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Abstract  

  
Owning a small business comes with several challenges and for those who identify as 

English as an additional language (EAL) migrant women who are small business 

owners (WSBO), some of the challenges are further exacerbated. These further 

challenges may be linked to the fact that they identify as female and that they are 

English as another language speakers. For the research project reported on in this 

article, a cohort of these businesswomen in Aotearoa New Zealand and specifically in 

the Waikato Region completed a survey and were interviewed on challenges that they 

faced. In the survey and interviews with the businesswomen and a group of their 

stakeholders, some challenges emerged that related to language and cultural 

competence. To provide potential solutions or management suggestions, interviews 

were conducted with a cohort of applied linguists who are English language teachers. 

The aim was to get the teachers’ perspectives and advice on how the businesswomen 

could address several language and cultural competence situations. 

 

Keywords: businesswomen, pragmatics, intercultural communication, English as an 

international language, English as an additional language, applied linguists  

  

Background  

  
Globally, scholars' attention has focused on the context of the ethnic minority 

businesswomen and there have been numerous studies on the experiences of migrant 

female small business owners (Aldrich & Waldinger, 1990). These have mainly been 

conducted in Europe, the UK and the USA (Poros, 2001; Purkayastha, 2005; 

Kloosterman, 2003) and many of them have predominantly focused on male 

entrepreneurs (Collins & Low, 2010) compared to this study that focuses on female 

entrepreneurs. However, Mitchelmore and Rowley (2013) highlighted the fact that 
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migrant women who owned small businesses make significant contributions to the 

economies of the countries they reside in. Based on 80 face-to-face interviews 

conducted for Asian-born women entrepreneurs, Low (2008) stated that migrant 

women who started their business in Australia made significant economic 

contributions to new businesses and to job creation. However, in the Australasian 

region, there appears to be limited research related to the challenges and triumphs of 

migrant entrepreneurs (Pio, 2007), and especially those who identify as English as 

another language (EAL) background Women who are small business owners 

(WSBOs) in this region. The research reported holds significant potential for regional 

and national development of more support systems for EAL migrant female 

entrepreneurs in New Zealand as well as highlighting the need for a more intercultural 

communication approach in the entrepreneurial space. The overarching aim of this 

research project is to attempt to eradicate several barriers faced by EAL background 

women who want to start a business in New Zealand. Ideally systems need to be put 

in place to improve relationships between the EAL background WSBO and all the 

stakeholders. This can be achieved by enhancing their experience when conducting 

business in Aotearoa New Zealand.    

  

Our understanding of the current situation is that this is the first study that builds on 

the prior research conducted, where the focus on both i) the direct voices of a diverse 

group of EAL background WSBO perspectives and ii) the voices of applied linguists 

(ALs) suggesting potential solutions are covered. Prior research on advice to 

employees and employers has been substantially covered by several researchers 

(Riddiford & Newton, 2010; Pio, 2007; Harris et al. 2006; Yeung & Crothers, 2016). 

However, the study covered in this article suggests potential practical solutions 

specifically related to managing pragmatic and cultural competence situations 

identified by the WSBO. The study also looks at the extent to which recommendations 

made by a group of ALs address up-to-date approaches such as intercultural 

communication. 

  

Challenges faced by the migrant businesswomen 

 

Empirical literature has discussed the challenges faces by EAL businesswomen when 

operating their businesses in other countries. Nahid and Shamsuddin (2001) stated that 

due to challenges, migrants do not get a chance to incorporate their human capital 

effectively into the current economic growth. Empirical evidence shows many 

challenges that they face, and among them language and cultural barriers are 

prominent (Fester & Thrikawala, 2024). Therefore, it is important to explore how 

language and cultural barriers could impact the business practices and the stakeholder 

engagement of these businesses.  
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English communication skills: 

 

It is evident from research carried out over the past couple of decades (Ahmad & Khan, 

2023; Ahmad, 2016; Cardona, 2015; Collier, 2010; McKay, 2002) that ensuring 

excellent English communication skills is vital to operate a business in an English-

dominant country. This is also true in countries like Malaysia where English is either 

the main language or the business lingua franca (the language of choice in business). 

Ahmad and Khan (2023) conducted research in Malaysia and the overarching focus of 

the project was the crucial need for entrepreneurship education to include English 

communication skills. In this Malaysian-based research, participants felt that one of 

their biggest challenges was the need for English language education for certain skills, 

including, but not restricted to: 

 

1. the ability to manage conflict, deliberate with business contacts and mediate 

successfully 

2. clarity when participating in discussions and stating their views 

3. strong communication skills that can lead to trust in business deals 

4. strategies to provide feedback competently 

5. building rapport with business contacts 

6. building self-esteem 

7. delivering oral presentations for impact. 

 

An inability to correctly negotiate challenges can lead to confusion, mistrust, and 

failure to ensure success in the business world (Ahmad & Khan, 2023). 

