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Résumé :
Language diversity is an inherent aspect of international work, and multinational companies
have been described as multilingual communities by definition. Recent research has made
progress in demonstrating the ways in which language diversity can affect teams and
organizations by significantly influencing communication and knowledge-sharing, group
dynamics, and power relations, all pointing to the necessity of organizations taking a strategic
approach to language management. However, current research does not tell us much about
which team language management practices are most effective for specific team
configurations and organizational contexts. The aim of this paper is to contribute to fill this
knowledge gap through a review of literature in order to build a conceptual model which lays
groundwork for studying the connections between a multilingual team’s characteristics, the

Rennes, 26-28 mai 2014

1

XXIII Conférence Internationale de Management Stratégique

processes by which the team overcomes or deals with language barriers, and the team’s
performance.
Language diversity can be compared with other kinds of diversity, differences among
individuals which can play a role in organizational outcomes. We first examine the concept of
language diversity and language management through the lens of diversity literature.
Teams can differ significantly in terms of their purpose, their composition, the ways in which
they interact, the duration of their collaboration, the institutional context in which they are
embedded. Specific to multilingual teams is the notion of team language configuration, a
secondary contribution of this paper, that is to say, the number of native and “foreign”
languages present, team members’ proficiency and experience in using them, and their
attitudes toward language use. We suggest that teams perform better when language
management practices are aligned with team characteristics and contexts.
Anchored in diversity theory as well as in research on multicultural teams and in the growing
body of work on language diversity in international management, this article then proposes a
conceptual model. We have aimed to develop a model that, when followed up with empirical
studies will lead us to better understand: 1) whether certain language management practices
are best suited to particular types of teams, in particular institutional contexts 2) how it is that
some teams handle language diversity more effectively and with a greater degree of
satisfaction than others. This knowledge is important if research is to support team leaders and
organizations in effective management of multilingual teams.

Mots-clés : teams, language management, language diversity, multilingual, international
management
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“Not all multilingual teams are created equal”:
Conceptualizing language diversity management
INTRODUCTION
Language diversity is an inherent aspect of international work, and multinational companies
have been described as multilingual communities by definition (Luo & Shenkar, 2006).
Recent research has demonstrated the ways in which language diversity can affect teams and
organizations by significantly influencing communication and knowledge-sharing (Welch &
Welch, 2008; Buckley, Carter, Clegg & Tan, 2005), group dynamics (Henderson, 2005;
Lauring & Selmer, 2010) and power relations (Vaara, Tienari, Piekkari & Säntti, 2005;
Neeley, 2013). International business scholars have, in the past 15 years, provided rich
descriptions of the practices individuals and organizations put into place to overcome
language barriers at work (Feely & Harzing, 2003). Case studies have brought to light some of
the strategic approaches to language diversity management that multinational companies have
used from a laissez-faire approach which allows employees to adapt their choice of language
to the task at hand (Fredriksson, Barner-Rasmussen & Piekkari, 2006; Barmeyer &
Mayrhofer, 2009) to the policy of adopting a common (national) language to be used in an
organization, a policy whose implementation can constitute a complex process of
organizational change which fundamentally influences the institutional context and the
relationships within it (Vaara et al, 2005; Neeley, 2013). At the level of the team, recent
research results have promoted the benefits of adopting a common language, often English, in
the interest of team cohesion (Lauring & Selmer, 2010) and the formation of team trust
(Tenzer, Pudelko & Harzing, 2014).
While the adoption of a common language perhaps may appear as the only feasible option for
a highly language diverse group working together long-term on a regular basis, there are other
cases in which team characteristics and organizational contexts make the adoption of one
language, such as English, as an exclusive common language a less obvious managerial
option. This could be due to the disparity in language skills (as demonstrated in a quantitative
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study by Barner-Rasmussen & Aarnio, 2011), to the linguistic make-up of the team or the
organizational context. Consider, for example, an international marketing team comprised of a
majority of native French speakers and one native English speaker. According to the state of
the art of international management research on language diversity, what recommendations
would we have for this team as far as language management? Should team members adopt a
common language for all written and oral communication, no matter what the context? And if
so, which one, French or English? If the correct answer is “it depends”, our response, and the
main focus of this paper is, on what does it depend?
Teams can differ significantly in terms of their objectives, their ways of interacting, the
duration of their collaboration, the institutional context in which they are embedded, and their
language configuration, that is to say, the number of native and “foreign” languages present
and the team members’ proficiency and experience in using them. Current research does not
yet tell us much about which language management practices both at the interpersonal and
organizational level are best suited to a particular team configuration. This knowledge is
important if research is to support team leaders and organizations in effective management of
multilingual teams.
Anchored in diversity theory as well as in research on multicultural teams and in the growing
body of work on language diversity in international management, this article proposes a
conceptual model which lays the groundwork for studying the connections between a
multilingual team’s characteristics, the organizational context in which the team works, the
processes the team uses to navigate language differences, and the team’s performance. We are
interested in developing a model that, when followed up with empirical studies which lead us
to better understand: 1) whether certain language management practices are best suited to
particular types of teams, and 2) how it is that some teams handle language diversity more
effectively and with a greater degree of satisfaction than others. A secondary contribution is
the development of the notion of team language configuration as one of its characteristics.
The paper is organized as follows. First, we review two distinct bodies of literature which
both include key concepts related to multilingual teamwork: literature on team diversity (1)
and literature on multilingualism in organizations and language management (2). Then, we
connect these bodies of literature and present our model of multilingual teams (3).

