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Abstract 

This study examines how culture is represented in two internationally published English for Specific Purposes (ESP) 
textbooks used in Vietnamese higher education, Professional English in Use: Finance (Cambridge University Press) and 
English for Logistics (Oxford University Press). Drawing on Cortazzi and Jin’s [15] tripartite classification of source, 
target, and international cultures, together with Byram’s [3] model of intercultural communicative competence (ICC), 
the study analyses both the cultural references contained in the textbooks and the learning opportunities through which 
those references are pedagogically addressed. The findings reveal contrasting cultural profiles. Target-culture content, 
particularly Anglo-American institutions and professional practices, predominates in the finance textbook, whereas 
international-culture references are more frequent in the logistics textbook. Both materials nevertheless display an 
almost complete absence of Vietnamese cultural perspectives. The two books also differ pedagogically. Whereas the 
finance textbook relies primarily on vocabulary-focused exercises, the logistics textbook includes a greater number of 
communicative tasks and a wider range of international settings. Even so, neither provides systematic support for all 
five components of Byram’s ICC model, and opportunities to develop critical cultural awareness remain particularly 
limited. These findings suggest that internationally published ESP textbooks cannot, by themselves, fully address the 
intercultural demands facing Vietnamese graduates. Locally relevant supplementary materials and tasks are therefore 
required to connect professional English with Vietnamese institutional contexts and the culturally diverse interactions 
characteristic of regional and international workplaces. 
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1. Introduction

English for Specific Purposes (ESP) has become an established component of higher education in Vietnam, where it is 
expected to bridge the gap between general English proficiency and the specialised communicative demands of 
particular professions [1]. This role has acquired greater importance as Vietnam has become more closely integrated 
into ASEAN and the wider global economy, increasing the likelihood that graduates will use English in finance, trade, 
logistics, and other internationally oriented fields [2]. Yet effective professional communication cannot be reduced to 
command of disciplinary vocabulary and grammatical structures. It also requires intercultural communicative 
competence (ICC), through which speakers interpret culturally shaped expectations, negotiate difference, and 
participate appropriately in professional interactions involving partners from diverse backgrounds [3, 4]. 

Textbooks remain the principal instructional resource in many Vietnamese ESP classrooms [5]. Universities commonly 
adopt materials produced by international publishers such as Cambridge University Press and Oxford University Press, 
partly because these textbooks provide systematic coverage of professional terminology and access to established 
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disciplinary discourse. Their global orientation, however, also introduces a potential mismatch. Materials designed for 
an international market frequently privilege the institutions, communicative conventions, and professional practices of 
English-speaking countries [6, 7]. Although such content may familiarise learners with influential forms of professional 
discourse, it does not necessarily prepare them for interactions in which English is used among speakers whose cultural 
and institutional backgrounds extend well beyond the Anglo-American world [8]. 

Research on cultural representation in English language teaching materials has expanded considerably over the past 
two decades [9-11], but three limitations remain. First, the literature has concentrated predominantly on general 
English coursebooks, leaving the cultural composition of ESP materials comparatively underexamined despite the more 
specialised contexts in which professional communication occurs [12]. Second, evidence from Vietnamese higher 
education remains limited, even though Vietnam constitutes a substantial and rapidly developing context for English 
language education in Southeast Asia [13]. Third, few studies have compared ESP textbooks from different professional 
fields. Consequently, it remains unclear whether cultural representation is shaped primarily by general publishing 
practices or also by the disciplinary contexts for which the materials are designed [14]. 

The present study addresses these limitations through a comparative content analysis of two ESP textbooks used at 
universities in Ho Chi Minh City, one in finance and the other in logistics. The analysis combines two complementary 
frameworks. Cortazzi and Jin’s [15] tripartite model distinguishes source culture, target culture, and international 
culture, thereby providing a basis for identifying whose institutions, practices, and perspectives are represented. 
Byram’s [3] model of ICC, by contrast, directs attention to how cultural content is pedagogically used and whether 
textbook tasks create opportunities to develop intercultural knowledge, interpretive and interactive skills, openness, 
and critical cultural awareness. The combination is important because the presence of culturally diverse references 
does not, in itself, demonstrate that learners are being prepared to interpret or evaluate cultural difference. The study 
therefore examines both the distribution of cultural content and the forms of intercultural learning made possible by 
the accompanying activities. 

