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Management and organizational behavior (MOB) concepts can help resolve costly and troublesome international management issues involving the use of two languages in an organization.  Intended for readers already familiar with management and organizational behavior concepts, this chapter describes four common language problems and then elaborates on the notion that the use of a second language in an organization is organizational behavior.  Finally it reframes the language problems as opportunities to reduce conflict and costs and spread the culture of responsibility in global businesses.  


A short note:  the term "language" used in this chapter refers to a (living) system of symbols which a group of people use more or less uniformly to communicate with each other and which untrained outsiders can understand barely - if at all.  In short, "language" refers to the language of a people.  This chapter does not deal with the following subjects often referred to by the same term:  vocabulary in many management and organizational behavior texts (particularly vocabulary to avoid or cultivate, like gender-neutral language); proper usage, grammar, etc.; content or theme analysis; variation within a language, such as Canadian French or Black English; or body language.

INEFFECTIVE LANGUAGE PROGRAMS

A hotel in northern Vermont wanted to offer services to its many Québecois guests in their language.  The manager hired someone to teach French classes.  The program died within four months.  This sad experience recapitulates years of similar frustration with language programs across the border in Montreal, where most major companies maintain language programs that do not fit.  Here is an example:

The organization in question was the head office of an alcohol products company, situated in downtown Montreal during the 1970s.  Its directors and employees were mostly anglophones [English speakers], and the language of work at all levels was English.  . . . French courses were offered free of charge to anglophone employees at all levels of the organization.  The Program consisted of courses in the French language in classrooms, scheduled between 9 a.m. and 5 p.m., two hours per week for each group of students.  One hundred forty employees, from 25 to 55 years of age signed up for the French language program.  Topic order and content were the same for everyone placed at the same level at the beginning of the course.  A novice who followed the program would finish it in five years.



The teachers were good, conscientious classroom pedagogues who tried their best to satisfy their students within the pedagogical and time guidelines set by the program.  In class, the professor used a variety of pedagogical methods and techniques . . . The students, all volunteers, tried to meet the demands of the program.


Every year, however, the result was the same: 50 per cent of the students dropped out of the program and absenteeism averaged 80 per cent per class.  Groups, which carefully matched learners at the same level at the beginning of the year, slowly disintegrated.  Meeting times, which had been scheduled to make a teacher available to 30 students in a free meeting room, proved too inflexible to adapt to sudden changes in the employees' work programs, temporary ups and downs of people's work loads, and business travel (foreseen and unforeseen).  Working in a group under administrative and financial constraints, classes fell back to the lowest common denominator; when someone was absent (absences always being explained as professional necessities, thus valid excuses), the teacher slowed the whole class down and thus frustrated the students who had attended class regularly.  The absentees either got discouraged or embarrassed because they needed to catch up, or they returned to class and slowed the whole group down for several classes.  After a few weeks, the program was totally disorganized.  And surveys showed frustration shared by administrators, teachers, and students. ... Nevertheless, nobody blamed anyone else.  The setbacks and frustrations seemed to be built into the program.  The fact that the same thing was happening in other companies in Montreal seemed to confirm this conclusion: It’s too bad, but it's the inevitable result of a language program in a company. (Garbès-Putzel, 1992) 


Technical specialists often solve problems that no one has thoroughly analyzed.  Computer experts used to wreak havoc trying to adapt organizations to their machines, rather than vice versa.  Companies have learned to define their information-processing needs before installing computer systems, but they still call in language specialists who know little about how organizations work.


Managers, aided by Organization Development consultants (the practitioners of Organizational Behavior) should recognize that language training is training.  By applying widely accepted training principles, they can make language programs more effective.  Critical questions in the design of training include: Who participates?  Who teaches?  Through what media?  At what levels of learning?  Using what principles of pedagogy and learning?  At what location? (Schuler, 1992).  Two elements in the design of language training bear emphasis.


First, analysis should precede action on language.  Consider the managerial objectives:  What do you want people to do in a language?  Do you want employees to serve customers completely in their language or just to make the friendly gesture of trying to speak it?  Do you want people to know the language, to use the language, or to change their feelings about people who speak it? What kind of organizational culture does management want to create through any kind of training?  The design of a language program should derive from its goal, and its goal should derive from the organization's mission. 