 

In the Aotearoa New Zealand context, previous resources and research have mainly 

focused on immigrants as entrepreneurs without focusing in detail on a cohort of 

female entrepreneurs (De Vries, 2007). Other researchers have focused on female 

migrants as employees in the workplace, with local employers (Pio, 2007; Pio & 

Singham, 2018). There have also been some studies conducted into female migrant 

entrepreneurs (Pio, 2007; Collins and Low, 2010). However, Pio (2007) focused on 

Indian migrants and Collins and Low (2010) focused on only Asian female migrants 

in Australia. In terms of work conducted on workplace scenarios and situations to 

support migrants and developing their sociopragmatic skills for employment, there has 

been extensive work conducted by ALs at Victoria University of Wellington on 

migrants as employees (Riddiford & Newton, 2010; Worktalk, 2020; Riddiford & Joe, 

2010; Riddiford & Holmes, 2010). A popular resource titled Worktalk, is available 

through the government’s immigration website and the website claims that Worktalk 

“is designed to help improve communication between New Zealand employers or 

managers and new migrant employees from other cultures” (Worktalk, 2020). Based 

on the above extensive research and the resources currently available, there seems to 
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be a paucity in the research into EAL background WSBO (entrepreneurs) in the 

Aotearoa New Zealand context (Fester & Thrikawala, 2024).  

 

English as an international language, pragmatics and intercultural 

communication 

 

To adopt a more balanced approach to addressing the challenges faced by the EAL 

businesswomen in this study, it is necessary to address research that relates to the 

notion of English as an international language (EIL), intercultural communication, and 

how these align with pragmatics. Yates (2010), states that it is crucial for women who 

are operating a business in a country that is not their home country to have pragmatic 

and cultural competence of the target country. Their personal relationships, human 

relationships, and business and management skills are very significant in business 

settings to continue their businesses (Mitchelmore & Rowley, 2013). As pragmatic and 

intercultural competence is essential to ensure good intercultural communication it is 

of pertinent relevance to this study and will be explored. 

 

Looking at the globalisation of English, it is suitable to explore the concept EIL and 

how it is perceived by researchers. As mentioned by Zacharias and Manara (2013, p. 

vii) “With the evolving status of English, native-speaker norms should be examined 

and replaced by a paradigm that focuses on the recent English users and uses”. This 

view suggests a major shift in the way we view English speakers and an angle where 

the ownership of the language no longer rests with those who have it as a first 

language. Sharifian (2009, p. 17), succinctly defines EIL as a “paradigm for thinking, 

research and practice” and that it does not refer to a specific English variety. It rejects 

the notion of a specific variety as a chosen form of English, especially as a lingua 

franca for global communication. Rather, it highlights the idea of English “with its 

many varieties” as “a language of international, and therefore intercultural, 

communication”. This perspective or attempt to define EIL suggests an equality 

between all speakers of English and suggests that all speakers have a say in how and 

what constitutes effective communication (Young, 1996). In other words, EIL 

recognises the concept of World Englishes (Kirkpatrick, 2010, p. 28) and recognises 

the fact that all interlocutors must take responsibility for the success of the intercultural 

communication exchange. 

 

Numerous researchers have defined the term ‘pragmatics’ and there appear to be 

certain features that resonate with these researchers in terms of the definitional 

boundaries for the term (Young, 1996; Levinson, 2001; Leech, 2016; Senft, 2014 & 

Huang, 2014). The central features seem to be that pragmatics relates to language use 

in specific contexts and what the objectives and intentions of the interlocutors are. 

Levinson (2001, p. 1) highlights the point that pragmatics works in a combinatorial 

effect with semantics to deliver messages and that it concentrates on the association 
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between the configuration of a semiotic system, in this case language, its use and the 

context in which it is used. 

 

Schauer (2024, p. 10) suggests that in L2 pragmatics there is an understanding that 

linguistic pragmatics entails evaluating “what constitutes (in) appropriate and (im) 

polite language” within various cultures and contexts. This evaluation supports the 

work of Leech (2016), who also emphasises the need for politeness across cultures. 

Furthermore, the effective and appropriate use of the interaction is core to meeting the 

aims or success of the interaction (Schauer, 2024). Senft (2014, p.1) also echoes part 

of these views and suggests that “the meaning of utterances can only be understood in 

relation to overall cultural, social and interpersonal contexts, as well as to culture 

specific conventions and the speech events in which they are embedded”. Taguchi and 

Roever (2017, p. 10) suggest that “pragmatics links forms and the ways in which they 

are used in a social context to perform a communicative act.” These above-mentioned 

defining points indicate the complexity associated with what pragmatics is perceived 

to be as a subject or system. The complexity in trying to define pragmatics is further 

highlighted by Huang (2014, p. 1), who states that pragmatics “is a particularly 

complex subject with all kinds of disciplinary influence, and few, if any, clear 

boundaries”. This “disciplinary influence” mentioned by Huang (2014) is also 

suggested by Senft (2014), a linguist who adopted an interdisciplinary and 

transdisciplinary approach to his research. Senft views the notion of pragmatics as it 

is perceived through the lens of linguistics, as well as other disciplines, such as 

psychology, ethnology, sociology, political science and philosophy. The literature for 

this article does not lend itself to a deeper analysis of the various dimensions associated 

with analysing pragmatics such as, deixis, speech acts, conversational analysis and 

implicature. However, it does highlight the need for all parties to be engaged in 

establishing the boundaries for the specific pragmatic situation. 

 

In addition to briefly defining the term pragmatics, it is timely for this article to address 

the notion of intercultural communication as EIL, pragmatics and intercultural 

communication are inextricably linked. The approach towards intercultural 

communication is strongly linked to linguistics, adopting the concept of EIL (see 

above), where all people who speak the language are seen as owning the language. In 

EIL, the thinking that those who have English as a first language own the language 

and have dominance over the language pragmatics and use is disputed. 

