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Abstract

Purpose — This paper seeks to explore the use of common corporate language(s) in multinational
corporations (MNCs). These organizations are usually multilingual and characterized by high
language diversity. Parallel streams of literature in international management and international
business communications are built upon to problematize the notion of a common corporate language.
Design/methodology/approach — Information gathered from 36 personal interviews of the
German-based multinational Siemens is the primary source of data for this case study. The interviews
were conducted in three different languages in three different organizational units of Siemens AG in
Finland and Germany.

Findings — It was possible to identify powerful interplay between two languages — German and
English — and to uncover discrepancies between company policy and employee practices with regard
to language use. On the basis of these findings, the challenges of managing language in multinationals
are discussed.

Originality/value — Argues that a common corporate language may not be as widely shared within
the firm as the term suggests, given the multilingual nature of most multinationals, variation in the
language proficiency of their employees, and the level of analysis used in previous research.

Keywords Language, Corporate communications, Management information, Multinational companies
Paper type Case study

Introduction

The dominance of English as a lingua franca in international business exchanges is
commonly accepted as a fact. House (2002) explains that the spread of English has been
promoted by the following factors: the worldwide extension of the British Empire; the
political and economic influence of the USA; the development of modern information and
communication technologies; and the growth of international mergers and acquisitions.
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Economic Education. Above all, authors are grateful to the interviewees at Siemens AG who
shared with them their experiences of cross-border communication.



Tietze (2004) adds to this list the fact that much of the professional management
education originated from the USA and is mainly organized in English. Taken together,
these general trends reinforce the influential position of English as the conduit of
communication in international encounters.

Not surprisingly, then, the prominent role of English shapes the language strategies
and choices in the corporate world. Several multinational corporations (MNCs)
have adopted English as their common corporate language to facilitate “in-house”
communication between headquarters and foreign subsidiaries as they enter new
markets (Feely, 2003; Marschan-Piekkari et al., 1999a; Nickerson, 2000). Yet, the mere
introduction of English as the corporate language does not automatically lead to its
adoption, nor does it make it “shared” throughout the organization. As Nickerson (2005)
points out, “The communication event is often considerably more complex than the label
of English as lingua franca would suggest”. She explains that in multinational settings,
communication often takes place between speakers whose fluency in English varies and
who may also use one or more other languages alongside English (Barner-Rasmussen,
2003; Marschan-Piekkari et al., 1999b; Nickerson, 2000; Poncini, 2003; Serensen, 2005).
Charles (1998) introduces the term “multilingual reality” to describe a typical European
business context. Internal communication processes in MNCs are typified by linguistic
diversity, and English is perhaps not as widely shared throughout the organization as
assumed by top management in the first place (Marschan-Piekkari ef al., 1999b).

These observations have implications for practitioners, especially in the area of
corporate communications. If the multilingual character of the MNC context is not
properly acknowledged, a great deal of the communication efforts emanating from the
corporate center may be inefficient or even counterproductive. Another implication for
practitioners concerns management education, which often takes place in English
(Tietze, 2004). Those responsible for delivering management education to groups
with varying linguistic backgrounds should be very aware of the “traps” associated
with language. The common assumption that management education delivered in
English will be understood by all participants in the same way on the grounds
that English is their working language should be critically scrutinized.

There have been calls to analyze language use in its context rather than in isolated texts
or speech events (Bargiela-Chiappini and Nickerson, 2002; Nickerson, 2005). We have
explicitly chosen to anchor our study of common corporate language(s) reported in this
paper in the context of MNCs. An MNC consists of headquarters and subsidiary units,
which are spatially separated and often embedded in different language environments.
Consequently, internal communication involves crossing language boundaries and
operating at the interface between several languages including those of the home country
and the host country, the corporate languages and “company speak”. Thus, the MINC
provides a rich context for the study of language issues, being characterized by substantial
heterogeneity and complexity. This may highlight aspects of common corporate
language(s) that might pass unnoticed in the non-MNC context.

