
HELSINGIN KAUPPAKORKEAKOULU
International Business

LANGUAGE SKILLED EMPLOYEES IN MULTINATIONALS 
-IMPLICATIONS TO COMMUNICATION AND INTERNATIONAL 

HUMAN RESOURCE MANAGEMENT

Helsingin
Kauppakorkeakoulun

Kirjasto

&Ô-3-5

Kansainvälinen liiketoiminta 
Pro-gradu tutkielma 
Mari Lahtinen 
Kevätlukukausi 2000

КАЗД-Н m o in N v/C_____________________________laitoksen

laitosneuvoston kokouksessa 27- / 20 QO hyväksytty
arvosanalla Сом. cAo7>£ ________________

CTT t^eoA ^ \¿-TT KlE*W-t(£* C-kaoues»



11

HELSINGIN KAUPPAKORKEAKOULU TIIVISTELMÄ
Kansainvälisen liiketoiminnan
pro-gradu tutkielma 9.3.2000
Mari Lahtinen

KIELITAITOISET TYÖNTEKIJÄT MONIKANSALLISISSA YRITYKSISSÄ 
-VAIKUTUKSET VIESTINTÄÄN JA 
KANSAINVÄLISEEN HENKILÖSTÖHALLINTOON

Tutkimuksen tarkoitus

Organisaatioviestintä ja kansainvälinen henkilöstöhallinto ovat laajalti tutkittuja 
alueita. Kuitenkin vasta viime aikoina kielitaidon merkitys on saanut huomiota näillä 
tutkimusaloilla. Tämän tutkimuksen tarkoitus oli arvioida kielitaitoisen henkilöstön 
tärkeyttä monikansallisten yritysten sisäisessä viestinnässä. Lisäksi, tutkimuksen 
tarkoituksena oli selvittää miten kansainvälinen henkilöstöhallinto voisi parantaa 
monikansallisten yritysten kielikompetenssia. Koska tutkimusalue oli uusi, 
teoreettinen viitekehys luotiin yhdistelemällä organisaatioviestinnän ja kansainvälisen 
henkilöstöhallinnon kirjallisuutta.

T utkimusmenetelmä

Tutkimusmenetelmänä oli laadullinen case tutkimus. Empiirinen tutkimus perustui 
haastatteluihin ja kirjalliseen materiaaliin case yrityksessä Wärtsilä NSD:ssa ja 
tutkimuksen keskeisessä yksikössä Grandi Motori Triestessä. Kaikiaan 25 henkilöä 
haastateltiin kolmessa maassa. Tutkimustulokset analysoitiin käyttäen hyväksi 
tutkimuksen teoreettista viitekehystä.

Tutkimustulokset

Tutkimus osoitti, että kielitaitoisella henkilöstöllä oli keskeinen rooli case-yrityksen 
sisäisessä viestinnässä. Kielitaidottoman henkilöstön viestintä kärsi viestinnän 
rajoituksista ja heillä oli vaikeuksia luoda henkilökohtaisia kontakteja muihin 
yksiköihin. Siksi he turvautuivat kielitaitoiseen henkilöstöön, joka helpotti viestintää 
luomalla verkostoja ja toimimalla yhteyshenkilöinä muihin yksiköihin. Expatriaatit 
olivat erityisen tärkeitä, koska he olivat kielitaitoisia ja heillä oli henkilötuntemusta. 
Kansainvälisen henkilöstöhallinon toiminnot voivat parantaa sisäistä viestintää 
hyödyntämällä paremmin kielitaitoista henkilöstöä, erityisesti expatriaatteja ja 
parantamalla kielitaidottoman henkilöstön kielitaitoa. Nämä henkilöstöhallinnon 
vaikutuskanavat ovat palkkaus ja henkilöstövalinta, kielikoulutus, kielitaitoisen 
henkilöstön strateginen sijoittaminen ja palkkiojärjestelmät.

Avainsanat: kielitaito, sisäinen viestintä, yhteyshenkilö, verkosto, kansainvälinen 
henkilöstöhallinta
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LANGUAGE SKILLED EMPLOYEES IN MULTINATIONALS
-IMPLICATIONS TO COMMUNICATION
AND INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RESOURCE MANAGEMENT

Purpose of the study

Organizational communication and international human resource management 
(IHRM) are both widely studied areas. However, it is only recently that language 
issues have received attention in these fields. The purpose of this study was to 
evaluate the importance of language skilled employees in the inter-unit 
communication of MNCs. In addition, the study aimed at revealing which actions 
IHRM could take in order to build language competence of MNCs. As the research 
area was a new one, the theoretical framework was created by combining literature on 
organizational communication and IHRM. The framework was the basis of the 
empirical research.

Research method

The reseach method was a qualitative case study. The empirical research was based on 
interviews and written material on the case company Wärtsilä NSD and the focal unit 
of the study, Grandi Motori Trieste. Altogether 25 employees in three countries were 
interviewed. The study results were analyzed by using the theoretical framework of 
the study.

Research findings

The study showed that language skilled staff held a key role in inter-unit 
communication of the case company. Non-language skilled staffs communication was 
burdened by communciation constraints particularly in horizontal contacts and they 
had difficulties in creating personal relationships to other units. Therefore they 
depended on language skilled staff, who facilitated communication by creating 
networks and acting as liaisons towards other units. Expatriates were particularly 
important due to their language skill as well as their know-who information. IHRM 
activities proved to be tools in improving inter-unit-communication by making better 
use of language skilled staff, particularly expatriates and by improving the language 
skills of non-language skilled staff. Those IHRM activies were staffing and selection, 
language training, strategic positioning of language competent staff and performance 
evaluation.

Key words: language skills, inter-unit communciation, liaison, network, international 
human resource management
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1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background

“Communication is at the heart of all organisational operations and international 

relations. It is the most important tool we have for getting things done. It is the basis 

for understanding, cooperation, and action. In fact, the very vitality of an 

organisation or a nation depends upon the content and character of its 

communications. Yet, communication is both hero and villain -it transfers 

information, meets people’s needs, and gets things done, but far too often it also 

distorts messages, develops frustration, and renders people and organisations 

ineffective.” (Harris and Moran, 1991, 30-31)

In today's world as companies grow they are often feel the need to internationalise and 

establish units abroad. Consequently the relationship between management of 

dispersed operations and efficient communication has generated wide interest. 

According to Berry (1992, 54) every multinational company is like a network of 

subsidiaries. This network should make use of its global assets to promote local 

competitiveness and strengths for global benefit. Therefore the management of 

communication and knowledge flows is the basis for local and global competitiveness. 

In support, Ghoshal et al. (1994, 97) argue that “increasing information processing 

capacity becomes a key strategy whereby the MNC copes with the challenge of 

growing environmental and organisational complexity”. Hence, communication 

should flow in all directions, through various mechanisms, benefiting from networks 

within the structure. If one considers multinational companies, it is clear that 

communication sets, demanding challenges for managing operations in various 

countries. Culture and especially languages influence greatly e.g. the personnel 

management of multinational companies working in a multicultural environment.

Therefore the part of the MNC’s workforce that has good language skills has a 

significant role in the inter-unit communication of the company. These people are 

very important to the communication in different units as they often form the basis for 

information flow between the parent company and subsidiary staff as well as staff in 

subsidiaries in various countries that speak different national languages. This is true

»
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especially at present time, when responsibilities of units of multinational companies 

become more and more decentralized and the need for effective cross-cultural 

communication skills is growing (e.g. Berry, 1992, Marschan, 1996).

Several companies have introduced a common company language, but this does not 

resolve the problem since not all employees are fluent in the chosen language. 

Therefore the role of those who are fluent in the company language is highlighted. 

Language skilled staff involves thus employees, who can communicate in the common 

company language, but they also speak the parent company language and/or the 

subsidiary language.

1.2 Research Gap

Inter-unit communication is a widely studied area of research. Various communication 

models have been developed, network studies have been made and research 

concerning barriers of efficient communication has been done (e.g. Baskin and 

Aronoff, 1980, Fisher, 1981, Goldhaber, 1994, Victor, 1992). The fluency of 

communication is influenced by international human resource management (IHRM) 

decisions. IHRM as well has been a significant research area and cross-cultural issues 

have gained importance along with the growth of international operations of 

companies. However, the role of language has often been neglected or taken for 

granted in both fields. Gudykunst et al. (1989, 157) point out that

“Language is a critical aspect of the study of intergroup communication in general 

and intercultural communication in particular. Extensive research has been conducted 

on social psychological factors, such as ethnolinguistic identity, language and 

stereotypes, language attitudes, speech accommodation, as well as on sociolinguistic 

factors such as group vitality, speech norms, second-language competence and code

switching. Unfortunately, not much of this work has been incorporated in research on 

intercultural communication.”