 

Similarly to research into pragmatics, researchers appear to have an agreed sense that 

intercultural communication is complex and requires all parties to be thoroughly 

engaged in the communication to ensure success (Lee & Negrelli, 2025; Dang, 2025; 

Schauer, 2024; Neuliep, 2009; Taguchi & Roever, 2020). Some researchers 

acknowledge the strong link between pragmatics and intercultural communication 

(MCConaghy, 2022, as cited in Schauer, 2024) and Taguchi and Roever (2020). 
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Neuliep (2009, p. 2) adopts a different approach and raises the fact that national 

conflicts have often occurred because of ethnic, political and religious differences. 

Neuliep’s view highlights the need for us to recognise and pursue intercultural 

communication in order to reduce the conflicts connected to ethnic, political and 

religious differences. Neuliep (2099, p. 2) further states that more urgent is the need 

for all people to feel that they are competent intercultural communicators and that it is 

deep-seated on an interpersonal level. This is to say, functioning competently within 

our “own personal, social and professional relationships” (p. 2) when communicating. 

This point can be interpreted to mean that it should come to us naturally and 

instinctively. 

 

Notwithstanding the push for intercultural communication and the huge benefits of its 

implementation, there are challenges with the reality across societies, communities, as 

well as variations between low context and high context cultures that pose ongoing 

challenges. A slightly different perspective is presented by Ting-Toomey and Dorjee 

(2019) in discussing culture-sensitive competence, as they stress the point that the 

reality is that if you find yourself in a new cultural setting, there are three key aspects 

that you should note to ensure competence, and those are: “acquiring culture-sensitive 

and identity sensitive knowledge; developing flexible mind-set and open-hearted 

attitudes; and sharpening their communication competence capacities and skillsets” 

(p. 144). 

 

Research question  

 

The umbrella research question guiding this research project in a broader sense is: How 

might we better support EAL background WSBO in the Waikato Region, Aotearoa 

New Zealand? 

 

The present focus is on the sub-question: What advice around identified pragmatic and 

cultural challenges would a group of applied linguists provide to these EAL 

background WSBO?  

 

Context and participants 

 

For the part of the research reported here, the background or lead-up had three phases. 

As these phases all involved research participants, ethical approval was needed, and 

this project received ethics approval from the Wintec (Waikato Institute of 

Technology) ethics committee for all the phases of the research project. 

 

To understand the context and findings reported in this article it is necessary to give 

some background to the other phases in the broader study. In the first phase of our 
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study, we collected data from EAL background WSBO and a variety of their 

stakeholders. We used both questionnaire and interviews to collect data from the 

participants. Based on the analysis of initial data we identified numerous challenges 

faced by the EAL background WSBO, such as linguistic, cultural, business 

management, gender discrimination, and miscommunication (Fester & Thrikawala, 

2024). These findings aligned with prior literature (Low, 2008; Nahid & Shamsuddin, 

2001). However, that literature did not address the contextual and local differences 

that we have found with our data. 

 

In the above-mentioned initial phase of our study, it was evident that challenges of 

pragmatic and cultural competence are more vital than other challenges. Therefore, 

part of our study concentrated on gaining feedback from the stakeholders who interact 

with the businesses of the EAL background WSBO. The findings in the first phase and 

second phase led to us focusing the third phase on conducting interviews with a cohort 

of experienced English language teachers who are ALs and who have worked in the 

Waikato region in the last ten years. Some of these ALs had EAL and some had English 

as their first language.  

 

Methodology and design 

  

The core purpose of this article is to share some of the advice offered by a group of 

ALs to the cohort of businesswomen on trying to manage self-identified pragmatic and 

cultural challenges. To answer the research question mentioned above, this study 

adopted a qualitative research method by adhering to the exploratory research design 

(Gupta & Woldemariam, 2011). It involved understanding the advice and perspectives 

of a group of experienced ALs. We used semi-structured in-depth interviews as the 

data-gathering tool for this phase of the research. Interviews are predominately used 

in social and cultural studies to understand the interpretations, experiences and 

spatialities of social life (Dowling et al., 2016; Cohen, et al, 2018. Also, Cohen, et al 

(2018) suggested that individual interviews will help to explore complex research 

problems as they help to build rapport and trust with the participants more so than 

other methods. 

 

There are several envisioned phases for this project, and a mixed method was used to 

collect data for the first phase to provide possible solutions to societal problems (Klein, 

2018; Leavy, 2016; Lawrence et al., 2022). As mentioned above, we conducted semi-

structured in-depth interviews, and we also used an online questionnaire to collect data 

from a cohort of EAL migrant-background women who are small business owners in 

the Waikato region. This mixed approach allowed participants to express their views 

in two different ways. It also helped the researchers to capture a wide range of 

participants voices in different ways (Adamson et al., 2011). For the questionnaire we 

had 18 respondents and for the semi-structured interviews we had 17 participants. 
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The second phase of this study was executed to collect data from business support or 

supply services accessed by the women small business owners who have EAL. For the 

second phase, data was gathered through semi-structured interviews. We had nine 

respondents in this second phase. 

 

Following on from those two initial stages, this research publication is focused on the 

third phase of the study where a group of ALs and English language teachers were 

interviewed to provide potential pragmatic and cultural competence advice to support 

communication (Fester & Thrikawala, 2024) for the cohort of EAL businesswomen. 

