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More than ever, you need a good knowledge of English to succeed in international
business and commerce. If you can show you have relevant language skills, you’ll have a
great advantage in the jobs market and more choice if you want to work or study abroad.
The Business English Certificates (BEC) from Cambridge ESOL have been created
specifically for individual learners who wish to obtain a business-related English
language qualification. By taking an internationally recognised business qualification
like BEC, you can show that you have learned English to an appropriate standard and
can use it in a professional context.
BEC is available at three levels: BEC Preliminary, BEC Vantage and BEC Higher.
BEC Higher is set at Level C1 of the Common European Framework of Reference for
Languages (CEFR).

Why take a Cambridge ESOL exam?
University of Cambridge ESOL Examinations (Cambridge ESOL) offers the world’s leading
range of qualifications for learners and teachers of English. Around 1.75 million people
in over 135 countries take Cambridge ESOL exams every year.
• Develop effective communication skills
The Cambridge ESOL examinations cover all four language skills – listening, speaking,
reading and writing. They include a range of tasks which assess your ability to use
English, so that you develop the full range of skills you need to communicate
effectively in a variety of contexts.
• Worldwide recognition
Universities and employers all over the world recognise Cambridge ESOL exams as a
measure of your achievement in English. Whether you are hoping to study
architecture in Australia or work in IT in Italy, a Cambridge ESOL examination is a
valuable stamp in your passport to success.
• Quality you can trust
We do extensive research and trialling to make sure that you get the fairest, most
accurate assessment of your ability and that our exams are most relevant to the
range of uses for which you need English.

Preparing for BEC
If you would like more practice material to help you prepare for BEC Higher, there are
past paper packs available to buy which include an audio CD of the listening test. You
can find more information, prices and details of how to order on our website at:
www.CambridgeESOL.org/support/pastpapers.htm

What does BEC Higher involve?
This booklet is a brief introduction to BEC Higher. If you would like to see a full sample
paper for BEC Higher, you can download one from our website at:
www.CambridgeESOL.org/support/dloads/bec_downloads.htm
The table below shows the different parts of BEC Higher and how long each paper takes.

Name of paper

Content

Time allowed

Marks (% of total)

Reading

6 parts/52 items

1 hour

25%

Writing

2 tasks

1 hour 10 minutes

25%

Listening

3 parts/30 items

about 40 minutes including
transfer time

25%

Speaking

3 parts

16 minutes (2:2 format*)

25%

* 2 examiners, 2 candidates (2:3 format is used for the last group in a session where necessary)
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 Reading
Time: 1 hour
The Reading paper is worth 25% of the total marks.

Part One (8 questions)
This is a matching task involving either a single text or five related shorter texts. There
are also eight sentences and you have to match each one to one of the texts. You should
read the sentence and then read the texts quickly to try to find the one which matches.
The language of the sentence will be different from the language of the text, so you need
to make sure that you have understood the meaning.
In the example below, there are some statements (1–4) about organisations which
outsource (OWOs). These are organisations which give contracts for some of their
activities to be run by managed service suppliers (MSSs). There are then five extracts
from an article about OWOs. You have to decide which extract (A, B, C, D or E) matches
each of the statements. In the exam, there are four more statements like the ones below,
so there will be more statements than extracts and you will need to use each extract
more than once.
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Part Two (6 questions)
This is a gapped text with six sentence-length gaps. You have to read the text and then
identify the correct sentence to fill each gap from a set of eight sentences.
The example below is part of an article about how companies’ decision-making can go
wrong. Six sentences are missing (9–14) and you have to choose the best sentence from
the eight sentences following the text (A–H) to fill each of the numbered gaps. There is
an example at the beginning (0) which has been done for you.
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Part Three (6 questions)
This task consists of a text followed by six questions or incomplete statements. For each
question or incomplete statement you have to choose from four possible answers.
In this example, you should read the extract below from an article about incompetent
employees. Then try to answer the questions (15–17) by choosing A, B, C or D. In the
exam, there are three more questions like the ones below.

Every organisation has its share of

The

employees-from-hell: the lazy, deluded,

traditionally been the most favoured, is to

hypochondriac underperformers. They are

pass them on. There is usually a part of

difficult to manage and miserable to work

any business where people believe the

with. Their productivity is low and their

poor performer can do no damage.

ability to poison staff morale high. They

Alternatively, poor performers can be

are, alas, always well-entrenched and

moved to another branch in the dreariest

management-resistant. Interestingly, their

part of town, or to another town, or even to

numbers in any organisation have more to

another country. A clever variant of this

do with management’s refusal to deal with

tactic is to herd all the incompetent

the situation than with poor selection. That

employees into one part of the company

is, their existence in the organisation is

that is then sold off or privatised.

nearly always due to a long line of weak
managers who have declined to tackle the
problem.

second

approach,

which

has

There is a third approach which is to
promote the incompetent. This sounds
bizarre and exceedingly stupid but is not

classic

infrequently adopted. The idea is that,

ineffective ways of dealing with the

although these posts are quite senior and

incompetent. The first is to ignore the

well-paid,

problem, hoping that it will go away.

pointless ones in which incompetent

Rather than confront laziness or serious

people can hide without doing any serious

absenteeism, the manager gives the

damage. The employee is thus confirmed

employee less work to do. This inevitably

in his or her delusions of competence.