In this paper, then, we problematize the notion of “common corporate language(s)”
and discuss the phenomenon at the organizational level of analysis. We argue that, in
order to better understand the use of a common language or languages in MNCs, it is
important to focus on the interplay between languages. As a starting point, we
conceptualize the modern MNC as a multilingual organization (Barner-Rasmussen and
Bjorkman, 2007, forthcoming; Janssens et al., 2004). We aim to answer the following
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research questions. What makes the common corporate language “common”? To what
extent is it shared and used throughout the MINC? How is it managed? As it seems that
a considerable proportion of communication in large, international corporations is
internal (Louhiala-Salminen, 2002), we focus on the internally — rather than the
externally — oriented role of the common corporate language.

We develop our argument as follows. First, previous research on common corporate
language is reviewed by integrating two parallel streams in international management
and international business communication. We discuss possible reasons for
introducing a common corporate language, and the basic rationale for why it may
be a shared resource within the firm. We then focus on the MNC as a multilingual
organization. Here, we contrast the role of English as the common corporate language
with the simultaneous use of local languages in various subsidiary contexts.

The second section of the paper presents the research strategy, an in-depth
single-case study of the German corporation Siemens AG. We also explore the
methodological implications of interviewing respondents in multiple languages.
Compared to earlier research, which has largely focused on Nordic MNCs in which the
home-country language is not widely spoken elsewhere, Siemens AG provides a
contrasting case in terms of its size and the influential position of the German language
in Europe. A total of 36 semi-structured interviews conducted in Finnish and German
units of Siemens are outlined and discussed.

We conclude the paper with critical reflections on the role and management of
common corporate language(s) in MNCs in the light of our findings.

A common corporate language within the multilingual MNC: converging
streams of research

Two research streams have focused on questions associated with a common language in
the corporate context — one in international management and the other in international
business communication. Until recently, these two streams have remained largely
separate, but as researchers engaged in international communication have become
increasingly preoccupied with the organizational context, the two streams have converged.

Scholars in international management have tended to look at the use (or non-use) of a
common corporate language in international management processes (Andersen and
Rasmussen, 2004; Barner-Rasmussen, 2003; Feely and Harzing, 2003; Marschan-Piekkari
et al, 1999b). Much of this work is concerned with language proficiency and its
implications for social exclusion/inclusion, communication, and power and control in
headquarters-subsidiary and inter-subsidiary relationships within the MNC. The level of
analysis ranges from the individual MNC employee to cross-cultural teams, subsidiary
units and the MNC as a totality.

A parallel stream in the field of international business communication has adopted
an explicit focus on English as a lingua franca (Nickerson, 2005). Some of this research
has examined the role of English in the internal communication of globally operating
firms (Kankaanranta, 2005; Louhiala-Salminen ef al., 2005; Nickerson, 2000; Serensen,
2005), while other studies have investigated language use in external relationships
such as sales negotiations (Planken, 2005) or distributor meetings (Poncini, 2003).
In addition, the overall language strategy of the firm has received some attention
(Janssens et al., 2004; Luo and Shenkar, 2006). The term “common corporate language”
rather than “bmgua franca” or “shared language” is used in the present paper in



recognition of the fact that that the interactants have various linguistic backgrounds
(see Poncini, 2003 for a discussion on the term).

Serensen (2005) defines a common corporate language as “an administrative
managerial tool” which is derived from the need of an international board of directors
and top management in an MNC to run global operations. It is seen to provide a
common ground for internal communication between organizational units that are
often embedded in different language environments. Basically, the common corporate
language is intended to increase efficiency by overcoming misunderstandings,
reducing costs, avoiding time-consuming translations and creating a sense of
belonging and cohesion within the firm (Marschan-Piekkari et al, 1999a; Serensen,
2005). The underlying logic behind its introduction is simple: once it is in place, it is
assumed that the daily communicative routines function smoothly between the center
and the periphery.