The quotes in the scenarios (See Appendix A, EAL background businesswomen 

voices) that were presented to the ALs in the interviews were all taken from some of 

the businesswomen’s responses when they were interviewed in the first phase of the 

larger study (see above). However, the ALs were given freedom to express their views 

beyond the topic, and they were able to deviate from the predetermined themes as 

these were semi-structured interviews (Drever, 1995). As highlighted above, this paper 

reports the findings of the third phase of the research project which is the interviews 

with the ALs. 

 

For the businesswomen in the first phase of the study, the findings revealed that most 

of the participants ranked their English language abilities in all four skills (reading, 

writing, speaking and listening) relatively high in the survey with more than a third 

ranking these as Excellent or Good. However, when they were interviewed, it became 

evident that they faced several language and cultural challenges related to operating 

their businesses in a largely English-speaking business environment (Fester & 

Thrikawala, 2024). They requested advice from the researchers on managing these 

challenges, as these challenges could be impacting on their business (especially how 

they negotiated their way around employees and suppliers). In addition to the 

pragmatic language barriers, the cohort of businesswomen also indicated that they 

faced some cultural competence challenges. This request from the businesswomen 

persuaded the researchers to extend our study to provide some potential advice 

(solutions) for them. 

 

Acting upon the responses and requests from the cohort of businesswomen owners 

who are EAL, the third phase of the present study conducted semi-structured in-depth 

interviews with six ALs. In the findings section when quotes from the six ALs are 

used, we use the coding I1, I2, I3 and so on to refer to each of thew six ALs. Purposive 

and convenience sampling approaches were applied to select ALs for this study (Perry, 

2005; Wu, 2011) as they can potentially provide more informed perspectives on the 

possible solutions or advice to EAL businesswomen (Palinkas et al., 2015). The semi-

structured interviews with the ALs were primarily focused on asking about potential 

solutions or advice to the EAL background WSBO on managing some of the 
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communication challenges that they identified. Each interview session with 

participants lasted between 30 and 40 minutes and was conducted either face-to-face 

or online via Zoom. As stated above, these ALs were presented with the quotes or 

scenarios from the interviews with the businesswomen where these businesswomen 

identified challenges that they faced. All the interviews were audio-recorded with 

participant consent and then transcribed to ensure the privacy and confidentiality of 

the data. After the transcribing we used thematic analysis to devise the various themes 

and subthemes based on the interviewees’ responses.  

 

Findings  

 

The table in Appendix A has a selection of quotes that were taken from interviews with 

the EAL background WSBO that relate to communication. As mentioned in the 

methodology, these quotes came from the interviews with the cohort of 

businesswomen from phase 1 of the study. These quotes were presented to the ALs 

and the key responses to five scenarios are discussed in this findings section.  

 

Situation 1: English language barrier  

  

In Situation 1 (see Appendix A for this study—quotes from EAL businesswomen) an 

EAL-background businesswomen indicated that English language ability is a barrier 

to communicating. Two of the six AL participants that were interviewed suggested that 

the businesswomen could consider getting mentors or professional bilingual 

practitioners in their business areas to guide them. In fact, the ALs said that as the 

business sector is quite specific, this advice could be given to all businesspeople not 

just EAL businesswomen. They said that the businesswomen should get a mentor, 

saying that: 

 

It would probably be worth having someone in, like a mentor-type role checking 

their work. (I2) 

 

Get a bilingual professional practitioner to get prepared, because they can 

communicate in their mother tongue. (I3) 

 

The AL interviewee 1(I1) focused on direct practical advice about buying time while 

interacting, stating that responding immediately while engaging in an interaction can 

often be very challenging to the EAL businesswomen. The suggestion made was: 

 

There are ways in which an interaction where you can buy time, you know, to 

have an ability to process erm back channelling ... it's also that listening skill of 

deciphering, translating from the L1 to English and then seeing it. (I1) 



FESTER & THRIKAWALA 

 

 
74 

 

Other participants focused on the process and time related to learning suitable business 

language and AL interviewees 3 (I3), 4 (I4) and 6 (I6) said that:  

 

I guess, once you start doing business, probably gradually you'll pick up a lot of 

lexical items, which are usually in that specific context. You’ll become confident 

in preparing documents like that and communicating ideas more confidently. (I3) 

 

So there's a kind of, possibly a process of othering that's going on, being 

proficient in English will boost your confidence, and will have all sorts of knock- 

on-effects, which is always important. (I4) 

 

It's not just the English language competence, it's also cultural knowledge and 

also, customs and how they operate business ... people see things differently, 

they have different perspectives. Because of the different backgrounds and 

cultures and language. (I6) 

 

An interesting comment by I4 appeared to suggest a different perspective to being 

asked to prepare a business plan saying that “immediately associating a lack of 

confidence to prepare a business plan with an English proficiency type issue. I couldn't 

actually really see English ability being the only real concern in any of them … it's 

around confidence and thinking”. I5 went on to say that this business plan knowledge 

would be a challenge for speakers of English as a first language as well. So, it was not 

necessarily a challenge that speakers of other languages face, but rather a general 

challenge to anybody in the business sector.  