Secondly, managers should integrate language training with work.  People who undergo human relations training and then return to work do not necessarily use what they have learned (Fleishman et al., 1953).  So it is with people who attend language classes or immersion programs.  OD integrates training into the functioning  organization.  Instead of turning automatically to language classes, we should apply the same principle to language training by taking a fresh look at language as organizational behavior: both students in a language classroom and people at work use language repetitively.  Managing means shaping organizational behavior to accomplish the goals of the organization.  Language learning can take place within the workplace; it can become a kind of on-the-job training (OJT).

CONFLICT BETWEEN LANGUAGE GROUPS


Organizations do not necessarily undertake language programs in order to sell to a market defined by language.  Often they have social or political reasons, and these reasons should affect the design of the language programs, as they would affect the design of any OD program.  Perhaps the most common reason is language conflict. Conflict between language groups occurs inside an organization because it exists outside the organization.  Two languages usually coexist in one place (a condition called diglossia) because the people who speak one of them conquered the people who speak the other (Ferguson, 1959).  The conquered people can remain bitter for centuries, as long as their language preserves their separate identity.


To encapsulate an important principle of sociolinguistics, language measures power.  The language of the group in power usually dominates.  In Montreal, for instance, English historically dominated French as the language of commerce, with social and political consequences.


Eventually the dominated language group can work its way up from the bottom of the society and of the organizations within the society, just like a dominated racial, gender, or religious group.


Emerging from domination, the language group usually pushes to use its language in situations from which the language had been excluded, often raising questions about whether the formerly excluded language is technically capable of handling work at the higher level. 

Language dominance:

o
Separates people into two groups in society.  Two languages may be spoken in a society with few individuals speaking  both languages (bilingualism).  Many people live and work in English in Montreal next to others who live and work in French.  They read different papers, listen to different radio stations, and watch different TV programs.  There are many diglossic societies in the world, including Belgium, India, and Malaysia.  


Many societies mark social classes with different varieties of one language:  Henry Higgins, in George Bernard Shaw's Pygmalion and the musical play adaptation "My Fair Lady," spoke of "verbal class distinctions" in English society.  Dialects (such as plattdeutsch  in Germany) can mark verbal class distinctions; so can languages.  Since the end of World War II, the vertical verbal class distinctions marked by different languages have often marked the battle lines of social change, as groups defined by language emerge from perceived domination; hence language dominance politically symbolizes exploitation (real or imagined) of one group by another, and this can happen unconsciously even within an organization (Putzel, 1978).

o
Provokes parliaments to pass cumbersome and expensive laws regulating language.  (The governments of Canada and Québec have created at least four government agencies and have spent billions of dollars on language.)  

o
Impedes development of a language.  For a long time in Québec no one knew French technical terms.  Many automobile mechanics there still say "le brake" on a car instead of "le frein."  On a global scale English is now becoming the standard language in many industries; other languages simply borrow the English words.  Because language dominance originates at the societal level, people tend to think it can only be changed at the social level.  They used to say the same of race and gender issues.

Language dominance also has consequences within organizations.  It:

o
Separates people into two groups within companies, as in society as a whole.  Groups may form along language lines informally around the water cooler or formally in the existence of separate divisions serving markets defined by language.

o
Encourages or even forces subordinates to use the boss's language.  Anglophones (English speakers) founded many (now) large companies in Montreal.  A Francophone (French speaker) who came to work in such a company spoke the language of work - English.  Use of the boss's language probably varies with the size of the work unit at its founding, the technology, the boss's language ability or efforts, and, of course, the number of people at different levels of the company who speak a given language.  However, there is little evidence that Americans who work for foreign companies in the United States are using the languages of their foreign employers (Fixman, 1990; Putzel, 1992).

o
Symbolizes the hierarchy of authority or even exploitation (real or imagined) of one group by another.  When the top group in a company speaks a different language than the rest of the company, the use of that language marks their dominance.  When two Japanese managers in an American factory speak to each other in their own language, the use of Japanese will become associated with whatever feelings people have about management.

o
Bears similarities to the other kinds of social conflict that inspired much of the seminal thinking in social science.  Organization development consultants are accustomed to dealing with exogenous conflicts within organizations.  Drawing on the theoretical work of Gordon Allport (1954) and the applied techniques of the National Training Laboratories, American society, for instance, has implemented affirmative action programs in which organizations act as the greenhouses of change  for the society at large.  The same values, theories, and techniques apply to language conflict in organizations, except that language, as the manager's primary tool, can be changed only with great caution (an idea discussed later).  The use of two languages often engenders conflict within an organization, but the use of two languages can itself become part of a conflict management strategy.