In short, language studies have been largely separate from communication studies.

Language is also often altogether excluded from discussion e.g. on doing business on
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a European scale. Reeves and Wright (1996, 1) argue that cultural, political and other 

conditions are carefully evaluated, when discussing EU integration, whereas few even 

mention the problems related to language. Thus, cross-cultural issues have overlooked 

the impact of language. Yet, Victor (1992, 15) argues that language is the most 

evident barrier to effective cross-cultural communication. Therefore language issues 

should be more strongly integrated into research on communication.

In support, recent studies have shown that communication within companies relies 

sometimes heavily on those employees with good language skills and that these 

individuals often form informal communication links (e.g. Marschan, 1996, Nurmi, 

1995, Palo, 1997). However, the greatest problem with most of the earlier research has 

been the absence of language skills as a variable with few exceptions (e.g. Palo, 

1997). Research has typically concentrated on other issues and evidence of the role of 

language has been a by-product. On the other hand studies on international human 

resource management (IHRM) have emphasized the role of expatriates in 

communication (e.g. Borg, 1984, Nurmi, 1995). Marschan et al. (1997) discus the role 

of expatriates as language nodes in inter-unit communication, not only between 

headquarters and the subsidiary, but also between subsidiaries. However, there are 

other staff in addition to expatriates, who may be competent in foreign languages. It 

would seem to be of interest to include all language competent staff in the research. 

Further, the situation of monolingual staff is also interesting. Moreover, prior research 

has experienced difficulties in interviewing staff in various countries. In the absence 

of common language between researchers and interviewees e.g. researchers have not 

had access to staff at all the levels of the hierarchy, thus leaving out lower levels 

where the lack of language skills are actually expected to create most problems. 

Finally, previous research has somewhat overlooked the possible link between the role 

of language skilled staff and the possibilities of developing human resource activities 

in order to promote efficient communication.

1.3 Purpose of the Study

The main objective of the study is to identify the people, who work as language nodes 

within the company, thus creating language based networks. This study aims to reveal
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in which type of communication situations language is especially important and who 

are the people that need language skills most. In addition the purpose is to show 

whether employees with language skills take care of communication tasks outside 

their job description due their skills. This will give companies insight into how to 

benefit from employees with language skills, where to place them, whom to recruit, 

how to train employees and how language could be a factor in performance appraisal. 

In short, the aim is to make better use of those employees, who already possess 

language skills as well as to build the skills of those, who don’t have them or whose 

skills are limited.

In terms of data collection, the present study aims at involving several organizational 

levels in order to try to discover whether different levels experience a different 

magnitude of problems. The target unit of this study will be a subsidiary in Italy, as 

the researcher is fluent in Italian and has the possibility to interview monolingual 

staff. Moreover, there is a relative lack of language skills in Italy in general (FINTRA, 

1997). In a country like Italy the role of those individuals, who do speak foreign 

languages is expected to be highlighted. Therefore employees of a Finnish company 

will be interviewed both at the headquarters and at the subsidiary in Italy thus 

enabling a broader collection of data and providing two viewpoints. There are three 

groups to be interviewed in the Italian subsidiary; expatriates, local language 

competent staff and monolinguals. This new research setting enables the analysis of 

the relationship between language competent staff and monolingual staff. Language 

skilled employees speak the common company language as well as the parent 

company language and/or the subsidiary language.

The research questions are the following:

What is the role of employees with language skills in the inter-unit 

communication of MNCs?

How can companies benefit from these individuals and build language 

competence in the company by better managing their human resource activities?
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1.4 Limitations

The research subject is a relatively new one and this study requires some limitations to 

focus on a specific area of interest. Therefore, this study will concentrate on internal 

communication i.e. communication flows within the corporate structure. Including 

external communication would broaden the research area too much.

This study recognizes the close link between language and culture. It will, however, 

concentrate on language skills of employees and on the role language competent staff 

hold in networks within the company. Cultural issues will be touched upon as part of 

cross-cultural communication. However, issues such as values, attitudes and 

perceptions will not be the objects of this study.

In addition, non-verbal communication will not be a variable in this study. The 

research focus will be on written and oral communication. This limitation is due to the 

difficulties of measuring the impacts of non-verbal communication. Language will 

remain the central issue in this study.

1.5 Structure of the Study

Five chapters follow this introductory chapter. Chapter 2 will present an overview of 

the literature on organizational communication, concentrating on direction of 

communication, communication mechanisms and networks and evaluating how 

language may be a barrier or facilitator in inter-unit communication. Chapter 3 will 

present a selected overview on international human resource management with focus 

on those activities that are relevant in building language competence within the firm. 

In the end of the chapter a theoretical framework will be presented. The theoretical 

framework will summarize various aspects concerning the role of language skilled 

employees in inter-unit communication and show what implications this role may 

present for various IHRM activities. Chapter 4 will describe the research method of 

the study and outline how the data was gathered and analyzed. Chapter 5 will first 

present the case company Wärtsilä NSD and its Italian unit that was the focus of the 

study and the main information source. Inter-unit communication in the company will
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be analyzed next, with focus on evaluating the role of language skilled employees. 

Finally it will examine how IHRM is presently taking language into consideration in 

different activities. Chapter 6 concludes this thesis by presenting some managerial 

implications and suggestions for future research.
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2 ORGANIZATIONAL COMMUNICATION WITHIN THE MNC

This chapter begins by describing the importance of organisational communication 

and the effect language has on it. A description of communication studies will follow 

and some approaches will be discussed in more detail. Direction of communication 

will be analysed considering the language-based constraints in it as well as 

communication mechanisms. The chapter concludes with a discussion about networks 

and more particularly about different roles in networks including the roles of language 

skilled employees.

Wiio (1978, 40) defines organisational communication as follows:

Organisational communication is such an interchange of information between 

systems or parts of systems where:

- output information from one or several control systems causes work 

processes in one or several other control systems and

- the communication process interfaces (matches) organisational systems 

(social, physical, conceptual) in different contingencies (situations, 

conditions)

This means that communication is not a causal, intervening or end-result variable. It is 

the platform that makes other variables possible. (Wiio, 1978, 40) Contrary to Wiio’s 

rather domestic point of view, Hulbert and Brandt’s (1989, 88-89) study was 

conducted in the international context. It presents three roles for communication, 

which render many functions of the company possible. First, it transfers information 

within the company on issues like R&D, marketing programs or accounting systems. 

Second, it helps to coordinate and integrate the elements of the firm. Coordination is 

essential when dealing with geographical, cultural, language and market differences 

whereas integration is needed to create unity in this multitude. Finally, communication 

is a medium of control for signaling problems, guiding strategic decisions and 

measuring performance. In addition, White and Poynter (1992, 103) suggest that it is 

vital to receive information from experiences of other units of the company, because it 

is important for the diffusion of new ideas. Therefore exchange of information and



8

knowledge is necessary for the learning process within the company. These issues are 

important, but how can all be accomplished in multinationals that have units around 

the world?

A solution for facilitating worldwide communication and coordination is the adoption 

of a common company language. Today the language is usually English, regardless of 

the parent company language. Marschan-Piekkari et al. (1999) present three major 

advantages derived from using a standardized language policy. First, a common 

company language facilitates reporting between units around the world, which is 

assumed to decrease the risk of miscommunication and help in having access to 

company documents, such as technical manuals. Therefore, the information transfer 

role of communication mentioned above is rendered possible. Second, it increases 

informal communication and information flow between subsidiaries, as suggested by 

White and Poynter (1992). Third, is an integration tool, creating a sense of belonging 

to the same structure that enables communication to pursue the role of coordinator and 

integrator, as presented by Hulbert and Brandt (1992). Yet, the introduction of a 

common company language is not a quick-fix tool. As the company enters new 

markets the language mix grows and the number of employees who are non-native 

speakers of the company language may increase heavily. Therefore it may be difficult 

to benefit from the advantages of language standardization.

It is thus clear that organisational communication has many important tasks and a 

common company language is often the tool that makes it possible for communication 

to take place in international companies. The remainder of this chapter will give an 

overview of the relevant issues in prior research on organisational communication and 

language.

