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Business Communication

ABSTRACT

This research explores the role of English as a lingua franca in international business,
focusing on its impact on business operations, economic communication, and cross-
cultural interactions. The research objectives include understanding the relationship
between English proficiency and business success, identifying common cross-cultural
communication challenges, and exploring strategies to improve communication in
global markets. Using a qualitative methodology, data was gathered through Semi-
structured interviews conducted with 10 key informants, including 2 managers, 2
executives, and 6 employees from 2 multinational corporations and 2 small businesses
that operate in global markets. Key findings indicate that higher English proficiency
enhances business outcomes, while cross-cultural communication barriers often
complicate international transactions. The study concludes that businesses should
invest in language training to boost competitiveness and mitigate communication
challenges in global operations.

Keywords: Lingua franca, Business English, Economic communication, Cross-cultural
communication

82 “Corresponding Author: vina.agustiana@uniku.ac.id



mailto:vina.agustiana@uniku.ac.id
https://ijabo.a3i.or.id/index.php/ijabo
https://ijabo.a3i.or.id/index.php/ijabo
mailto:vina.agustiana@uniku.ac.id
mailto:nani.ronsani.thamrin@uniku.ac.id
mailto:erwin.oktoma@uniku.ac.id
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.61242/ijabo.24.423&domain=pdf

Vina Agustina', Nani Ronsani T.2, Erwin Oktoma®
International Journal Administration, Business & Organization, Vol. 5 (2sp), 2024

INTRODUCTION

Nowadays, English has become as the dominant language of international business and
economic transactions. As the lingua franca of the global economy, English facilitates
communication across borders, enabling businesses to operate efficiently in diverse
cultural and linguistic environments. The widespread use of English in business settings
is not limited to English-speaking countries but extends to multinational corporations,
international trade, and even small businesses seeking to expand their reach in global
markets. The critical skill for professionals in several sectors, from finance and marketing
to technology and logistics is the ability to communicate effectively in English.

The significance of English in the global economy cannot be overstated. It serves
as a common medium for negotiations, contracts, and communication within
multinational corporations and between international trade partners. Moreover, the rise
of the digital economy, where online platforms and virtual communication are
predominant, has further reinforced the necessity of English proficiency. As businesses
seek to expand their global footprint, the demand for employees who can navigate
English-speaking environments and engage in cross-cultural communication has grown
exponentially (Agustiana, 2017; Oktoma et al., 2023; Sumarni et al., 2022).

Despite the recognized importance of English in global business, there remains a
gap in understanding the specific impact of English language proficiency on business
success, particularly in non-English-speaking countries. While many studies have
explored the role of English in international business, there is limited research on how
language barriers affect economic performance, negotiation outcomes, and cross-cultural
interactions . Additionally, the challenges faced by non-native English speakers in
business settings, such as miscommunication and cultural misunderstandings, are often
underexplored.

This research aims to address these gaps by examining the influence of English
proficiency on business operations in various international contexts. Specifically, it seeks
to explore how language skills contribute to or hinder business success in global markets,
and what strategies can be employed to overcome language-related challenges.

This study is guided by the following research questions:

1. How does English language proficiency influence business operations and outcomes
in global markets?

2. What challenges do non-native English speakers face in international business
communication, and how do these challenges impact economic performance?

3. What strategies can businesses employ to improve English communication skills
among their employees and improve cross-cultural interactions?

This research argues that English proficiency is an essential determinant of business
success in the global economy. By enhancing English communication skills, businesses
can improve their international operations, reduce the risk of miscommunication, and
foster better cross-cultural relationships. The study aims to provide insights into how
businesses can effectively navigate the challenges of language barriers in an increasingly
interconnected world.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The role of English as the global lingua franca in business and economic contexts has
been extensively examined in the literature, underscoring its pivotal function in
facilitating international trade and cross-border communication. Studies have consistently
shown that English functions as a critical tool for communication in multinational
corporations and international trade. Recent studies emphasize the growing importance
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of ELF in global business contexts. Roshid, M. M., & Kankaanranta, A. (Roshid &
Kankaanranta, 2023) explore how ELF facilitates communication in multinational
corporations, noting that it enables employees from diverse linguistic backgrounds to
collaborate effectively.

However, other studies have pointed out the challenges that non-native English
speakers face in business environments. Research by Birlik & Kaur (Birlik & Kaur, 2020)
delves into the concept of Business English as a lingua franca (BELF), focusing on its
role in professional settings. They argue that BELF is not merely a tool for
communication but also a strategic resource that influences power dynamics and
decision-making in global business.

