC as a 
graduate attribute at universities should include faculty 
development, infrastructure for virtual exchange, and pro-
motion standards that recognise practitioner-oriented and 
community-oriented scholarship (Burns & Siegel, 2017). 
Journal editors can contribute by diversifying contributor 
pools, inviting Global South authors, reducing or waiving 
publication fees, offering mentoring, and commissioning 
special issues on underexplored areas (Curry & Lillis, 
2019; Mu, 2020). Methodological constraints also limit in-
terpretation. Restricting the corpus to Scopus and Web of 
Science excluded regional databases such as SciELO, 
AJOL, and Redalyc, as well as non-English scholarship in 
Spanish, Portuguese, Arabic, Chinese, and French, which 
probably led to the omission of some Global South produc-
tion (Curry & Lillis, 2019). Bibliometrics favour citation 
quantity rather than pedagogical value; highly cited theor-
etical publications may not be directly applicable in 

classrooms, whereas lower-citation studies can provide im-
portant practical evidence (Plonsky & Oswald, 2015). Re-
liance on keywords may also miss relevant studies that use 
alternative terms, such as cross-cultural professional com-
munication.

Future studies should broaden corpus coverage 
through regional databases and refine keywords iterat-
ively. Qualitative meta-synthesis of empirical studies on 
pedagogy could provide stronger evidence-based curricular 
guidance (Xu et al., 2024). Long-term tracking of emer-
ging themes, including virtual exchange, translanguaging, 
and professional identity, would help distinguish durable 
shifts from temporary patterns. Comparative scientomet-
rics in neighbouring disciplines, such as international busi-
ness and workplace training, could also clarify ESP’s role 
in discussions of intercultural discourse. Finally, further 
research on ICC in emerging areas such as digital market-
ing, renewable energy, humanitarian aid, and cybersecur-
ity would better reflect twenty-first-century professional 
realities beyond the Business-Medical-Academic triad.

 
6. CONCLUSION
The study offers a scientometric map of ICC-ESP re-

search published between 2003 and 2023, based on a cor-
pus of 387 articles. Three central clusters were identified: 
ICC in Business and Medical ESP (negotiation, email prag-
matics, and patient care); theoretical critiques and adapta-
tions of Eurocentric frameworks; and technology-mediated 
intercultural communication through virtual exchange. 
The field has moved from deficit-based framings, such as 
culture shock and misunderstanding, towards approaches 
that   emphasise   translanguaging,   hybrid   identities,  and

multilingual resources. Geographically, 78% of production 
is located in the Global North, leaving African, Latin 
American, and South Asian perspectives underrepresented 
in the Anglophone indexed corpus. Business ESP (52%) 
and Medical ESP (24%) are the most prevalent domains, 
whereas Engineering, Legal, and Agricultural ESP remain 
comparatively underrepresented. A theory-practice gap 
also persists: conceptual papers are more prominent than 
empirical intervention studies, and validated ICC assess-
ment tools remain scarce. This mapping can orient new re-
searchers, identify productive research communities, and 
make visible structural inequities in knowledge 
production. It also supports the need for more inclusive 
and practice-oriented scholarship on intercultural profes-
sional communication.

Future work should diversify the research agenda, 
clarify theoretical foundations, and strengthen pedagogical 
evidence through rigorous intervention research, assess-
ment validation, and collaboration with practitioners. Such 
progress would require institutional support in funding, 
publication practices, academic incentives, and collaborat-
ive research structures. Two priorities are especially im-
portant: more equitable global knowledge production, in 
which Global South scholars act as agenda-setters rather 
than only data providers; and contextually responsive ICC 
education that prepares professionals for multilingual, 
power-sensitive, and ethically complex workplaces. The 
next phase of ICC-ESP research should translate two dec-
ades of conceptual development into empirically grounded, 
culturally situated, and pedagogically meaningful practice. 
This mapping provides a basis for future research and prac-
tice in intercultural professional communication education.
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shifts from temporary patterns. Comparative scientomet-
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in discussions of intercultural discourse. Finally, further 
research on ICC in emerging areas such as digital market-
ing, renewable energy, humanitarian aid, and cybersecur-
ity would better reflect twenty-first-century professional 
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1. INTRODUCTION
Since the early 2000s, the globalisation of higher edu-
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2022). This shift has been further driven by international-
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The adoption of English medium instruction (EMI) in non-Anglophone higher 
education contexts has intensified concerns about how students develop disciplinary 
literacy and how English for Academic Purposes (EAP) pedagogy supports this process. 
Although research on EMI, EAP, and disciplinary literacy has expanded, existing 
studies remain conceptually and methodologically fragmented, making it difficult to 
synthesise findings and identify transferrable pedagogical practices. To address this 
gap, this scoping review examined 36 empirical studies published between 2005 and 
2025 to map how EAP and disciplinary literacy have been conceptualised, 
operationalised, and investigated as interconnected constructs in non-Anglophone 
EMI higher education. This review synthesised corpus characteristics, methodological 
orientations, disciplinary coverage, and theoretical/conceptual underpinnings. The 
findings show that studies are concentrated in Asia, with limited representation from 
South Asia, Latin America, and Africa. Disciplinary coverage was strongest in STEM, 
followed by Business, Social Sciences, and Arts and Humanities. Qualitative research 
was the most prevalent (n = 15; 41.7%), followed by mixed methods (n = 13; 36.1%) and 
quantitative studies (n = 8; 22.2%). The theoretical underpinnings were not tied to any 
fixed methodological orientation; rather, similar constructs were operationalised 
through different forms of evidence, including learner needs, disciplinary writing, 
language skills, content learning, and stakeholder perspectives. This review points to 
the need for closer correspondence between theoretical constructs and research 
methods, alongside more transparent reporting of disciplinary literacy and EAP 
pedagogy. It also calls for more context-sensitive research in underrepresented non-
Anglophone EMI settings, particularly studies examining how EAP provision, 
disciplinary teaching, and institutional conditions may support aspects of disciplinary 
literacy development.

Keywords: English-medium instruction (EMI), English for Academic Purposes (EAP), 
disciplinary literacy, scoping review, methodological trends, non-Anglophone higher 
education, academic literacy

Sheikh Nahiyan1,2, Manjet Kaur Mehar Singh1*

1Universiti Sains Malaysia, Pulau Pinang, Malaysia
2University of Liberal Arts Bangladesh, Dhaka, Bangladesh

https://dx.doi.org/10.3390/su12020524
https://dx.doi.org/10.3390/su12020524
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2923.2001.00873.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2923.2001.00873.x
https://dx.doi.org/10.1002/asi.4630240406
https://dx.doi.org/10.1002/asi.4630240406
https://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.esp.2012.11.003
https://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.esp.2012.11.003
https://dx.doi.org/10.1057/9780230244511
https://dx.doi.org/10.1057/9780230244511
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781351164085
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2005.08.002
https://doi.org/10.26803/ijlter.23.11.16
https://orcid.org/0009-0004-7330-9591
mailto:sreeelakshmi_english_jan2024@crescent.education
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5932-3467
mailto:vijayakumar@crescent.education
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.32656368
https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.32656368
https://doi.org/10.22363/2521-442X-2026-10-2-101-121

