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ABSTRACT
This qualitative single-case study explored the dynamic English communication practices of a regional export entrepreneur in Pontianak, West Kalimantan, bridging local producers and global markets. Bounded by digital and logistical constraints, the study described the implementation of Business English as a Lingua Franca (BELF) on WhatsApp and analyzed linguistic, pragmatic, and digital challenges along with their mitigation strategies. Data were triangulated from a semi-structured interview, content analysis of the selected WhatsApp chat logs, a formal Quotation Letter, and multimodal visual materials (stuffing videos and photos), excluding field observations to ensure empirical honesty. The findings showed that dynamic English was implemented as an adaptive, goal-oriented tool. The exporter prioritized functional clarity over grammatical accuracy, adhered strictly to standardized trade jargon (FOB, CIF) as a business anchor, and established trust through transactional reliability. Furthermore, three-tier challenges were successfully resolved: linguistic barriers (foreign scripts, non-standard English) via AI translation tools and active clarification; pragmatic barriers (bounded fluency) through material visual evidence (branded sacks and stuffing videos); and digital challenges (asymmetrical interaction) by leveraging WhatsApp's asynchronous nature for process gains. In conclusion, digital trade success is driven by technological agency and pragmatic BELF adaptation rather than native-speaker grammatical perfection.
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Introduction
In the current globalized economy, international trade serves as a primary engine for national and regional economic development. According to official statistics from the Badan Pusat Statistik (2026), Indonesia recorded a significant export expansion of 6.15% in 2025, reflecting the active participation of domestic businesses in global value chains. Within West Kalimantan, the city of Pontianak represents a strategic trade gateway, where regional entrepreneurs act as critical intermediaries connecting local producers with international buyers. However, regional Micro, Small, and Medium Enterprises (MSMEs) in West Kalimantan face severe structural bottlenecks. Swangsa et al. (2025) identified that local Pontianak producers often struggle with low digital literacy, a lack of professional financial record-keeping, and high inter-island shipping costs, making direct international market entry prohibitively difficult. Under these challenging circumstances, regional export traders step in to manage complex supply chains, resolve international buyer skepticism, and sell regional forest commodities, specifically high-quality mangrove and hardwood (halaban) charcoal, to global markets.
While the logistical and financial challenges of regional trade are well-documented, the communicative strategies that enable local exporters to secure global contracts have remained underexplored. Successful international trade does not depend solely on product quality; it relies heavily on the ability to communicate in English as the global business medium. Traditionally, language research in foreign language settings has focused on native-speaker grammatical standards. However, in global business, this strict standard often impedes practical communication by putting linguistic correctness ahead of communicative utility. In contrast, modern applied linguistics conceptualizes English as a highly flexible and practical tool. This paradigm is framed as English as a Lingua Franca (ELF), defined by Seidlhofer (2013) as a dynamic and adaptive mode of communication used among speakers of different first languages. When applied to commercial contexts, this is specified as Business English as a Lingua Franca (BELF). Glatz (2018) defines BELF as an emergent, context-dependent resource that is negotiated and co-constructed by professionals within specific business settings. Under the BELF framework, linguistic correctness is secondary to functional efficiency, mutual intelligibility, and task-oriented clarity (Seidlhofer, 2013; Sifakis & Tsantila, 2019). As Utami and Febriansyah (2021) emphasized, English acts as an essential "common thread" that connects local Indonesian commodities with global buyers, regardless of grammatical deviations.
In regional trade, this "common thread" is increasingly spun on mobile instant messaging platforms. WhatsApp has transformed from a casual messaging app into an essential digital "contact zone" (Pratt, 1991) where international trade transactions are negotiated, disputed, and closed. In this digital environment, interactions are often highly asymmetrical. As Bréhault et al. (2025) explained, asymmetric interaction in collaborative systems is defined as a lack of equivalence or an imbalance in input/output modalities or content access between participants. While international buyers communicate strictly through written text, the exporter leverages a multimodal approach, combining written chat with spoken verbal explanations in product videos. To manage the messy nature of this contact zone, the exporter relies on multimodality, the integration of written, spoken, and visual modes of communication (Van Leeuwen, 2015). Rather than engaging in casual social talk, the exporter deploys standardized trade jargon (such as Incoterms FOB or CIF) and visual evidence to bypass his limited fluency and establish business reliability.
