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Defining BELF
(Kankaanranta & Louhiala-Salminen, 2013, p.17)

“today most researchers seem to agree that English
as a lingua franca is used in communication by
speakers of different native languages, which
suggests that also native speakers are included.”
“In other words, ELF is considered distinctly
different from ENL and must thus be learned by
native speakers as well.”
(but compare Nickerson & Planken (2016), who
distinguish between ELF and IBE)

Model of Global Communicative
Competence
(Louhiala-Salminen & Kankaanranta, 2011, p.258)
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Comparison between EFL and BELF
approaches (Kankaanranta & Louhiala-Salminen, 2013, p.29)
Criterion

EFL

BELF

Successful interactions
require

NS-like language skills

business communication skills
and strategic skills

The speaker/writer aims
to

emulate NS discourse

get the job done & create
rapport

NNSs are seen as

learners,
“sources of trouble”

communicators in their own
right

Main source of
problems

inadequate language
skills

inadequate business
communication skills

“Culture”

national cultures of NSs

business community cultures
and individual cultural
backgrounds

English is “owned” by

its native speakers

nobody – and everybody

BELF or EBLF?
BELF = “Business English as a Lingua Franca”,
but increasingly refers to:
“English as a Business Lingua Franca”

“emphasize the domain of use rather than the
type of English.”
(Kankaanranta & Louhiala-Salminen, 2013, p.17)

Context:
• 40 job interviews in maritime industry
• Four different countries – India, Philippines, Sri
Lanka, Vietnam
Focus:
Differences between successful / unsuccessful
interviews in terms of
• contextual and schematic structures,
• interactional pragmatic features,
• lexico-grammatical characteristics
Methodology:
Interviews transcribed and analysed
Findings:
“the key to successful job-interview communication is not a high level of English
language competency, but an effective presentation of the candidate’s qualifications
based on the content of the information, interactional style, professional verbal
performance, and strong passion and desire for work” (p.392)

“not only did understanding the other interlocutors’ native culture not have much
influence on the final outcome ... but the different cultural identities and distinctive
linguistic features did not significantly hamper the smooth communicative flow, ...
these differences ... were regarded as quite natural, and therefore practically
acceptable ... (p.396)

Context:
• 83 Japanese employees in
a large international
company in Japan, dealing
with factories in China and
Thailand
• Only 27 had travelled
abroad for work-related
purposes
Methodology:
• Mix of questionnaire
and exam results (TOEIC)
Focus:
• Examine the extent to which working in international contexts influences
NNS’s beliefs towards NS norms
• Investigate the degree to which NS models affect linguistic self-confidence
and performance

Findings:
“participants who lack experience using English in international contexts have a
greater tendency to valorize NS norms, a belief which, in turn, negatively affects
their linguistic self-confidence and attitudes towards the target language” (p.113)

Context:
Japanese and Indian small
business owners

Methodology:
Analysis of three recorded interactions
(54 minutes total) & interviews

Focus:
Investigation of lying behaviour: “what they said was not exactly true”
Findings:
“Because presenting truth tactfully requires of interlocutors’ high linguistic and
communicative competence, ELF users use lies as an easy strategy for avoiding conflicts”
(p.58)
“Both Indian and Japanese participants claimed that their business partners lied.” (p.65)

“ELF could also entail an approximation of facts that could be interpreted as deceptive
messages.” (p.69)

Context:
• Service industries in
Hong Kong
• Two written codes
(English, Chinese) &
three spoken codes
(English, Cantonese,
Putonghua)

Focus:
Language choice and use in Hong Kong’s service industries
Findings:
“Notwithstanding scholarly fascination with English as a
business lingua franca, the study underlines the need to view
English as one element in the linguistic ecology of the
contemporary workplace ... interplay between English, the
default language of written communication, and Cantonese,
the unmarked medium of spoken interaction, being an
especially conspicuous feature of the findings. (p.248)
English is evidently viewed as a tool to expedite business
rather than as a language whose conventions need to be
observed. (p.248)

Methodology:
• 28 interviews
• Four case studies
(record of discourse
over 5 days, (30
minute intervals)
• Discourse analysis (10
telephone
conferences & 306
emails)
• Survey (2030
respondents)