Rennes, 26-28 mai 2014

4

XXIII Conférence Internationale de Management Stratégique

1. LITERATURE REVIEW ON TEAM DIVERSITY
In our effort to conceptualize multilingualism as language diversity, we first propose a review
of some of the key contributions to diversity theorizing in management science and
organizational behavior research. Over the last 30 years, the topic of diversity has grown into
an expansive area of management as much for academic research as for practitioners. Central
to investigations in this area of research is the connection between diversity and performance
in an organization.
An early finding in the research is that the direct relationship, whether it be a positive or
negative one, between diversity and company or team performance is impossible to establish.
Milliken and Martins (1996) reviewed literature published from 1989 to 1994 on diversity and
its consequences. They came to the conclusion that various types of diversity have short and
long term consequences for individuals, groups and organizations (Milliken and Martins,
1996).
After Milliken and Martins’ seminal article, a five-year study conducted by the Diversity
Research Network set out to test business case arguments in four large firms (Kochan,
Bezrukova, Ely, Jackson, Joshi, Jehn, Leonard & Levine, 2003). The findings 1) confirmed
the idea that a direct relationship between diversity and organizational performance was
difficult to establish and 2) affirmed that the relationship was moderated by the organizational
context, that is to say, organizational culture, business strategy and human resource policies
and practices. Their input-processes-output model of the effects of diversity has become the
basis for a considerable amount of subsequent research on diversity, including the model of
language diversity in this paper, putting forward the idea that whether diversity has positive or
negative outcomes for an organization or team depends on the organizational culture and how
diversity is managed. Their framework is represented in figure 1.
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Figure 1: The framework of analysis of the effects of diversity by Kochan et al. (2003)
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The two seminal articles cited above (Milliken & Martins, 1996; Kochan et al. 2003) made
fundamental contributions to our understanding of the relationship between diversity and
performance in organizations. In addition, they, and other authors, have furthered work on
types of diversity with the assumption that various kinds of diversity will affect functioning
and ultimately performance differently.
Milliken and Martins (1996) make the distinction between two types of diversity: observable
attributes and underlying attributes. This distinction is later referred to by Harrison, Price and
Bell (1998) as surface- and deep-level diversity. They look at the impact over time of these
two types of diversity on social integration and find that “the length of time group members
worked together weakened the effects of surface-level diversity and strengthened the effects of
deep-level diversity as group members had the opportunity to engage in meaningful
interactions” (Harrison, Price & Bell, 1998: 96). We will discuss this distinction with regard
to language diversity in section 2.
Horwitz and Horwitz (2007) make a similar distinction in a meta-analysis on diversity
outcomes in teams, conceptualizing diversity as either bio-demographic (similar to observable
or surface-level diversity) or task-related diversity, such as differences in functional expertise,
education, and organizational tenure. Their finding is that task-related diversity plays a larger
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(and positive) role in group functioning and merits more managerial attention that biodemographic diversity.
The concept of diversity addresses various aspects of differences between team or
organizational members. Scholars rarely give a precise definition of diversity. To improve
clarity of further research, Harrison and Klein (2007) proposed a three-part diversity
construct: diversity as separation, variety or disparity. Definitions are given for these in the
table below and these constructs are examined further in our characterization of language
diversity.
Table 1: Diversity constructs (Harrison & Klein, 2007)
Diversity Type
Separation
Variety
Disparity

Description
Composition of differences in position or opinion among unit members,
primarily of value, belief, or attitude; disagreement or opposition
Composition of differences in kind, source, or category of relevant
knowledge or experience among unit members; unique or distinctive information
Composition of differences in proportion of socially valued assets or resources held among unit members; inequality or relative concentration