1.1. Culture and Intercultural Competence in ESP 

Language and culture are inseparable in communication because linguistic choices derive part of their meaning from 
socially and culturally situated expectations [16, 17]. This relationship is particularly consequential in ESP, where 
communication takes place within disciplinary, institutional, and professional settings rather than in culturally neutral 
contexts [12]. Financial reporting, logistics coordination, contractual negotiation, and business correspondence are 
shaped not only by technical knowledge but also by assumptions concerning authority, responsibility, politeness, time, 
risk, and appropriate professional conduct [18]. Moreover, English in contemporary workplaces is frequently used 
among speakers from different linguistic and cultural backgrounds rather than exclusively with speakers from 
traditionally English-dominant countries [19]. ICC is therefore not an optional extension of ESP competence, but part of 
the communicative capacity required to operate effectively across professional contexts. 

1.2. Cultural Content in Language Teaching Materials 

Cortazzi and Jin’s [15] framework classifies the cultural content of language textbooks into three broad categories. 
Source-culture (SC) materials represent the learners’ own cultural context. Target-culture (TC) materials refer to 
countries in which English is conventionally treated as a first language, most commonly the United Kingdom, the United 
States, Australia, and other English-speaking nations. International-culture (IC) materials represent countries outside 
both the source and target categories, particularly contexts in which English functions as an international or lingua 
franca. Despite the limitations involved in assigning complex cultural references to fixed national categories, the 
framework remains useful for identifying broad patterns of inclusion and exclusion and has therefore been applied 
extensively in textbook research across ELT settings [10, 11, 22, 23]. 

Across these studies, internationally published ELT textbooks have repeatedly been found to privilege target-culture 
content, especially Anglo-American people, institutions, and practices, while affording substantially less space to 
learners’ own cultures and to the wider range of contexts in which English is used [6, 24]. The concern is not simply 
numerical imbalance. When target-culture practices are presented without comparison or qualification, they may 
acquire the status of an implicit norm against which other practices are judged [25]. Such representation also restricts 
the comparative work through which learners relate unfamiliar cultural meanings to their own experience, a process 
central to Byram’s account of ICC [3]. The limitation may be particularly consequential in ESP, since graduates are likely 
to communicate with international colleagues and clients whose professional norms are neither exclusively Anglo-
American nor readily predictable from linguistic proficiency alone [26]. 
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1.3. Textbook Evaluation in ESP 

Textbook evaluation constitutes a well-established area of ESP and ELT research [27-29]. Existing frameworks have 
commonly assessed the authenticity of language input, the relevance of subject matter to learners’ target situations, the 
appropriateness of tasks, and the alignment between materials and prevailing approaches to language learning [30, 31]. 
These criteria are necessary, but they do not fully capture the cultural assumptions embedded in professional texts and 
activities. As Tomlinson [7] observed, cultural representation has generally received less systematic attention than 
linguistic content and pedagogy. An ESP textbook may therefore appear well aligned with a professional field while still 
presenting that field through a narrow set of cultural and institutional arrangements. 

The comparatively small body of research concerned with culture in ESP materials has focused mainly on business 
English [8, 14]. Its findings broadly reproduce the pattern reported in general ELT research, namely the predominance 
of target-culture content, the limited visibility of source cultures, and the scarcity of tasks that develop ICC in a 
systematic manner. Evidence from finance, logistics, engineering, healthcare, and other professional domains remains 
much less developed. This omission matters because professional fields are not culturally interchangeable. The 
institutions, genres, communicative relationships, and cross-border practices characteristic of finance may differ 
substantially from those of logistics or healthcare. Comparative analysis across domains can therefore indicate whether 
cultural patterns arise from the global textbook market alone or are also mediated by the communicative structure of 
the discipline concerned. 