 

It is evident that the advice from the ALs suggests that support in the form of mentors 

for these women would be beneficial, and also, learning more around English business 

content connected to lexical items and using techniques like back channeling to allow 

them to have more control of interactions. The comments by AL Interviewee 5 (I5) 

highlights possible challenges related to different cultural backgrounds and therefore 

having varying perspectives. What needs to be focused on is the reality of these 

different cultural exchanges and the notion of intercultural communication. It should 

not only be the diverse cultures of the EAL businesswomen that should be addressed, 

but also the diverse perspectives of all interlocutors in an EIL environment, regardless 

of whether they have English as a first language or not. 

 

Situation 2: Academic English and employer  

  

For Situation 2 (see Appendix A), the EAL businesswoman (who had completed a New 

Zealand university degree) said that her English was not good, but she found that with 
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certain stakeholders, like in the banks and with suppliers, there were often people who 

spoke her first language. So, she got around the language barrier that way.  However, 

the AL respondents had some interesting advice and views on this comment. They said 

that the EAL-background businesswomen should not rely on the fact that an essential 

stakeholder would be able to communicate with her in her first language. Advice 

included a suggestion that this businesswoman needs to have more connections with 

diverse people outside of the business and in everyday settings. The person also needs 

to improve their English because they may not always have somebody who spoke their 

own language. Also, I3 raised the point that the person would constantly be feeling 

less confident and nervous when they are expected to communicate fully in English 

and suggested that people might treat you with less respect “if you don’t speak English 

in a largely English-speaking country” and added that “I would encourage her to learn 

more English" (I3). There was an element of empathy shown by the AL around this 

situation as I3 also did not have English as a first language. There are other interesting 

suggestions made by the cohort of ALs around the Academic English and employers' 

situation that can be viewed in Appendix B. 

 

Situation 3: Perception of victim with English language miscommunication  

  

For Situation 3 (see Appendix A), I6 gave advice on adopting a positive and proactive 

response to miscommunication situations. The suggestion was that these EAL 

businesswomen consciously note down the specific miscommunication incident, 

reflect on it, learn from it, and see it as a potential error and use the learning to address 

similar scenarios in future. I6 suggested:  

 

Pay attention to the reaction that you get when, you know, and your uses of 

language and then pick up miscommunications, can, I think, can be quite a 

powerful learning kind of moment as well, as long as you're going to reflect on 

it ... as a potential error and you know, or you've done something linguistically 

pragmatically kind of wrong. (I6) 

 

A useful approach suggested by I3 was for both parties in the dialogue to take 

responsibility for the miscommunication:  

 

It's a mutual two-way thing, when, whenever miscommunication happens, I 

guess it requires both parties involved to do something to get over that barrier. 

(I3) 

 

This point strongly supports the intercultural communication view that all interlocutors 

need to work on making an interaction work and they all need to take responsibility 

for the miscommunication. 
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Reflecting on, changing and learning from miscommunication were suggested for 

managing miscommunication. In addition, another point that was raised was the reality 

that miscommunication is a two-way thing and that the other party (often the English 

first language speaker) might be responsible and need to work on avoiding 

miscommunication. For this situation, ‘Perception of victim with English language 

miscommunication’, other suitable additional comments made by the AL cohort can 

be viewed in Appendix C.  

 

Situation 4: Direct questions and politeness  

  

In Situation 4 (Appendix A), the EAL businesswomen stated that employees or support 

service workers thought that they (the businesswomen) were abrupt or rude because 

of the way they made their requests. This was evident when the businesswomen used 

the question “Why can’t you help me...?” to the supplier, and the supplier thought she 

was rude as the question was too direct. The particular businesswoman added to this 

comment by saying “I'm come from a country that we don't use ‘pleases’, ‘thank yous’. 

We use it on voice to, to make the different”. Several of the comments made by the 

AL participants focused on the need for these businesswomen to know about 

pragmatic politeness in the Aotearoa New Zealand business context, highlighting the 

essential role that small talk plays prior to requesting something. Another piece of 

advice was that these businesswomen needed to use hedging or tentative language to 

soften their questions. I3 said that the language used by the businesswomen would be 

perceived to be challenging and abrupt in the Aotearoa New Zealand business context. 

In addition, I1 felt that in Kiwi-to-Kiwi negotiation the “relationship is really 

relational, compared to transactional”, like in some Asian countries. A follow-up 

comment was: “actually, to be successful here, you really need to blend those two, that 

banter, that small talk that everyone really does here, then that's when it can really 

open up other opportunities” (I1). 

 

Evaluating what is happening around you and learning and then using hedging, the 

focus on how relationships are established with certain language, tones and Kiwi 

interactions were highlighted. Appendix D shows other key points raised by the AL 

cohort relevant to the ‘Use of direct questions and politeness’.  

 

Situation 5: Concepts of manners (please and thank you)  

  

Situation 5 (Appendix A) covers one EAL background businesswomen’s challenging 

experience trying to negotiate with the use of a simple please and thank you for 

displaying manners in interactions.  The ALs highlighted certain features of managing 

this politeness in the business sector and these included intonation practice, tone and 

the crucial nature of getting it correct. I3 suggested aiming towards, “being a little 

more polite than you think might be necessary and is never a bad idea”.   In addressing 
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the concept of manners, I6 raised an interesting perspective saying that this 

businesswoman needs to think more deeply about interactions in English and how 

politeness is manifested:  

 

So this is someone clearly who hasn't, hasn't reflected deeply on English and 

hasn't been instructed as well. They think that, you know, it's all about please 

and thank you and it's not...  And please can be quite rude, you know, if used in 

an incorrect [way], please, you know that...So it's all about intonation and, and 

it well, it's in those other linguistic things like indirectness”.(I1) 

 

Overall, the need for the EAL background WSBO to commit to deeper reflection with 

suitable actions around pragmatic and cultural responses in the Aotearoa New Zealand 

business environment is crucial for success. In providing advice to the EAL 

background WSBO, there were some additional comments made by the AL cohort that 

can be viewed in Appendix E.  