The use of language change to manage conflict is also derived partly from theoretical work on language - the Whorf Hypothesis - which has intrigued linguists and anthropologists for decades:  "The structure of the language one habitually uses influences the manner in which one understands his environment.  The picture of the universe shifts from tongue to tongue" (Whorf, 1956, p vi).


The General Semantics movement stated that the picture of the universe (reality) in language does not correspond to reality itself.  Korzybski's (1933, p 58) greatest contribution was this sentence:  "The map is not the territory."  S. I. Hayakawa (1963) built this academic formula into a rational method for changing people's preconceptions about each other.  He reminded us to beware that our choice of vocabulary and grammatical structure influences our perception of other people.


Bandler and Grinder (1975) built more sophisticated therapy on the same insights about language.  Neurolinguistic programming enhances patients' or participants' self-concept, sense of responsibility, and proactivity by changing how they describe their experience.


McLuhan's (1969) famous formula applies to all these approaches to changing attitudes and behavior:  the language medium is the message.  Proponents of language-based approaches advocate change in individual behavior through increased awareness and judiciously changed use of the language medium. Those who would intervene in conflicts between language groups can bring about similar change in organizational behavior.  They can make use of the change in perception that comes through speaking a second language, first (following Whorf) because of the nature of the language itself and second because the difficulty of speaking a second language leads us to respect native speakers of that language.

THE LANGUAGE BARRIER TO PROMOTION

When the dominant coalition or the whole head office holds informal discussion in a language that other employees do not speak, the other employees are excluded from the discussion.  One savvy American, hired by a German-owned company said, "The company honestly told me that knowing the language was not necessary.  But they were wrong, and I learned that. . . .  [If you don't speak their language] you are only told what you need to know, which doesn't allow you to take the bull by the horns" (Putzel, 1992, p 6).   Speaking a language gives one access to information power in the organization. 


In the long run, a company doing business globally should manage language in order to use its human resources optimally (Victor, 1992).  When otherwise able managers cannot understand or express themselves in a language that needs to be used, they have run up against a language barrier.  When the language barrier imposes a ceiling on the career aspirations of such managers, companies tend to define the situation as a problem for them as individuals rather than as a problem - or opportunity - for the organization. In such situations language substitutes precisely for the handicaps/ challenges and racial and gender differences to which north American business in particular has responded over the past quarter century.  But business has not met the language challenge as it is meeting the other challenges.  In many places in the world people react to language differences with evaluative responses, ethnocentrism, or racism:  we speak intelligently and intelligibly; they speak "ooga-booga."


It is worth noting that practice in American companies probably differs from practice in foreign-owned companies and that the difference operates to the advantage of the American companies but to the disadvantage of monolingual Americans.  The differences include the American pattern:  benign language ethnocentrism or even parochialism.  Americans expect everyone to learn and use English but do not equate accents with stupidity. Admittedly, this generalization needs research to support it, but our extreme sensitivity to ethnic jokes and the virtual disappearance of stereotyping based on accent provide some supporting evidence.  As a result, the foreign-born are heavily represented in top management in increasingly global, American companies, and Americans(,) who have less exposure to foreign languages(,) often lack the international experience to qualify them for these top positions.