1.4. ESP in Vietnamese Higher Education 

Vietnamese higher education has undergone extensive reform, accompanied by greater emphasis on English 
proficiency, employability, and institutional internationalisation [13]. ESP courses are now offered across a wide range 
of programmes, and internationally published textbooks are commonly selected because they provide ready-made 
syllabi and specialised language input [5]. Their suitability for Vietnamese learners’ intercultural needs, however, 
remains insufficiently established. Available evidence suggests that Vietnamese graduates may experience difficulty 
with culturally mediated aspects of workplace communication, especially when interacting with partners from different 
backgrounds [32]. The issue is therefore not whether ESP textbooks contain cultural references, but whether those 
references reflect the settings learners are likely to encounter and whether they are transformed into opportunities for 
intercultural learning. 

The study is guided by the following research questions: 

• RQ1. What types of cultural content, comprising source, target, and international culture, are represented in 
each textbook, and how are they distributed? 

• RQ2. To what extent do the two textbooks create opportunities to develop the five components of intercultural 
communicative competence proposed by Byram [3]? 

• RQ3. How do the textbooks differ in their patterns of cultural representation and in the intercultural learning 
opportunities they provide? 

2. Materials and Methods 

2.1. Research Design 

The study adopted a qualitative-dominant content analysis design to examine cultural representation in two ESP 
textbooks. Content analysis was appropriate because it permits textual and visual material to be examined 
systematically through an explicit coding scheme while retaining sufficient interpretive scope to consider how cultural 
references are pedagogically framed [33]. A comparative design was incorporated to identify both shared tendencies 
and domain-specific differences between finance and logistics materials. 

2.2. Materials 

Two ESP textbooks were selected according to two criteria. First, each was used as a core text in an ESP course at a 
university in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam. Second, the textbooks represented different professional domains, allowing the 
analysis to consider disciplinary variation. 
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Textbook 1 (TB1) was MacKenzie’s [34] Professional English in Use: Finance, published by Cambridge University Press 
and used in ESP courses for the finance and banking programme. The book contains 50 units across 137 pages and is 
divided into five sections covering Basic Terms, Accounting, Banking, Corporate Finance, and Economics and Trade. 
Each unit follows a two-page sequence in which vocabulary and explanations are presented on the left and practice 
exercises on the right. 

Textbook 2 (TB2) was Grussendorf’s [35] English for Logistics, published by Oxford University Press as part of the 
Express Series and used in business administration and logistics courses. The book contains eight units across 95 pages, 
addressing introductory logistics, logistics services, inventory and procurement, transport, shipping, warehousing, 
documentation, and finance. Its units combine starter activities, vocabulary and listening exercises, role-plays 
supported by Partner Files, language-function boxes, and an Output section containing a reading text and discussion 
questions. 

2.3. Analytical Framework 

Two analytical frameworks were used. To address RQ1, cultural references were classified according to Cortazzi and 
Jin’s [15] categories of source, target, and international culture. Source-culture references concerned Vietnam, 
Vietnamese institutions, or locally situated practices. Target-culture references concerned English-speaking countries, 
principally the United Kingdom and the United States. International-culture references concerned other national or 
regional contexts in which English could function as a means of international professional communication. 

The unit of analysis was an identifiable textual or visual reference that located people, institutions, practices, or artefacts 
within a recognisable cultural context. The coding therefore included named countries, cities, and regions; institutions, 
companies, and organisations; personal names carrying a reasonably identifiable cultural association; currencies and 
financial instruments associated with particular national systems; references to culturally situated practices, norms, or 
values; images of identifiable people, places, or artefacts; and activities that explicitly invoked a national or cultural 
context. Repeated references were counted separately when they occurred as distinct items within the textbook. 

