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Abstract 
Globalization has transformed English from a foreign language into a lingua franca. The pragmatic paradigm and 
pragmatic features of English as a lingua franca (ELF), are different from those of native English, especially in 
the business context, defined as English as a business lingua franca (BELF), which has contributed to a series of 
studies on pragmatic competence, pragmatic strategies and pragmatic awareness in the (B)ELF context. Relevant 
studies offer insights into the pragmatic competence of BELF users, which is crucial in the accomplishment of 
communicative goals in business settings. This paper first reviews relevant theoretical studies on (B)ELF and 
evaluates their characteristics from the perspective of pragmatics. Then, the focus is placed upon the diversified 
features of interpersonal pragmatic competence and intercultural pragmatic competence in the BELF context, 
revealing that the traditional paradigm of pragmatic competence based on native English does not apply to this 
diversified intercultural context. This paper argues for a re-conceptualization of pragmatic competence in the 
BELF context and a re-examination of the institutional features of BELF interactions and the dynamics of 
pragmatic competence, pragmatic strategies, and pragmatic awareness in this context. 
Keywords: pragmatic competence, English as a (business) lingua franca, literature review 

1. Introduction 
English is widely used by people from different linguistic and cultural backgrounds to share ideas, especially in 
interactions between non-native English speakers (Jenkins, 2007). Quirk (1985, p. 6), a linguist who used to 
insist on native English as the teaching standard, argues that with the globalization of English, those learning 
objectives set for English standards fail to meet the current demand for intercultural communication. Statistics 
show that non-native English speakers have far outnumbered native English speakers (Sewell, 2012), and the 
further expansion of globalization enables language users from different linguistic and cultural backgrounds to 
communicate in English (Björkman, 2014). These users also construct some pragmatic expressions, usually 
temporarily, and sociopragmatic paradigms that are different from traditional native English but can be 
recognized and accepted by both sides of communication based on the actual situational contexts (cf. Jenkins, 
2007; Seidlhofer, 2011; Kecskes, 2013). In this intercultural context, the traditional monolingual mode of 
language use gradually turns to a compound paradigm of multilingual and multicultural integration and 
coexistence, which triggers new pragmatic features presented by communicative modes, pragmatic conventions, 
contextual constraints, and other factors (Ran & Yang, 2015). 

Globalization has turned English from a foreign language (EFL) into a lingua franca (ELF) (cf. Seidlhofer, 
2004). The change of its social role leads to a paradigm of language use different from what is in the context of 
native English (McKay, 2010). Developed from English as an International Language (EIL) in the 1970s, ELF 
refers to “any use of English among speakers of different first languages for whom English is the communicative 
medium of choice, and often the only option” (Seidlhofer, 2011, p. 7). Naturally, most ELF interactions occur 
between second-language speakers, and native English speakers are absent in many cases (Sung, 2014). In recent 
years, more and more attention has been paid to language use and pragmatic features in the ELF context 
(Seidlhofer, 2009, 2011). Hence, the concept of ELF has provided new insights into pragmatics and intercultural 
studies, as well as to second language learning, teaching, testing, and so on. 

ELF has attracted academic attention and becomes a significant research topic in applied linguistics (Murray, 
2012). The study of ELF originated in the 1980s (Jenkins et al., 2011) and ELF has become an independent 
research field so far (Wen, 2012) with contributions mainly to the study of applied linguistics. This is because 
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ELF research challenges the authority of English as a native language, demolishes the inappropriate practice of 
regarding native English as the only standard for non-native English speakers, emphasizes the role of non-native 
English speakers, which, to a certain extent, promotes the multiple uses of English around the world (cf. Jenkins, 
2009, 2014; Seidlhofer, 2011; Wang, 2013). House (2009) points out that ELF researchers no longer pay 
attention to a single, hegemonic paradigm of English, but varieties of English with distinctive features. The 
diversity and pluralism of the regions where English is spoken have become the salient feature of English, and 
the scope of language use has gone beyond the Anglo-American language standards and sociocultural 
conventions of the core regions (cf. Chen & Li, 2015).  