Traditionally,

there

are

three

leads to frustration on the part of the good
hardworking staff who see the problem

the

actual

jobs

are

fairly

....

employee getting away with it.
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Part Four (10 questions)
In this task, you have a text with ten missing words. After the text, there are ten
questions, most of which test vocabulary. For each question, your task is to choose the
correct option from the four available choices (A, B C or D) to fill each gap.
In the example below, you have to read an article about life coaching – regular meetings
between a business person and a neutral consultant to discuss work-related problems.
Try to answer the questions (21–25). In the exam, there are five more questions like the
ones below.

Anyone who has ever glanced through a self-improvement book has
probably learned that such books do not hold the (21) ...... of personal
happiness. Having read too many of them without success, I was
(22) ...... to staying vaguely dissatisfied for the rest of my life. But
when I (23) ...... a newspaper article about a new kind of consultant,
called a life coach, I became curious, and decided to learn more.
I was looking for a more personal way to (24) ....... my life: I’d
achieved my material goals before (25) ...... the support of a coach, but
professional challenges, long hours and not having someone neutral to
talk to were putting my work and relationships at (26) ...... I realised I
needed to learn how to deal with problems before they occurred.

My life coach is very good at asking me (27) ...... questions which
help me to discover what I’m dissatisfied with in my life, and to
understand who I am. It’s good to have someone you can trust and
respect to (28) ...... things over with.
I sometimes pick topics in (29) ...... of our discussions, such as
situations at work, or conflicts between me and colleagues, though I
don’t always (30) ...... an agenda. And I know that everything I say to
my coach is in the strictest confidence. I’m far better at tackling
difficult situations now, and best of all, I feel much more at ease with
my life.

Part Five (10 questions)
In this task you have to find the right word to fill each gap in the text. There are ten gaps
for you to fill. Items tested may include prepositions, auxiliary verbs, pronouns,
conjunctions, etc.
The example below is an article about working abroad. Ten words are missing and you
have to find the right word for each gap (31–40) in the text. In the exam, you have to
write this word in CAPITAL LETTERS on your Answer Sheet.

WORKING ABROAD

An increasing number of people are finding it
necessary to spend at least part of their
working life abroad. An international career
used to be something people opted into from
choice, but (31) ...... many it has now become
a requirement of staying in work. You do not
have to be working in a huge multi-national
corporation to find (32) ...... being asked to
work abroad. Companies that not so (33) ......
years ago reserved foreign travel for directors,
are now sending middle managers and even
new recruits on projects overseas.
The characteristics of international travel will
vary widely. For some people it will mean
that they will occasionally have to spend a
(34) ...... days in a foreign city, while for others
it will mean that they will constantly be moving
from (35) ...... country to another until they

eventually lose touch with (36) ...... original
national identity.
The growing demand for people with the skills
and experience to work in cross-national
contexts places a premium on those who have
developed the skills to enable them to rise to
that challenge. (37) ...... is needed is flexibility
and adaptability, both of (38) ...... arise from a
state of mind rather than from innate ability.
Teamworking skills are also important and (39)
....... is the ability to communicate effectively,
especially (40) ...... long distances, via new
communications technologies, such as
videoconferencing and teleconferencing.
An international career requires a variety of
skills. The time to begin preparing for such a
career is now.
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Part Six (12 questions)
In a work situation you may sometimes have to read a text and check that there are no
mistakes before the final version is approved and can be sent out. This is called
proofreading and you may have to check letters, publicity materials, etc. in this way.
In this part of the test, you have to read a text which contains twelve numbered lines. In
each numbered line there may, or may not, be a mistake and you have to find it. There
may be extra lines without numbers at the end, but these are not part of the test.
The text below is about writing good covering letters. In most of the lines (41–52) there is
one extra word. It is either grammatically incorrect or does not fit with the meaning of
the text. If the line is not correct, you have to find the extra word and in the exam you
write it in CAPITAL LETTERS on your Answer Sheet. Some lines, however, are correct and
in the exam you should write CORRECT on your Answer Sheet. Lines 0 and 00 are
examples. Line 0 is correct and in line 00 the extra/wrong word is ‘you’.

 Writing
Time: 1 hour 10 minutes
For BEC Higher, you have to produce two pieces of writing:
• a short report based on graphic input;
and one of the following (you choose):
• a longer report
• a piece of business correspondence
• a proposal.
The Writing paper is worth 25% of the total marks.

Part One
In Part One you have to write a brief (120–140 word) report. The task provides a realistic
situation in which you have to analyse graphic information and express it in words.
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In the example below, you have a bar chart which shows the cost of buying three
different photocopiers, the cost of a warranty on each machine, and their expected
running costs for the first two years. Using the information from the bar chart, you have
to write a short report comparing the costs for the three machines.