To address RQ2, the activities and exercises in each textbook were examined through Byram’s [3] five-component ICC 
model. Each task was assessed for whether it created a plausible opportunity to develop cultural knowledge, interpret 
and relate cultural meanings, discover and use cultural knowledge in interaction, adopt an open orientation, or critically 
evaluate cultural practices. The coding concerned opportunities provided by the materials rather than demonstrated 
learning outcomes, since no classroom implementation or learner performance data were included in the study. 

2.4. Coding Procedure and Reliability 

Coding proceeded in two phases. In Phase 1, the first author identified and classified all cultural references in both 
textbooks using Cortazzi and Jin’s [15] framework. In Phase 2, all exercises and activities were coded for potential 
alignment with one or more components of Byram’s [3] model. A second coder independently analysed 25% of each 
textbook to estimate inter-coder reliability. Cohen’s kappa was .84 for the classification of cultural content and .81 for 
the coding of ICC opportunities, both exceeding the .80 criterion recommended for content analysis [33]. All 
disagreements were subsequently discussed, and final codes were assigned by consensus. 

3. Results  

3.1. Cultural Representation Patterns (RQ1) 

The analysis identified 186 cultural references in TB1 and 94 in TB2. In TB1, target-culture content accounted for 119 
references (64.0%), while the remaining 67 references (36.0%) were classified as international culture; no source-
culture references were identified. TB2 displayed a markedly different distribution. International culture constituted 
the largest category with 58 references (61.7%), followed by target culture with 32 references (34.0%) and source 
culture with four references (4.3%). Thus, although target-culture content was prominent across the two books, its 
predominance was considerably stronger in the finance textbook, whereas the logistics textbook displayed a more 
internationally diverse profile. 

TB1 was organised predominantly around Anglo-American financial systems and regulatory institutions. The US 
Federal Reserve appeared eight times across several units, while the Securities and Exchange Commission was 
mentioned ten times. British accounting and auditing institutions, including the Accounting Standards Board, also 
received sustained attention. One entire unit was devoted to the Sarbanes-Oxley Act, a regulatory framework specific 
to the United States. The textbook further contrasted British and American financial terminology, including shares and 
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stocks, and profit and loss account and income statement. These contrasts may be linguistically useful, but they also 
position the United Kingdom and the United States as the principal cultural and institutional reference points through 
which finance is explained. 

Target-culture content was proportionally less frequent in TB2 and was concentrated mainly in selected British and 
American logistics contexts. Examples included the Heathrow Terminal 5 case study in the Unit 6 Output section and a 
US customs scenario involving CB Global Shipping in Unit 8. The United Kingdom and the United States remained visible 
national settings, but they did not structure the textbook to the same extent as they did TB1. Instead, they appeared 
alongside a broader range of locations, companies, and professional scenarios drawn from other parts of the world. 

The difference was most apparent in the representation of international culture, which accounted for 61.7% of TB2 
references compared with 36.0% in TB1. TB2 included scenarios and organisations associated with China, India, the 
Baltic States, Sweden, Iceland, Spain, Dubai, France, Germany, Canada, Italy, and Macau. Its personal and company 
names similarly suggested a range of cultural backgrounds, including Chinese names such as Hao, Ying, and Cheng; 
Scandinavian names such as Hanssen, Frederikson, and Sonja; Italian names such as Santini and Paula; and Spanish 
names such as Ana and Enrique. The diversity was often limited to names and locations rather than sustained cultural 
explanation, but it nevertheless widened the range of professional settings in which English was represented as 
operating. 

TB1 contained fewer and less varied international references. Unit 27 on Islamic banking constituted the clearest 
exception, introducing interest-free banking and financial products associated with Islamic principles. European 
institutions and currencies, particularly the European Central Bank and the euro, also appeared, while China, Japan, 
Switzerland, and other Asian or international settings were mentioned in units concerned with trade and exchange 
rates. These references, however, were predominantly informational. Learners were generally asked to understand the 
concepts presented rather than relate them to Vietnamese systems or examine the assumptions on which different 
financial arrangements were based. 