In recent years, some researchers have begun to include pragmatic issues in the ELF context. Most existing ELF 
studies have focused on phonetic features (Jenkins, 2000), lexis and syntax (Seidlhofer, 2004; Björkman, 2008), 
and communicative strategies (House, 1999; Björkman, 2011). It is universally acknowledged in traditional 
studies to take the pragmatic norms of native English speakers as the standard; nevertheless, with the increasing 
globalization of political, economic, technological, cultural, and informational exchanges, new theories, such as 
intercultural pragmatics (Kecskes, 2013, 2014), have emerged on the connotation of pragmatic competence in 
the ELF context. The urgent need to combine ELF research with EFL teaching practice (e.g., Seidlhofer, 2011; 
Baker, 2015) has been realized, which also calls for a re-examination of the traditional concept of discursive 
features of non-native English speakers, and a re-conceptualization of pragmatic competence (e.g., Seidlhofer, 
2011; Cogo & Dewey, 2012; Baker, 2015) to make up for the conceptual gaps in English teaching and the 
deficiency in understanding particular pragmatic competence in this context (Seidlhofer, 2011). Moreover, the 
accessibility of a lingua franca enables business to be conducted in the international market, hence making 
English as a business lingua franca (BLEF) prominent in the intercultural context (cf. Ku & Zussman, 2010; 
Nielsen, 2019). Therefore, it is necessary to reconsider the pragmatic competence of (B)ELF users and its related 
research, to provide a new research perspective and reference for second or foreign language teaching, learning, 
and testing. Focusing on the business context, this paper reviews relevant research in this area, starting from an 
overview of ELF and BELF interactions, and exploring the pragmatic competence in BELF interactions, namely 
interpersonal pragmatic competence, and intercultural pragmatic competence, to gain some implications of the 
reconstruction of pragmatic competence in the BELF context. 

2. English as a (Business) Lingua Franca 
2.1 English as a Lingua Franca 

2.1.1 ELF: An Overview 

ELF refers to communication in English between people from different linguistic backgrounds (Seidlhofer, 2011, 
p. 3). Firth (1996, p. 240) defines ELF as “a ‘content language’ between persons who share neither a common 
native tongue nor a common (national) culture, and for whom English is the chosen foreign language of 
communication”. Based on Firth’s definition, Jenkins et al. (2011) and Seidlhofer et al. (2011) further propose 
that ELF does not exclude native English speakers. ELF is a language used by people after they acquire their 
native language, which always plays a constantly influential role, so ELF is always deeply imprinted by the 
native language and culture (Jenkins, 2006, 2014). ELF in the global context promotes the interaction and 
integration between English and different languages and cultures, which means that in public interactions such as 
international academic exchanges, business negotiations, and media reports, ELF has become a communicative 
resource that integrates diversified languages and cultures, and serves the personal and public needs of 
non-native English speakers (Graddol, 2006). 

At present, there are two major views on the orientation of ELF: essentialism versus non-essentialism. From the 
essentialist views, ELF is a natural language “regarded as a language for communication, that is, a useful 
instrument for making oneself understood in international encounters. It is instrumental in enabling 
communication with others who do not speak one’s own L1” (House, 2003, p. 559). Jenkins (2009, p. 200) also 
defines it as “the common language of choice, among speakers who come from different linguacultural 
backgrounds”. The non-essentialist views, on the other hand, are formed in the process of criticizing the 
essentialist views. It is argued that ELF cannot be an independent entity as there are no native speakers and no 
inherent culture in ELF interactions (cf. Prodromou, 2007; Alptekin, 2010; Park & Wee, 2011). The 
non-essentialist views hold that ELF is rooted in the interaction of different cultures with the characteristics of 
fluidity, flexibility, and dependence (Dewey, 2007). In short, ELF is an activity of language practice, a 
communicative function of language, rather than a specific language product (e.g., Canagarajah, 2007; Ferguson, 
2009; Alptekin, 2013). More importantly, ELF focuses on the dynamic communicative process rather than the 
static communicative situation.  
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Early proponents of the essentialist views have gradually shifted to the non-essentialist views. For example, 
Jenkins et al. (2011, p. 284) admit that “the world has become so interconnected, and English so bound up with 
processes of globalization, that a traditional varieties orientation is no longer viable, and that we should, instead, 
focus on English as fluid, flexible, contingent, hybrid and deeply intercultural”. Seidlhofer (2011) emphasizes 
that ELF is “the communicative medium of choices among speakers of different first languages” (p. 7), which is 
similar to Cogo’s (2012) statement that “the main purpose of ELF research today is … to reveal some of the 
forms that emerge in ELF interactions in specific communities, but more importantly to highlight the pragmatic 
strategies speakers draw on as they collaboratively engage in communication” (p. 99). On the whole, it is the 
debate of different views that leads to the development of ELF research. 

2.1.2 ELF and Pragmatics  

ELF research is interconnected with pragmatics research. As Björkman (2011, p. 951) said, “when it comes to 
research into ELF, pragmatics has led the way”. Cogo and House’s (2018) overview of ELF pragmatics 
highlighted the use of pragmatic strategies in ELF interactions. The ability of a speaker to adapt to the context 
and the participant, as well as the ability to use various communicative strategies to preempt and solve 
comprehension problems, is a significant part of his pragmatic competence (Murray, 2012; Taguchi & Ishihara, 
2018). Pragmatics research emphasizes ELF interactions, mainly focusing on the discursive structure and 
communicative resources. 

