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English matters in the multilingual reality
of multinational companies (MNC)

1. English in international management (IM) research
2. English in international business communication (IBC)
research
3. Ambiguity of the notion of ‘English’ in MNCs

1
English in international
management (IM) research:
’English’ as corporate language in MNCs

Language = a system/pre-existing entity
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1. ’English’ as corporate language in IM
research
•

Since the 1990s, ’language-sensitive research stream’ emerging

•

Language seen to impact inter-unit communication and knowledge sharing,
organizational structure, power relations

•

Need for a ’corporate language’ to manage the multilingual organization,
English is the language typically selected for the role

•

Data: surveys and interviews

•

Recently, influences from sociolinguistics visible in conceptualization of
language

(e.g. Marschan et al. 1997; Marschan-Piekkari et al. 1999a; Feely & Harzing 2003; Kassis-Henderson 2005; Luo & Shenkar 2006; Mäkelä et al. 2007; BarnerRasmussen & Björkman 2007; Piekkari & Tietze 2011; Brannen & Doz 2012; Peltokorpi & Vaara 2014; Brannen et al. 2014; Janssens & Steyaert 2014)

English as a system – a learner’s view
The speaker/writer aims to…
Successful interactions require…

Non-native speakers are seen as…
Main source of problems…
’Culture’ understood as…
’English’ is owned by…

• Imitate native speaker (NS)
discourse
• NS-like language skills
• ‘Learners’
• Inadequate language skills
• National cultures of NSs
• Its native speakers

Kankaanranta & Louhiala-Salminen (2013)

English
(as a linguistic
system)

English

English?

• English as Native language – native speakers
• English as Foreign language – learners of English
• English as a World language – speakers of English varieties
= a linguistic system
But what about non-native (NNS) speakers…
• English as Lingua Franca (ELF) – used by NNSs
• English as Business Lingua Franca (BELF) – used in the
business domain
=??
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2
International Business
Communication (IBC) research:
’English’ as corporate language in MNCs

’English’ as a social practice/resourse

English

Swedish
English as
business
lingua
franca
(BELF)
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2. ’English’ as corporate language in IBC
research
• Focus on interaction and discourse of ’English’ users in MNCs

• Data: authentic discourse data (emails, meetings)
• Conceptualization of English as business lingua franca (BELF)
used in everyday workplace communication

(e.g. Louhiala-Salminen et al. 2005; Virkkula-Räisänen 2010;
Kankaanranta & Planken 2010; Jung & Louhiala-Salminen 2012;
Kankaanranta & Lu 2013; Pullin 2013)

BELF = Business ELF
(Louhiala-Salminen, Charles, & Kankaanranta, 2005)

BELF

• used as a shared resource among speakers of different
mother tongues (incl. NSs & NNSs) in global business
contexts
• used by business professionals at work to do their work
• used both in-house and with partners in interpersonal
communication
• reflects the various cultural backgrounds of its speakers

English as a Business Lingua Franca
(BELF)
The speaker/writer aims to…
Successful interactions require…

NNSs are seen as…
Main source of problems…
’Culture’ understood as…
’English’ is owned by…

• Get the job done & create
rapport (in a specific situation)
• Business communication skills
& strategic (communication)
skills
• Communicators in their own
right
• Inadequate communication
skills
• Business community cultures &
individual cultural backgrounds
• Nobody or everybody
(Kankaanranta & Louhiala-Salminen, 2013)

’Successful’ BELF communication

• Survey with around 1000 and interviews with 27
internationally operating business professionals
from European companies
• Approximately 40% Finnish speakers

(e.g. Louhiala-Salminen & Kankaanranta, 2010; Kankaanranta &
Planken, 2010; Louhiala-Salminen & Kankaanrantta, 2012)

Communication with native / non-native
English speakers

• Native English speakers (1)
• Non-native English speakers (2)
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Components of BELF competence
• Business-specific vocabulary (3)
• Wide general vocabulary (1)
• Grammatical correctness (2)

’Success factors’ in BELF communication
1. Business facts & content – making sure it’s right!
2. Intercultural awareness & ’politeness’
3. Organization & ’readability’ of text

It gets the job done &
creates rapport!

(a) Business facts & content – making
sure it’s right ….
I always check and double-check.