The most pronounced imbalance concerned source culture. TB1 contained no reference to Vietnam, Vietnamese 
financial institutions, the Vietnamese dong, or local regulatory and professional practices. TB2 yielded only four indirect 
references. Two occurred on the copyright page in a list of countries with Oxford University Press offices, while two 
appeared in prompts asking learners to discuss practices in ‘your country’ without explicitly naming Vietnam. Source 
culture was therefore not incorporated as substantive professional content in either textbook. 

This absence restricts the comparative basis on which intercultural understanding can be developed. Concepts such as 
central banking, accounting standards, interest rates, and customs procedures are not culturally or institutionally 
uniform, even when similar English terminology is used. When they are presented almost exclusively through British 
and American systems, Vietnamese learners receive little textbook guidance in relating the concepts to corresponding 
institutions, regulations, and professional practices in their own context. The difficulty is not merely that Vietnam is 
unrepresented, but that the materials leave the relationship between global terminology and local professional reality 
largely implicit. 

The two textbooks nevertheless differed in the pedagogical space they allowed learners to introduce source-culture 
knowledge. TB1 contained only three Over to You prompts referring to ‘your country’, and these functioned as optional 
end-of-unit extensions rather than integral stages of the main learning sequence. TB2 included 11 comparable prompts 
across its Over to You sections, inviting discussion of national logistics industries, postal services, transport systems, 
and warehousing practices. Such prompts cannot be counted as Vietnamese content in the same sense as an explicitly 
local example. They do, however, create a more regular basis for learners and teachers to relate the international 
material to their own institutional and cultural context. 

3.2. ICC Development Opportunities (RQ2) 

The analysis also revealed a substantial difference in the opportunities provided for ICC development. TB1 was oriented 
overwhelmingly towards savoirs in the restricted sense of factual and terminological knowledge. Across the textbook, 
only two communicative tasks were identified, and neither role-play nor sustained simulation formed part of the regular 
unit structure. Most activities required learners to match terms, complete gaps, judge statements as true or false, or 
solve vocabulary-based puzzles. These tasks may support the acquisition and consolidation of financial language, but 
they offer little opportunity to interpret cultural meanings, negotiate unfamiliar practices, or apply cultural knowledge 
in interaction. Their cognitive demands also remain largely at the recognition and recall levels of Bloom’s revised 
taxonomy [36]. 
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TB2 offered a broader, although still incomplete, range of ICC opportunities. Its 31 communicative tasks included 
structured role-plays, information-gap activities using Partner Files, pair work, and group discussion. By assigning 
participants different roles and access to different information, these tasks approximated the informational asymmetry 
that often characterises professional interaction and could support savoir apprendre/faire. The Output sections also 
combined readings about logistics in particular national settings with questions that invited learners to compare those 
settings with their own, creating potential opportunities for savoir comprendre and savoir être. Nevertheless, the 
treatment remained uneven. Neither textbook provided a sustained sequence through which all five savoirs were 
developed, and tasks requiring learners to articulate criteria, question assumptions, or evaluate professional practices 
from competing cultural perspectives were largely absent. Savoir s’engager was therefore the least represented 
component. 

4. Discussion 

Taken together, the findings indicate that the two ESP textbooks prioritise disciplinary knowledge over intercultural 
learning, consistent with earlier analyses of business English materials [8, 14]. The comparative design, however, shows 
that this general tendency is not expressed uniformly. Cultural scope and task design differed substantially between 
finance and logistics, suggesting that the intercultural limitations of internationally published materials cannot be 
attributed solely to a single global publishing model. They are also mediated by how each professional field is 
represented and by the pedagogical format through which its language is taught. 