ELF interactions reveal the variable nature of discursive structures with relevant repairs. Discursive structures in 
ELF interactions is uncommon when compared with those in the interaction of native English speakers, 
including topic conversation, which is relatively common in the ELF context (Meierkord, 2002), cooperative 
overlap, code-switching (Cogo, 2009; Hülmbauer, 2009) and other linguistic phenomena. House (2003) found 
that ELF users often prefer some conjunctions of sentences such as “and” and “but” at the beginning of the 
conversation, but rarely use expressions such as “yes” and “I see” that indicate interpersonal meaning. As 
cooperation and competition co-exist in the ELF context, both parties will generally seek to avoid difficulties and 
misunderstandings in the process (Pitzl, 2005; Murray, 2012). Strategies or devices such as explicit strategies, 
comprehension checks, confirmation checks, clarification requests are common in ELF interactions (cf. 
Björkman, 2014). Svennevig (2008) found that repairs in ELF interactions generally involve the source of the 
topic and are all aimed at solving problems in the delivery and comprehension of the message. As for types of 
modification, the other-initiated repair, which tends to threaten the facework of the other party, appears more 
frequently in ELF interactions, and the purpose of this repair is generally to ensure the accurate and effective 
delivery of information (Ran & Yang, 2015), which suggests that the clear delivery of information is the priority 
in ELF interactions. Further, Cogo and Dewey (2012) found that if a specific piece of information is particularly 
significant to the current communication, participants will use explicit means to avoid the potential of conflicts. 
When contradictions occur, ELF users will employ both marked and unmarked means to express their views in a 
different way (Angouri, 2012). 

Communicative resources in the ELF context are characterized by multiplicity. Traditional views hold that 
culture takes precedence over communication, involving national groups with common characteristics (Piller, 
2011). In this regard, traditional research seeks to resolve various conflicts and barriers in language use from a 
static and contrastive perspective. However, a “third space” culture will emerge in intercultural communication 
positioned in the ELF context, that is, “interculture” (Kecskes, 2013). The multiplicity of the ELF context means 
that the “interculture” is neither completely equivalent to the culture to which the speaker is attached nor to the 
native English culture (Kecskes, 2013). Rather, “interculture” is the dynamic interaction of different cultures 
instead of the mere comparison and contrast of cultures, which is referred to as a “cross-culture” perspective. 
Non-native English speakers from different linguistic and cultural backgrounds have become the main body of 
English usage; that is, English has gradually become “the language of others” (Jenkins, 2015, p. 52). “My 
English” (Kohn, 2011), which reflects the ways of self-communication and socio-cultural identity, shows that 
English acquisition is a social-cognitive process of constructing communication, which is the need and result of 
the pragmatic features of language use (Kecskes, 2014, p. 5), rather than a simple replication in a one-way 
context (Kohn, 2011, p. 79). Mauranen (2007, p. 244) found that the ELF context is characterized by the 
interaction and co-existence of multiple cultures. In other words, its function reflects the interaction and 
coordination of contexts between ELF participants, which is the crux to distinguish ELF interactions from 
intracultural communication, accordingly accounting for different expressions based on pragmatic competence. 
This is the inevitable result of the interaction between multilingual cultures in the ELF context, which is not only 
a simple combination and presentation of different discursive patterns among speakers, but also requires constant 
coordination, competition, adjustment, and re-coordination, emerging into various dynamic manifestations and 
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diversified integration phenomena (Baker, 2015, p. 53). ELF users actively construct temporary speech 
communities in their interactions, and the initiative, as well as the creativity of “the English of others” in the ELF 
context, has become the pragmatic marker of otherization, so ELF users may construct what is not completely 
equivalent to native English.  

2.2 English as a Business Lingua Franca 

2.2.1 BELF: An Overview 

English as a business lingua franca (BELF), originating from ELF, refers to the English used by non-native 
English speakers in business communication to accomplish specific tasks (Louhiala-Salminen et al., 2005, pp. 
403−404). Louhiala-Salminen et al. (2005) point out that there are no fixed speakers of BELF interactions as 
BELF is neutral and shared. BELF, similar to ELF in other contexts, has no entity and is regarded as a language 
function, language practice, or mode of communication rooted in intercultural communication (cf. Mackenzie, 
2014; Kecskes, 2015), which is highly dynamic emergent (Kecskes, 2013), inclusive, and hybrid (Kankaanranta 
& Louhiala-Salminen, 2013). Specifically, BELF users make creative use of their native cultural knowledge and 
language resources to create common ground and achieve communicative goals (Kecskes, 2013; Liu & Liu, 
2017). It is not uncommon that BELF users seek and create emergent common ground in actual situational 
contexts, which serve as existing knowledge for later business. BELF research also questions the bias existing in 
traditional applied linguistics and intercultural communication studies and abandons the traditional notion that 
cultural differences and linguistic barriers have a negative impact on communication (Charles, 2007). Instead, it 
combines the characteristics of intercultural communication with those of business organizations (Liu & Ran, 
2019), and promotes meaning production and comprehension in the communication practice. 

