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Abstract. Social media applications play important roles in present business 

environment especially for communication purposes. One of the main 

applications in today’s communication is WhatsApp. Hence, this paper 

intends to describe and report the findings of a pilot study. The study aimed 

to find out the communication patterns of Malaysian Small and Medium 

Enterprise (SME) entrepreneurs in their interactions with their customers 

(B2C) as well as with their business counterparts (B2B). The use of English 

as a lingua franca (ELF) was also studied. The study, which was qualitative 

in nature, gathered its data through semi-structured interview and WhatsApp 

postings. Data gathered were then analysed using Content Analysis. The 

findings revealed that SMEs used English as part of their communication via 

social media. Several emerging themes were found including code-switching 

and selection of appropriate vocabulary, to name a few. The paper concludes 

with recommendations for further studies and implications for the SMEs in 

business.     

 

Keywords:  ELF, SME, Social Media, Communication, Business  
 

1   Introduction 

Social media applications play important roles in present business environment especially for 

communication purposes. Kaplan & Haeinlein (2010) describe social media as internet based 

applications designed and meant for the public and they are created by end users. They 

comprise a diverse online social interactions intended for innumerable intentions. Among the 

most prominent ones at present are Facebook, Twitter, Whatsapp, Line, Pinterest, Youtube, 

Instagram, Foursquare, and LinkedIn. Of these, WhatsApp is one the most social media 

applications used in Malaysia based on The Digital News Report 2017 (Bernama, 2017; The 

Star, 2017). In a highly competitive business world, Small and Medium Enterprise (SME) 

entrepreneurs have to be well prepared in meeting challenges and thus, they have to 

incorporate social media as part of their business strategy (Kadam & Ayarekar, 2014). 

This study had two-pronged objectives. Firstly, it aimed to find out the communication 

patterns of Malaysian Small and Medium Enterprise (SME) entrepreneurs in their 

interactions with their customers (B2C) as well as with their business counterparts (B2B). 
Apart from that, it also looked into the use of English as a lingua franca (ELF) by the SMEs. 

2   Review of Literature  

The literature review for this paper is based on the perspectives of SMEs in relation to social 

media in Malaysia and followed by English as a Lingua Franca in Business. 

 

2.1  SMEs and social media in Malaysia 

      

In Malaysia, the use of social media has become more prevalent in doing business. The 

literature shows that there is a growing number of studies in the field of entrepreneurship that 

have been carried out in Malaysia. For example, Mokhtar et al. (2017) studied on the use of 
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social media as business platform by small businesses in Malaysia while Jasni (2016) on 

social media usage in business. Others involved  in this field are on factors contributing to 

the acceptance of  social media as a platform among student entrepreneurs (Shokery et al., 

2016), Hassan et al. (2015) on strategic use for small business using AIDA model, and Bojei 

and Abu (2016) on intention to use social media among retail sectors, to name a few. 

Nonetheless, the number is still small as compared to the studies in other developed countries. 

This creates a gap for another study to be conducted in this country. 

2.2  English as a Lingua Franca in business 

This paper also draws upon the concepts of English as a Lingua Franca (ELF), Business 

English (BE) and Business English as a Lingua Franca (BELF). ELF is a shared language 

and spoken by speakers of diverse mother tongues (Kankaanranta & Lu, 2013). Its usage has 

been on the rise since the past few years (Kankaanranta & Lu, 2013). When being used in 

business, it is called Business English as a Lingua Franca (BELF). Nickerson and Planken 

(2016) define Business English as an umbrella term to refer to any interaction, written or 

spoken, that takes place in English, where the purpose of that interaction is to conduct 

business. They also claim that BELF is generaly accepted  as ‘neutral’ and not anymore 

related to ‘any of the nations that speak it as a first language’ (p16). Irrespective of the 

terminologies used, business interactions in a lingua franca situation using English is 

recognised as a language which enables effective and elaborate communication between non-

native speakers in the multi-national system (Martins, 2017). The focus of using this language 

is to achieve fruitful and effective communication in order to reach communicative goals 

(Martins, 2017). The literature in this field also suggests more research to be carried out in 

order to bridge the gap between the SMEs and English language practitioners. 

3   Methodology  

The study, which was qualitative in nature, gathered its data through semi-structured interview and 

WhatsApp postings. Six SMEs were selected to be participants of the study. All the participants used 

WhatsApp while communicating. They also used English or some English while communicating with 

their business partners (B2B) or customers (B2C). All the participants were Malaysians. They 

comprised of male and female SMEs. The duration of data gathering was between one to three months.  

Data were analysed using Content Analysis. They were grouped into categories and 

themes.  Data analysis for general communication patterns of WhatsApp interactions were 

based on Perez-Sabater’s (2015) language variation in WhatsApp interactions. Emerging 

themes were grouped based on these (if any). New themes were then, added.  