In the interest of anchoring the concept of language diversity in the extensive extant academic
work on diversity in general, we have reviewed some of the key contributions, including the
elements that mediate and moderate the relationship between diversity and performance and
the distinction among the various kinds of diversity that exist. These contributions are
highlighted in the table below:

Table 2: Summary of several key contributions on diversity
Article

Milliken & Martins, 1996

Harrison, Price & Bell, 1998
Kochan et al., 2003

Contribution
Diversity has short-term consequences including affective, cognitive, symbolic and communication-related
effects and to long-term consequences on performance
at individual, group or organizational levels.
Differentiation between types of diversity: observable
attributes vs. underlying attributes
The length of time a group works together lessens the
effects of surface-level diversity and increases the effects of deep-level diversity on social integration.
Study by the Diversity Research Network, demonstratRennes, 26-28 mai 2014
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Jackson et al., 2003
Horwitz & Horwitz, 2007
Harrison & Klein, 2007

2.

LITERATURE

ing the moderating effects of organizational context and
the mediating effects of team processes on the relationships between diversity and performance.
SWOT analysis of literature, providing multilevel
framework for understanding the dynamics of diversity
Study on diversity in teams demonstrates that taskrelated diversity is more significantly related to performance than bio-demographic diversity.
Conceptualization of diversity as one of three types:
separation, variety, disparity

REVIEW

ON

MULTILINGUALISM

IN

ORGANIZATIONS
We will now turn to the second body of literature which will help us answer our research
question, which is literature on multilingualism in organizations. In a first sub-section, we
relate multilingualism to the literature on diversity, and define multilingualism as language
diversity. In a second subsection, we review literature on language management in
organizations.

2.1 Multilingualism as Language Diversity
The notion of “language diversity” merits some clarification for several reasons. First,
language diversity often refers ambiguously to the differences in native languages and/or
differences in languages used in an organization. Secondly, the notion of language diversity
does often but not always refer exclusively or explicitly to national languages. Finally, it is
important to note that not all academics interested in this area of research employ the term
“diversity” to describe a multilingual group. For some, the terms “language differences”
(Welch, Welch & Piekkari, 2005) or “multilingual” are used without mention of “diversity,” a
term that carries with it an implicit reference to large body of writing in academia (in
management and organizational sciences but also well beyond in law, human rights,
environmental sciences). Here we take a closer look at these semantic issues.
While rarely defined explicitly in the literature, the notion of “language diversity” in
international management research is most often implicitly consistent with one or both of the
definitions. Lauring and Selmer put forth in their 2010 article on common language and group
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cohesiveness. For the purposes of that study, they conceptualize language diversity as “the
presence of a multitude of speakers of different national languages in the same work group”
(Lauring & Selmer, 2010: 269). They give a second definition of language diversity as
“associated with the number of languages spoken in the organization” (2010: 270). This is an
important distinction to clarify. This means that language diversity is both a function of the
number of native languages represented by the team members, and, as people can speak more
than one language, as a function of the number of languages that are actually used among
those members in the context of their work in the team.
Some authors, such as Henderson (2005) and Geoffroy (2001) argue that the challenges that
language diversity poses to communication and building team rapport are rooted in the fact
that we have expectations about linguistic performance that are related to our native
languages, and that, according to Lauring and Selmer’s (2010) first definition, a common
language does not indeed reduce the language diversity of a group or the difficulties
associated with it. However, in the case that language diversity is conceptualized according to
Lauring and Selmer’s (2010) second definition, as the number of languages actually used,
organizations or teams that adopt a common language would thereby reduce the degree of
diversity in a group. The notion of greater or lesser degree of diversity is important to keep in
mind when we consider one element of diversity management to be the deliberate design of
work groups with a requisite level of diversity for the task at hand (Bartel-Radic & Lesca,
2011).
The focus of these two definitions is on national languages. There are other types of language
diversity which researchers have taken into consideration. In the same way that Chevrier
(2012) describes layers of culture in a team as national/political, culture related to one’s
profession, and corporate culture, language can be defined by other categorization than
national languages. For example, in a paper on language and international management
processes, Welch, Welch, and Piekkari (2005) deal not only with “foreign languages” but also
three layers of language: everyday spoken/written language, technical language, and company
speak. Other researchers have taken a closer look at the form the company language takes,
regardless of the national language in which it is expressed. In this vein, Brannen and Doz
(2012) describe a company’s language in terms of its degrees of contextual specificity or
conceptual abstraction, linking it to a company’s strategic agility. While much of the research
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on language diversity focuses on national languages, it is useful to keep in mind these other
notions of language difference as they may be key to understanding how diversity of national
languages constitute more of a challenge for some teams than for others.
For the purposes of this paper we note four notions related to language diversity or
differences in language that can be observed in organizations and groups:

Table 3: Notions of language diversity or difference
Authors
Language diversity as the presence of a multitude of speakers
of different national languages in the same work group.