The communicative process is full of uncertainty in the BELF context (cf. Kankaanranta & Louhiala-Salminen, 
2013). As is mentioned, BELF users often make creative use of linguistic resources to accomplish tasks within 
the context of a business organization. BELF participants are generally highly mobile and they construct a 
temporary language community for a specific task or purpose and may bring the influence of their native cultures 
into it. Temporary knowledge that is neither completely equivalent to the speaker’s native culture nor English 
culture will emerge, which is the inevitable result of multicultural interaction (Kecskes, 2013). A speech 
community can form relatively stable group rituals during the interaction, depending on factors such as business 
activities where these BELF users have been involved, the shared industry knowledge they hold, and the length 
of time over which the two parties have established the business relationship (Kankaanranta & Planken, 2010).  

2.2.2 BELF and Pragmatics  

Pragmatics research on BELF interactions focuses on the influence of business contexts on language use and 
other factors that affect communication. Similar to other institutional discourses, success and failure co-exist in 
BELF interactions. Kecskes (2013) argues that pragmatic issues in BELF interactions are worth exploring, and 
pragmatics studies in the BELF context are mostly concerned with differences between speakers from different 
cultural backgrounds, and social values (e.g., Kankaanranta & Lu, 2013). Du-Babcock (2013) holds that the 
development of pragmatic competence is influenced by the knowledge of the cultural background and language 
levels, such as knowledge of multiculturalism, business knowledge, and global communication skills (cf. 
Kankaanranta & Planken, 2010; Kankaanranta & Louhiala-Salminen, 2013). Pragmatic features of BELF 
interactions are further evaluated as follows. 

Win-win cooperation is the primary goal of BELF interactions. The communication of meaning and the 
completion of tasks in BELF interactions can measure the effectiveness of communication (Firth, 1996; Kecskes, 
2013). That is to say, the primary goal of communication is for BELF users to efficiently complete tasks through 
cooperation (Kankaanranta & Planken, 2010, p. 381). However, due to different English levels and cultural 
backgrounds, there is a lack of collective common ground between speakers (Kecskes, 2013), so BELF users 
tend to spend more time and energy conveying information to reach mutual understanding. BELF users do not 
expect the other party to possess proficient English skills, which is considered unrealistic in this specific context 
(e.g., Charles, 2007). The evaluation standard of successful communication does not lie in the extent to which 
the English language and social pragmatic rules are followed, but in whether the parties can reach mutual 
understanding, even in using expressions that deviate from native English linguistic and cultural norms. Driven 
by common goals and interests, BELF users will try to use various resources to seek and create emergent 
common ground (Kecskes, 2013), which reflects that communication emerges as various dynamic manifestations 
and diversified integration (cf. Seidlhofer, 2011; Cogo & Dewey, 2012; Mauranen, 2012) in the process of 
mutual coordination, competition, adjustment and re-coordination (Baker, 2015, p. 53). 

BELF interactions embody speakers’ institutional identity and dynamic interpersonal relationships. Different 
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from daily ELF interactions, BELF has significant institutional characteristics (Liu & Ran, 2019). For example, 
in BELF meetings, the chairman has more power and responsibility in scheduling and topic arrangement, 
meaning clarification, and content negotiation (cf. Handford, 2010; Liu & Liu, 2017). Different institutional 
identities lead to the imbalance of speakers’ speech rights, which is related to professional background 
knowledge, cultural background differences, participants’ language level and expression ability, organizational 
power, and interpersonal relationship history, etc (Louhiala-Salminen et al., 2005, p. 391). While BELF 
interactions are oriented towards the completion of tasks and the delivery of information, it does not mean that 
interpersonal relationships can be ignored in the context (Komori-Glatz, 2018). BELF interactions, compared 
with other interpersonal interactions, focus on the establishment and maintenance of harmonious relationships 
(Pullin, 2013). In many cases, they show a much higher degree of mutual understanding, tolerance, and support 
(Kankaanranta & Louhiala-Salminen, 2013), intending to complete tasks as well as managing rapport in their 
relationships at the same time. 

BELF users make innovative use of communicative resources. This kind of creativity or originality is generally 
an accommodating mechanism in order to maintain continuous communication on the spot (Carter, 2004, p. 98), 
rather than an intentional act. BELF research is no longer committed to identifying the common core features of 
English varieties, but explores the functionality, multiple interactivities, and innovation of the communicative 
process (Komori-Glatz, 2018); in other words, it focuses on how speakers in the business context from different 
linguistic backgrounds coordinate and adapt to each other, tolerate and even take advantage of multicultural 
differences, improve efficiency and complete tasks. BELF users make creative use of language resources, trying 
to convey information and adjust their language use according to the language level and professional background 
of speakers at any time, in order to create and expand the basis of common ground (Kecskes, 2013). In addition, 
the emergence of “interculture” shows that the mobility of BELF users, the cultural diversity, and the dynamism 
of the communicative process has become communicative resources, which provides a new contextual space for 
English speakers from different linguistic and cultural backgrounds to present or highlight their own cultures 
(Ran & Yang, 2016). Language creativity in BELF interactions is reflected in the analyzability of language 
structure components and the temporary collocation of words (Liu & Ran, 2019), so the expression and 
understanding of meaning are mostly based on literal meaning and contextual dependence. 