Communication studies

There are several categorisations of communication studies, two of which will be 

presented here, as they suit the purposes of the present study.
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Wiio (1978, 42) divides communication in organisations into four research categories:

1. Communication and information systems; network analysis, information flow, 

communication technology in organisational communication.

2. Communication climate and/or opinion and attitude studies.

3. Message studies about the content of communication.

4. Communication system outcome studies; communication in organisational 

decision making, communication in organisational development and training.

The first category studies the amount, duration and direction of communication in 

organisations. It often measures the information contacts at different organisational 

levels. Climate studies instead concern the quantity and quality of information, wishes 

and improvements etc. Message studies are used in problem situations; 

communication is not efficient or the receivers do not understand messages. 

Communication system outcome studies evaluate communication as a creator and 

change variable. (Wiio, 1978, 42)

Putnam and Cheney (1985) present another categorization of organizational 

communication. They divide communication studies into the four following research 

areas:

1. Communication channels

2. Network analysis

3. Communication climate

4. Superior-subordinate communication

They define these research areas in the following way. Research on communication 

channels relates to the information flows in different directions: upward, downward 

and horizontal. The channels are either fonnal or informal. Channel studies also 

evaluate constraints involved in communication. Communication climate studies 

measure individual perceptions of communication, trust and openness. Network 

analysis evaluates interpersonal linkages and aims at describing the communication 

structure of the organization. It also involves an analysis of different roles people take 

in networks. Stohl (1989, 349) defines network studies very similarly. She argues that 

network studies concentrate on communicative relations, process of mutual
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information and resource exchange throughout the organization. Supervisor- 

subordinate communication studies are similar to channel and climate studies, but 

with emphasis on power perspective. (Putnam and Cheney, 1985, 135-141)

When the two previous categorizations are compared, many similarities are found. 

The first two categories presented by Putnam and Cheney, communication channels 

and network analysis could be included in the first category of Wiio’s model, 

communication and information systems. Evaluation of communication channels and 

network analysis are central to this study. They will be examined separately and 

therefore the categorization by Putnam and Cheney is more suitable for the purposes 

of this study. The emphasis of this study will thus be on communication channel and 

network analysis, as it is important to evaluate, which communication channels most 

suffer from limited language skills and what roles employees take in networks due to 

their language skills. Superior-subordinate communication will only be evaluated as 

part of analysis of vertical communication channels. Climate studies are not a central 

issue in this research, although related issues will be touched upon when examining 

communication channels and constraints in them.

The following two sections will examine two areas of communication channel studies. 

The first section will focus on direction of communication as well as the related 

communication constraints, where language acts as a barrier. In the second section 

communication mechanisms will be studied and influence of language will be 

evaluated. In the third section networks will be analysed and special attention will be 

drawn to the role of language skilled people in networks.

2.1 Direction of Communication

In hierarchical organizations the starting point is that information flow is either 

vertical or horizontal. Vertical inter-unit communication refers to information flows 

between headquarters and subsidiaries, whereas horizontal inter-unit communication 

is defined as communication between subsidiaries at the same hierarchical level. The 

next section will examine vertical communication flowing downward and upward as
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well as horizontal communication between units and present language-related 

constraints that hinder the effective flow of information.

2.1.1 Vertical Communication

2.1.1.1 Downward Communication

Downward messages flow from superiors to subordinates and this communication 

usually concerns task or maintenance messages evolving directions, goals, discipline, 

orders or questions. They are often coordinate by nature and aim at providing all 

subordinates the same framework for performing tasks. Task messages are often 

informative and persuasive and they give employees the necessary information they 

need in order to work well. Maintenance messages are typically policy and regulation 

messages, filled with commands and procedures. (Goldhaber, 1994, 18, 21)

Downward communication is often written. Instead of personal contact manuals, 

newsletters and booklets are used. Therefore downward communication is overloaded 

with messages and they sometimes get neglected due to sheer amount of information. 

However, in general employees receive too little information, especially about 

personal job-related issues. (Goldhaber, 1994, 156-157) Hulbert and Brandt (1989, 

103) found in their study on multinationals that subsidiaries needed more information 

about the situation in the world markets, about sister subsidiaries selling similar 

products, about marketing strategies that have succeeded or failed elsewhere, about 

problems encountered with new products etc.

It appears that downward communication is quite ineffective, much gets lost on the 

way down to the bottom organisation level. Fisher (1981, 44-46) gives several reasons 

for this. First, downward communication is one-way communication that provides no 

feedback. The problem is highlighted in the case of written messages; face-to face 

communication persists as long as the message is understood. Second, subordinates 

find these messages sometimes unimportant due to their general nature and long-term 

point of view. Third, mistrust is an issue because employees may find their superior to
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be a biased source of information. Employees, who do not trust their superiors may 

misunderstand or even, block the flow of downward messages. Finally, managers may 

find themselves tom between responsibilities and desire of being liked or they may 

have difficulties in accepting competition in managerial work thus choosing not to 

pass down information or they may at least distort messages.

2.1.1.2 Upward Communication

Upward communication flows in the opposite direction, from subordinates to 

superiors, mainly to ask questions, provide feedback and make suggestions. As 

upward communication often improves morale and employee attitude it is considered 

integrative or humanly related. In general these messages relate to performance 

appraisal, conflict solving, grapevine and informal activities. (Goldhaber, 1994, 18, 

21) Upward communication is very much linked to the downward communication. It 

is a useful tool in indicating how receptive employees are for downward information 

and provides feedback for the downward communication already taken place. As it 

encourages subordinates to participate it also facilitates acceptance of decisions taken. 

(Planty and Machaverin, 1952 in Goldhaber, 1994, 159) In addition, upward 

communication involves innovative messages, which are new plans, programs, 

product suggestions etc. (Goldhaber, 1994, 159) They mainly travel between units and 

from subordinates to superiors.

Upward communication is, however, often one-sided in the sense that employees send 

upward messages when they are positive and retain the information that might be 

harmful to their image in the eyes of the superior. On the other hand, superiors may 

actually find it disloyal listening to complaints about the organization or they find 

other things more important than listening to their subordinates. Also the distance 

between offices raises the threshold for an employee to approach a superior. (Fisher, 

1987,46)

Goldhaber (1994, 9) discusses the results of a study made in the 1950s about major 

communication problems in big corporations. The most significant problems appeared
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in the vertical communication flow such as withholding information from 

subordinates by management and the lack of upward communication. Goldhaber made 

a similar study in 1980 and the results were identical. Again, the biggest problems 

concerned vertical information; insufficient information given to employees about 

their jobs and disregard of employee messages by managers.

2.1.2 Horizontal Communication

Horizontal communication involves messages exchanged at the same organizational 

level. These messages often relate to problem solving, coordination, conflict 

resolution as well as rumors. (Goldhaber, 1994, 18, 21) Horizontal communication is 

also integrative. It unifies people from different parts of the organization; often 

different parts of the world, in an attempt make improvements in an issue that regards 

everyone. Horizontal communication is promoted through integrative mechanisms 

such as contact between managers in different units, meetings, teams, committees etc. 

(Marschan, 1996, 30).

Horizontal communication is often much faster than vertical communication and 

messages are less at risk of distortion because the communication path is much 

shorter. In some ways horizontal communication replaces vertical communication as it 

enables decision making without intervention of superiors. At present, subsidiaries in 

different countries may communicate directly with each other and the parent company 

is no longer necessarily needed to pass on information (White and Poynter, 1990, 97- 

98). Fayol’s bridge, a representation of horizontal communication presented by Henri 

Fayol in 1949 (Fisher, 1981, 49) shows clearly how communication bypasses 

unnecessary steps (Figure 1). However, Fayol’s bridge may be harmful when authority 

is important for the structure and when conflict and misunderstanding must be 

avoided, i.e. hospitals. Expansion of Fayol’s bridge can also lead to message 

overload. (Goldhaber, 1994, 162)

Marschan (1996) found in her study of inter-unit communication at Kone Elevators 

that horizontal communication was usually preferred when the units shared a common
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language. This enabled bypassing formal communication channels. However, those 

units that were separated by distance and by language, needed to use formal, usually 

vertical communication channels, to ensure efficient information exchange.

Figure 1: Fayol’s Bridge
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Message path from person A to person В following formal organisational channels. 

Message path from person A to person В following Fayol’s bridge.

Source: Fisher (1987, 49)

Regardless of direction, communication suffers from various constraints. Therefore, 

the next section will examine different language-related constraints in inter-unit 

communication.