Given the prominent role of English in international business, it is not surprising
that many companies opt for English as their common corporate language in order to
standardize internal language use (Marschan-Piekkari ef al., 1999b). Within the MNC,
the perception of English as a truly “common” corporate language tends to be
particularly strong among top managers who have a good command of it and who
have been socialized into the Anglo-Saxon management discourse taught at business
schools and on MBA courses (Tietze, 2004). In this sense, top managers of international
companies often represent transnational elites who are integrated as a group through
language use. This is particularly evident in MNCs originating from English-speaking
countries where the common corporate language equals the home-country language.
To these people, standardizing language diversity through the introduction of a
common corporate language is unlikely to be perceived as problematic
(Marschan-Piekkari ef al., 1999a; Serensen, 2005).

On the other hand, the multilingual character of the MINC has been highlighted by
several scholars (Barner-Rasmussen and Bjorkman, 2007, forthcoming; Janssens et al.,
2004). For example, Barner-Rasmussen and Bjorkman argue that MNCs are unusual
organizations in that they are multilingual almost by definition. Notably, introducing
a common corporate language will not render the firm monolingual, as language
diversity within a global firm is likely to persist (Andersen and Rasmussen, 2004;
Marschan-Piekkari et al., 1999b; Serensen, 2005). Some MNCs have more than one
corporate language, or use multiple languages for designated communication purposes
in internal exchanges (Bruntse, 2003). The common corporate language is often spiced
up with “company speak” in other words with particular abbreviations and expressions
reflecting the culture of the company in question and its way of operating (Welch ef al,
2005). In addition, various groups of personnel have their own professional language
stemming from respective communities of practice that are brought to the workplace.

Thus, despite the term, a common corporate language does not refer to “an
all-pervading language used throughout a corporation on all organisational levels”
(Serensen, 2005, p. 6). From prior research, therefore, it is possible to identify a set of
arguments questioning the position of the common corporate language as a “shared
idiom”. These arguments are associated with the inherent multilingual reality of the
MNC, the language competence among its personnel, and the level of analysis used.

Consider, first, the multilingual reality within the MNC. For example, in firms
originating from small home countries, such as the Nordic countries, the language
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designated as the common corporate language is — for practical reasons — likely to
differ from the language spoken in the home country of the particular firm. Moreover,
subsidiaries tend to use local languages when dealing with their employees, customers
and suppliers. Although top management may attempt to reinforce the use and
adoption of a common corporate language through strict language policies
(San Antonio, 1987), internal language diversity in the form of home and
host-country languages remains.

Serensen’s (2005) study from a non-English-speaking country provides further
support for this argument. In his survey of 70 corporations operating in Denmark, he
found that practically all documents were generated in the local language alongside
English as the common corporate language. When documents in English arrived at
subsidiaries, they were translated into the respective local languages. The sample
included Danish companies (44 percent), subsidiaries of Anglo-Saxon companies in
Denmark (30 percent), subsidiaries of non-Anglo-Saxon companies in Denmark
(23 percent), and global, Anglo-Saxon companies with no common corporate language
(3 percent). The companies surveyed used English not as an overruling language,
however, but more generally as a “transit language” between various parallel local
languages. Yet, English was the preferred language in oral communication between
MNC units, as well as in board and executive meetings attended by non-Danish
speakers. Serensen’s findings concerning English as the “transit language” of written
communication made him very critical towards the notion of a common corporate
language. He writes:

... thus, paradoxically, the opposite of the intended has been achieved: [the] cost of
translation has been doubled, [the] dissemination of communication has become laborious
and has been delayed. Moreover, an element of misinterpretation has been added as there is a
risk of altering the sense of a text each time it is translated (Serensen, 2005, p. 59).

