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Over the last five years there have been two major Europe-wide studies of foreign language use in 

European companies which have provided significant insights into the communication skills 

companies and their employees need to be successful in international trade. In this presentation I 

shall draw out the key issues that inform our understanding of how individuals should prepare for work 

abroad and how educational providers could adapt their curricula to optimise their students success in 

a global trading environment.  

 

The studies which provide evidence for change are: ELAN (2006) and, most recently, ‘PIMLICO’ 

(2011), both published by the European Commission. ‘PIMLICO’ stands for Promoting, Implementing, 

Mapping Language and Intercultural Communication Strategies in Organisations and Companies and 

is the first phase of a two-stage promotional initiative spanning 27 countries led by Tipik, a 

communications company based in Brussels, and demonstrates how successful companies deploy 

and employ language strategies and skills  to overcome linguistic and cultural barriers in international 

trade. Whereas PIMLICO focused on success, ELAN evaluated and measured the impact of 

language deficiencies. The Survey found that a significant amount of business was being lost in 

Europe for lack of foreign language skills. Its primary finding was that four  characteristics of 

companies were associated with higher performance in international trade, three of which directly had 

to do with people and their skills, the fourth how companies planned to meet language issues in new 

markets. Success was associated with:  the employment of native speakers; recruiting employees 

with existing language skills; using professional interpreters and translators; and having a language 

management plan (or ‘strategy’) in place. SMEs investing in these four elements achieved export 

sales 44.5% higher than those not making any of these investments.  

 

In other words, companies needed their staff to be skilled in certain languages and to operate in 

certain ways: e.g. they need native speakers to be mobile and work in other countries; they need 

polyglot professional linguists capable of dealing with sector-specific language; they need to employ 

language graduates; and their managers need to understand how to develop and apply a multilingual 

business strategy. 

 

The Multilingual Context  

 

There is no lack of interest amongst European citizens in becoming multilingual. According to the 

2006 Eurobarometer 243 survey, although there is variation between European countries, individuals 

living in Europe generally consider foreign language acquisition to be ‘useful’. Interestingly, in the five-

year period between 2001 and 2006, the percentage of individuals who believed languages to be 

useful at a personal level increased significantly, notably in Germany, Austria, Ireland and Italy. This 

level of interest has apparently not yet been fully translated into business applications, nonetheless, 

there is an important recognition of the value of languages. 

 

In 2008, the Business Forum for Multilingualism, comprising a number of representatives from 

European companies and educational institutions across Europe, produced the report, ‘Companies 

Work Better with Languages’, which outlined the economic value to SMEs of foreign language skills 

and competences. Although it appears certain that English will keep its leading role as the world 

business language for the foreseeable future, it is the use of other languages that can make the 

difference between ‘middling’ performance and excellence and in providing a competitive edge.  

 

In other European countries, different, unrelated business groups have arrived at similar conclusions. 

The Confederation of Danish Industries carried out a survey among their member companies in 2007 

which showed that languages other than English were used by more than a third of all companies and 

that four companies out of ten had experienced more or less serious communication problems with 

trade partners in other countries as a result of linguistic deficits. The Austrian Institut für 
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Bildungsforschung der Wirtshaft published a report in 2006 projecting future problems in Austria, 

which is one of the few countries where, according to the Eurobarometer, language skills in the 

general population have actually declined. In addition to English, companies will need Italian and the 

languages of trading partners in Central and Eastern Europe, in particular Czech, Slovak and 

Hungarian.  

 

The Business Forum also recognised that language skills were an asset across all business activities, 

and not only in sales and marketing. Problems could be solved more quickly and delays avoided if 

there could be direct communication between people on all levels. Real progress could be achieved if 

businesses, from micro companies to multinationals, developed creative and dynamic language 

strategies which reflected and were adapted to the individual requirements of each organisation.  

All such strategies, they argued, needed backing and support through local and regional networks, 

whereby solutions could be found through partnerships and knowledge-sharing, both between 

business and the education sector and between industry and research, with the view to transferring 

language skills and language technology into more productive use across many different international 

organisations.  

 

The global marketplace has led to demand for different and varied types of language skills. 

Languages are not only needed to boost sales and marketing: upstream supply chains cross borders 

to the same extent as international services and finished goods for export. In a global environment, 

labour markets mean the integration of multilingual and multicultural workers within as well as across 

companies. Effective international HR strategies are increasingly valuable. Moreover, reports have 

identified that the language skills and cultural mediation skills of migrant workers are often underused 

and could be used more proactively.  