Lauring & Selmer, 2010

Language diversity as associated with the number of national
languages spoken in the organization

Lauring & Selmer, 2010

Differences in various layers of language: everyday spoken/written language, technical language, and company speak

Welch, Welch, & Piekkari,
2005

Differing degrees of contextual specificity or conceptual abstraction in an organization’s corporate language

Brannen & Doz, 2012

With these four definitions, we now turn to the task of anchoring the concept of language
diversity in the larger context of diversity theory as it was reviewed in section 1. Research on
language diversity in management sciences has been criticized as being “a-theoretical and
fragmented” (Harzing & Pudelko, 2013). Anchoring work on language diversity in the larger
context of diversity theory, as we make an effort to do in this paper, might very well be key to
providing interesting and productive avenues for future research which will inform not only
the work on multilingual organizations but also, in turn, contribute to diversity theory.
The central question we might ask is, what kind of diversity is language diversity? Let us
return to Millikin and Martins’ (1996) distinction of diversity as observable diversity or
underlying attributes.

Table 4: Observable and underlying attributes of diversity (Milliken & Martins, 1996)
Description
Observable attributes

Visible differences, particularly likely to evoke responses
that are due directly to biases, prejudices, or stereotypes:
race, nationality, gender, age.
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Underlying attributes

Differences in values, in skills and knowledge, in cohort
membership

The authors state that some kinds of diversity might overlap these categories, and language
diversity is an example of a kind of diversity that does not fit neatly into one category or the
other. Language differences are perceptible as soon as someone communicates in speaking or
writing. Listeners will notice which language a person is speaking and, with varying degrees
of accuracy, whether a person is a native speaker or not and what their degree of proficiency
depending on their accent and level of grammatical and syntactical mastery. At the same time,
language can certainly be considered to be a skill, one that is connected to one’s professional
and personal background, and many aspects of the speaker’s language experience can only be
observed over a period of extended interaction, such as the mastery of vocabulary in a
particular subject area. Also, to the extent that a language can be connected to a particular way
of thinking and seeing reality and that people can have values related to the use of particular
languages, it can also be considered an underlying attribute.
In what is perhaps a clearer distinction, we can turn to the diversity constructs of Harrison and
Klein (2007), evoked in section 1) to examine the ways in which language diversity functions
as variety, separation and/or disparity. Harrison and Klein assert that “diversity of age, sex,
race, tenure, and education can all be, and have been, conceptualized as separation, variety, or
disparity” (2007: 1215). They give the example of how gender as one kind of diversity can be
construed as 1) separation – when researchers imply that gender differences reflect opposing
beliefs about team process, 2) variety – when researchers suggests that men and women hold
differing caches of knowledge, and 3) disparity – when researchers focus on the power
differences among men and women. We follow in this example, asserting that language
diversity can be studied from each of these three perspectives. In the table below, we
summarize the construct according to Harrison and Klein, propose a corresponding
description for language diversity, give a description of what this might look like in teams,
and finally suggest a few examples of research in which we consider that the scholars
conceptualize language diversity in this way, perhaps not exclusively but at least in part.
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Table 5: Diversity constructs (based on Harrison & Klein, 2007) applied to language diversity
Diversity
Type

Meaning and Synonyms

Composition of differences in position or
opinion among unit
Separation members, primarily of
value, belief, or attitude;
disagreement or opposition

Variety

Composition of differences in kind, source, or
category of relevant
knowledge or experience
among unit members;
unique or distinctive in-

Language diversity constructs

Description and
examples in teams

Composition of differences
considering languages as
structuring mental frameworks
through which reality is
viewed.

Degree of language diversity is a function of difference in attitudes about language use. Ex. Group members have
differing attitudes about the de facto or
explicit imposition of a particular
common language or about the use of
“foreign” languages in general in the
workplace.
The greater the difference among the
represented languages in a team, the
greater the degree of language diversity.
Difference between languages can be
considered as “linguistic distance” or as
the difference in language structure and
its influence on communication practices.