2.1.3. Comm unication Constraints

When the communication situation involves people that speak different languages, it 

becomes more complicated. Language is probably the most evident barrier to effective 

cross-cultural communication. Communication is impossible without a shared
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language, at least not without a third person as a translator. Victor (1992, 15-16) 

presents four basic problems with language in communication. First, language is full 

of cultural associations and translations often lose the nuances of expressions. Second, 

a shared language creates trust. A person unable to speak the other’s language may 

appear suspicious and not committed. Third, the degree of fluency is a risk. A person 

that speaks a foreign language fluently is also expected to behave according to the 

culture associated with the language, which may not always be the case. Finally, when 

using a foreign language a person may communicate unintended messages due to 

different interpretations of messages influenced by accents and choice of words. Wiio 

(1997, 214) divides constraints in communication into several categories. Four of the 

categories relate to language and will be analyzed next.

2.1.3.1 Hindrance

Hindrance is a constraint, which prevents the message from arriving at the recipient. 

This could be due to various reasons, one being lack of communication skills such as 

lack of language skills. (Wiio, 1997, 215-216)

Lack of language skills is a major problem for inter-unit communication, especially 

when it concerns the common company language. How to follow instructions from the 

headquarters without extensive translation services if the staff lacks language skills? 

Hindrance is especially serious in downward communication. Information about 

procedures and tasks is the basis for the functioning of the company. If training is 

considered downward communication, lack of language skills means also that only 

language competent staff may participate e.g. in training courses, which in turn 

isolates some employees that are unable to participate in that type of integrative 

mechanisms. (Marschan, 1996, 150-151) In upward communication lack of language 

skills can be a hindrance as well, e.g. an operative may have an improvement to 

suggest, but this innovation may never reach the decision-makers if s/he cannot 

communicate the idea. In horizontal communication lack of language skills is also 

relevant e.g. sharing experiences is impossible without a shared language.
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Language is a basic factor in communication. However, Beasley-Suffolk and 

Browaeys (1993, 3, 14) stress that a non-native speaker of a language has two major 

problems: not only lack of linguistic proficiency but also lack of knowledge of the 

rules of behaviour. It is not sufficient to have a mediocre command of a language in 

order to perform successfully in the business world. One should learn to speak 

correctly and match that with the right behaviour. In support, Lane and DiStefano 

(1988, 56) argue that in a global environment in order to communicate effectively 

managers must have multilingual skills and possess cross-cultural awareness and 

sensitivity. This becomes especially important in horizontal communication that often 

involves personal contacts.

Expatriates typically function as translators being language nodes in multinational 

companies (Marschan et al., 1997). One could argue that if an expatriate has a 

gatekeeper role s/he might decide not to pass on all relevant information, acting as a 

hindrance.

Borg (1984, 11) points out that different languages are not the sole constraint in 

communication in multinationals that have worldwide communication networks. 

There are other issues such as different time zones and therefore varying working 

hours that hinder communication. In less-developed countries infrastructure for 

communication may be inadequate. Distance also creates higher costs and possibilities 

to meet are limited due to time-consuming and expensive traveling costs.

2.1.3.2 Distortion

Distortion relates to messages that reach the receiver, but the message is understood or 

interpreted wrongly. This may be due to inadequate language skills. Communication 

may fail and the message is understood only partly or completely wrong. (Wiio, 1997, 

220)

When interlocutors do not share the same native language or the same sociocultural 

rules of discourse the possibility of miscommunication is profound (Gass and Varonis,
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1991,122). In support, Adler (1997, 71) argues that “cross-cultural communication 

constantly involves misunderstanding caused by misperception, misinterpretation and 

misevaluation”. She believes that when interlocutors come from different cultures the 

probability of accurate understanding is low.

Sociocultural miscommunication is more frequent in conversations with fluent non

native speakers than with learners. Gumperz and Tannen (1979, in Gass and Varonis, 

1991, 131) claim that since the interlocutors assume that they understand each other 

they rarely question interpretations. Varonis and Gass find this the most risky 

situation. The interlocutors do not share the linguistic system and beliefs, and 

therefore, are likely to interpret each other in different ways. (Gass and Varonis, 

1991,131) Phatak (1983, 27) points out that many international managers have learned 

from experience that words or idioms have different meanings in different cultures 

that use the same language. One could argue that this holds true also for people 

communicating in foreign languages. The definition of a word is that of the national 

culture, not the one of the spoken language. In support, Beasley-Suffolk and Browaeys 

(1993,7) stress that the meaning of words is not the same in different languages, they 

have different nuances. When two non-native speakers talk, associations given to 

words or expressions are not necessarily the ones of a native speaker of the language, 

but those of the foreign national in question. Knowing this, people should not take for 

granted that communication is always effective.

Adler (1997, 83) talks about projected similarity (Figure 2). It means assuming that 

the communication partner is more similar to oneself than s/he actually is, or 

assuming the partner’s situation is more similar to that of oneself than it is in reality. 

One sees similarity when in fact differences exist. This leads to inappropriate 

behaviour and inefficiency.
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Figure 2: Projected Similarity
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In cross-cultural communication effective businesspeople should “assume difference 

until similarity is proven” (Adler, 1986, 71). Gunperz and Tanner (1979, in Gass and 

Varonis, 1991,12) believe that the more the participants of a conversation know about 

each other the smaller is the risk of miscommunication. However, one should be 

aware of the risk of projected similarity especially between geographically close units.

2.1.3.3 Dissolution

Dissolution means that the message content has been reduced or has disappeared 

before the recipient has understood the message (Wiio, 1997, 216). This may be due 

to insufficient language skills. When interlocutors use an interpreter the actual 

message is dissoluted due to the intermediary. The interpreter may not be a specialist 

on the issue and regardless of the language skills the message may get distorted.

International managers acknowledge the importance of language skills in the host 

country language, but many believe that a competent interpreter is all that is 

necessary. Because culture and language are inseparable, it is wise to rely heavily on 

competent interpreters to bridge cultural gaps. (Harris and Moran, 1991, 41) However,



19

subtle nuances of a language get lost in translations, whether or not the non-native 

speaker is fluent (Victor, 1992, 15). Yet, one could argue that in written 

communication translations for e.g. procedures and regulations should be rather 

accurate, whereas in oral communication the faster pace of translation creates a risk.

2.13.4 Warding-off

Warding-off is a conscious or unconscious decision not to accept the information. The 

individual may find the piece of information unnecessary or may think that the sender 

is not a reliable source of information. If receiving the message is unpleasant, a person 

may reject it. (Wiio, 1997, 216, 218)

Gass and Varonis (1991, 124) give an example about an American university student. 

She told that if she saw a non-native speaker of English, a friend coming her way, 

when she was feeling tired she would actually turn around and walk the other way in 

order to avoid a difficult conversation. Such avoidance of communication is possible 

when the person experiences the loss of energy for the communication to be bigger 

than the benefit, such as social pleasure. One could argue that in the same way local 

employees might avoid communication in the company language with headquarters. 

On the other hand managers may not be attentive to messages from subordinates if 

they find it too cumbersome and frustrating to listen to them due to their low language 

skills. Warding-off may happen especially when accents are difficult to understand.

To summarize the discussion on direction, purpose and constraints of communication, 

Table 1 shows the combinations between different types of messages and the 

directions they typically flow in. It also shows the communication constraints are 

caused by language. Horizontal communication assures fast flow of information, 

where messages seldom get altered due to the absence of intermediaries. It is a central 

integration tool. Downward messages in turn are necessary for coordination and they 

define the tasks employees are expected to accomplish. Upward communication 

provides feedback on downward communication and promotes integration. In 

addition, it is a source of new ideas.
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Table 1: Directions of Different Types of Message Flows and Communication 

Constraints Involved

Direction of messages: 
Primary purpose of 
messages:

downward upward horizontal

Task/maintenance messages 
Integrative messages

x
X X

Coordinative messages X X
Innovative messages X X

Types of language related constraints:
Hindrance Dissolution Distortion Warding-off

Communication does not only flow in different directions, it also uses different 

mechanisms in order for the information exchange to occur. There is, however, a link 

between the mechanisms and the directions. The next section will show the 

relationship between communication mechanisms and the direction of information 

flow. It will also discuss the effect of language on communication that uses these 

mechanisms.

2.2 Communication Channels

There are two common ways to separate communication channels. Hulbert and Brandt 

(1980, 90) divide communication into personal and impersonal. Impersonal 

communication flows include reports, brochures, manuals, budgets, faxes etc. 