Despite these findings, there remains a relative paucity of research specifically
addressing the economic impact of English language proficiency on business outcomes
in non-English-speaking countries. This gap underscores the need for further
investigation into how language barriers influence economic performance and
international business negotiations, particularly in emerging markets.

Study by Tkalac Ver¢i€ et al. (2023) discuss the role of economic communication
in shaping global business outcomes. They find that businesses that effectively use
English in economic discourse tend to perform better in international markets, as clear
communication reduces the risk of misunderstandings and facilitates smoother
transactions.

While much research has focused on the benefits of English proficiency in business,
there is a growing body of literature that critiques the dominance of English. Zhu and Li
(2023) examine cross-cultural communication in multinational organizations,
highlighting the challenges posed by cultural differences. They emphasize the need for
cultural sensitivity and the adaptation of communication strategies to navigate these
differences effectively.

This study is underpinned by several theoretical frameworks that provide a basis
for understanding the relationship between language proficiency and economic outcomes.

The first is Lingua Franca. A lingua franca is a language systematically used to
make communication possible between people not sharing a native language, particularly
in a business or diplomatic context (Albl-Mikasa, 2022). English, as the current global
lingua franca, facilitates international communication across diverse linguistic groups.
The use of English as a lingua franca (ELF) in business settings is characterized by its
adaptability and efficiency, often leading to the development of simplified forms of the
language that prioritize clarity over grammatical accuracy (Baker, 2024; Tan, 2024). It
serves as the foundation for understanding how English functions as a global
communication tool in business.

A lingua franca is a bridge language used between speakers of different native
languages (Baker, 2024). English serves as the primary lingua franca, enabling
communication across linguistic boundaries (Tan, 2024). In the context of global
business, English has become the predominant lingua franca, allowing people from
diverse linguistic backgrounds to communicate effectively (Manalu et al., 2023; Siregar
et al., 2022). As a lingua franca, English is not just a neutral medium but carries cultural
and economic power, influencing global business practices and norms. The concept of
lingua franca is crucial in understanding how English facilitates economic transactions
and international cooperation, but also how it may create challenges for those who are
less proficient in the language.

The second is Business English. Business English refers to the specific subset of
the English language that is used in business contexts. It encompasses not only the
vocabulary and grammar of standard English but also the conventions, jargon, and
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idiomatic expressions unique to the business world. Business English is characterized by
clarity, precision, and formality, making it essential for effective communication in
professional settings. However, mastering Business English involves more than just
language skills; it requires an understanding of the cultural and contextual nuances that
influence business interactions. The study of Business English also intersects with the
field of ESP (English for Specific Purposes), where language teaching is tailored to the
needs of business professionals. Business English refers to the specific language and
communication skills required in professional settings. It includes specialized vocabulary,
cultural nuances, and communication strategies that facilitate business interactions
(Dhivya et al., 2023).

The third is Economic Communication. Economic communication refers to the
exchange of information, ideas, and decisions in the context of economic activities,
including trade, finance, and management. Effective economic communication is crucial
for successful business operations, particularly in international markets where language
and cultural differences can pose significant challenges. English, as the global language
of business, plays a central role in economic communication, enabling cross-border
transactions, negotiations, and collaborations (Sunarjo et al., 2021; Wiharno et al., 2023;
Yunengsih et al., 2023). The effectiveness of economic communication in English
depends not only on language proficiency but also on an understanding of economic
principles, industry-specific terminology, and the cultural contexts of the parties involved
(Harjadi & Gunardi, 2022; Harjadi et al., 2023). Economic communication involves the
exchange of information related to economic activities, including negotiations,
transactions, and strategic planning. Effective economic communication in English is
crucial for success in international markets (Tkalac Vercic et al., 2023).

The fourth is Cross-Cultural Communication. Cross-cultural communication refers
to the process of exchanging information between people from different cultural
backgrounds. It requires understanding and adapting to cultural differences to avoid
misunderstandings and foster effective communication (Li et al., 2023). Cross-cultural
communication involves the exchange of information between individuals or groups from
different cultural backgrounds. In business, cross-cultural communication is essential for
navigating the complexities of international markets, where cultural differences can
impact everything from negotiation styles to decision-making processes (Fitriani, 2021;
Harjadi & Fatmasari, 2017; Masruroh, 2017). Language is a critical component of cross-
cultural communication, and proficiency in English is often a prerequisite for success in
global business. However, effective cross-cultural communication goes beyond language
skills; it requires an understanding of cultural values, norms, and expectations.
Miscommunication or cultural misunderstandings can lead to conflicts, missed
opportunities, and failed business ventures, highlighting the importance of cross-cultural
competence in international business.