Composition of differences of
proficiency in particular languages as a category of
knowledge, skill and experience in a language diverse
context.

Degree of language diversity is a function of the number of native and secondary languages represented in the
group and the varying degrees of proficiency. A group of people each having a
different first language and varying de-

Composition of differences in
attitudes and values related to
language use (ex. attitudes
about multilingualism, common language adoption, the
use of specific languages, and
language proficiency as a reflection of professional competency).
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Lauring & Selmer, 2010
Lauring & Selmer, 2012
Steyaert, Ostendorp, & Gaibrois, 2010
Vaara et al, 2005

Dumitriu & Capdevila,
2012
Henderson, 2005
Brannen & Doz, 2012
Zander, Mockaitis & Harzing, 2011

Welch & Welch, 2008
Barner-Rasmussen
Björkman, 2005
Grin & Faniko, 2012
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formation

Disparity

Composition of differences in proportion of
socially valued assets or
resources held among
unit members; inequality
or relative concentration

Composition of differences in
language proficiency in particular languages (or lack
thereof) as a means of gaining,
losing or maintaining power
and status in a language diverse context.

grees of proficiency in other language =
high degree of diversity; a group sharing the same native language and a similar level of a secondary language = low
degree of diversity.
Degree of language diversity is a function of the difference in status or resources held by team members according to their language proficiencies. High
degree of disparity = post-acquisition
situation in which engineers who speak
fluent English are retained and promoted over those who do not. Low degree
of disparity = group members may have
varying degrees of language skills but
this plays little or no role in power or
resource distribution.
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We make this connection between language diversity and diversity constructs as a way of
strengthening the connections between language diversity and diversity theory and exploring
the ways in which both streams of literature might benefit from the comparison.

2.2 Language Management
If we consider language diversity as one kind of diversity, we might also consider language
management as a kind of diversity management. The term “language management” while often referred to in the literature is rarely defined explicitly. Language management has been
defined in one study as “the extent to which the company is able to satisfy its language needs
through prudent deployment of a variety of language management tools including for example
language training and expatriation” (Feely & Winslow, 2005 : 13). This definition is specific
to the question of national language diversity, whereas language management may very well
be used in a monolingual setting, such as the deliberate choice of metaphors and wordsmithing efforts used in strategy development or a collective effort to follow certain communication
and linguistic guidelines for writing email or dealing with conflict. Language can be considered one of the many human, material and symbolic resources that an organization mobilizes
strategically in pursuit of its objectives (Girin, 2005). We adopt a broad definition of language
management, proposing that language management is: strategic awareness and/or intervention
as to the use of language(s) within an organization.
What practices does “language management” actually refer to? The first notion to consider is
determining which language or languages are to be used on the organization. Chevrier (2013)
outlines three basic approaches that companies take: 1) Using “globish” or an internationalized form of English as a lingua franca, 2) relying heavily on translation for overcoming language barriers, 3) multilingualism in which members can speak and be understood in their native languages, what she describes as an ideal solution that is difficult to put into practice.
This first option is the center of much of the debate on language management. While the term
“corporate language policy” could simply mean strategic language management at the organizational level, it is often used to mean a top-down initiative at the level of upper management
to use a particular language, often English, for all company activity. A corporate language policy may be a stand-alone managerial decision, such as in the case of a merger and acquisition
Rennes, 26-28 mai 2014
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(Vaara et al., 2005) or it may be treated as a complex process of organizational change with
employees being accompanied over the course of years to bring it about (Neeley, 2012;
Neeley, 2013). The choice of which language to use may also be done through an emerging
strategy, with companies leaving it up to employees to figure out how best to adapt their language choice to particular contexts (Fredriksson et al., 2006). While there is debate in the literature about whether or not it is beneficial and feasible to adopt a common language and how
best to do it, the two points of consensus is that language is a complex and game-changing
aspect of business deserving of both significant academic attention and strategic managerial
consideration within organizations and that language audits are beneficial, providing clear vision as to the linguistic needs and resources in an organization.
The determination of which language to speak happens not only at an organizational level, but
also at an interpersonal level. One of the significant contributions in recent literature has been
a rich description of how co-workers actually go about negotiating this. In a two-case study
approach, Steyaert, Ostendorp, and Gaibrois (2010) describe the ways in which Swiss
employees negotiate the language to be used in a particular setting. The table below
summarizes their findings:

Table 6: Six discursive practices to negotiate the position of English
(Steyaert, Ostendorp, & Gaibrois, 2010)