Personal communication refers to visits, meetings and telephone conversations.

Leksell (1981, 157), in turn, prefers the terms informal and formal communication. 

Their content is very similar to personal and impersonal communication i.e. informal 

communication is often personal whereas formal communication is usually 

impersonal. This division, supported also by Baskin and Aronoff (1980, 31) will be 

analyzed next.
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2.2.1 Formal Communication

The most typical form of formal communication is reports from the subsidiary to the 

headquarters. These are standardized forms often on a weekly or monthly basis. They 

include statements of profit and loss, market and sales results, uses of funds etc. In 

return, the subsidiary should receive headquarters’ comments on them as well as 

reports, brochures and manuals. This communication is largely impersonal as most of 

it passes through mail or fax. (Hulbert and Brandt, 1989, 90-94) One could argue that 

due to the large share of reports in formal communication it is dominated by vertical 

information flows.

Formal communication can also be personal. Subsidiaries receive visits from the 

headquarters and vice versa. In fact, however sophisticated impersonal 

communication may be, personal contact seems to be the most important source of 

knowledge. Many managers feel there is no substitute for it. Personal visits can, in 

fact, break bottlenecks of information flow if impersonal communication gets filtered 

or delayed. Another form of personal contact is company meetings. They are formal 

forums for communicating company goals, unveiling new products and rendering 

possible interaction with managers from headquarters and subsidiaries. (Hulbert and 

Brandt, 1989, 94-97) One should note that even if the emphasis of formal 

communication is on vertical information flows, inter-subsidiary committees and 

teams are an example of horizontal formal communication. Yet, formal 

communication seems to be dominated by vertical information flows and therefore 

communication problems involving language can be expected to stem from the lack of 

language skills in the official company language. One could also assume that 

employees feel pressure to have a good command of the company language in order to 

cope with demanding formal communication situations such as meetings and 

presentations.

Leksell (1981, 157) argues that non-routine control and coordination are difficult to 

manage by using standard methods, because information is often too specific and non- 

repetitive. Therefore, to ensure continuous exchange of information and “dialogue”
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more informal communication methods are required. These methods will be discussed 

next.

2.2.2 Informal Communication

Informal communication can support the links of the formal structure, but it may also 

compete with it, thus creating information flows undesirable to the management. 

However, in general it is as tool that contributes to the attainment of organizational 

goals. Managers derive great amounts of information from their personal contacts. 

(Fisher, 1987, 267) One could argue that this holds true at all organizational levels; 

personal contacts are a source of information also at the operational level.

Participation and communication are at the heart of the strategic process and thus 

managers should be strongly involved. Therefore, communication at all levels should 

be effective and of good quality, around the world. In developing strategic 

commitment, face-to-face communication is likely to retain a major role, even if it 

requires much time and is rather expensive. Strategically significant information and 

know-how involves demonstrations, negotiations and problem-solving that typically 

require direct contact with the people involved. In addition, R&D results often spread 

through impersonal contacts. They cannot be formalised in organisational structures as 

they involve ad hoc unforeseeable needs. Therefore, it is all the more important to 

encourage informal links within the organisation through rotation, foreign 

assignments and cross-subsidiary conferences. (Lorange and Probst, 1992, 155, 271) 

One could argue that language is a stronger constraint in informal communication, as 

face-to face communication is such a relevant part of it. In horizontal communication, 

it is particularly problematic as it involves information exchange between people 

using several mother tongues and the company language may be foreign to all. On the 

other hand, the personal relationship between interlocutors in an informal situation 

should facilitate the communication and decrease pressure to perform well in the 

situation.
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Table 2 summarises some features of formal and informal communication. First, the 

language used in formal communication is the official company language, but in 

informal communication in addition to that it can be any language common to the 

interlocutors. Formal communication is typically impersonal and it is dominated by 

vertical flows of information. Informal communication is usually personal and 

information flows both vertically and horizontally, wherever the contact person is.

Table 2: Features of formal and informal communication

Features Formal Informal

Language official company language official company language and
other subsidiary languages

Direction of communication vertical vertical and/or horizontal

Type of communication impersonal personal

Strengthening informal communication in order to overcome the language barrier in 

inter-unit communication could mean building a network structure of personal 

relationships between employees, who speak the same language. Therefore different 

types of networks will be discussed next.

2.2.2.1 Networks

This section will analyse different types of networks. Networks can be based on 

formal organisational lines, but many of them evolve informally. Employees may 

belong to several networks and hold different roles in them. Language skilled 

employees are expected to be members of several communication networks and 

receive and distribute a lot of information. In contrast, monolingual employees are 

likely to be isolated from this information flow. By using language as a tool to access 

information language skilled staff are expected to have higher power positions.

Before analysing the role distribution in personal networks network structures will be 

examined first. According to Stohl (1994, 12), networks consist of interconnected 

individuals who are linked by patterned flows of information that influence and affect
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communication both within and across organisational boundaries. She claims that 

many networks are informal and unstable and gives several reasons for this. First, in 

complex organisations formal networks do not work well in all situations and 

conditions. Second, formal networks are rational systems, which do not include 

connections that surpass organisational boundaries or rationality. Third, needs and 

experiences influence individuals. Therefore, informal networks evolve, as the formal 

structure cannot control people, only constrain them. (Stohl, 94, 4) Powell (1990) 

argues that the most useful, efficient and reliable information often flows through 

informal networks, because it comes from someone the receiver knows and finds 

reliable. In support, Ghoshal et al. (1994) found in their study on inter-unit 

communication in multinationals that informal relationships between managers, 

“interpersonal networking”, had significant positive effects on the communication of 

subsidiary managers, both with headquarters and other subsidiaries.

There are three basic approaches to communication patterns: 1) message diffusion 

studies regarding informal interaction within a formal structure i.e. grapevine, 2) 

interaction within small group i.e. micronetworks and 3) interaction in large 

organizations i.e. macronetworks (Baskin and Aronoff, 1980, 75). We will study each 

one separately.

Grapevine

When a message is transmitted through an informal route through the organization, 

this route is called the grapevine. Grapevine has traditionally had a negative sound. 

Managers have even been encouraged to eliminate grapevine from their organization 

because it is believed to spread rumors and misinformation. (Baskin and Aronoff, 

1980, 75) In relation to that Goldhaber (1994, 9) found in his study that grapevine has 

been considered a supplement of lack of openness and visibility of top management. 

However, Goldhaber (1994, 167) has listed some attributes of the grapevine. It is a 

fast medium and also very accurate. He reports about several studies where the 

average accuracy of the grapevine has been 80%. He also argues that grapevine carries 

much information and is an inherent factor in all organisations. According to 

Goldhaber grapevine typically travels by cluster, not by sequence from only one
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person to another, and this adds to the speed. In support, Davis (1953) who has 

visualised four types of grapevine chains suspects that the cluster figure is the most 

typical one (see Figure 3).

Figure 3: Grapevine types
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Davis (1953) argues that grapevine has four significant characteristics. In addition to 

speed, as stated earlier by Goldhaber and Walton, grapevine is selective and 

discriminating and will not distribute everything everywhere. Moreover, grapevine on 

company matters operates at the place of work. This is especially important since 

grapevine cannot be controlled, but it can be influenced. Management has control over 

the work environment and thus has an opportunity to influence grapevine e.g. by 

integrating grapevine interests with those of the formal communication system. 

Finally, grapevine is most efficient when formal communication is efficient, and 

inefficient when the formal communication system is inefficient. They may, however 

supplement each other. According to Goldhaber (1994, 167), if grapevine is used 

skilfully, it offers a communication medium for messages that are unsuitable for the 

formal channels. Baskin and Aronoff (1980, 75) provide an example. Employees 

prefer to ask their colleagues about how to respond to company policy or how to fill in 

job descriptions rather than approaching their supervisors. In addition, Fisher (1987, 

268) argues that since grapevine comes into action due to the natural need of people to 

communicate, it is most active in transferring new and interesting information, such as 

personnel transfers or promotions.

Grapevine operates at the work place and the messages typically concern personnel. 

Therefore these messages are likely to refer to local matters and consequently in the 

local language. From this perspective language skilled employees, who understand the
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message and can translate it, are expected to hold an important role in passing 

messages to other units. However, since grapevine refers to local matters, they could 

be expected to draw less attention in other units. Expatriates form an exception, since 

they could be expected to show interest in information from their home country.