RESEARCH METHOD

This methodology section outlines a rigorous and systematic approach to exploring the
impact of English language proficiency on business operations, ensuring that the findings
are both reliable and meaningful. The research design for this study is a qualitative
research method. This approach is chosen to provide a comprehensive understanding of
the impact of English language proficiency on business operations and outcomes. The
qualitative component allows for an in-depth exploration of the experiences and
perceptions of individuals working in global business environments. The Semi-structured
interviews were conducted with 10 key informants, including 2 managers, 2 executives,
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and 6 employees from 2 multinational corporations and 2 small businesses that operate
in global markets. These interviews focused on participants' experiences with English
communication, challenges faced in cross-cultural interactions, and the strategies they use
to overcome language barriers. This aims to explore the challenges and strategies related
to English communication in international business settings.

The data were analyzed using thematic analysis. This method involves coding the
data to identify common themes, patterns, and insights related to English communication,
cross-cultural challenges, and business outcomes. The analysis focused on understanding
the nuances of how language proficiency affects business operations and how cultural
differences influence communication strategies.

DISCUSSION

The findings of this study are based on the data collected from 10 participants through in-
depth interviews. These participants were 2 managers, 2 executives, and 6 employees
from 2 multinational corporations and 2 small businesses that operate in global markets,
and represented both English-speaking and non-English-speaking countries. The analysis
of the qualitative data revealed several key themes related to the impact of English
language proficiency on business operations, cross-cultural communication challenges,
and strategies used to navigate these challenges. These findings provide a detailed
overview of the role of English proficiency in international business settings, highlighting
both the challenges and strategies employed by professionals to navigate the complexities
of cross-cultural communication

English Language Proficiency and Business Success

Based on the interviews, it was found that Participants’ self-assessed proficiency in
English varied significantly. Out of the 10 participants, the 3 participants rated their
English proficiency as "advanced," indicating strong skills in speaking, writing, and
understanding English. The 2 participants considered themselves "intermediate," able to
communicate effectively but facing occasional challenges, particularly in complex or
technical discussions. Additionally, the other 5 participants rated their proficiency as
"basic," with limited ability to engage in detailed business communication without
assistance.

Participants consistently reported that higher levels of English proficiency were
associated with smoother business operations in international contexts. For those with
advanced English skills, the ability to communicate clearly with clients and partners led
to more successful negotiations and quicker decision-making processes. One participant
from the finance sector stated, "Being fluent in English has allowed me to directly
negotiate deals with international clients, without needing a translator, which builds trust
and speeds up transactions."

Conversely, participants with lower English proficiency noted that language
barriers often led to misunderstandings, delays, and missed opportunities. A from a
manufacturing company shared, "There have been times when ['ve had to rely on a
colleague to translate during meetings, and I worry that important nuances are lost in
translation, potentially affecting the outcome."

Many participants, regardless of their current proficiency level, acknowledged the
importance of improving their English skills. Those in leadership positions particularly
emphasized the need for fluency in English to effectively manage global teams and lead
international projects. A senior manager mentioned, "English is the language of our
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industry. Without it, you're at a disadvantage, both in terms of career growth and business
success."

The findings shows that the English proficiency levels influence business
operations and outcomes in global markets. Higher English proficiency was linked to
smoother business operations and better outcomes, particularly in negotiations and cross-
cultural interactions.

Challenges the non-native English speakers face in international business
communication, and how these challenges impact economic performance

Based on the interviews, the researcher found the most challenges faced by participants
are cultural misunderstanding. To address these challenges, the participants used
adaptation strategies, and the use of multilingual sources. This would be discussed in the
following.

Participants frequently highlighted that cultural differences, when combined with
language barriers, often led to misunderstandings in business communication. These
misunderstandings were most commonly reported during negotiations and in the
interpretation of business etiquette. One case appeared at the time one participant from
the marketing sector described an incident where a direct communication style, common
in English-speaking countries, was perceived as rude by a client from a high-context
culture, leading to tension in the business relationship.