Part Two
In this part of the Writing paper, you have to choose from three options: a report, a letter
or a proposal. The rubric tells you the reason for writing and who you are writing to.
At this level, both reports and proposals must be clearly organised and use a suitable
format, including, for example, paragraphs, headings, introduction and/or conclusion. In
the exam, you should write your answers in pen in your question paper booklet.
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 Listening
Time: approx. 40 minutes including 10 minutes’ transfer time.
The Listening paper is worth 25% of the total marks.

Part One (12 questions)
This is a sentence-completion, gap-filling or note-taking task. You have to give only the
key words (three words maximum) of the answer. The recording lasts about 2 to 3
minutes and is a monologue (or single long turns by more than one speaker). You will
hear the recording twice. There are then 12 questions for you to answer.
In the example below, you hear an introduction to a seminar, called the Business Master
Class, about the use of Information Technology at work. As you listen, you should
complete the notes (1–12). For each answer, you can write a maximum of three words.

Part Two (10 questions)
This is a matching task based on five short extracts linked by theme or topic and spoken
by five different speakers, in monologue form. The recording lasts a total of
approximately 3 to 4 minutes and you will hear it twice. There are two tasks for each of
the five extracts and for each task, you have a list of eight possible options to choose
from.
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In the example below, on the recording there are five different business people talking
about trips they have recently been on. You have to match each of the five extracts you
hear on the recording to one of the purposes (A–H) and one of the problems (A–H).

Part Three (8 questions)
This task may be a conversation or discussion, usually with two or more speakers. There
are then eight questions or statements, and for each one you have a choice of three
answers. You will hear the recording twice.
In the example below, the recording is part of a conversation between a management
consultant and the Human Resources Manager of Jenkins, a company which
manufactures children’s clothing. For each question or statement (23–24) you have to
choose A, B or C. In the exam, there are six more questions like these.

 Speaking
Time: 16 minutes
The Speaking test is conducted by two external examiners and you will be tested in
pairs of candidates. At centres with an uneven number of candidates, the last single
candidate is examined in a group of three. Speaking is worth 25% of the total marks.

Part One
For this part of the test, one of the examiners will ask you questions on a number of
personal or work-related subjects.
bec higher information for candidates
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Part Two
In this part, each of you has to choose one topic from a set of three, and talk about it for
1 minute. You have 1 minute in which to prepare, and should use this time to make brief
notes. While you speak, the other candidate listens, and then asks a question at the end
of the talk. You may make notes while listening to your partner. Each of you is given a
different set of three tasks from which to choose. Some typical task prompts are given
below.
It is wise to structure the 1-minute talk with a short introduction and conclusion. You
should also make the structure clear when giving the talk in order to show that you have
made a proper plan. Imagine you are giving a presentation to colleagues.
Examples of topic areas include: advertising, career planning, communications,
customer relations, finance, health and safety, management (personnel, production,
transport, etc.), marketing, recruitment, sales, technology, training and travel.

A: Time Management: the importance of punctuality in all aspects of work

B: Recruitment: how to ensure that job advertisements attract appropriate applicants

C: Customer Relations: how to set up an effective customer services system

Part Three
For Part Three you have to work together with your partner using a prompt which is
given to both of you. The prompt consists of several sentences presenting a businessrelated situation followed by two discussion points. You will have enough time to read
the prompt and then discuss the situation together.
You should treat the task as a simulation and imagine that you are in a work
environment with a real situation to discuss, on which you should try to reach decisions.
The opinions you express are your own.

Staff Relocation
Your company needs to relocate several members of staff to a new branch opening in
another part of the country. You have been asked to submit ideas on how to make
relocation attractive for staff.
Discuss, and decide together:
• which types of financial incentives the company could offer to staff
• what information staff would need to know about the new location

Next steps
We wish you every success in taking BEC Higher and we hope that you will take other
Cambridge ESOL exams in future. BEC Higher is the top level of the BEC suite of
business-oriented exams but if you are interested in taking a general English
qualification, you could consider the highest-level exam offered by Cambridge ESOL,
Certificate of Proficiency in English (CPE) as your next step. You can find out more
information about CPE on our website at: www.CambridgeESOL.org/exams/cpe.htm
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What people have
said about BEC

BEC has helped develop cross-cultural communication skills and overall development of the
students. It has had an impact on confidence levels through international certification.
Laura Cirello, Head of Learning and Development, JP Morgan Treasury and Security Services
It is essential to have self-confidence and the confirmation that you can keep up in today’s global
business world. The Cambridge BEC Higher certificate bestows this self-confidence because it
makes effective communication possible on the one hand and on the other increases the market
value of the person who passes it.
Keith Rossborough, AKAD Language + Culture, Zürich, Switzerland
In order for our students to pick up a successful professional career we felt that they must hone
their skill in communication and the Cambridge BEC programme seemed to us to offer an
excellent opportunity for our students.
Dr Ashoke R Thakur, Vice Chancellor, West Bengal University of Technology, Kolkata
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Cambridge ESOL
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Recognition of BEC is increasing rapidly as a growing number of companies are using the
examination as a focus for in-company training courses. You can find a list of companies
that use the BEC examinations for a variety of purposes including recruitment at:
www.CambridgeESOL.org/recognition/search.php
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