Micronetworks

Small groups form two types of network structures; centralised and decentralised 

(Figure 4). The wheel, the chain and the Y networks are centralised as they have one 

person who is central for the information flow. Centralised networks usually have a 

single leader, the central person, because s/he obtains more information than other 

members of the group. Information gives the person more control over the situation 

and since s/he is a critical communication link in the structure, becoming the decision

maker in the group. (Baskin and Aronoff, 1980, 77-78; Goldhaber, 1994, 253)

The circle has no central figure and, therefore, is decentralized. It allows freer 

interaction within the group. Morale and satisfaction tend to be higher in decentralized 

structures. In earlier research, centralized networks were considered the fastest, but 

lately it has been accepted that decentralized networks solve complex problems better. 

Centralized networks handle simple tasks with less errors and faster. Communication 

overload is more likely in centralized networks as the capacity of the central person 

may get saturated. (Baskin and Aronoff, 1980, 77-78; Goldhaber, 1994, 253, Fisher, 

1981, 201) One could suppose that employees with language skills often take the 

central role in inter-unit communication networks, as they are able to transfer the 

message in the required language.
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Figure 4: Basic Types of Small Group Forms
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Circle All-channel

Centralised Networks:
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Source: Baskin and Aronoff (1980, 77)

Macronetworks

Network analysis is a tool for studying communication in organizations. It focuses on 

individuals rather than on the diffusion patterns of messages. This is a method that 

compares formal and informal communication structures. It shows real interpersonal 

communication patterns, which are then presented graphically. Network analysis may 

reveal the existence of multiple communication networks within a single organization. 

Taken together, these patterns will give a complete picture of the communication 

structure of the organization. (Baskin and Aronoff, 1980, 79)

According to Krackhardt and Hanson (1993), it is vital for managers to know about 

social links in the company in order to help them to “harness the real power in their 

companies and revamp their formal organisations to let the informal ones thrive”. 

They see three types of networks in organisations: 1) the advice network showing 

those people who solve problems and provide technical information, 2) the trust 

network showing who share political information and support each other and 3) the 

communication network revealing employees who talk about work-issues on a regular
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basis. Mapping these relationships can help managers to understand them better and 

use them to solve problems. Advice networks may reveal the source of a failure of a 

strategic objective. Trust networks may reveal the cause for poor performance of a 

temporary team. Communication networks help to identify gaps in the information 

flow, show inefficient use of resources and identify the failure of generating new 

ideas. In fact, inefficient internal communication may isolate a group of employees, 

which has a negative impact on job-satisfaction. This in turn may be reflected in 

unsatisfied customers. Therefore one could argue that if some communication 

networks are formed on the basis of language competence, employees with language 

skills are key individuals in creating efficient information flows and their role should 

be carefully evaluated. In the following, we shall discuss different roles in networks.

Roles in Personal Networks

Members of networks occupy different roles in them. The term “role” refers to the 

behaviour members of groups adopt. This behaviour is repeated and as other members 

approve it it becomes stable. Functions in the group are thus distributed according to 

the roles members have. (Fisher, 1981, 205) Goldhaber (1994, 150) has studied roles 

in communication networks and has identified group members, liaisons and isolates. 

Baskin and Aronoff (1980, 81) have added gatekeeper roles.

People who have most of their interaction with each other are called a group. Group 

members who interact with members of other groups are called bridges. Liaisons on 

the other hand do not themselves belong to any group, but they communicate with two 

or more groups. Isolates in turn have little communication with people in the same 

organisation. (Goldhaber, 1980, 29) Gatekeepers’ role is to control the messages 

flowing through the communication channel. (Baskin and Aronoff, 1980; Macdonald 

and Williams, 1994).

It seems that liaisons are clearly oriented towards interaction. Schwartz (1969 in 

Goldhaber, 1994, 150-151) studied liaisons as part of networks of formal information 

flow. According to his study, liaisons have a higher status than other members of the 

group and a strong representation in the management structure. These individuals are
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much involved in committee activity and belong to coordinating groups at high 

organization levels. They seem to have many contacts and they are influential in the 

power structure of the organization. MacDonald (1971, in Goldhaber, 1994, 151) 

found that also liaisons themselves believe they have more contacts and more 

influence than non liaisons. They believe they retain more control over the 

information flow, but they do not agree that they also possess more information. In 

support, Stohl (1994, 16) argues that people feel powerful when they belong to a 

grapevine. Further, those individuals who act as liaisons in the grapevine have higher 

unofficial status. In summary, liaisons are perceived to have more influence, to control 

the information flow and to act as integrators of the group. They recognize this role 

and experience it positively.

Edström and Galbraith (1977) argue that managers who have been transferred within 

the corporations communicate more often and more effectively with sister units and 

are part of broader communication networks than those who remain in the home 

organization. Apparently, it is transfer that generates this type of communication 

behaviour. One could therefore argue that these managers act as liaisons. In support, 

Nurmi (1995, 102) found in her study of expatriates in inter-unit communication that 

expatriates create wide personal communication networks with other expatriates and 

international managers and in this way facilitate the communication within MNCs. 

They act as links between the headquarters and foreign subsidiaries, because 

communication is often channelled through them. They further transfer their contacts 

to local personnel in subsidiaries and influence communication barriers by facilitating 

the communication problems of local employees. Therefore, expatriates clearly have 

the role of liaisons. Language skills of expatriates could be expected to be one reason 

for this role and their capacity to communicate so widely. This could implicate that 

language skilled employees in general act as liaisons in MNCs.

In support, Marschan et al. (1997) argue that subsidiary staff experiencing language 

problems will look for intermediaries within the subsidiary who are fluent in the 

company language. Expatriates often act as such language nodes in subsidiaries, 

especially when it concerns communication with the headquarters. Parent-country 

national (PCN) expatriates speak the parent country language and also have personal
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contacts with employees at headquarters. Another alternative is to create informal 

links outside the subsidiary. Individuals in other units who speak the local language 

are addressed whether or not s/he is the right person to talk to. Sometimes these 

people are inpatriated from the subsidiary. Naturally relationships are created more 

easily when the local language of two subsidiaries is the same e.g. German between 

units in Germany and Austria or Spanish between units in Venezuela and Spain. A 

third alternative involves creating formal links between subsidiaries. Subsidiary staff 

may follow a formally determined language path. Employees may be brought to 

different units in order to create a formal network of contacts. For instance, a 

Norwegian employee may work in a Finnish unit and act as a formal contact toward 

the Norwegian subsidiary. (Marschan et al., 1997) This may not always be welcome, 

as it limits the contacts to one person and inhibits creation of larger networks, where 

one can speak to the right person immediately (Marschan, 1996, 119). One could 

argue that all three previously mentioned intermediaries or links could be defined as 

liaisons.

Macdonald and Williams (1994) have examined the role of the gatekeeper, a person 

who obtains information into the organisation from the outside world. This 

information may be for his/her own use but s/he also transfers it to other people in the 

organisation after filtering the relevant parts. According to Macdonald and Williams 

the gatekeeper is a contact person who has extended “know-who” information about 

people, who can be used as information sources. External information is hard to 

transfer through formal internal networks and therefore personal and informal 

networks are used. The gatekeeper’s role is central in this process. However, 

gatekeepers are hard to locate since they are not institutionalised and their function is 

largely informal. (Macdonald and Williams, 1994)

In contrast, Roberts and O’Reilly (1979 in Goldhaber, 1994, 151) evaluated isolates. 

They appeared less mature and had lower self-esteem and they also needed more 

security. They typically received less information and would often withhold it. In 

addition, they depended upon telephone and written communication channels than 

other participants of the group. They were poorer performers at work and lacked 

commitment towards the organization and showed lower satisfaction with
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communication in general. In summary, isolates are less experienced communicators, 

insecure and demotivated. Overall, they are unsatisfied with the communication and 

not willing to transmit information. One could argue that isolation might be magnified 

due to lack of language skills.

Benne and Sheats (1948, in Fisher, 1981, 205) in turn identified three different types 

of roles: 1) task roles, 2) group building and maintenance roles and 3) individual roles. 

Task roles are related to accomplishing group goals. Examples of task roles could be 

seeker or giver of information, the initiator, the seeker or giver of opinions and the 

evaluator. Group building and maintenance roles relate to problems of group 

interaction and solidarity. These include the compromiser, the encourager, the 

harmoniser and the follower. Individual or self-oriented roles aim at satisfying 

personal needs. These include the roles of the aggressor, the dominator, the blocker 

and the recognition-seeker. (Benne and Sheats, 1948, in Fisher, 1981, 205)

Clearly, there are similarities between the role definitions of Goldhaber, Baskin and 

Aronoff and Benne and Sheats. A liaison could be defined as a giver of information or 

the encourager, gatekeeper could be the blocker or the dominator, whereas the isolate 

not being an active member of a group, cannot find a corresponding role in Benne and 

Sheats’s categorization. This study will use the roles liaison, gatekeeper and isolate, 

because the differences in language skills are expected to divide employees into all 

these three roles.