Another set of reasons for questioning the universal status of the common corporate
language is associated with language competence among MNC staff. It is obvious that
the mere designation of a language — whether English or any other — as the common
corporate language does not improve individuals’ skills in operating in it
Organizational members whose professional role requires cross-border sharing of
information will exhibit varied levels of language competence. In particular,
employees at lower hierarchical levels are more likely to speak only the local
language. It takes time before language competence in the common corporate
language penetrates the entire MNC organization (Feely and Harzing, 2003). At the
same time, new markets may be entered, and some of the existing operations may be
closed down or divested, making the number of languages used within the MNC
highly unstable. Individual differences in language competence may provide some
organizational members and personnel groups with a language advantage. Similarly,
mastering “company speak” may also be an advantage and a sign of professionalism.
In contrast, limited competence in the company language and in the common
corporate language may exclude employees from critical exchanges of information
(Goodall and Roberts, 2003). Newly recruited employees may find this particularly
challenging (Anon, 1999).

Finally, let us consider the level of analysis used in prior research in examining the
shared nature of the common corporate language. From their case studies of three
leading MNCs, Mikeld ef al. (2004) identify the emergence of language-based clusters



within the MNC (for example, Anglo-Saxon, Germanic, Latin and Scandinavian) based
on homophily, a tendency to interact with similar others. The clusters consist of
persons who have a common mother tongue or who share the facility to operate in a
given language. Interpersonal relationships are easily created and maintained within
these clusters, and knowledge is actively exchanged. From this perspective, although
the concept of a common language may not be applicable to the MNC as a totality, it
seems to be very valid on the level of clusters. In this context, it may be the corporate
language or any other language that is shared between the members of the cluster.

The above discussion reveals the multiple forces that exist within the MNC favoring
the use of a common corporate language on the one hand, and the parallel use of local
languages on the other. We will now discuss the use of a case-study approach as our
research strategy.

Methodology

The purpose of the present study was to explore the in-depth use of a common
corporate language in an organizational context characterized by high language
diversity. We designed a single-case study, and chose the German-based Siemens AG
for various reasons. Firstly, much of the previous research on language in international
business has been conducted on Nordic MNCs with minority home-country languages.
There is thus a need to study firms from other national backgrounds, and Siemens,
with German as its home-country language, offered an interesting contrasting case.
More generally, while Anglo-Saxon companies are likely to suffer from certain
“blindness” to the language problem due to the current dominance of English as the
lingua franca, European and Japanese MNCs are likely to be more aware of
the challenges associated with language. They have been forced to face — and
tackle — multiple languages from the outset of their internationalization processes
(Welch et al., 2001).

Secondly, given Siemens’ strong global presence in 190 countries at the time of the
study (Siemens, 2004), there was no doubt about the existence of language diversity
within the company. It is also worth noting that Siemens is in the electrical engineering
industry, a hi-tech field in which the role of English could be assumed to be relatively
strong. This may influence language use and choice in favor of English within the
company, a possibility that should be taken into account both in the interpretation of
the findings and in future research on the topic.

Thirdly, Siemens AG has been referred to in prior research as an organization that
gives particular attention to language training (Lester, 1994), which suggests that top
management recognizes the importance of the issue at hand. Finally, the first author of
the paper had worked at Siemens, and had noticed the attention paid to language
within the company. For these reasons, we found the Siemens case to be of particular
relevance for investigating language use in the MNC context.

The present study draws on 36 personal interviews as the primary source of data,
conducted by the first author of the paper in spring 2004. The interviews, including
two pilot ones, were carried out in three different organizational units of Siemens AG:
20 took place at Siemens headquarters in Munich and Erlangen, four at a German
subsidiary in Mannheim, and 12 at a Finnish subsidiary in Espoo. Thus, the depth of
the interview data were enhanced through so-called “unit triangulation”
(Marschan-Piekkari et al., 2004, p. 254), which refers to contrasting the perspectives
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of multiple organizational units by interviewing several informants in each unit.
We believe that the detailed and rich insights gained by such a research design far
outweigh the potential disadvantages frequently associated with single-case studies,
such as a lower degree of generalizability (Eisenhardt, 1989).