 

Discussion  

 

The main purpose of our study was to gather pragmatic and culture related advice from 

a cohort of ALs (six) who were either working in or had worked in the Waikato Region. 

This advice was to be shared with a group of female small business owners who have 

English as another language and who had participated in semi-structured interviews in 

an earlier phase of the same overarching study. In these interviews, the businesswomen 

shared some challenges that they face, and they asked the researchers to provide them 

with advice on managing similar situations in the future. To enable us to gather this 

advice, we presented the ALs with a set of scenarios that came from the 

businesswomen when they shared experiences and challenges with the project 

researchers. When the researchers conducted the first phase of the bigger study and 

interviewed the EAL background women with small businesses, they asked us for 

advice on certain perceived pragmatic and cultural challenges. That led to the 

interviews with the ALs. 

 

Based on the given scenarios, a point raised by the ALs was the need for the EAL 

background WSBO to reflect more deeply on their interactions with stakeholders, to 

be aware of their interaction patterns and why these could be perceived to be abrupt 

and impolite. The ALs said that the businesswomen also need to be cognisant of varied 

stakeholder perspectives and the difference between their cultural responses and those 

expected in many situations in Aotearoa New Zealand. This association was evident, 

as several of the aspects that the EAL businesswomen faced challenges with (see 

Appendix A) were included in the list that the participants in the Ahmad and Khan 

(2023) study felt needed to be included in entrepreneurship education for better 
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communications skills in English (see Background above). As far as the researchers 

are aware, this advice in the local Aotearoa New Zealand context has not been 

addressed anywhere else. Also, the findings in the study reported here had some 

additional variations that could be perceived to be pertinent to the cohort and be region 

specific. These cultural tendencies include the practice of engaging in small talk before 

conducting business. It also includes the point that Kiwi business interactions are often 

perceived to be relational interactions rather than transactional. However, the advice 

given by these ALs could be perceived to be following a deficit model and suggests 

that there would be no give and take in the interaction patterns where stakeholders 

from diverse cultures were involved. 

 

We have discerned several key factors that are pertinent for this project and deserve to 

be addressed here. One line of enquiry is to take an intercultural competence approach 

into account when analysing the ALs’ responses to the scenarios. It became evident 

that out of all the responses to the five scenarios presented to them, only two of the 

ALs gave some advice that suggested that communication is a two-way interaction 

and that all interlocutors are responsible for the success of the delivery of the message. 

As suggested by I3, the simple message that communication is a two-way thing means 

that both ends of the interaction (receiving and giving) have a role to play in making 

communication work. We also need to acknowledge the rich contribution EAL 

background small business owners can add to the sector. Following the lead of 

researchers such as Sharifian (2009) and Zacharias and Manara (2013) on supporting 

English as an international language, the researchers recognise the value of this 

positive and inclusive approach to all speakers of English. However, based on the 

interviews with both the EAL businesswomen and these ALs, it became evident that 

there might be a mainly intrinsic view that it is the EAL businesswomen who must 

ensure that the line of communication is successful. The idea that all interlocutors need 

to take responsibility for the success of the interaction was raised by Interviewee 3 and 

Interviewee 6 (see the findings above). ALs may be aware of IEL and intercultural 

competence as theoretical constructs but suggestions around implementing these 

concepts as advice for the EAL businesswomen was not always clear. In fact, several 

of the pieces of advice provided by these ALs seem to suggest that the businesswomen 

need to adjust completely and that they need to ensure that clear communication 

happens between them and their stakeholders. 

 

Another line of enquiry is posited when we look at Situation 4 above where the focus 

was on direct questions, and the negative response of the product supplier. In this 

interaction the supplier made the businesswoman feel that she was rude and impolite. 

However, if suppliers aim to continue to do business with EAL businesswomen, they 

also probably need to have a better understanding of intercultural communication and 

their client base. As reinforced by Sharifian (2009) and Kirkpatrick, (2010) EIL and 

the notion of World Englishes negates the older deficit model where English is 



PRAGMATIC AND CULTURAL COMPETENCE ADVICE FOR EAL WSBO 

 

 

79 

somehow owned by only those who have English as a first language.  This also echoes 

the views that the responsibility rests on both interlocutors to ensure that the 

communication engagement is equal and that all parties need to ensure that messages 

are shared and received successfully. It was interesting to note that two of the AL 

participants also identified as EAL speakers and yet they seem to have firm comments 

(see I3 and I4) that suggested that the burden of communication rests mainly with the 

EAL businesswomen. As the businesswomen asked the researchers of this project for 

advice on how they can improve their communication, it would appear that they also 

hold the view that the burden of delivery within most communication messages rests 

with them. 

 

Looking at research conducted in Aotearoa New Zealand that is connected to the 

project reported here, the work of Riddiford and Newton (2010) and Riddiford and 

Holmes (2010) provided advice to employers working in Aotearoa New Zealand. 

However, these projects fall short on addressing advice specifically to EAL 

businesswomen who have their own businesses and is probably not as useful for 

entrepreneurs compared to employees.  