Despite the growing importance of messaging platforms in global trade, a significant gap remains in current literature. Most existing studies on business communication focus on formal email writing within large, multinational corporations (Rogerson-Revell, 2007). Very little qualitative evidence exists concerning how regional exporters in developing countries use WhatsApp as an asymmetrical, multimodal contact zone to secure commercial transactions under a state of "bounded fluency" (Neeley, 2017). This study directly addresses this gap by conducting a qualitative, single-case inquiry into the everyday English communication of a Pontianak exporter. It analyzes how the exporter practically implements dynamic English to negotiate meaning and how he creatively utilizes digital tools and visual media to overcome linguistic, pragmatic, and digital challenges.
Methods or implementation
This study employed a qualitative, single-case study design (Yin, 2018) focusing on a single independent regional trade entrepreneur based in Pontianak, West Kalimantan. According to Yin (2018), a case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a present-day phenomenon, the "case", in depth and within its real-world context. In this research, the "case" is defined as the everyday dynamic English communication practices of the exporter on WhatsApp. A single-case design was methodologically justified because it allowed for a detailed, micro-level study of how a regional trader navigated real-time business negotiations in his actual business setting. Content analysis alone would limit this study strictly to written WhatsApp chat logs; in contrast, the case study design incorporated multiple sources of evidence, including semi-structured interview reflections, formal business contracts, and visual materials (Yin, 2018), to explain "how" and "why" these digital interactions successfully established business trust.
To ensure empirical validity and reliability, the writer gathered and triangulated qualitative data collected from April to July 2026, following the qualitative research framework described by Creswell and Creswell (2018). The dataset comprises three distinct techniques of qualitative data collection:
a. Semi-Structured Interviews. The writer conducted an in-depth interview with the exporter, treating the interview as a "guided conversation" (Yin, 2018). An interview protocol consisting of 8 open-ended questions was utilized to capture the exporter's personal views, experiences, and reflections regarding his communication strategies, language confidence, and use of technology. The interview was recorded, transcribed verbatim, and verified with the subject.
b. Content Analysis of Written Documents. The writer collected and examined authentic written business correspondence generated between 2024 and 2026. This documentation included the selected WhatsApp chat logs representing active trade negotiations with buyers from seven different countries, and a formal Quotation Letter issued under the exporter's corporate name.
c. Multimodal Audiovisual Materials. The dataset also included shared visual media used during WhatsApp negotiations. This consisted of high-resolution product photographs displaying mangrove charcoal loaded in the container and the exporter's branded packaging. Additionally, the writer examined a live warehouse video recording depicting the shipping container loading process, commonly referred to as "stuffing", at the Pontianak warehouse.
Following the qualitative data analysis procedures described by Creswell and Creswell (2018), the writer organized and analyzed the data through a systematic, four-step process:
a. Data Organization and Familiarization: All raw data (chat logs, contracts, audio recordings, and videos) were organized chronologically and transcribed verbatim. The writer read through all transcripts several times to obtain a general sense of the communication tone before starting the coding process.
b. Dual-Track Coding Process: Written documents (chats, Quotation Letters) and spoken/visual interactions (videos, photos, interviews) were coded on two separate tracks to respect their different structural properties. Track 1 (Content Analysis) focused on text-internal properties, textual conventions, and the use of professional trade jargon. Track 2 (Interaction and Multimodal Analysis) focused on real-time conversational dynamics, meaning negotiation, and how visual materials were deployed as active physical mediators.
c. Unified Thematic Synthesis: The codes extracted from both tracks were systematically grouped, compared, and synthesized into a single coding framework, yielding overarching themes representing the core findings.
Theoretical Matching: The synthesized themes were matched and interpreted against the theoretical predictions of BELF competence, asymmetric interaction, and bounded fluency to strengthen the validity of the case study findings.
Results
The empirical findings of this study show that the Pontianak export entrepreneur, acting as an independent trader specializing in regional forest commodities such as high-quality mangrove and hardwood (halaban) charcoal who practically implements dynamic English communication on WhatsApp as an adaptive, goal-oriented tool. His trade negotiations span diverse global boundaries, engaging with multiple international buyers whose distinct profiles are outlined in the table below.
Table 3.1 Buyers Profile
	Buyers Initial
	Country of Origin
	Commodity Inquired