3. Pragmatic Competence and BELF Interactions  
3.1 Pragmatic Competence 

Pragmatic competence can be traced back to linguistic competence proposed by Chomsky (1965), which refers 
to linguistic knowledge or intrinsic grammar of language users. Later, he acknowledged the intention of 
language use and proposed the concept of “pragmatic competence”, meaning “the ability to understand how 
language relates to the context in which it is used” (Chomsky, 1980, p. 225), and advocated the separation of 
pragmatic competence from linguistic competence. It is because linguistic competence mainly refers to the 
grammatical knowledge of a certain language, while social factors of language use are beyond the scope of 
language study. Later, Hymes (1972) proposed the concept of communicative competence, which holds that 
people can properly use language in real social communication; in other words, the pragmatic awareness with 
communicative competence is regarded as the core. Based on a series of previous studies on pragmatic 
competence (cf. Canale & Swain, 1980; Canale, 1983; Leech, 1983; Li, 1984; Bachman, 1990), Thomas (1983, 
1995), positioning pragmatic competence in the English context, argues that pragmatic competence can be 
divided into pragmalinguistic competence and sociopragmatic competence. However, the grammatical 
competence, which pragmalinguistic competence depends on and related language resources it refers to, are all 
based on native English. Sociocultural resources on which sociopragmatic competence depends are also 
associated with the sociopragmatic conventions formed by native English speakers (Leung, 2005). 

The multilingual cultural contextual features of BELF interactions determine that intercultural communication is 
bound to be different from intracultural communication within one single language and culture. The former is 
not only prone to significant differences in pronunciation, grammar, vocabulary, and representation and 
understanding of pragmatic information (Watterson, 2008, p. 378), but also displays different pragmatic 
preferences (Kecskes, 2013, p. 19) as well as cultural expectations (Björkman, 2014), which can easily lead to 
variability in language use (Dewey, 2009) and a high degree of unpredictability (Mauranen, 2007) and problems 
such as asymmetry in BELF interactions (Kaur, 2010; Björkman, 2014). Pragmatic competence in BELF 
interactions reflects how speakers use specific contextual clues to appropriately use language or derive 
contextual information to achieve successful communication (Ran & Yang, 2015, 2016). Based on the general 
trend of English development, English has become the language of “others”, which calls for attention to 
contextual variables of non-linguistic dimensions such as interpersonal rapport and intercultural mediation that 
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BELF users dynamically develop pragmatic ability to adjust concerning cultural differences and specific 
contexts (Pennycook, 2010; Baker, 2011) while focusing on the transmission of linguistic information and 
developing interpersonal relationship management skills (Spencer-Oatey, 2008; Seidlhofer, 2009). Pragmatic 
competence in BELF interactions involves the capacity to use a variety of resources, both linguistic and 
nonlinguistic, to conjointly construct meaning (Kaur & Birlik, 2021). BELF research accounts for the change of 
pragmatic research in the communicative context and communicative process. Therefore, basic pragmatic 
competence in English and related pragmatic characteristics in the intercultural context of BELF interactions 
have become a new area of pragmatics research. 

3.2 Interpersonal Pragmatic Competence in BELF Interactions 

The management of interpersonal relationships in the BELF context is unnecessarily positive rapport 
management, but it also includes the conflict management of the diversified discourse. Grounding 
Spencer-Oatey’s (2008) rapport management model, the management of interpersonal relationships involves 
enhancing, maintaining, neglecting, and challenging rapport, which influences the delivery of information. BELF 
interactions concern not only the convergence and cooperation of information transmission, but also multiple 
discourses that may emerge in communication, leading to the pragmatic distance between BELF users or group 
differences (Knapp, 2011). Competitive discourse, as well as cooperative discourse, co-exists in BELF 
interactions, and they need to be identified and responded to as they are more manifested in the intercultural 
context. Given the unequal status of power, it becomes normal that debate and refutation may replace 
cooperation and collaboration, which is especially obvious in the BELF context in which power serves as the 
dominant factor. In addition, the appearance of laughter, jokes, teasing, and other emotive expressions is not 
always intended for building rapport in interpersonal relationships, but on occasion for interpersonal pragmatic 
problems and the threatening of facework between two parties, thus challenging interpersonal rapport (Jenks, 
2012). In this regard, BELF users may adopt different interpersonal strategies, like politeness strategies, based on 
their intimacy, topic content, specific contexts, etc., and achieve rapport in interpersonal relationships through 
face maintenance (Walkinshaw & Kirkpoatrick, 2014). Therefore, the management of interpersonal relationships 
reflects the interpersonal pragmatic competence in BELF interactions with dynamism and complexity. 