 

Adopting an intercultural competence approach to advice provided to these 

businesswomen would be ideal. Current theory certainly promotes a more inclusive 

IEL view but based on the requests from these businesswomen, they recognise that 

they are trying to fit into a culture where English is so dominant. Therefore, if they 

want their businesses to thrive, they feel that they need to shift their interaction 

patterns. Taking the work of researchers such as Lee and Negrelli (2025), Dang (2025), 

Schauer (2024) and Neuliep (2009) into account, it would be a strength for Aotearoa 

New Zealand business sector, if the mindsets of stakeholders in the business world 

could change to embrace intercultural competence. It would be beneficial to create a 

business world where EIL is adopted, and all interlocutors work at making 

communication successful for all participants to benefit. 

 

In saying that, another current perspective worth exploring that is of relevance is that 

of researchers such as Ahmad and Khan (2023), Cardrona (2015) and Collier (2010), 

who have explored the essential need for those conducting business in English 

dominant countries to have excellent English. The advice provided by the ALs in the 

study reported here, where the participants suggest that the businesswomen should 

spend more time on learning business English and that they should get mentors or 

shadow other businesswomen, comes across as presenting a deficit model in contrast 

to a positive intercultural competence model. A question that should probably be asked 

is whether the business sector in the Waikato region is ready to move on and adopt an 

intercultural competence best practice model with a growing diverse business sector? 

In other words, on the ground in the Waikato region, small business owners and their 

stakeholders may not be at a stage where they are open to a move to a more 
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empowering communication model for an industry that has many businesspeople who 

are from EAL backgrounds. So, there is no denying that these potentially opposing 

views, the push for intercultural competence and the need to include strong business 

English language suggest a continuous grapple in the small business sector. 

 

Conclusion  

  

This current study explores an existing research gap in the literature by identifying the 

advice and feedback given by a group of ALs to a cohort of EAL background WSBO 

on how to better manage specific pragmatic and cultural challenges that they face. In 

the Aotearoa New Zealand context, there has been substantial research conducted by 

several researchers (Pio, 2007; Pio & Singham, 2018; Riddiford & Homes, 2010; 

Riddiford & Joe, 2010; Riddiford & Newton, 2010) who all provide useful advice to 

migrants related to employment in different settings. However, to reiterate, the 

findings shared in this article add to the body of advice and adopt a more intercultural 

competence approach where the emphasis is on all parties engaging in an interaction 

taking responsibility to ensure the success of the exchange. In the above-mentioned 

previous research, neither the direct voice of ALs, nor the adoption of an intercultural 

communication approach were overtly mentioned or evident.  The current research 

was able to provide the basis for an agenda for a future with a more intercultural 

competence approach and a shift in the thinking of the small business sector connected 

to a more diverse stakeholder group. 
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Appendix A.  Comments from EAL background WSBO participants 

  

Nature of challenge   Comments from EAL background WSBO participants   

English ability and 

processing   

   

   

SITUATION 1: English language barrier  

 

Is English language a barrier – Yes, definitely, just because, 

er, when you … so for banks sometimes they will ask you to 

prepare a proposal or business plan. We can prepare 

business plans. You can speak English, but you can't think 

in English. You can’t dream in English. So, when you want 

to convert that to the language, you will have the difficulty 

putting your ideas into words (P2).  

 

SITUATION 2: Academic English and employer  

 

[Participant 3 completed a degree where half the 

qualification was delivered in her home country and half in 

a New Zealand university – she said that the academic 

English is different] Actually, I don’t think my English is 

good. I never been to the like test…. Nowadays even in like 

supplier or in the bank they also have like Asian people 

over there right … it’s not, they’re not all Kiwi or local, 

right. So, you can easily find our [language] representative, 

you know. Like if you really have any special requirements 

of the language (P3) 

 

https://www.ethniccommunities.govt.nz/resources/inter-cultural-capability-resource-hub/tools-and-resources-to-develop-inter-cultural-capability/#:~:text=Worktalk%20is%20designed%20to%20help%20improve%20communication%20between,to%20support%20New%20Zealanders%E2%80%99%20collective%20social%20cohesion%20efforts.
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SITUATION 3: Perception of victim with English 

language learning  

 

I think if people cannot communicate, they cannot think they 

are a victim, they should go and improve their English 

because staying here we can. I always tell people don’t sit 

here and say they are victims, go … and there is a lot of 

public speaking courses … because certain words you can 

use people get offended (P7)   

Possible pragmatic and 

cultural challenge  

SITUATION 4: Direct questions and politeness  

 

[About interacting with suppliers] They said that, they 

thought that I'm so rude to them like, when I was asking the 

question, direct question. Why can't you help me? (P8)  

 

SITUATION 5: Concepts of manners (please & thank 

you) 

  

[About interacting with suppliers and employees]  

I'm come from a country that we don't use ‘pleases’, ‘thank 

yous’. We use it on voice to, to make the different (P8)  

 

Appendix B.  ALs responses on Academic English and employers 

 

Applied Linguists’ collated direct responses to Situation 2: Academic English and 

employer  

  

… be doing something where she has more connection with people in an everyday 

setting (I2).  

 

doing things like … night classes where they're going and learning cooking with 

Kiwis, or learning how to change tires and cars, something where it's more of an 

everyday scenario with native speakers in a non-academic context (I2).  

 

... trying to improve their English would be necessary (I2).  