When language skills are considered, liaison and gatekeeper could be expected to be 

language competent, whereas isolates are unable to communicate in foreign 

languages. Superior language skills are likely to lead to more powerful positions, 

whereas limited language skills may isolate individuals. In relation to the role of a 

liaison, which has a high status and possesses control over the information flow, 

language skilled employees may become gatekeepers. These control the flow of 

messages and decide what to pass on. Due to language skills a person may handle 

contacts to other units even outside his or her area of responsibility. This situation is 

difficult to control when the person has power without associated accountability. 

(Marschan-Piekkari et al., 1999)
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In addition, employees who speak the language of the headquarters are able access 

informal information flows and will hear the news first. Therefore, one could argue 

that the linguistic distance, in terms of similarity of language, presents power. In other 

words, the more similar the subsidiary or individual is linguistically, the bigger the 

possibilities to have influence on important matters. In the formal organisational chart 

all subsidiaries may be equal, but when one considers for example, a Finnish MNC 

headquartered in Finland, with English as a company language, those subsidiaries that 

speak English are much closer to it than Spanish-speaking units. (Marschan et al, 

1997) In support, Kanter (1983, 216) claims that organisational power comes from 

information, support and resources. She argues that some of this power is attached to 

positions, but usually more power needs to be acquired. One could suspect that 

acquiring language skills would increase the availability of information and 

consequently, the power position of the person.

To summarize, information flows vertically and horizontally when both the sender 

and the receiver of the message speak the same language. Maintaining relationships is 

also easier with a shared language. Language skills may help in creating 

communication networks and employees with good language skills often act as 

liaisons or gatekeepers gaining important positions in networks. Due to the 

importance of language and language competent staff for communication within 

MNCs, international companies should pursue language competence. Therefore the 

human resource aspects involved in building language competence are examined next.
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3 INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RESOURCE MANAGEMENT

This chapter will look at various international human resource management (IHRM) 

activities, which can contribute to the efficiency of communication by building 

language competence in the company. This study has previously evaluated the role of 

language and language competent staff in communication. We shall next discuss the 

implications of language issues for staffing and selection, language training, strategic 

positioning of language competent staff and performance evaluation. They are the 

tools through which a company can build language competence of its employees and 

through which it can pursue an optimal strategic positioning of language competent 

staff.

Adler (1997, 9) claims that in the past, global human resource management strategies 

were not valued and they were not efficient either. With time and increasing degree of 

internationalization of companies, they first became helpful, then essential and today 

they are a minimum requirement for organizational survival and success. Yet, Van 

Houten (1990, 111-112) argues that “human resource management is still in its 

infancy as a formal management tool within companies, including Philips”. He claims 

that until recently most companies used a reactive, ”crisis management" of their 

human resources. New external and internal pressures have made people a company’s 

most valuable asset and this change of perspective has brought human resource 

management urgently in the focus.

Van Houten (1990, 111-112) stresses the importance of human resource planning and 

processes. Such strategies should support the strategic planning of the company as a 

whole, since without the right people in the right places at the right time, the long

term goals cannot be achieved. For multinational or global companies, the dynamics 

of changing situations and complex organisational structures demand skilled 

management of the human resources. According to Hamill (1989, 18,), it is HRM that 

determines whether international business becomes successful. He further claims that 

the biggest constraint for expanding activities is the lack of qualified international 

managers.

к
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Anthony (1964 in Mendenhall and Oddou, 1991, 68) studied the involvement of HRM 

in decision making. He classified three decision-making levels: strategic, managerial 

and operational. At the strategic planning level, the decisions concern policy 

formulation and general goals. The strategic HRM aspect involves understanding what 

kind of future leaders will be needed. This could mean providing language training for 

key managers, who will be required to work with new markets in the future. At the 

managerial level, the decisions are more pragmatic, concerning development 

programs to carry out the plans made at the strategic level. The human resource issues 

deal with creating programs and activities to be developed in order to fulfill the HRM 

requirements. One concrete action could be providing language training in order to 

insure inter-unit communication. At the operational level the decisions deal with 

performing day-to-day activities. From the HRM viewpoint implementing and 

monitoring programs and activities of e.g. recruiting are central. This could mean 

stressing the importance of language skills in recruitment.

In support, Lorange and Probst (1992, 153) claim that HRM is a key strategic tool and 

human resources must be allocated in such a way that most value is created for the 

company. They further insist that there is a shift towards a people-centered 

framework. The emphasis is moving away from strategic plans based on financial 

variables, towards people, global networks of managers and geocentric HRM. 

(Lorange and Probst, 1992, 161) Bartlett and Ghoshal (1991, 170-171) argue that 

coordinating flows of financial, technological and human resources is a demanding 

task. As the allocation of these resources is a major strategic decision it should be 

controlled at the corporate level. Yet, coordinating information flows is even more 

difficult. Therefore, the socialization process involved in the transfer of information 

ties it with the HRM. Personnel transfers and organizational forums for information 

exchange and learning are the means for ensuring efficient information flows.

To ensure efficient information flows, HRM and related language issues must be 

considered carefully. This study will next evaluate different HRM functions from the 

perspective of the role of languages. Prior research on the relationship between 

communication and IHRM has focused on expatriates (e.g. Nurmi, 1995). This study



35

takes a more general approach. Thus, staffing, language training and performance 

appraisal issues will involve all the personnel of the company. However, due to the 

evidence of the particular role of expatriates as communicators they will be analysed 

separately, as well.

3.1 Staffing and Selection

MNCs have four alternatives as a staffing policy: 1) ethnocentric, 2) polycentric, 3) 

geocentric and 4) regiocentric (Dowling et al., 1994, 52). Each of them will be 

analyzed in the following.

3.1.1 Ethnocentric

An ethnocentric staffing approach is characterized by selecting parent-country 

nationals (PCNs) in important managerial positions. It is typically used at early stages 

of internationalization, when qualified host-country nationals (HCNs) are not 

available or when communication with headquarters needs to be intense. (Dowling et 

al., 1994, 52) In addition, PCNs are more accustomed to the company’s management 

techniques and methods as well as technology and product development. PCNs may 

need to train HCNs, maintain communication with the parent company, facilitate 

control and make sure that the subsidiary goals are in line with the parent company 

goals. (Ronan, 1986, 508) This naturally concerns PCNs that have long tenure with 

the company.

Some disadvantages, however, exist with this policy. Zeira (1976) has named several 

of them. She argues that PCN expatriates decrease both the productivity and the 

morale of HCNs. The policy limits promotion opportunities for HCNs, which is 

demotivating for them, which in turn may decrease productivity and increase turnover. 

Moreover, expatriate managers often find it hard to adapt to local conditions and their 

mission may fail. Furthermore, as PCN expatriates often get higher income than 

HCNs this may cause discrepancy in social relationships. Expatriates also cost much 

for the company. Finally, political factors are an issue. HCNs may not approve of 

decisions done in the interest of the MNCs parent-country government. (Zeira, 1976)
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Ethnocentric companies also often have one-way information flows, from parent to 

subsidiary, merely consisting of orders and advice (Borg, 1988, 35).

Tung (1981, 70-77) argues that family situations and relational abilities are major 

reasons for failure or poor performance abroad. However, they are not considered the 

most important factors in the selection process. Relational abilities concern dealing 

with superiors, peers, subordinates, business associates and clients that have different 

beliefs, manners, ways of conducting business. One could argue that these relational 

abilities are based on efficient communication usually in a foreign language. Hamill 

(1989, 27) also points out that foreign language skills are not considered important in 

the expatriate selection, only the willingness to leam. One could say that even if a 

language is often best learned by staying in the specific country, a certain base 

knowledge is likely to speed up the learning process.

Expatriates declare that language skills are a major reason for successful adjustment. 

They are a factor in getting routines established and functioning, they bring comfort 

and certainty and help in understanding and adapting to the host culture. (Kauppinen, 

1994, 58-59) Philips once declared a profile of future managers. They argued that 

professional skills were not enough, but also “the capacity to be able and willing to 

listen to others, openness, accessibility, and communication skills” (Bartlett and 

Ghoshal, 1991, 186). Marschan-Piekkari et al. (1999) stress that expatriates are 

required to be fluent in the common company language, which is often English. 