English has become the lingua franca, the global language.  Everywhere in the world students know their local language and learn the global language as at least their second foreign language.  To them it is obvious which language to learn, but  which language should Americans learn -  Spanish, or Portuguese - because of our sphere of commercial influence?  Japanese, because we have so much to learn from them?  Russian or Chinese, because of the huge potential of their markets?  And when an American and a non-English-speaking foreigner meet, unless the American happens to speak the other's language very well or unless they consciously agree to speak the other language, they are likely to speak English.  Of course, native English speakers have a tremendous advantage, working in their own language more than other people.  However, the global status of English does not reduce the usefulness of exposure to other languages for an aspiring top manager.  It simply makes it more difficult for an American, Australian, or Briton to benefit from such exposure.  English as the global language helps them but also helps place a ceiling on their career aspirations. 


All global firms need top managers with international experience.  American companies do not discriminate against foreigners, but many foreign companies discriminate against non-nationals.  It is safer, perhaps, to state that foreign-owned companies do not expect American employees to aspire to top management in the company.  And the American employees, by and large, do not.  Our purpose is to point out the language component of this complex and debatable topic.  In this world of global business, few Americans yet consider careers which would lead them to top management in foreign-owned companies.  Even those who work for foreign-owned companies in the United States rarely make a serious effort to learn and use their foreign employer's language (Fixman, 1990; Putzel, 1992).  Few foreign-owned companies seriously encourage their American employees to learn their language, unlike American companies, whose employees abroad often learn English.  Hence, Americans are not likely to engage in the language behavior that would help them work their way to the top in foreign-owned companies.

THE BARBARIAN BOSS


In organizations, unconscious feelings about authority often displace goals in determining individuals' behavior.  Boss A sets a wise course, but we hate him and deviate from it.  Boss B does something dumb, but we never question her because we admire her so much.  Feelings about authority express themselves through almost any noticeable difference and almost anything the boss does and in the subordinate's perceptions of and reactions to them.


Most managers, including those in international business, declare their desire for employees to exercise responsibility.  Yet many, perhaps most, subordinates describe their boss as unwilling to delegate.  They perceive their boss, whether foreign or not, as a barbarian (which means both uncivilized and foreign).  The manager tries to build a culture of responsibility, despite being perceived otherwise.  This drama is visible in the manager's language behavior.


In a two language work setting, you have to choose to speak one language or the other, sometimes word by word; people may attribute meaning to this choice, and an alert boss (or subordinate) can manage the process to prevent conflict between groups of people defined by language or, more auspiciously, to improve the organization's culture.


Language behavior bears evidence of the expatriate manager's foreignness, as in the following examples:   Some Americans managing a plant making photographic film in France's Burgundy region do not learn French.  The company transfers them frequently, and many employees in this provincial town enjoy the cosmopolitan (English language) work atmosphere.  The managers, however,  are cut off from the management community of the town and can only communicate with their French workers through bilingual employees.  Et qu'est-ce qu'ils parlent!  If you do not read French, you have just had the American manager's experience; the medium is the message.  Can these American managers foster a culture of responsibility without being able to speak directly with workers at the base?  Perhaps so; perhaps the language barrier encourages independence:  subordinates cannot communicate; so they decide on their own.  More probably, the American expatriate managers' inability to speak French makes them unable to conduct the subtle, direct, consultative communication necessary for helping subordinates take more responsibility.  They can issue commands through their bilingual subordinates but cannot lead.


A Hong Kong-based company selects a Chinese-American to manage a four-star hotel in southern China.  He speaks Cantonese fluently and some Mandarin (the language all Chinese learn in school), but he does not speak the local dialect and does not see the need to learn it.  He wants the hotel staff to improve its marginal English, and a hundred other preoccupations have priority over learning the local dialect.  The hotel staff leave their modest homes to work in a spiffy environment - a foreign and somewhat daunting place where management has them performing strange work activities.  They feel that they are conforming to a work setting.  The work setting makes no accommodation to them, and neither does the language behavior of their boss.  So they listen and do what they are told.  


I visited this hotel with my cousin, a white American of mixed national origins who works for the company's head office and therefore has some of the aura of a boss.  He speaks and writes Mandarin fluently.  The hotel personnel spoke with him much more openly than with the manager; they asked him questions.  Of course the comparison is not ceteris paribus; he is young, is not the boss, and was not talking about work tasks, and these differences between the two men cloud the picture.  Still, conversation between the hotel personnel and my cousin was more open because of the great effort he had obviously made to learn their language.  My cousin does not know how to run a hotel as well as the general manager, technically, but he might have produced better results by exercising leadership most concretely manifested in his language behavior.