1
2
3
4
5
6

Practices
Adapting to the language of a certain location in which a particular language should be
spoken
Adapting to the language of the other, of the person with whom one is interacting
Collective negotiation of the use of common language
Simultaneous use of different languages in which people can use their own native languages as a rule
Compromise using a third language
Spontaneous mix of languages when it is not possible to find a common one

In addition to a closer look at how organizations and individuals determine which language
they will use, one of the significant contributions of recent literature on language diversity
management has been the rich description of what employees in international and multilingual
contexts actually do to overcome language barriers whether between co-located employees
Rennes, 26-28 mai 2014
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(Steyaert et al., 2010) or in the communication between headquarters and subsidiaries (Harzing, Koster & Manger, 2011).
Researchers have used case studies to describe the language management tools and solutions
that can be put into place at the organizational, team and interpersonal level. The results of
two such papers are summarized below in tables 7 and 8. The results overlap but are not
identical.
Table 7: Language Management Tools (Feely & Wilson, 2005)
Tools
Language training
In-house departments
External provider
Selective recruitment

Acculturation

Expatriation
Inpatriation
Language buddies
Machine translation

Description
The use of company-funded training programmes to improve the
language skills of employees.
The maintenance by the company of a team of language professionals who provide translation and interpreting services.
The contract employment of external language specialists to provide translation and interpreting services on call.
The recruitment of language skilled personnel to fill identified gaps
in the language skills possessed by the company.
The training of both international and domestic managers to understand and respond sympathetically to the cultural differences they
encounter. This may or may not include some basic language training.
The transfer of headquarters personnel to work in the subsidiaries
(in another country) to serve as a communications interface between the two.
The transfer of subsidiary personnel to work at head office to serve
as a communications interface between the two.
The establishment of a formal scheme whereby language skilled
personnel within the organization have an obligation to assist their
colleagues even though they may be in different departments.
The use of computer-based systems to translate text, and sometimes voice, from one language to another.

Table 8: Language Barrier Solutions
(Feely & Harzing, 2003; Harzing, Koster & Manger, 2011)
Solution
Description
Informal day-to-day solutions
Asking your partner to repeat information, checking underBuilding redundancy in
standing by asking your partner to reformulate what has been
communication
said, providing illustrative examples, building in frequent
summaries, especially in meetings.
Rennes, 26-28 mai 2014
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Strategically adopting a mode and format of communication
Adjust mode of communica- to improve understanding, whether this be a choice of email
tion
over phone calls, for example for partners who are not colocated or a choice of drawings and numbers over words
Second language users reverting to talking among themselves in their native language, often understood in internaCode-switching
tional business as a negative phenomenon leading to a deterioration of the relationship quality.
The use of a cocktail of languages, switching to the language
Functional multilingualism
that is most appropriate for the situation and the speakers
present.
Bridge individuals
Employees speaking two or more languages who serve as
Bilingual employees
language nodes, intermediaries, or “translation machines”
within the organization.
Expatriation
Expatriates from headquarters working in subsidiaries
Inpatriation
Employees from subsidiaries working at headquarters
Employees hired locally but who are originally from another
Non-native locals
country, for example the country of the headquarters, with
the language skills that accompany it.
Information channels based on language skills rather than
official responsibilities or the organizational charts. For exParallel information netample, an employee will be contacted because he shares the
works
same native language as the person looking for information,
not because he is officially in charge of a project.
Structural solutions at organizational level
Establishing a corporate language and officially adopting a
common language to be used throughout the organization.
Corporate language
This language is most often and increasingly English but not
exclusively.
A corporate language policy that consists of limiting the vocabulary that can be used in official communication. The
Controlled language
high cost of design and implementation of such a policy restricts its use. Ex. Caterpillar Controlled English – 8000
words, including product terminology.
Used to glean a very basic understanding of the translated
Machine translation
material. Generally understood to be very ineffective beyond
this particular use.
The services of professional translators and interpreters. The
high cost associated with this solution limits its use to signifExternal translaicant documents and events (ex. contracts and important
tors/interpreters
board meetings). Translators are often unfamiliar with the
company’s specialized vocabulary.
Training offered by companies with varying conditions (volLanguage training
untary or compulsory, paid for by the company or not, taking
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place on employees work or free time, evaluation required or
not)
These lists of practices are by no means exhaustive and further case studies may contribute
additional ones. We have elaborated them here in the interest of including them in a model
that helps us understand which practices are best suited for which kinds of teams. We can also
point out here that these practices may be considered, in terms of Schein’s (1991) model of
organizational culture, as the top level of the culture pyramid. It would be interesting to see, in
an embedded case study, the extent to which these practices are similar throughout an
organization or significantly different and specific to each team.