The change of interpersonal relationships in BELF interactions also involves the dynamic negotiation and 
construction of identity. Identity, especially cultural identity, has become the focus of BELF research (Baker, 
2015). Due to the linguistic and cultural diversity and intersecting nature of the BELF context, this particular 
interaction is no longer a simple process of information transmission, but a process of mutual acceptance, 
integration, transformation, and reconstruction (Liu & Ran, 2019), which is manifested as the dynamic 
construction of cultural identity through language practice (Pennycook, 2007). This indicates that BELF has 
become a communicative resource for mapping and constructing participants’ cultural identities (Seidlhofer, 
2004). Accordingly, speakers from different linguistic and cultural backgrounds can maintain, coordinate and 
adjust or reconstruct their own cultural identity (Pölzl & Seidlhofer, 2006; Sung, 2014). The identity 
characteristics of BELF users is also multi-dynamic (Baker, 2011), which reflects the significance of relational 
skills to manage interpersonal relationships (Spencer-Oatey, 2008; Seidlhofer, 2009). In other words, BELF users 
are to some extent dependent on the linguistic and cultural conventions of their mother tongue, and are prone to 
ethnocentric thoughts (Hult, 2010) and discursive behaviors that reflect the local culture. Therefore, BELF users 
will adopt appropriate interpersonal pragmatic strategies to reconstruct temporary and mutually accepted 
common intra-group identities while presenting identities of the local culture.  

3.3 Intercultural Pragmatic Competence in BELF Interactions 

BELF interactions mainly reveal speakers’ intercultural pragmatic competence as they are situated in the 
intercultural context. Intercultural pragmatic competence in language use is reflected in the resource utilization, 
which not only gives priority to a simple, direct, and clear linguistic form, and a certain degree of creativity or 
originality, but also seeks and creates common ground in forming the emergent “interculture” (Kecskes, 2013).  

The awareness of intercultural communication refers to the effective and appropriate interaction of knowledge, 
motivation, and skills from different backgrounds (Wiseman, 2003, p. 192). Effectiveness and appropriateness 
are the main criteria to measure speakers’ ability of intercultural communication. To a certain degree, strategies 
or awareness of avoiding various information conflicts in intercultural communication are of dominant 
significance in the study of pragmatic competence, which emphasizes the understanding of the target culture as 
well as the assimilation of the native culture into the target culture (Liu & Ran, 2019). In the BELF context, 
pragmatic competence studies have increasingly focused on the choice of pragmatic strategies (e.g., Jenkins, 
2007, 2011; Seidlhofer, 2011; Cogo & Dewey, 2012; Björkman, 2014) and the ability of mediation and 
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cooperation in the intercultural context (Pennycook, 2010; Baker, 2011). Apart from the pragmatic competence 
at the level of information transmission, intercultural pragmatic competence also sheds light on the ability to 
build rapport in interpersonal relationships (Spencer-Oatey, 2008) to use language for the management of 
interpersonal relationships, echoing with interpersonal pragmatic competence. Therefore, intercultural 
pragmatics studies positioned in the BELF context tend to involve different aspects, including language selection, 
information construction, relationship interaction, and cultural mediation, etc. 

Intercultural pragmatic competence is dynamic and dependent on the context, mainly reflected in the creative use 
of linguistic resources. Intercultural pragmatic competence is refined and illustrated by Liu and Ran (2019), 
which is targeted at speakers from different linguistic and cultural backgrounds. The choice of BELF is 
embodied in the selection and utilization of linguistic resources, the construction and delivery of information, the 
interactions of relationships, and the adjustment of adaptation of cultural and background knowledge. 
Intercultural pragmatic competence is proposed to highlight the adaptability and creativity of the dynamic 
adjustment between the language means chosen by both speakers and the context, affected by the 
“interculturality” generated by the interaction and integration of different cultures. In Intercultural Pragmatics, 
Kecskes (2013) re-examines pragmatic competence in intercultural communication, focusing on the impact of 
socio-cognitive factors and individual preferences of communicative subjects on pragmatic competence, 
specially positioned in the ELF context to explore the development of pragmatic competence in bilingual and 
multilingual contexts. The study of intercultural pragmatic competence from the perspective of intercultural 
pragmatics not only emphasizes the choice of linguistic means and pragmatic strategies (Björkman, 2014; Cogo 
& Dewey, 2012), but also seeks to include speakers’ mediation and mutual coordination of communicative 
content and process under the restriction of a specific context (Baker, 2011) and the ability to manage rapport in 
relationships (Pullin, 2013). In this regard, the pragmatic paradigm and social conventions of native English 
speakers are no longer the criteria for measuring and judging pragmatic competence in the BELF context (Liu & 
Ran, 2019). In other words, pragmatic competence is no longer reflected as a top-down static prescriptive 
competence, but more as a complex and mixed system emerging in a bottom-up approach in BELF interactions. 