Every morning to his secretary and at the beginning of every meeting with francophones, one English Canadian manager (from Montreal) of a French Canadian department says, "Bonjour.  Comment ça va?"  This token gesture annoys his francophone interlocutors.  They tolerate it because he is the boss.  A second English Canadian manager (from Ontario), tries very hard to learn and use French while stationed in Québec.  His French-speaking coworkers appreciate his effort and forgive him the many mistakes that he makes.


The effort that an expatriate manager puts into using a language exerts a psychological force in diglossic organizations.  The force may be with you, or not, as a manager.

MOB CONCEPTS APPLIED TO TWO LANGUAGE ISSUES


Organizations tend to respond structurally to language challenges, business opportunities, and local, social threats; they form a new division that operates in the language or a new company whose president represents the language group.  Conceptualizing the use of two languages as organizational behavior makes more subtle responses possible.  This approach begins with a basic behavioral fact (as obvious to us symbol workers as water to fish):  Much organizational behavior is language behavior, the act of reading, writing, listening, and especially speaking.  A concrete example:  Someone observing (listening to) John may have difficulty figuring out what he meant or what he said, but will be more certain in stating that John spoke.


In a diglossic (two language) situation, the observer will have no difficulty stating that a person spoke a certain language (one of the two).  The act of speaking a second language is behavior, which may then be understood in relation to its causes, consequences, and especially attendant feelings.  


Consider the feelings of a person using a language.  Take me, for example.  Reasonably eloquent, I speak my mother tongue, English, without apprehension.  I have an idea; in a split second I think of several ways of expressing it; I choose one way; and I speak, paying scant heed to my grammar or pronunciation, which come automatically.  I speak English (behavior) with ease (an unconscious feeling).


When I have something to say in French, however, which I started studying in 8th grade, I have a completely different experience.  Instead of considering several ways of expressing my idea, I struggle to concoct one way which will pass muster in this foreign tongue.  Irregular verbs, adjectival agreement, idioms, and rules of word order carom off of the walls of my head trying to join up in some acceptable way before they tumble from my lips.  And the ordeal is not over - I still have to pronounce it.  I speak French, compared to English, with discomfort.  


We may postulate similar discomfort in anyone speaking a language learned as an adult and call it second-language discomfort.  The term 'discomfort' here does not imply a value judgment.  Like many people, I love speaking foreign languages, i.e. I enjoy contending with this discomfort. But people at work do not always seek such sport and may seek to avoid second-language discomfort through behavior with undesirable consequences.  For instance, they may avoid people who speak another language (watch what happens at a social gathering where many people do not speak the other language well) or force others to speak their language.


The concept of second-language discomfort by itself gives us a choice point.  Second-language discomfort, semiconscious or unconscious, usually expresses itself in behavior.  By becoming aware of the feeling (partly by having the concept) we can deal with the feeling without having it govern our behavior.  We can, for instance, learn to tolerate second-language discomfort.  Having "stopped the music" we can ask, first diagnostically, what effects the unmanaged feeling will tend to produce and then, managerially, what different effects we want to produce.


In an organizational context, the act of speaking a second language has further implications as organizational behavior.


We speak to communicate with another person.  When two people of different mother tongues are speaking with each other, usually one will speak the other's language.  Thus, one of the two must experience second-language discomfort.  We may use the term second-language burden for the act of using a second language in such a situation.


Management and organizational behavior concepts have a great deal to contribute in answer to the questions of who bears and who should bear the second-language burden.  The dictum "language measures power" is as useful in a management framework as it is in the academic, sociological framework.  Organizations contain society's most explicit hierarchies of power, and much of the management literature's extensive discussion of how to distribute that power can apply to the second-language burden.  Indeed, researchers, consultants, and analytically oriented managers can use the second-language burden concept in three ways in this regard:


1.  As a holistic picture of power relationships in a diglossic organization.   Technology in the industry and power relationships between groups in the society strongly influence what language will be used at certain levels of an organization.   But language relationships may also partially reflect the power relationships within an organization.  Some organizations may require employees to speak the boss's language, but rules alone do not determine behavior.  Ambitious employees adopt many behavior patterns of top management.  If they wear the same kind of clothes as the boss, perhaps they will use the boss's language.  We do not yet know what determines language use in its various organizational contexts in different parts of the world.  Indeed, we do not even know what languages (local, regional, or global) are used in various parts of organizations.  Researchers in international business have begun discussing a project of potentially vast proportions that would map language use in organizations in various parts of the world and would help determine to what extent the use of one language reflects the specific power relationships in a setting.