3. A MODEL OF MULTILINGUAL TEAMWORK
As stated in the introduction, the objective of this paper is to provide a model for multilingual
teams which is anchored in diversity theory and takes into consideration the various elements
of team characteristics that exist as well as the language management processes that
multilingual teams employ. We want to lay the foundation for empirical studies that will
explore whether certain language management practices are best suited to particular types of
teams, in particular institutional contexts, and how it is that some teams handle language
diversity more effectively and with a greater degree of satisfaction than others. In this section,
we first explain the foundation of the model (a) and then present each element of it further
detail (b).

3.1 Typologies of multilingual teams
To gain a full understanding of how multilingual teams deal with language diversity with
varying degrees of satisfaction and effectiveness, it is important to look at the various kinds of
teams that exist. While existing research on language diversity looks at teams throughout
organizations and details the institutional context and country environment, little research has
as yet considered the specific characteristics of individual multilingual teams to generate a
typology and to study how language management practices are more or less suitable for a
particular one.
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In her research on multicultural teams, Chevrier (2013) developed a typology of multicultural
teams to take into account the fact that multicultural teams cover a wide variety of
configurations and contexts. The typology includes: strategic coordination teams, managing
mixed nationalities in a single business unit, interaction between headquarters and
subsidiaries, project teams, teams sharing same profession, and one ‘diverse’ member
submerged in an otherwise homogeneous team.
She arrives at this grouping by first considering five team characteristics and the repercussions
that they might have on the dynamics of the multicultural teams.

Table 9: The repercussions of team characteristics on team dynamics (Chevrier, 2013)

Objective or task

Team Characteristics
Coordination versus shared
production

Participants’ profile

Number of cultures represented

Ways of interacting

Face-to-face or at a distance
frequency

Duration

Permanent or temporary

Institutional context

Homogeneity or heterogeneity
of participants contexts, e.g.
organization, job, department

Repercussions on team dynamics
Degree of integration required
Degree of the team’s diversity,
eventual polarization between cultures with the most members
Awareness of differences
Degree of risk of misunderstanding
and opportunities for mutual adaptation
Opportunities for experimentation
and learning from other team members
Degree of convergence around a
mission
Intercultural climate

Here we adapt Chevrier’s model for multicultural teams to the multilingual teams, making use
of the five characteristics: language configuration (team members’ language competencies),
objective or task, ways of interaction, duration, and organizational context. We organize these
elements both according to the literature on language diversity and according to Kochan and
colleagues’ (2003) input-process-output model on the effect of diversity on teams.

3.2 A Model of multilingual team functioning
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We propose a model here of multilingual team functioning that includes four elements: team
characteristics, team processes, organizational context, and team performance, each of which
is described more fully below.

3.2.1 Team characteristics
In the same way that we can consider the degree of cultural diversity of a team by looking at
the profiles of the team members, we can also consider the degree and the nature of the
language diversity and language skills of the team, which we group here in the notion of team
language configuration. The notion of language configuration includes: the number of native
languages in the group and the linguistic distance between those languages, the levels of
language proficiency group members have in other languages, as well as the values or
attitudes that group members might hold about languages (ex. speaking a particular language
is a source of stress vs. a source of pleasure and stimulation, etc.)
Following Chevrier (2012) and others, the “input” of a multilingual team also includes the
team’s task or objective. The type of team’s task may influence the degree of informationsharing and collaboration required. The localization of team members (the co-located vs.
dispersed nature of the team) is also an aspect of “input” that will affect the way in which the
team members interacts (Klitmoller & Lauring, 2013).