The interviewees in Finland and Germany represented human resource
management and finance (Table I). This was an outcome of the process of gaining
access to the company as it was granted through the HR Department in Finland and
the Financial Services Department in Germany. All the interviews took place at the
company premises, which also enabled the collection of observational data to be used
for data-triangulation purposes (Yin, 2003). During her visits to the company units the
first author attended company events, interacted informally with its representatives
and even spent some leisure time with them. The sources of data were gathered into a
case-study database in order to improve the reliability of the results.

The interviews were conducted with the help of a semi-structured interview guide
consisting of both standardized and tailored questions, allowing the researcher to alter
the order of questions and level of detail depending on the interviewees’ experiences.
Consequently, the length of the interviews varied significantly, from 25 to 90 minutes.
The questions concentrated on topics such as the common corporate language,
language skills, language training, and language use at work and in cross-border
communication with other Siemens units in Germany and abroad.

As the first author of the paper is a native Finn and speaks fluent English, German
and French it was possible to adopt a multilingual approach to the data collection and
analysis. The empirical context was mainly non-English, and a multilingual approach
in cross-cultural interviewing was seen to contribute to the collection of valid and
trustworthy data (Marschan-Piekkari and Reis, 2004). Moreover, through her fluent use
of the interviewee’s language, the first author hoped to be taken more seriously and to
be considered less foreign (Welch and Piekkari, 2006).

The interview guide was first produced in English and thereafter translated into
Finnish and German. The interviewees were allowed to choose the interview language,
which in most cases turned out to be their mother tongue. On six occasions a
non-native language of the interviewee was used. In three of these cases this was due to
the fact that the interviewer was not familiar with the interviewee’s mother tongue.
The two interviews conducted in Finnish as a foreign language for the interviewees
were done so at their request. Both German and French were used in one interview
following previous informal conversation held in French.

The multilingual approach was followed through the transcribing and translating
phases of the study. The methodological dilemmas associated with transcribing and
translating data in multiple languages are seldom discussed in methodological texts
(for an exception, see Marshall and Rossman, 2006) or in published research that
crosses language boundaries. Yet, “especially since qualitative research generates
words” issues associated with transcribing and translating “are not merely technical
tasks” (Marshall and Rossman, 2006, p. 113). In the present study, the researcher
responsible for the data collection also transcribed all the interviews in the original
languages (Finnish, English, German), and translated relevant passages into English,
the reporting language, where necessary. Although this was time-consuming, it
contributed to the early analysis of the data (Marshall and Rossman, 2006). One could,
of course, argue that during the translation the researcher may alter the intended
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meaning of interviewees’ comments — either consciously or unconsciously — to fit the
researcher’s expectations. However, respondent validation was ensured by sending
the entire case report to selected key informants for factual verification and feedback
(Hartley, 2004). This procedure did not reveal any significant mistakes, and increased
the validity of the findings.

The transcribed data were analyzed by “subsuming particulars into the general”
(Miles and Huberman, 1985, p. 223), in other words gathering interviewees’ comments
under certain themes such as language diversity, common corporate language and
company speak. At this point the selected quotations were also translated into English
in order to ease comparison across interviewees and organizational units. We now turn
to the findings of the case study.

Findings

Siemens is a globally operating electronics and electrical-engineering company with
some 434,000 employees and a presence in over 190 countries. It was ranked 22nd on
the Fortune Global 500 list in 2006, and 21st in 2005 (Fortune, 2006). About 40 percent
of the shares of the Munich-based company are located in Germany and another
40 percent in continental Europe and Great Britain. Most of the employees are located
in Germany (38 percent) and in the rest of Europe (26 percent).