To address these challenges, participants reported employing various strategies to
adapt their communication styles. They include slowing down their speech, avoiding
idiomatic expressions, and using simple, clear language when interacting with non-native
English speakers. One participant stated, "Ive learned to be more mindful of how I phrase
things, especially when speaking with colleagues from different cultural backgrounds.
1t’s about finding common ground in communication."

In cases where English proficiency was limited, participants reported relying on
multilingual resources, such as bilingual colleagues, translation services, and language
training programs. These resources were particularly valuable in ensuring accurate
communication in legal and technical documents. A participant explained, "We often use
professional translation services for contracts and legal documents to ensure there are
no misunderstandings, especially when dealing with complex legal terms."

Thus, it can be said that Cultural misunderstandings were a common challenge,
but participants used various strategies, including simplification of language and reliance
on multilingual resources, to navigate these issues.

Strategies for Enhancing English Communication

Based on the interviews, the researcher found that there are three common strategies that
the businesses employed to enhance English communication skills among their
employees and improve cross-cultural interactions.

The first is Professional Development. 8 out of 10 participants highlighted the
importance of ongoing professional development in improving English proficiency. They
reported engaging in various forms of training, including online language courses
(Tursunovich, 2023), workshops, and one-on-one coaching sessions (Nguyen et al.,
2024). A participant noted, "Our company offers regular English training programs,
which have been incredibly helpful in boosting my confidence and ability to communicate
with international clients."

The second is Encouraging a Learning Culture. Participants also emphasized the
role of their organizations in fostering a culture that encourages continuous learning and
language development. 7 out of 10 participants mentioned that their companies provided
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incentives for employees to improve their English skills, such as covering the costs of
language courses or offering promotions to those who demonstrated improved
proficiency. One participant remarked, "My company encourages us to take language
courses and even reimburses the cost. It’s a great incentive to keep improving."

The third is Leveraging Technology. Technology played a significant role in
facilitating English communication, especially for participants with lower proficiency
levels. Tools such as speaking app (Dhivya et al., 2023), translation apps (Na Chi, 2023),
grammar checkers, and virtual communication platforms were commonly used to
enhance understanding and clarity in both written and spoken communication. A
participant mentioned, "/ rely on tools like Grammarly to ensure my emails are clear and
professional. It’s a small step, but it makes a big difference."

Therefore, based on these strategies, it can be concluded that Professional
development, organizational support, and technology were key enablers in improving
English communication skills among participants.

CONCLUSIONS

This study explored the impact of English language proficiency on business operations,
cross-cultural communication challenges, and the strategies employed by professionals
in global markets. Through in-depth interviews and focus group discussions with 20
business professionals from diverse industries and regions, the research revealed several
critical insights.

The findings demonstrated that higher levels of English proficiency are strongly
associated with smoother business operations, particularly in international negotiations
and collaboration. Participants with advanced English skills reported more successful
business outcomes, while those with lower proficiency experienced frequent
communication barriers, leading to delays, misunderstandings, and missed opportunities.

Cross-cultural communication challenges were prevalent, often exacerbated by
language barriers. Misunderstandings due to cultural differences (Tan, 2024) and varying
communication styles were common, yet participants employed a range of strategies to
mitigate these issues, including simplifying language, leveraging multilingual resources,
and adapting their communication styles to better align with their counterparts' cultural
expectations.

Participants also highlighted the importance of continuous professional
development and organizational support in enhancing English language skills. Companies
that invested in language training and fostered a learning culture were perceived as more
competitive and better equipped to handle the demands of global business.

The findings of this study underscore the critical need for businesses to invest in
language training as a strategic priority. In an increasingly interconnected global
economy, the ability to communicate effectively in English is not just a valuable skill but
a necessity for success. Businesses that prioritize language training for their employees
will not only enhance their operational efficiency but also strengthen their competitive
advantage in international markets.

Investing in language training offers a dual benefit, such as it empowers
employees to engage confidently in global business environments, and it helps
organizations to minimize the risks associated with cross-cultural miscommunication. By
fostering an inclusive and supportive learning environment, businesses can ensure that
their workforce is well-equipped to navigate the complexities of international trade and
collaboration.
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In conclusion, as the global economy continues to evolve, the importance of
English proficiency in business cannot be overstated. Companies that proactively address
language barriers and invest in the linguistic and cultural competencies of their employees
will be better positioned to succeed in the dynamic and diverse landscape of global
business.
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