3.2.2 Team processes
Team processes include language management practices as they were explained in detail
above (Feely & Wilson, 2005; Steyaert et al, 2010; Chevrier, 2013). Additionally, we know
from recent research on communication in dispersed teams (Klitmoller & Lauring, 2013) that
media richness plays a role in a multilingual team’s ability to communicate effectively, media
richness meaning the level of content that a particular medium allows its users to
communicate. (Ex. Video-conference is considered to be a richer media than email). We
propose including here a look at the team’s use of media.
Finally, the duration of the team’s collaboration is also an important element of team
processes, as this duration plays a role in the opportunity that a team has to learn to adjust to
one another and develop practices related to diversity management at an interpersonal level
(Chevrier, 2013).
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3.2.3 Organizational context
Teams are embedded in organizational contexts that, to a greater or lesser extent, shape and
inform the groups’ ways of working. Two aspects of the organizational context seem to particularly influence multilingual teamwork. The first is the institution’s internationalization
strategy, trajectory and philosophy (Barlett & Ghoshal, 1989; Perlmutter, 1969). The needs of
an organization in terms of language competency and the language resources it possesses via
the language competencies of its employees will be related to the company’s present degree of
internationalization, as well as its history and its strategy for a future trajectory.
The second of organizational context that highly influences multilingual teamwork is, corporate culture with respect to language management. That is to say, we are interested in knowing
the extent to which there is a common set of practices, attitudes, and basic assumptions about
language management within the organization and how it could be characterized (Schein,
2010). For example, does the company have a laissez-faire approach or is there a conscientious effort to address the issue of language management as a strategic element, as it was done
in the Renault-Nissan merger (Barmeyer & Mayrhofer, 2009). To what extent does professional competency tend to be judged by the quality of language expression (Tenzer et al.,
2014)? Here we might considered larger societal views that include certain languages like
English (Hagège, 2012) or Swedish (Vaara et al., 2005) as languages of political domination.
3.2.4 Team effectiveness
Research in management and organizational sciences is underpinned with the question of
what works. The dominant thinking about team effectiveness is guided by so-called « inputprocess-output » models (West & Richter, 2007) like the ones presented in section 1. We include the notion of effectiveness in the model with the understanding that the connections researchers have been able to make between diversity and performance are tenuous, often contradictory, and moderated by organizational context (Bruna & Chauvet, 2013; Jackson et al.,
2003; Kochan et al, 2003).
Team effectiveness includes three components (Hackmann, 1987): the productive outcome
(objective fulfilment), the extent to which a team develops as a well-functioning performing
unit (including the team members’ level of satisfaction with the group’s language management), and the extent to which individual members become more knowledgeable or skilled as
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a result of their team experiences. This last aspect, in the context of multilingual teams, also
recovers the extent to which the team members consider language diversity to be an obstacle
to their group collaboration.
This model of multilingual teamwork with its four elements is represented below.
Figure 2: A model of multilingual team functioning
ORGANIZATIONAL CONTEXT
Internationalization strategy, trajectory and philosophy
Organizational culture

TEAM PROCESSES

MULTILINGUAL TEAM
CHARACTERISTICS
Language configuration

TEAM
EFFECTIVENESS

Language diversity
management practices

Objective or task

Objective fulfilment
Team functioning

Ways of interacting
(media richness)

Localization

Skills development
Duration of collaboration

CONCLUSION:

RESEARCH

AVENUES

AND

MANAGERIAL

IMPLICATIONS
This paper highlights that multilingual teams are not all created equal. We assert that in order
to understand how multilingual teams function and how it is that some teams handle language
diversity with greater satisfaction than others, it is necessary to take into consideration the
specificities of each team. The main contribution of this paper is a conceptual model that is
based on a well-established model of diversity in teams and that includes four main elements:
the team’s characteristics, notably its language configuration, the organizational context in
which the team is embedded, the team’s work processes, notable language management pracRennes, 26-28 mai 2014
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tices, and the team’s effectiveness, or its ability to fulfill its tasks and create a context that is
favorable to collaboration. This paper also makes contributions by 1) further conceptualizing
language diversity, as it has been presented in international management literature, with the
help of diversity constructs in research on diversity management and 2) advancing the notion
of “language configuration” as a team characteristic.
The primary limitations to this paper are related to the interdisciplinary nature of research on
language management. Research in this area calls on knowledge housed not only in management science and organizational behavior but also in linguistics, sociology, literary theory, educational sciences, and communications, to name a few. The conceptual model can go further
in its inclusiveness of the principal debates and findings in these areas, disciplines themselves
in which academics are taking increasing interest in language and languages within organizations. Another limitation is the fact that this model has not yet been tested empirically, a process which will reinforce or question the connections we make here. We hope that this model
will be the groundwork for future empirical research on the specificities of multilingual teams
and perhaps even a typology.
This framework for language diversity and team functioning and performance can provide
support to managers of multilingual teams by: 1) drawing attention to the different ways in
which teams can be language diverse, not just in the number of language they speak but also
in the attitudes that team members have about language use and the degree to which language
skills are valued as resources, 2) developing increased understanding of how the
organizational context and practices with respect to language may influence attitudes and
practices at the team level, 3) helping to evaluate the ways in which language diversity
enhances and hinders team performance, 4) increasing awareness about the language
management options available with advice at to which options might be best suited for a
particular team language configuration and organizational context.
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