The corporate language at Siemens had been stated by the former CEO of the
company, Heinrich von Pierer, to be English (Javidan, 2002). Our empirical findings did
not support this statement, however. Views on the corporate language seemed to differ
to a significant extent depending on the geographical location, the managerial level as
well as the native language of the respondents.

In Germany, the headquarters as the core of the company was mentioned as a reason
for conducting daily operations mainly in German. Not surprisingly, German-speaking
countries prefer using German in communication with headquarters, but even at the
German unit in Mannheim, where the respondents were mainly of English-speaking
origin, German was reported as the corporate language. In addition to these, Eastern
European and Latin American countries, as well as China, were referred to by many as
countries in which German was preferred to English in communication. Whereas in
Finland the general view was that the corporate language is English, at the Siemens
headquarters in Munich both German and English were mentioned as equally important
common corporate languages (original in German):

Interviewee: So, we have two [corporate languages], bilingual, English and German, those
are the two official company languages.

Interviewer: Interesting, because in Finland I often heard that English was the company
language and that is it!

Interviewee: No, no, English and German.

In support of the staff at headquarters, a top manager in Finland also shared the view
that there were two corporate languages. More generally, this seems to suggest that top
management as a group, regardless of the geographical location and the home base,
practiced the two-languages policy as part of their everyday communication. At the
headquarters in Germany, the parallel use of the two corporate languages was also
explicitly demonstrated in corridor discussions in which members of staff were
observed to switch from one language to the other during a conversation, and to import



words from German, for example, into a discussion in English. This code-switching
behavior seemed to be mostly based on the current mood of the communication
partners, as the same persons might have a discussion in German and continue it in
English the next day. Such behavior was not observed in other units or by other
representatives of the company. It could thus even be argued that this code switching
presented a common use of language among the top management. It seems that
language competence was a requirement for reaching Siemens’s managerial level, as
the top executives in Germany noted (original in German):

... language skills are very important, the higher one gets on the management level, the more
language becomes a must ... Actually each management level should know at least both of
the official languages and ... it would be nice if one had a third one.

As Table I shows, Siemens top managers at the time also possessed these language
skills.

Language competence was generally noted to be very important by all respondents
within Siemens, and it was pointed out that the language requirements were constantly
on the increase. One German manager stated:

The sooner I have the information, the quicker I can make decisions. Information is often also
a power tool, and that’s why everyone tries to get to the information as soon as possible.
And language is the key.

Some interviewees noted that English skills were not required, neither were they as
readily available, in all parts of the organization, however. According to an
operative-level employee in Finland, for example, “The biggest challenge in our case is
that not everyone has enough language skills.” In this unit there was no-one else who
was capable of handling communications in both English and German. Sometimes this
caused messages to be misplaced or even forgotten, particularly when the interviewee
was on holiday. Clearly, then, there was a wide gulf between those who had the
necessary language skills and those who did not.

Alongside the interplay between English and German, the interviews also
uncovered the daily use of other languages within the company, including “... French
and Spanish as, let’s say, second-place languages that always come into play when
very important things happen ...” In Finland, firstly Finnish and Swedish and
secondly Russian were mentioned. Moreover:

. [wlith Estonians I speak English; they understand Russian but can hardly express
themselves. With Latvians [I speak] Russian, sometimes English depending on the situation.

Thus, it seems clear that the workplace at Siemens is truly multilingual.

Overall, English was the language most commonly used by the respondents, all
except two using foreign languages daily in their work. German was also noted as an
important everyday language yet its importance appeared to depend on aspects such
as the business unit or product area in question [original in Finnish];

They want strongly to hold on to it [German] in this current product area. I had a different
product area earlier and there the mentality was that they wanted to speak English.