2.  As a mechanism for exercising power.  In the management literature power has a distributive dimension:  one person gains power as another person loses it.  Native speakers have a tremendous advantage, working in their own language.  International negotiators sometimes consciously use power as a criterion in choosing what language to work in.  In most work settings, however, such choices might be made unconsciously.  As observable behavior, the choice of language may be used as evidence of the exercise of power in certain work situations.


3.  As a tool for sharing power. In the management literature, power also has an integrative dimension:   it is defined as the ability to do work or accomplish an objective.  And people in organizations get more done (and thus have more power) by cooperating than by fighting.  The term 'empowerment' is often used to describe part of the attempt by top managers to foster a culture of responsibility and to increase productivity in their organizations.  In diglossic organizations, top managers can share power by using the language of their employees.  As the previous examples showed, this strategy uses the individual, interpersonal, mechanical, and politically symbolic meanings of speaking a second language to accomplish an organizational objective.  Again, the effort that the top manager makes may weigh more heavily than the manager's mastery or use of the language.


One can lead by example by shouldering a burden, in this case, the second-language burden.  A manager can share power by situation reversing the natural dependence of subordinate on superior in a safe domain of activity, language use.  A subordinate who comes to the boss's rescue with a word or with help in pronunciation will be more likely to rescue the boss in more substantial work.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR RESEARCHERS, CONSULTANTS, AND MANAGERS


The second-language burdens all language-based work - not just speaking - and researchers, consultants, and managers can benefit from examining this burden.  Behind the caricature of the frustrated, unilingual American tourist shouting at a waiter lie many gradations of frustration, some challenging, some daunting.  A Peace Corps Volunteer who works in a language of which she has mastered the basics - let us say 30 per cent - faces a situation that merits further study.  What are the particular challenges, frustrations, and strategies used by people who work at the 30 per cent (or other partial) level of language mastery?


Managers in global companies should note that the use of a foreign language is organizational behavior, part of work.  Like other behavior in organizations, it can affect the bottom line, and it can be changed.


For a manager, a researcher, or a consultant, much depends upon how the issue is defined.  The second-language burden can be approached either as an individual phenomenon or as an organizational phenomenon.  When the person who knows only 30 per cent of a language has little power, the others tend to define the problem as an individual one - this person's - and pack him or her off (perhaps to language class).  So it would be for a Russian music teacher who immigrates to the United States and seeks work.  When the person has great power or is in demand, however, the organization may think of this person's second-language burden as its own problem:  A high school in rural North Dakota desperately needs a mathematics teacher and finds a Russian immigrant with 30 per cent mastery of English.  This school may well (want to) define the problem as its own. 


Managers who seek to enhance the culture of responsibility through the use of two languages should understand that language is a technology.  They may need a language expert's technical advice but should not assume that the expert understands the organization in which that advice will be implemented.


Consultants familiar with the precepts of organization development can contribute once they realize that the use of two languages is organizational behavior and that the feeling of second-language discomfort underlies many of the individual, group, and organizational dynamics of two languages in an organization.  OD consultants should not blindly follow language teachers' pedagogy. Language learning is learning; the principles of adult learning are too rarely applied to the learning of languages.  Language training is training; it's a long way from the classroom to implementing that training in a real social system on the job, and OD can facilitate the transition.


The use of two languages in a work organization typifies work in the new, global economy.  Companies need more effective language programs.  Companies need to lead their strife-torn societies by demonstrating how different ethnic groups can work together.  And, like domestic firms, they need to improve organizational effectiveness.  The use of two languages permeates all of these needs and activities in a globally functioning firm, and we can use this organizational behavior to accomplish the firm's goals.
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