4. Implications 
4.1 Pragmatic Competence and Pragmatic Strategies 

BELF interactions tend to be task-oriented or content-oriented. For speakers from different linguistic and cultural 
backgrounds, the effective delivery of information is the key to measuring the effectiveness of communication 
(cf. Firth, 1996). However, in discourse production and comprehension, there is often a lack of sufficient 
common ground between speakers in intercultural contexts (Kecskes, 2013). Therefore, pragmatic strategies 
aiming at the co-construction of information are often employed in BELF interactions, which reflects the 
dynamic pragmatic competence of speakers in this context. With regard to pragmatic competence, BELF users 
can make effective communication based on relevant pragmatic strategies. The skillful use of pragmatic 
strategies in meaning negotiation contributes to communicative effectiveness and constitutes “effective 
pragmatic act[s] in ELF” interactions (Taguchi & Ishihara, 2018, p. 86). 

From time to time, BELF users can still achieve successful communication with little or no misunderstanding 
and confusion despite insufficient common ground (cf. Kaur, 2010). It is mainly attributed to the strategy of the 
co-construction of information (Ran & Yang, 2016) adopted to create common ground and clarify the 
information in the actual situational context. Different pragmatic strategies may occur in different stages of 
communication, such as the resolution strategy (Cogo & Dewey, 2012) in the comprehension stage of discourse, 
and the preempting strategy (Mauranen, 2006) in the face of potential difficulties in understanding the discursive 
meaning. Other similar strategies include explicitness strategies such as self-clarification, self-correction, 
repetition, retelling, collaborative completion, and cooperative overlap (cf. Cogo & Dewey, 2012; Deterding, 
2013). Firth (1996) also found that BELF users would skip unclear words and utterances and adopt strategies 
such as “let-it-pass” and “wait-and-see” (Cogo & Dewey, 2012) to avoid communicative barriers. In addition, 
BELF users also try to present the information more clearly, making the intention clearer to the listener in the 
topic negotiation and management with meta-discourse strategies (Mauranen, 2007, 2010; House, 2013). 
Similarly, metapragmatic expressions also serve as pragmatic strategies to create common ground (Liu & Liu, 
2017) and adjust salience (Liu & Liu, 2021) in the BELF context. These strategies suggest that successful BELF 
interactions are featured by the joint involvement and interaction of both parties by creating common ground to 
achieve mutual understanding of information and solving problems and potential obstacles. 

The BELF context is a double-edged sword. It not only increases the complexities of communication, but also 
provides diversified contextual resources for interactions. Thus, BELF users are expected to make a dynamic 
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selection and use proper pragmatic strategies, such as explicit code-switching (Cogo, 2010; Pietikäinen, 2014) 
and implicit cognate effect (cf. Hülmbauer, 2009). While highlighting the content of the discourse, they also 
mark or construct the cultural identity of the communicative subject and therefore, consolidate the in-group 
relationship between speakers (Seidlhofer, 2009). It is not difficult to find that judging from the actual situational 
context, BELF participants will creatively bridge language gaps that are different from native English, which 
reflects various phenomena of language use in BELF interactions and is a manifestation of discursive 
management (Mauranen, 2010). The co-construction of information in the BELF context is not only influenced 
by misunderstanding or confusion, but also by the emergence of hybrid language forms in the interaction so that 
BELF users will construct the contextual common ground (Kecskes, 2013), or make the specific pragmatic 
information clearer to achieve mutual understanding of the discourse (Ran & Yang, 2016). The interactive 
synergy of contextualized pragmatic strategies is therefore reflected in BELF interactions. 

In the presence of considerable variability in language form and use (Firth, 2009; Seidlhofer, 2011), it is critical 
for the speaker’s ability to use a range of pragmatic strategies to convey and interpret meaning successfully. 
Skillful use of pragmatic strategies constitutes an essential part of one’s pragmatic competence (Kaur & Birlik, 
2021). The diversity of BELF interactions enables participants to choose proper pragmatic strategies by 
identifying pragmatic clues with information from the context. The use of pragmatic strategies in the BELF 
context helps to effectively avoid some potential problems that may emerge in the interaction and settle some 
communicative barriers that have occurred or may occur in meaning comprehension.  

4.2 Pragmatic Competence and Pragmatic Awareness 

The pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic change triggered by the contextual features and language use of BELF 
interactions gives rise to the change in the communicative process and pragmatic competence. Different from the 
single context of language, the pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic paradigm that emerges in this specific 
context challenges the traditional pragmatic competence of the dominated standard of native English (Ran & 
Yang, 2016) and provides new insight into the institutional discursive characteristics of BELF interactions and 
the development in pragmatic awareness. 

In general, BELF teaching and learning have emphasized the pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic paradigm and 
their social conventions attached to native English speakers. However, a significant theoretical flaw is obvious 
when it comes to this single reference: it is easy to equate language with specific codes and social conventions of 
language use with fixed rules (Baker, 2015, p. 138). Therefore, English pragmatic competence should not be 
limited to native speakers’ conventions outlined by editors and trainers of textbooks (Leung, 2005). The concept 
of pragmatic competence in BELF interactions has evolved “from the individualistic and stable view to a more 
dynamic, agency-oriented view” (Taguchi & Ishihara, 2018, p. 82), which indicates that pragmatic competence is 
not statically prescriptive but dynamically descriptive. 