It was particularly noticeable that the more traditional Siemens business areas used
more German, whereas the “newer” ones such as telecommunications relied on English.
Furthermore, in both Germany and Finland, the age of the employees seemed to play

The
multinational
corporation

417




CClJ
11,4

418

a role in the use of German. Older employees were reported to possess better German
skills than younger ones, who in turn excelled in English.

In spite of the clear importance of German in Siemens internal communication, the
overwhelming majority of the respondents were of the opinion that its role was
diminishing. “In some businesses English is very strong, in some less strong, but the
direction is more and more to[ward] English.” From this perspective, one might
speculate whether the former CEO von Pierer’s comment on English being the corporate
language (Javidan, 2002) addressed the external communication of the company, leaving
the question of a common internal corporate language intentionally or unintentionally
open. The possibility of such an intentionally “emergent” approach would seem to be
supported by the fact that the respondents were unable to locate an exact point in time
when the decision to adopt a common corporate language was made in the company.
Some even argued that no such decision had ever been made, and therefore the official
language still remained German. The first author was not provided with any company
documents concerning the top-management decision to introduce a common corporate
language. Yet, one respondent in Germany stated: “There are two [corporate languages],
German of course, and then officially the foreign language is English ...” Thus, the
interview data show the diversity of positions and approaches concerning the use and
choice of the common corporate language(s).

The interview data also demonstrate the use of “company speak” and related
professional languages in Siemens. The respondents noted that such terminology
consisted of “... company-internal programs and things that are talked over in
abbreviations ...” as well as “. .. certain themes that are important in the group ...”
Moreover, “... part of [company speak] is surely the kind of pure technical business
language, language that let’s say you would hear if you go to Nokia or Ericsson or
something ...” According to the Finns, a number of abbreviations stemmed from
German, whereas in Germany the general consensus was that the abbreviations were
to an increasing degree translated into English. In fact, even though important matters
such as the names of individual units had already been changed into English, some
minor issues were still expressed in German.

The Siemens case illustrates both the positive and negative effects of combining a
foreign language with a technical or industry language. Such a language enables
communication on a specific subject with particular vocabulary, but it may also create
misunderstandings. For example, Germans and Scottish personnel who were involved
in negotiations were highly knowledgeable in the technical language but lacked the
skills to understand terms outside of their respective fields of expertise:

... [TThe whole time they were talking this really technical stuff ... And suddenly this
Scottish guy throws in this term which is not technical but common in his area. But he
completely lost everybody until we sorted it out.”

It is noteworthy that the German negotiators tried to act as if they had understood
everything for a considerable period of time before a misunderstanding was
acknowledged. Such behavior suggests that competence in technical language is
perceived as a key aspect of being professional.

On the basis of the preceding analysis, it seems safe to conclude that there were
multiple interpretations of the decision to adopt a common corporate language.
Moreover, language use was largely context-specific. Another finding is that, despite



corporate attempts to render the organization monolingual or bilingual, the case
company still operated as a multilingual community. However, it remains unclear
whether this was intentional or unintentional.

Discussion and concluding remarks

Our aim with this paper was to address the following research questions with regard to
the internal role of common corporate language(s) in Siemens: what makes the common
corporate language “common”? To what extent is it shared and used throughout the
MNC organization? How is it managed? We now proceed to discuss these questions in
the light of our empirical findings.

Regarding the first question — what makes the common corporate language
“common” — we conclude that top-management fiat alone may not be sufficient to
establish such a language. Although attempts to introduce English as the common
corporate language of Siemens may have been made, several different languages
continued to be used within the organization. There were even opposing perceptions of
which language — German or English — had been chosen as the official corporate
language. In the Siemens case it may make more sense to approach the question from
the opposite perspective and ask why neither German nor English held this position.
Posing the question in this way highlights the considerable tension that existed
between Siemens’ history, its administrative heritage, and the key role of its German
units on the one hand, and its newer business areas, global reach, and the
strengthening position of English as the lingua franca of international business on the
other. This type of tension, while certainly not unique to Siemens among
multinationals with roots in non-English-speaking countries, is potentially
problematic from the perspective of corporate cohesion and integration. It causes
particular concern when examined in the light of research results suggesting that
sharing a language promotes cohesion, trust, and the emergence of shared visions (for
recent quantitative evidence in an international business context, see
Barner-Rasmussen and Bjérkman, 2007, forthcoming). Inversely, linguistic diversity
within the boundaries of one and the same firm may have disintegrating effects, which
may be particularly strong if the end result is polarization into two equally strong
language-based camps (in Siemens’ case English and German).