4   Findings and Discussion 

This section discusses the findings of the study. It is divided into three main parts as follows: 

 

4.1 The use of English as a Lingua Franca (ELF) by the SMEs  

4.1.1 English as the language of status 

While communicating, SMEs expressed themselves in English or some form of English. 

From their point of view, expressing themselves was considered important. They used 
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English when the customer or business partner started the conversation first in English (P3). 

Using English displays someone’s skills in communicating with others while doing business 

through social media. Not being able to speak English portrays the SMEs weakness in their 

English oral communication skills and it is important for the SMEs not to make their business 

counterparts feel embarrassed as depicted in P3’s responses:  

Excerpt 1: 
“If the customer talks in english (English) n (and) we replying it in malay (Malay), i (I) think it shows 

our lack of knowledge in english ( English) & we don’t want to make our customer feel akward 

(awkward).” (P3) 

 

This is in line with the perception that English is the language of the upper echelon 

(Haji Omar, 2015). 

4.1.2 English as an International Language 

Apart from that, the reasons of using English are due to it being an international language 

that is understood by everyone (P2). This is supported by P5 who maintained that English is 

an international language and it is necessary to interact with people. This is depicted in the 

following excerpts:  

 

Excerpt 2:  

“Because it is universal language that everyone can understand.” (P2) 

Excerpt 3 : 

“English is the best way to use for some customers who can’t talks in Malay.” (P4) 

Excerpt 4 :  

“Because English is a international language and there are some of our customers are not local 

citizens so we have to do our business especially for marketing in English.” (P5). 

 

Participants were also asked the language that they would use if they were to do business 

outside Malaysia. In responding to this, all of them responded that they would use English 

and mostly English (P3) as the medium of communication. It is also due English as a common 

lingua franca across the globe (P4, P5). Almost all races in the world use English to 

communicate with each other in international business (P5). 

4.1.3 English as a Language of Professionalism 

Finally, English is considered as a language of professionalism. The use of English was 

also to gain greater audience and enhancing professionalism image (P1). This is portrayed 

in the following excerpt : 

Excerpt 5 :  
 “To gain greater audience and enhancing professionalism image.” (P1). 

 

4.2 General communication patterns while using WhatsApp  

 

There are many patterns visible in WhatsApp interactions. Nonetheless, this paper will 

highlight two main patterns only under this category.  

 

4.2.1 The use of emoticons 
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Several commonly used emoticons were found in the interactions of SMEs. The highest 

four (Interpretation of meaning is based on emojimeanings.net) are as follows: (1) Grinning Face 

– Happy emoji with a wide grin. This shows the chat partner is in a very good temper and laughing 

cheerfully; (2) Ok Hand Sign -  The thumb and forefinger touch one another, and form a circle. The 

symbol represents for “Okay, no problem!”, “Everything is OK!”, or “I like it!”; (3) Smiling Face With 

Smiling Eyes – This shows a very happy and grinning emoji. It also a little embarrassed and has red 

cheeks. The eyes are laughing, showing its joy; (4) Tulip - A tulip signifies spring. It is often posted as 

a courtesy. It is understood as the awakening of nature. The emojis were used as SMEs were being 

cautious when dealing with each other or with their customers. Over expressive in using the 

emoticons may be damaging to the business deals. 

4.2.2 The use of abbreviations and acronyms  

The findings show that the acronyms and abbreviations  were commonly used in the 

interactions. Some frequently used were “btw” for by the way,”lol” which means laughing 

out loud. Apart from that ”odw” is for on the way, “x”for no or not,  “tq” for thank you,  “ws” 

for WhatsApp, “tmr” for tomorrow, and “tqsm” for thank you so much. This is also in line 

with Jones and Hafner (2012, p.67) who pointed out some examples of acronyms in 

interactive media such as, ‘btw’, ‘lol’. Another feature that was also visible in this category 

was the use of letter homophones such as, “u” for you, “r” for are and “ur” for your. These 

data are also similar to Hashim et al’s (2017) in academic setting. 

4.3 Communication patterns while facing difficulties in using the language 

through WhatsApp 

While communicating, the SMEs faced some difficulties in using the language and three 

main patterns are highlighted in this paper. They are: (1) Code-switching; (2) Code-mixing; 

(3) Selection of appropriate vocabulary.  

5 Conclusions and Recommendations 

The findings have revealed that SMEs used English as part of their communication via social media. 

They also found that English is vital for a bigger capture of market share. Appropriate selection of 

vocabulary is also necessary while interacting. It is recommended that SMEs should not overuse 

acronyms, abbreviations and unfriendly emoticons while communicating for business purposes. As this 

is a pilot study, a bigger corpus is needed in making it more conclusive. 
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