I need to follow up and confirm in writing – I don’t need
to do that when working in Finnish.

(b) Intercultural awareness & ’politeness’
… what Finns said
First you say something nice, then you give the facts,
and then you close by saying something nice
again.

You should just behave in a non-natural way and
realize that it works!

(c) Organization & ’readability’ of text
•
•
•
•

Key information front-loaded
Logical progression & organization
Clear and explicit
Brief and ’simple’
(=without complicated words & structures)

Model of Global Communicative
Competence in business context

(Louhiala-Salminen & Kankaanranta, 2011)

3
Ambiguity of the notion of ‘English’ in
MNCs

A quotation from a Finnish business
professional working for an MNC:

Everyday English with my colleagues is
just work but…official English documentation
from headquarters is often difficult … often I just
ignore it and don’t read it at all…

Two different ’Englishes’ in MNCs

English
BELF

’English’ in MNCs
(Kankaanranta et al., 2015)

Contextual
differences

’Official’ English

’Working language’ BELF

Level

Corporate (macro) level:
corporate communication
Public, corporate – ‘official’
External and internal corporate
communication genres (e.g.
intranet, website, annual report,
public presentations)
Decision made by management,
or not

Individual (micro) level:
interpersonal communication
Private, individual
Email, team meetings, chats
at the coffee machine

Sphere, Voice
Examples of use

Rationale

Competence

Epistemic authority

Intertwined with communication
knowledge and skills and/or with
native speakers?
Corporate Communication
professionals and/or native
speakers?

Pragmatic choice among
practitioners in a specific
situation
Intertwined with business
knowhow and multicultural
competence
Inherently shared among nonnative speakers

”The limits of my
language are
the limits of
my world”

Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951)

Selected references 1/2
•

Baker, W. (2015). Culture and complexity through English as a lingua franca: rethinking competences and pedagogy in ELF. Journal of English as a
lingua franca, 4(1), 9-30.

•

Blommaert, J. (2010). The Sociolinguistics of Globalization. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

•

Cogo, A. & Dewey, M. (2012). Analysing English as a lingua franca: A corpus-driven investigation. London & New York: Continuum.

•

Cornelissen, J. (2014). Corporate Communication: A Guide to Theory & Practice. Slondon: age..

•

Forsbom, A. (2014). The myth of common corporate language - a case study of a Finnish MNC's customer support team. Helsinki (Finland): Aalto
University School of Business MSc thesis.

•

Gerritsen, M. & Nickerson, C. (2009). « BELF: Business English as a lingua franca », in F. Bargiela-Chiappini (ed.), The handbook of business
discourse, pp. 180-192. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.

•

Hallahan, K., Holtzhausen, D. van Ruler, B., Vercic, D. & Sriramesh, K. (2007). « Defining strategic communication », International Journal of Strategic
Communication, 1, pp. 3-35.

•

Hannerz, Ulf (2003). « Being there...and there...and there! Reflections on multi-site ethnography », Ethnography, 4(2), pp. 201-216.

•

Heller, M. (2010). « Language as resource in the globalized new economy », in N. Coupland (ed.), The handbook of language and globalization, pp.
349-365. Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell.

•

Hymes, D. (1996). Ethnography, linguistics, narrative inequality. Toward an understanding of voice. London: Taylor & Francis.

•

Janssens, M. & Steyaert, C. (2014Communication, 27(3), pp. 288-307.

•

Kankaanranta, ). « Re-considering language within a cosmopolitan understanding: Toward a multilingual franca approach in international business
studies », Journal of International Business Studies, 45, pp. 623-639.

•

Jenkins, J. (2007). English as a lingua franca: Attitude and identity. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

•

Jung, Y & Louhiala-Salminen, L. (2012). « Korean employees are direct: (Im)politeness and rapport in international professional encounters », Dispute
Resolution Studies Review, 10(2), pp. 179-210.

•

Kankaanranta, A. & Louhiala-Salminen, L. (2013) “What language does global business speak?” – The concept and development of BELF. Ibérica, the
Journal of the European Association of Languages for Specific Purposes, a Special Issue on Intercultural Business Communication, 26, 17-34.