In the Siemens case, there was a strong trend of convergence toward English in
many parts of the organization, although it is notable that it had not been clearly and
unambiguously designated as the common corporate language. The convergence
toward this language seemed to be due more to external (industry) pressures and
“emergent” processes than to strategic decisions taken at the apex of the organization.
Thus, our findings show that neither German nor English held a dominant position
vis-a-vis each other, but they were dominant in relation to other languages being used
inside the company.

Our final research question was centered on the challenges involved in managing
the common corporate language. According to Janssens et al (2004, p. 415),
“International companies are multilingual organizations in which language diversity
needs to be organized”. In a similar vein, it has been argued that linguistic diversity in
MNCs should be managed (Feely and Harzing, 2003; Luo and Shenkar, 2006). However,
given our study of the Siemens case, we conclude that one strategy for managing
language diversity may be non-management in the form of conscious ambiguity
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(March and Olsen, 1976) — that is, “... suspending rational imperatives toward
consistency [so as to be able to] explore alternative ideas of possible purposes and
alternative concepts of behavioral consistency” (March and Olsen, 1976, p. 77). It is well
recognized that language issues are closely linked to identity and power in
multinationals, not least because there are strong emotional connections between
particular languages and nationalism. Clearly, making an explicit decision to introduce
a common corporate language could be viewed as an attempt to exercise corporate
control (San Antonio, 1987; Marschan-Piekkari et al., 1999b). It is thus possible that, in
order not to provoke emotional reactions from either the “German” or the
“non-German” parts of Siemens, the issue of a common corporate language was
intentionally left ambiguous and allowed to solve itself in an emergent manner,
inviting different parties to make their own interpretations. This stands in sharp
contrast with the view that language use in MNCs is driven by top management’s
decisions and strategic choices (Luo and Shenkar, 2006).

We wish to encourage future research on this topic, with a view to both testing the
conclusions of this particular case study and opening up a more general dialogue
concerning the use of corporate languages. We see a need for more work on several
fronts. As noted earlier, it has been proposed that the MNC country of origin matters
with regard to language and language choice (Welch et al, 2001). Future research
should therefore compare firms from different language backgrounds in order to assess
the possible effects of home-country language and “language blindness”. Another topic
for future research is the possible impact of the industry on attitudes toward common
corporate language(s), specifically English. As discussed earlier, Siemens is in the
high-technology industry, which may be positively predisposed toward the use of
English. Future studies should therefore include companies from a broader set of
industries in order to control for industry effects.

On a more general level, a key topic for future research would be firm and individual
strategies for handling ambiguity derived from linguistic diversity. Here, we would
like to draw particular attention to the interaction between different languages, such as
in the formulation of company visions or other texts that are of particular symbolic
importance and difficult to translate. The role of translators and other “boundary
spanners” (Kostova and Roth, 2003) in ambiguous language-related situations is also
worthy of study.

In conclusion, we would like to see more research on the issue of language choice
and the overall value of language strategies in multinationals. To what extent can
language really be managed in MNCs? Luo and Shenkar (2006, p. 335) discuss the
“design of language systems” in MNCs, and argue that “language is a strategic choice”.
However, our results show how difficult it is even for top management to make or
reinforce this choice. Clearly, the notion of a common corporate language is highly
relevant to academics and practitioners alike.
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