 

It is clear from the PIMLICO case studies and the ELAN Report that English is, and continues to be, 

the dominant language of global trade, but it is not exclusive and our educationists should plan for a 

multilingual global trading environment. For example, English proficiency is now seen by business 

more as a generic skill much like computing skills or numeracy which people in international trade are 

assumed to possess. It is also recognised that certain sectors use only English in all their trade 

dealings, e.g. biotechnology and the aeronautical industry. For a long time, its use has moved far 

away from its cultural roots in the Anglo-Saxon world and there is increasing recognition of the 

emergence of new simplified, or abbreviated varieties, often referred to ’ mid-Atlantic’, or ‘off-shore’ 

English, prompting the wry view of one businessman that the most widely-spoken language in the 

world is ‘broken English’!  

 

Languages used by European SMEs for exporting  

English 51%  

German 13%  

French 9%  

Russian 8%  

Spanish 4%  

Others 15%  

Source: ELAN, 2006  

 

However, whereas most European SMEs in ELAN cite English as the primary language used for 

business communication in major export markets, there is widespread use of other languages as well: 

for example,  

 German was frequently used when exporting to 15 countries (including Germany and 
Austria);  

 Russian was frequently used in trade with the Baltic States, Poland and Bulgaria;  

 French was frequently used in 8 countries, including France, Belgium and Luxembourg.  
 

While English remains as important as ever on the Internet, other languages such as Chinese, 

Russian, Spanish, and Portuguese are becoming comparatively more important. In Eastern Europe, 
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German and Russian are still used almost as often as English as international languages of trade. 

The number of learners of English worldwide is, however, likely to peak at around 2 billion in the next 

decade and the world is becoming increasingly multilingual. Generally, the PIMLICO companies 

recognise that excellent English is essential for international trade, but espouse functional 

multilingualism in their international trade.  

 

This is apparent because of the number of markets where English does not suffice: e.g. trading in 

Latin America can be impossible without some Spanish (or Portuguese in Brazil); doing business in 

Russia with only English increasingly becomes unmanageable outside of the main centres of 

population. A Slovenian company, indicated it had suffered substantial losses in Europe due to 

language barriers, but particularly in Spain owing to its lack of language skills. The customer refused 

to communicate in English and the contract was lost as a consequence. Another Slovenian company, 

Hmezad, which trades in Germany uses English as the neutral lingua franca for written 

communication with direct buyers and local agents in foreign countries, combined with other 

languages for socialising and face-to-face contact. They found that their German clients preferred the 

use of German to English even when they could speak English, so Hmezad uses spoken German 

with their German clients and places all written communications in English, which suits their German-

speaking clients.  

 

There is also a growing enthusiasm for, and growth in, the use of local or regional languages such as 

Catalan, Welsh and Basque, which are increasingly accepted for use in everyday communication. 

There is also some evidence of a resurgence in using national languages, too, such as German for 

trade. 

 

In the PIMLICO Study, we have identified from feedback from international SMEs over many years 

that there are certain situations where the use of foreign languages has proved to be either ‘vital’ or 

‘very important’:  

 

Where using a foreign language can be ‘vital’ to a business:  

;  

;  

g clients;  

;  

 

-commerce, queries and after-sales service;  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

cal operators;  

-sales service;  

 

 

-overs;  

 

 

 

Where using the customer’s language is very important:  

;  

-term commitment to their market;  
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the company or organisation;  

 

 

 

The challenge for our educationists is how to address these international market requirements in the 

curriculum. We know that the world is increasingly multilingual in its trade and that an organisation’s 

needs can switch from one language to another very rapidly as market conditions change. We also 

recognise that good communication is equally about cultural understanding as well as language. 

Apart from educating professional linguists such as translators, our challenge is perhaps to think less 

about accuracy in one or two  languages and more about developing the capacity to acquire 

knowledge of a range of  languages – and to be able to do so quickly. For the training of managers, 

we have to recognise that workforces are increasingly multicultural and have to be managed with 

sensitivity and cultural empathy. For many educators, this new world of diverse educational demands 

can be deeply disconcerting: alongside proficiency in 2-3 foreign languages (including English), we 

need to implement language learning methods which build in the capacity to acquire new foreign 

languages in later life as the situation demands. Often, these can be related from the same or similar 

language family;  by acquiring, for example, German, an individual should be taught how to  attach 

Dutch or Norwegian later on in life. Forming language linkages as part of learning will become vital in 

preparing for a multilingual future.  Then there is the concept of language management strategies, 

introduced in the PIMLICO Report. Many international managers will, in future, be managing either 

technology or people, or both,  to handle foreign communication problems. They beg the question: 

what skills does a manager need to acquire if he/she will be ‘managing’ languages in others (e.g. 

native speakers in a workforce) to overcome the organisation’s language barriers in foreign markets? 

For educationists, the results of the ELAN and PIMLICO Studies pose new challenges, which 

ultimately crystallises into how differently do we need to prepare people for a highly mobile, 

technology-driven culturally-differentiated, multilingual world. 
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