Context:
• 28 simulated negotiations involving
118 master’s level students
(coursework / exam)
• 28 different national backgrounds
Focus:
How do expressions of unmitigated
disagreement (direct / indirect
communication styles) impact on the
ELF negotiations process?
Methodology:
Negotiations filmed, transcribed and
analysed.
Findings:
“In essentialist theory preferences for a direct versus indirect communicative style are
linked to national cultural differences. ... Investigation revealed little systematic
interference from any such interactional norms ... nation-based cultural traditions may
not be transferrable to an ELF context ... Cultural hybridity may come into play.” (p.129)

“the use of unmitigated disagreement did not prevent negotiators from reaching an
agreement as long as the negotiators adhered to the negotiation scenario and paid
attention to the other party’s arguments.” (p. 129)

Context:
• Six Japanese
manufacturing /
IT companies
• Three subsidiaries
in China
Methodology:
29 interviews with
Japanese expats /
Chinese office workers
Findings:
“English ... use is restricted to certain individuals who engage in
tasks involving English- speaking clients ... Japanese and
Mandarin are major languages of workplace communication.”

Focus:
Language use in the
workplace in China

“neoliberal promise of English – that proficiency in English as a global language enables
communication universally and that it is indispensable for jobs – should be reconsidered.”
“There seems to be a perceptual gap between language educators and transcultural
workers. Language educators pursue formal language teaching and assessment to foster
communicative competence, while transcultural workers acquire and use language in ways
quite different from ‘getting a perfect score on a paper exam’.”

Context:
• Corporate communication
strategies - communicating with
external stakeholders (e.g.
consumers)
• Use of English in advertising
texts in UAE texts builds on the
assumption that English is not
only neutral but also widely
understood
Focus:
focus on attitudes toward English-language advertising in the UAE
Methodology:
• Two equivalent texts, one in English only and the other in Arabic with an English
corporate slogan
• Survey of attitudes (306 responses)
Findings:
“language used ...did not significantly influence participants attitudes ... Except ...
“study revealed social drivers that suggest an underlying concern with the
preservation of Arabic language and culture ... English may therefore be viewed in a
less neutral way”

Context:
International
business school in
Finland
• applied
linguistics
• international
management
• corporate
communication

Findings:
international management & corporate communication –
“practically synonymous to English as a native language” – very little
focus on “how English is conceptualised, how it is used, or what the
discourse is like.” (p.134) ... “The ENL paradigm seems to dominate
but remains implicit.” (p.135)
Continuum between “official English” (ENL) and working language
(BELF) (p.139)
“corporate communication ... there is a need for language which
operates on a more general level than the highly situation-specific
and context-dependent BELF.” (p.142)

Focus:
Research into
English as a
shared language
in MNCs - - and
the needs of
future business
graduates
Methodology:
Literature review

Context:
Undergraduates
studying business
administration &
economics in
Switzerland
Methodology:
Literature review
/ case study
Findings:
“Research on employers’ needs has emphasised effective
communication, both in terms of transactional and relational
functions of language.” (p. 42)
“Research-informed approach to curriculum development can
go beyond, whilst not precluding, focus on form, to include
intercultural competence. (p.49)
“Whilst many business English courses are based on published
materials and the teaching “market” is driven by these … truly
relevant TBLT materials are, unfortunately, unlikely to be
included in courses in many contexts. Teachers thus also need
training in materials’ development.” (p.49)

Focus:
BELF research-based
approaches to
curriculum
development, with an
emphasis on
intercultural
competence & sociopragmatic competence

Where we are now?
“BELF is perceived as an enabling resource to get
work done. Since it is highly context-bound and
situation-specific, it is a moving target defying
linguistic description.”
“BELF competence calls for clarity and accuracy
in the presentation of business content,
knowledge of business-specific vocabulary and
genre conventions, and the ability to connect on
the relational level.”
(Kanraanranta, Louhiala-Salminen, & Karhunen, 2015, p.129)

Where is BELF going?
• BELF = English as a business lingua franca
• Research is bitty / incremental, but insights are useful
– Ongoing discussion about definitions
– “Enough already! Angelic accounts of ELF.”
(Mackensie, 2014, p. 140-163)

• More international – was Eurocentric, but no longer
• Multidisciplinary
• More business contexts (not just university based
research)
• Influencing the classroom

(Chan & Frendo, 2014)
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