	Mr. RQ
	Qatar
	Hardwood (Halaban) Charcoal

	MR. JC
	Canada
	Hardwood (Halaban) Charcoal

	Mr. +971
	United Arab Emirates
	Hardwood (Halaban) Charcoal

	Mr. +880
	Bangladesh
	Coconut Shell Charcoal Briquettes

	Mr. +30
	Greece
	Hardwood (Halaban) Charcoal

	Mr. +90
	Turkey
	Hardwood (Halaban) Charcoal

	Mr. +966
	Saudi Arabia
	Mangrove Wood Charcoal



To negotiate meaning successfully in these diverse global transactions, the exporter relies heavily on the principles of Business English as a Lingua Franca (BELF), consciously prioritizing functional clarity and mutual intelligibility over native-speaker grammatical standards. During the semi-structured interview, the exporter firmly asserted: "I will always prioritize that the meaning that I want to tell is clear." This prioritization of functional clarity is clearly manifested in his WhatsApp chat archives; in negotiations regarding moisture content and product quality with buyers, the exporter routinely employs simplified English, ignoring minor typing errors (e.g., "Befofe send I put in sun dry So all 100% dry," and "I know this bag problem is moisture high") without causing communication breakdowns. Instead, the exporter and foreign buyers co-construct a temporary, context-dependent communicative resource focused on securing the commercial transaction. In contrast to this conversational flexibility, the exporter maintains absolute precision and rigidity when using international trade jargon and shipping codes (such as "$760/mt cif", "40ft hc", and "20 ton/40HQ Container"). This standardized business jargon acts as a universal "common thread" that anchors negotiations, protects the legal safety of the transaction, and is seamlessly translated into the highly formal business-legal genre of the Quotation Letter (detailing HS Code 44029000, CIF terms, and structured payment terms like 50% Advance & 50% LC at Sight).
Building on this transactional focus, the exporter establishes professional trust with international buyers purely through business reliability, operational openness, and formal business etiquette, completely bypassing social "small talk." During the interview, he noted: "It doesn’t really help, I only talk to them in a business way. I don’t really chit-chat with them." To project immediate credibility in this digital "contact zone" (Pratt, 1991), the exporter utilizes formal greetings (e.g., "Assalamualaikum" and related Islamic graphic stickers with Middle Eastern buyers) and immediately uploads high-quality digital documents, such as an official Company Profile. Under the framework of Bréhault et al. (2025), these interactions manifest an asymmetric interaction where the exporter produces complex, multimodal outputs (combining written text, PDF documents, and spoken-narrated videos) while buyers respond strictly through monomodal written text. Far from being a communication barrier, this asymmetry is a strategic collaborative tool; the exporter exploits the asynchronous nature of WhatsApp to secure critical process gains in Computer-Mediated Communication (CMC), taking necessary time to reflect, consult translation tools, and construct professional responses without the high-pressure demand of real-time spoken dialogue.
Discussion
Operating in this digital contact zone, however, presents distinct linguistic, pragmatic, and digital challenges which the exporter successfully overcomes through active technological adaptation, active negotiation of meaning, and multimodal mitigations. Under linguistic and translation challenges, the exporter encounters substantial lexical barriers when dealing with foreign-language trade documents, ambiguous destination port spellings (such as "avtava"), foreign scripts (such as Greek characters) and non-standard written buyer English (such as "Sorry i didn't undated"). Rather than guessing, the exporter actively negotiates meaning by directly asking for clarification and utilizing Artificial Intelligence (AI) translation software as external cognitive supports to translate scripts and draft business correspondence. Under pragmatic challenges, the exporter's bounded fluency triggers internal anxiety and diminishes his verbal speaking confidence during negotiations. He remarked: “It does affect my confident to deal with them... but it doesn’t affect the negotiation process for the price.” To mitigate this limited verbal fluency and bypass geographical distance, the exporter strategically deploys multimodal and material communication strategies. When a buyer inquires about mangrove charcoal dimensions, he directly answers the specifications and immediately reinforces his verbal clarity by sending photographs of himself standing beside a newly loaded shipping container, holding a green packaging sack clearly branded "TAMARI CHARCOAL 10 KG". Furthermore, when a buyer inquires about shisha, the exporter demonstrates remarkable pragmatic honesty under bounded fluency (admitting: “Sir. Im not master in sisha,” “Quality for checking sisha is dangerous,” and “I want to make sure quality at my eye... So i can trust”) and immediately supports this verbal claim by sending a live video recording of his staff weighing, packing, and loading the charcoal sacks inside the Pontianak warehouse, accompanied by a brief spoken explanation: “This is halaban. Halaban dry.” These physical objects (the charcoal, container, and branded sacks) act as active physical mediators that translate abstract quality claims into verifiable, physical realities, neutralizing distance and securing business trust without requiring complex English dialogue.