•

Kankaanranta, A & Lu, W. (2013). « The evolution of English as business lingua franca: signs of convergence in Chinese and Finnish professional
communication », Journal of Business and Technical A & Planken, B. (2010). « BELF competence as business knowledge of internationally operating
business professionals», Journal of Business Communication, 47(4), pp. 380-407.

•

Kankaanranta, A. & Louhiala-Salminen, L. (2010). « ‘English? – Oh, it’s just work!’: A study of BELF users’ perceptions », English for Specific
Purposes, 29(3), pp. 204-209.

•

Kankaanranta, A., Louhiala-Salminen, L & Karhunen, P. (2015). « English in multinational companies: Implications for teaching ‘English’ at an
international business school », Journal of English as a Lingua Franca, 4(1), pp.125-148.

Selected references 2/2
•

Logemann, M. & Piekkari, R. (2015) Localize or local lies? The power of language and translation in the multinational corporation. Critical Perspectives on
International Business,11(1), 30-53.

•

Louhiala-Salminen, L. & Kankaanranta, A. (2012). « Language issues in international internal communication: English or local language? If English, what
English?», Public Relations Review, 38(2), pp. 262-269.

•

Louhiala-Salminen, L. & Kankaanranta, A. (2011). « Professional communication in a global business context: The notion of global communicative
competence », IEEE Transactions on Professional Communication, 54(3), pp. 244-262.

•

Louhiala-Salminen, L., Charles, M. & Kankaanranta, A. (2005). « English as a lingua franca in Nordic corporate mergers: Two case companies », 24(4),
pp.401-421.

•

Luo, Y. & Shenkar, O. (2006). « The multinational corporation as a multilingual community: Language and organization in a global context », Journal of
International Business Studies, 37(3), pp. 321-339.

•

Marschan-Piekkari, R., Welch, D. & Welch, L. (1999a). « In the shadow: the impact of language on structure, power and communication in the multinational »,
International Business Review, 8, pp. 421-440.

•

Marschan-Piekkari, R., Welch, R. & Welch, L. (1999b). « Adopting a common corporate language: IHRM implications », The International Journal of Human
Resource Management, 10(3), pp. 377-390.

•

Mäkela, K. & Kalla, H. & Piekkari, R. (2007). « Interpersonal similarity as a driver of knowledge sharing within multinational corporations », International
Business Review, 16, pp. 1-22.

•

Mauranen, A. (2006). « Signalling and preventing misunderstanding in ELF communication. International », Journal of Sociology of Language, 177, pp. 123150.

•

Passera, S., A. Kankaanranta & L. Louhiala-Salminen. Visualizing Contracts to Enhance Effectiveness in Global Business Communication. Submitted to IEEE
Transactions on Professional Communication.

•

Piekkari, R. & Tietze, S. (2011). « Introduction: A world of languages: Implications for international management research », Journal of World Business, 46(3),
pp. 267-269.

•

Piekkari, R., Welch, D. E. & Welch, L.S. (2015). Language in international business : the multilingual reality of global business expansion Edward Elgar Pub

•

Pullin, P. (2013). « Achieving ‘comity’: The role of linguistic stance in business English as a lingua franca (BELF) meetings », Journal of English as Lingua
Franca, 2(1), pp. 1–23.

•

Räisänen, T. (2013). Professional Communicative Repertoires and Trajectories of Socialization into Global Working Life. Doctoral Dissertation. Jyväskylä
Studies in Humanities 216. Jyväskylä (Finland): University of Jyväskylä.

•

Schreier, D. & Hundt, M. (eds.). (2013). English as a contact language. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

•

Seidlhofer, B. (2001). «Closing a conceptual gap: the case for a description of English as a lingua franca », International Journal of Applied Linguistics, 11(2),
pp.133-158.

•

Tange, H. (2009). « Language workers and the practice of language management », Corporate Communications, 14, pp.131-143.

•

Tange, H & Lauring, J. (2009). « Language management and social interaction within the multilingual workplace. Journal of Communication Management 13,
pp. 218-232.

•

Toth, E. & Trujillo, N. (1987). « Reinventing corporate communications », Public Relations Review, 13(4), pp. 42-53.

•

Virkkula-Räisänen, T. (2010). « Linguistic repertoires and semiotic resources in interaction: a Finnish manager as a mediator in a multilingual meeting »,
Journal of Business Communication, 47(4), pp. 505–531.