 

... they can't always rely on support finding a supplier or a banker who can speak 

their mother tongue (I2).  
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... you will find people who will treat you with less respect when you don't speak 

English in an English-speaking country. And for, for her own benefit, I would 

encourage her to learn English ... (I3).  

 

... not the case every day, everywhere (I3).  

 

... kind of constant feeling of uncomfortable and not confident, and nervous...(I5). 

 

Appendix C.  ALs responses on the perception of victim with English 

language miscommunication 

 

Applied Linguists’ collated direct responses to Situation 3: Perception of victim with 

English language miscommunication  

 

This person (businesswoman who shared the quote) probably comes from a place 

of privilege, probably has had opportunities, the access to education, higher 

education, and so there's that norms that they have, and of access. So, if I can do 

it, why can't others without really examining their, their positionality, their class 

... You're not really considering, like the time factor or other people who have 

children, or all of these different barriers to actually access these free things. It's 

not really free when people are time poor, or have all of these family expectations. 

I don't really haven't in a conversation with people that actually describe 

themselves as victims, you know, they described as a really difficult situation of 

not being able to find jobs or access things or navigate different systems or 

understand different information that's out there (I1). 

 

Definitely, whoever, whoever chooses to live in this country or study or work in 

this country should really aim at improving their English. (I3). 

 

She's somebody who's very much like, you know, if I want something, I go and I 

work for it. I think that's a beneficial attribute to have or a beneficial perspective 

to have, as long as you don't apply it too much to other people ... without knowing 

their circumstances, it can be quiet, it can, it can lead to only very partial 

understandings of people's realities, and maybe more judgement than people 

deserve, which is not good for you or for them, (I4).  

  

… I’d invite them to bring their miscommunications if they'd had any experience 

in the community, let's talk about it, you know, and it's kind of unpack what 

happened.   

folding into quite demanding kind of intonation. And I said, Oh, yeah, now I can 

see what what's happened here, you know, and kind of unpacked it for him. It was 

that intonation.   
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sounded quite demanding. If he sorted out that, you know, that would have 

covered a multitude of sins there. (I6)  

 

 

Appendix D.  ALs responses on direct questions and politeness 

 

Applied Linguists’ collated direct responses to Situation 4: Direct questions and 

politeness 

 

And so when you just get straight to it, when you don't do that small talk, the bit 

you do before you get into a request is really crucial … Kiwi to Kiwi, the 

negotiation, the relationship is really relational. Whereas in a lot of Asian 

countries, it's transactional … actually to be successful here, you really need to 

blend those two, that banter, that small talk that everyone really does here, then 

that's when it can really open up other opportunities. (I1)  

 

… what native speakers do in a similar situation, sort of that hedging tentative 

language … just because you can say that in your own language, doesn't mean that 

you can in another language … that hedging learning, that, how to kind of soften 

whatever it is that you're asking. (I2)  

 

… give them a lesson on pragmatics … that is very direct, you know, that is a 

challenging tone … interpreted as being aggressive (I3)  

 

… it's totally a pragmatic politeness adjustment … I use a lot more, I think, 

conditional kind of, I use a lot more … I dance around things a lot more here, I'm 

a lot less direct … now we have to kind of construct politeness in ways that are 

quite layered. And that takes an extended amount of time to sort of sink into and 

feel comfortable with, and, and to just come out with like, it takes a long time. (I4) 

 

In Western culture, people think indirect requests is more polite than direct 

requests … use a lot of like markers please, thank you, can you please, would you 

please ... so indirect and direct request is a pragmatic aspect. So you got to be 

really careful when you interact with people to give better impression, or to build 

a better relationship … but everyone needs to learn about how to politely interact 

with other people. It's not just in English. (I5)  

 

… that the person is saying is assuming the other person's unhelpful … probably 

an attitudinal thing ... that positive negative politeness, directness. She's just trying 

to be direct. (I6)  
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Appendix E.  ALs views on concepts of manners 

 

Applied Linguists’ collated direct responses to Situation 5: Concepts of manners 

(please & thank you)  

 

But the ‘please’ comes in a different way … understand how it's done on your own 

and then and find the equivalent in English because again, it's very different. We 

use it on voice. So yeah, intonation practices, you know, is really crucial. (I1)  

  

At first probably more consciously trying to add it to, to, to her conversations later 

on, it will become natural. Tone matters a lot in English as well. I do think she needs 

to realize that your tone when speaking English matters as well. (I3)  

  

… being especially, if you're not from here, kind of being a little more polite than 

you think might be necessary is never a bad idea. I'd approach a situation like this 

by being quiet calm, always be calm. If you raise your voice, if you yell, absolutely 

don't yell in the workplace. That's a very big rule. Don't raise your voice (I4).  

  

But in English, you are interacting in English and that's what they use. And if you 

don't use [politeness], you will be interpreted as rude. So, you have no choice. (I5)  

  

So, this is someone clearly who hasn't, hasn't reflected deeply on English and hasn't 

been instructed as well. They think that you know, it's all about please and thank 

you and it's not. And please can be quite rude, you know, if used in an incorrect, 

please, you know that … So it's all about intonation and stuff here as well, and it, 

well, in those other linguistic things of indirectness. It's all about please and thank 

you. That's their kind of rational explanation, but maybe that's not what they actually 

do as well. This politeness theory ... voice and yeah, grammar and stuff. (I6)  
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