The strong target-culture orientation of TB1 may partly reflect the historical influence of British and American 
institutions on contemporary financial discourse. Concepts such as central banking, securities regulation, auditing, and 
corporate reporting are frequently discussed through frameworks developed in the United Kingdom and the United 
States. The prominence of these systems is therefore not arbitrary. Yet their influence does not make them culturally 
neutral or universally applicable. By presenting the Federal Reserve, the Securities and Exchange Commission, and the 
Sarbanes-Oxley Act without systematic comparison with alternative regulatory arrangements, the textbook converts 
historically situated institutions into an apparently general account of finance. The isolated treatment of Islamic banking 
only partially interrupts this pattern and does not provide learners with a broader basis for critical comparison. 

TB2’s wider international distribution appears more consistent with the cross-border organisation of logistics, in which 
goods, documentation, carriers, ports, and clients routinely move across national settings. Scenarios involving Chinese, 
Indian, Scandinavian, Baltic, and Southern European contexts represent English as a medium of professional 
coordination rather than as the possession of a small group of target cultures. This breadth does not necessarily amount 
to intercultural learning, since many references remain limited to names, places, and business situations. It nevertheless 
provides a more plausible representation of the geographical and cultural diversity that logistics professionals may 
encounter. The contrast with TB1 therefore suggests that disciplinary characteristics influence not only the topics 
included in ESP textbooks but also the cultural range through which professional English is presented. 

More consequential than the difference between the two domains is their shared exclusion of Vietnamese professional 
contexts. This finding is consistent with research on internationally published ELT materials in other Asian settings [10, 
11] and reflects, at least in part, the structural difficulty of designing locally specific content for a global market. In the 
Vietnamese ESP classroom, however, the consequence is arguably substantial. Domestic regulatory authorities, 
financial institutions, and logistics organisations operate within regulatory and organisational conditions that cannot 
be inferred directly from Anglo-American examples. When such contexts are absent, learners must relate textbook 
knowledge to their future professional practice without explicit material support. The textbook may thus convey the 
English label for a concept while leaving its locally situated meaning and use unresolved. 

The ICC analysis further indicates that cultural diversity becomes educationally meaningful only when it is accompanied 
by tasks that require interpretation, comparison, interaction, and evaluation. TB2 provides a more favourable basis than 
TB1 because its role-plays, Partner Files, and discussion prompts create opportunities for three of Byram’s five savoirs. 
Even in TB2, however, culture remains largely contextual rather than an explicit object of inquiry. Neither textbook 
regularly asks learners to examine why practices differ, whose interests particular systems serve, or according to what 
criteria competing professional conventions might be evaluated. The near absence of savoir s’engager is therefore not 
an isolated omission. It reflects a broader treatment of culture as supplementary background to technical language 
rather than as a constitutive dimension of professional communication. 
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5. Conclusion 

This study compared cultural representation and ICC development opportunities in two ESP textbooks used in 
Vietnamese higher education. Both books provide substantial domain-specific language and knowledge, but they offer 
markedly different cultural and pedagogical profiles. The finance textbook is dominated by Anglo-American institutions 
and terminology and relies mainly on vocabulary-oriented exercises. The logistics textbook contains a wider range of 
international settings and provides more frequent opportunities for interaction, comparison, and role-based 
communication. Neither textbook, however, incorporates Vietnamese professional culture as substantive content, and 
neither systematically addresses all five components of Byram’s [3] model. Critical cultural awareness is particularly 
underrepresented. 

The findings suggest that the suitability of ESP materials should not be judged solely by their technical accuracy, 
linguistic coverage, or apparent authenticity. Evaluation also needs to consider whose professional realities are 
represented, which cultural assumptions are left unexamined, and what learners are asked to do with cultural 
difference. For Vietnamese and comparable ASEAN contexts, internationally published textbooks may serve as useful 
core resources, but they require principled supplementation. Locally developed case studies, comparisons between 
Vietnamese and international institutions, and tasks requiring learners to interpret and evaluate alternative 
professional practices would help connect disciplinary English with the intercultural conditions in which it is likely to 
be used. As Vietnam’s economic integration continues, this connection will become increasingly important to the 
preparation of graduates who can communicate not only accurately, but also appropriately and critically across cultural 
boundaries. 
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