The globalization of English use makes it necessary for us to reconsider and reconstruct the reference standards 
of pragmatic competence and pragmatic awareness in the actual situational context. It is more significant in the 
diversity and intersection of linguistic and cultural backgrounds in the BELF context (Kecskes, 2013), as well as 
the otherization of BELF users. Pragmatic competence is both temporary and constructive, including 
interpersonal relationship management and identity construction among BELF users, in addition to the effective 
transmission and understanding of linguistic and pragmatic information. For this reason, many scholars (e.g., 
House, 2003; He, 2011; Jenkins, 2011) point out that the single pragmatic competence that follows native 
English is no longer sufficient to explain and promote effective BELF interactions. 

The reconstruction of pragmatic competence in BELF interactions requires a reinterpretation of relationships, 
pointing to speakers’ intercultural pragmatic awareness. Static cultural pragmatics over-simplifies the complex 
adaptive relationship between culture, language, and communication, and thus fails to interpret the 
intersectionality and dynamics of multilingual cultures embodied in BELF interactions (Liu & Ran, 2019), 
resulting in the relationship between culture and communication irrelevant contextual constraints (Baker, 2015). 
From an intercultural perspective, BELF interactions, with the integration of different languages and cultures, 
focus on how speakers in the BELF context create common ground and achieve cooperation and collaboration 
(Kecskes, 2013). Cross-cultural awareness in pragmatics is regarded as comparing similarities and contrasting 
and differences of linguistic and cultural knowledge on the premise of pragmatic competence, while intercultural 
awareness of BELF interactions is more complicated and dynamic than the linear dependent relationship 
between culture and language, with the emphasis placed on the mutual harmony and synergy between multiple 
contextual factors and temporary established relationships (cf. Baker, 2015). 

The key to intercultural business communication is dynamic negotiation and adjustment for lack of pre-existing 
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and sufficient common ground and cognitive space among BELF users (Baker, 2011, p. 203; Liu & Ran, 2019). 
The content of negotiation in BELF interactions not only refers to the form and meaning of language, but also 
includes sociopragmatic information on the non-linguistic level such as social identity, cultural reference, and 
cultural behavior (Liu & Ran, 2019). Traditional concepts of pragmatic competence pay special attention to 
pronunciation, vocabulary, syntax, and other forms of language use, neglecting what is embodied in the context 
of the diversified communicative process, and the ability to manage interpersonal relationships in intercultural 
contexts (Ran & Yang, 2016). Cultural awareness, pragmatic awareness, and other elements are of great 
significance in the BELF context. Hence, pragmatic awareness based on pragmatic competence in BELF 
interactions shifts from the unidirectional linguistic dimension to the hyper-linguistic dimension of social 
pragmatics (e.g., relational management and identity construction from the interpersonal perspective), which 
conforms to the multi-perspective integration that contemporary pragmatics emphasizes language use and 
communicative process to construct meaning in interactions. 

5. Concluding Remarks 
English is widely shared by non-native English speakers, which contributes to the unprecedented change in the 
social role of English as well as the emergence of (B)ELF interactions. The (B)ELF context and pragmatic 
features it elicits have accounted for a new research perspective different from the traditional view of pragmatic 
competence. The perception of pragmatic competence that English learners acquire and use the language to meet 
the standard of native English has been challenged to a large context. In other words, the paradigm of pragmatic 
competence based on the linguistic and cultural norms of native English is no longer applicable to the 
interpretation of (B)ELF interactions. Hence, the connotation of pragmatic competence should not be confined to 
what is normal in the native English context; instead, research on pragmatic competence seeks to involve 
interpersonal pragmatic competence and intercultural pragmatic competence in a specific context.  

Different from monolingual and intracultural communication, BELF interactions, situated in the intercultural 
context, are influenced by its institutional discursive features in terms of intention, resources integration, 
knowledge construction, and communicative process. Based on the contextualized characteristics of BELF 
interactions, this paper reviews the performance of pragmatic competence in this context, presenting 
interpersonal pragmatic competence and intercultural pragmatic competence, discusses the necessity of 
reconstructing an appropriate perception of pragmatic competence, and points out the significance of connecting 
pragmatic competence to pragmatic strategies and pragmatic awareness. However, it should be noticed that 
theories and practices concerning foreign language teaching, learning, and testing generally fail to keep up with 
those new changes and features in the development from EFL to ELF, which English teaching and research 
should face in the long run. Future English teaching practice and research can focus on the communicative needs 
from the perspective of pragmatics and raise practitioners’ and researchers’ awareness of pragmatic strategies to 
promote pragmatic competence via authentic input and opportunities for realistic BELF interactions through 
training. Whether or how English can be taught as a lingua franca and what is reflected in the pragmatic 
competence in the BELF contexts still need further empirical investigation. 
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