Finally, the exporter successfully navigates digital and operational challenges, which arise from negotiating within an asymmetrical environment characterized by a complete absence of face-to-face cues, high relational distance, and severe resource constraints as a small-scale regional SME lacking dedicated translation, marketing, or compliance departments. To bridge these digital and structural gaps, the exporter actively integrates mobile instant messaging, translation software, and generative AI writing tools into his daily workflow. By leveraging the asynchronous nature of WhatsApp, the exporter neutralizes the high-pressure demand of real-time spoken negotiations, allowing him the necessary process gains to consult external translation software, verify destination port data, and draft standard business correspondence. Furthermore, by systematically deploying high-quality digital documents, such as the official Company Profile, the exporter is able to establish institutional credibility and resolve international buyer doubts directly on their screens. Ultimately, this combination of practical BELF accommodation, visual materiality, and digital agility demonstrates that technological agency can successfully level the global playing field, allowing regional, small-scale traders in Pontianak to bypass local resource constraints and secure global transactional success with absolute confidence.
Conclusion
Based on the qualitative analysis of the semi-structured interview, WhatsApp chat logs, the formal Quotation Letter, and visual media, the writer draws several major conclusions. First, regarding the first research problem, dynamic English communication was practically implemented by the Pontianak exporter on WhatsApp as a highly functional, adaptive, and goal-oriented tool, fully aligning with the principles of Business English as a Lingua Franca (BELF). The exporter did not rely on native-speaker grammar accuracy to secure transactions; instead, communication success was co-constructed with international buyers through three distinct practices. The first practice involved prioritizing clear meaning over perfect grammar, where the exporter and global buyers successfully tolerated non-standard grammar and typos (e.g., "I know iy," "Befofe send"), accepting them as practical adaptations as long as the core business meaning remained clear and mutually understood. The second practice was the strict adherence to international trade jargon and documents. While everyday dialogue was highly simplified, the exporter maintained absolute precision when using standardized international commercial terms (such as FOB and CIF), container capacities, and payment rules. This terminology rigidity acted as an essential business anchor that was subsequently translated into formal business contracts, specifically the formal Quotation Letter. The third practice focused on building trust through business reliability, whereby the exporter bypassed the need for social talk or casual small talk on WhatsApp. Trust was built purely through business openness and the rapid sending of verifiable corporate documents, such as the Company Profile.
Second, challenges in Research Problem 2 include linguistic, pragmatic, and digital barriers that were successfully resolved by the exporter through a combination of technological adaptation, active negotiation of meaning, and multimodal mitigations. On the linguistic dimension, the exporter encountered lexical and document translation barriers, foreign scripts (such as the Greek alphabet), ambiguous destination port names (such as "avtava"), and non-standard written buyer English (such as "Sorry i didn't undated"), which were actively resolved using AI translation tools alongside direct clarification techniques. To mitigate pragmatic challenges arising from bounded fluency that lowered cognitive confidence, the exporter deployed visual-material strategies over WhatsApp, such as sending product photographs of charcoal inside the shipping container, displaying branded packaging sacks ("TAMARI CHARCOAL 10 KG"), and sharing live video recordings of container "stuffing" inside the Pontianak warehouse, reinforced by a brief, functional spoken explanation ("This is halaban. Halaban dry"), to serve as physical mediators that translated abstract quality claims into verifiable physical realities, thereby building transactional trust. Finally, digital challenges, characterized by a lack of face-to-face cues and severe MSME-level resource constraints, were mitigated by leveraging the asynchronous nature of WhatsApp to secure critical process gains (allowing time to reflect and draft precise messages), systematically deploying official digital documents (the Company Profile) to establish instant institutional credibility, and integrating generative AI writing tools to draft formal business-legal correspondence (such as the Quotation Letter), successfully leveling the playing field with large multinational competitors.
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