However, in most cases it is not their mother tongue. Therefore, native-speakers of 

English (or other company language), often TCNs, may be preferred.

3.1.2 Poly centric

The polycentric approach involves selecting PCNs for posts at the headquarters and 

HCNs for subsidiary posts in their respective countries. The first advantage that arises 

from this method is the disappearance of language barriers in the subsidiary units. 

Expatriate adjustment problems are no longer an issue and expenses of training 

programs are avoided. Salaries should be lower for HCNs than for expatriates and 

there is better continuity in the management of the units. Politically, the polycentric
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policy is a good solution, allowing a low profile in sensitive situations. (Dowling et 

al., 1995, 53) However, this approach is not without its shortcomings.

The major fallback is the distance between managers at the headquarters and 

managers at the subsidiaries. There is a risk that the headquarters lose touch with the 

subsidiaries due to language barriers and cultural differences and due to conflicting 

interests at national and global levels. (Dowling et al., 1994, 53) In support, Borg 

(1988, 35) and Bartlett and Ghoshal (1991, 184) claim that a polycentric company has 

little communication to and from the parent company and between subsidiaries. Also 

Park et al (1996, 79) claim that communication problems are the most negative aspect 

in hiring HCNs. Problems arise in the communication between the subsidiaries and 

the parent as well as between HCN and PCN managers.

The second major drawback is the limited opportunity for PCNs and HCNs to gain 

international experience, which is so vital in the increasingly globalising business 

environment (Dowling et al., 1994, 53). Yet, Ronan (1986, 508) argues that the above 

advantages offered by staffing HCNs increasingly gain importance.

3.1.3 Geocentric

The geocentric policy uses the best people for important managerial positions, 

regardless of nationality. This policy allows the creation of a wide base of 

international managers and avoids the fallback of the polycentric policy in giving too 

much autonomy to the subsidiaries. However, according to Phatak (1983, 114) the 

geocentric staffing approach is not possible unless several conditions are filled: 1) 

competent employees must be available not only at the headquarters but also in 

subsidiaries; 2) international experience must be a condition for promotion for key 

positions; 3) potential managers must be willing to be transferred for advancing their 

career; 4) transferred managers must be able to adapt to different conditions in their 

assignments. The demands for implementation of the policy are thus high and there 

are naturally some disadvantages. National governments may render the 

implementation difficult by requiring the use of HCNs for employment reasons. In 

addition, this approach is relatively expensive due to high training and relocation costs



38

and a standardized compensation level may be higher than when using national salary 

standards. Finally, the number of expatriates from different origins will have to be 

impressive in order to create a wide base of international managers on a continuing 

basis (Borg, 1988, 39). All this will require a centralized approach in HRM and 

subsidiaries may experience negatively the loss of autonomy. (Dowling et al., 1994, 

54-55)

A geocentric company is expected to have much of two-way communication, both to 

and from the parent company and between subsidiaries, enabling a worldwide 

company culture (Borg, 1988, 35). This type of large-scale inter-unit communciation 

should socialize managers from different origins and create international networks 

that in turn would enhance communication (Borg, 1988, 39). However, socializing 

managers from different cultures and from various origins is not an easy task (Borg, 

1988, 117). In addition, creating a worldwide company culture requires a common 

language. Problems arise at the choice of the language, as it will be likely to limit 

career opportunities for some (Borg, 1988, 117).

Phatak (1983, 92) stresses the effect of using TCNs. Language issues can be easily 

dealt with by using Belgians in France or French in a former French colony. However, 

political problems may arise, e.g. in using a Turkish person in Greece or an Indian in 

Pakistan may be impossible.

3.1.4 Regiocentric

The regiocentric approach involves dividing the market areas into geographic regions 

and staffing and transferring people coming from countries in the region. Each region 

would have their own headquarters and managers would be transferred to the regional 

headquaretrs from individual subsidiaries. PCNs from the parent headquarters would 

also be posted there thus creating interaction on a global scale and rendering possible 

the coordination of activities (Doz and Pralahad, 1986). As subsidiaries would be 

managed by HCNs local conditions would be well taken into consideration. This 

approach would be a way from ethnocentric or polycentric policy toward a geocentric 

one. However, this policy is not without its risks either. It may create federalism in the
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region, increasing the distance between the regional headquarters and the parent 

headquarters. In addition, promotion possibilities are often limited to regional 

headquarters. The parent headquarters are often unattainable. (Dowling et al., 1994, 

55)

In summary, MNCs have various staffing policies according to different 

organizational needs and often they use more than one simultaneously. In certain 

markets a geocentric approach is valid, whereas in others a polycentric policy may be 

the only choice due to qualification problems. (Dowling et al., 1994, 56) The choice 

of a certain policy has an impact on communication and information flows. These 

effects are presented in the following table. (Ronan, 1986, 509) In addition, the 

relevant language issues have been added.

Table 3: Effect of Staffing Policy on Communication

Ethnocentric Polycentric Regiocentric Geocentric
Communication; 
Information flow

High volumes of 
orders,
commands, advice 
from headquarters 
to subsidiaries

Little to and from 
headquarters, little 
among 
subsidiaries

Little to and from 
corporate 
headquarters, but 
may be high to 
and from regional 
headquarters and 
among countries

Both ways and 
among 
subsidiaries 
around the world

Language issues Communication 
facilitated 
between HQ and 
subsidiaries, 
language
problems between 
PCNs and HCNs 
in foreign units

Efficient
communication
within the
individual
subsidiaries,
language
problems between 
HQ and 
subsidiaries

Possible language 
problems between 
HQ and regional 
HQs, efficient 
communication 
within regions

Requires a strong 
proficiency of the 
common company 
language, use of 
local/regional 
language 
facilitates 
communication 
within a region

Source: Adaptec from Ronan (1986, 509)

The previous discussion has centred on staffing policies concerning managerial 

positions. However, in modem MNCs, a large share of inter-unit communication 

occurs below management level (see Section 2.1.2. on horizontal communication). 

The multitude of foreign languages increases the need for good command of a 

common company language. The basic question with language and any staffing 

decision is: How important are language skills as opposed to other required skills? 

The easiest way to get language skilled staff is to select new employees with sound
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language skills. However, when this is not possible, language training must be 

considered. This is the subject of the next section.

3.2 Language Training

When a common company language is introduced it is often not the parent company 

language. In Finnish MNCs, for instance, the company language is usually English. 

This triggers the need for language training as technical and other company 

information are transferred through formal documentation and training programs 

(Marschan-Piekkari et al., 1999). Matsushita believes in training its personnel. At the 

time of Bartlett and Ghoshal’s (1991, 188) study it had an Overseas Training Center 

(OTC) where 5000 employees improved their language skills each year and not only 

in English. Knowing the official company language is not always enough. Kuin 

(1972) argues that the need for learning the local language may vary according to the 

type of work and the department. Yet, a person that refuses to learn the local language 

will remain a stranger in the local environment. He also stresses the importance of 

cultural issues in language training, not only linguistic proficiency.

Reeves and Wright (1996, 3) argue that if the language situation is complex, with 

many languages involved and very little skills among staff, it may seem too 

cumbersome to attempt to improve the situation. However, some well-targeted 

language training is better than none at all. Simple courtesies in foreign language 

reveal commitment and create trust.

Reeves and Wright (1996, 4) believe that general language courses seldom serve 

business people. They are unsuitable and ineffective, because they lack focus on the 

needs of the organisation and the individual. Training should be appropriate. 

Employees should practise those skills relevant to them. Other people will use 

telephone a lot, other people will need to be able to function in meetings and 

negotiations. Language training must be somewhat tailor-made in order to serve 

people in those situations where communication feels difficult.
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Reeves and Wright (1996, 5) give some reasons for using tailor-made courses:

• The language is immediately useful and therefore the effort has an immediate 

reward and motivation can remain high

• The teacher and the taught work together, the teacher providing linguistic skills 

and the taught providing the knowledge of his/her expertise

• Setting limited objectives, which are realistic and learning may progress step-by 

step

Kuin (1972) proposes language courses by geographical areas for large companies. 

The leading language may be e.g. German or French enabling teaching in the 

participants’ own language. For small languages like Finnish this clearly does not 

apply.

Language training is also a factor in expatriate management. It is the English 

language, which appears to be the language of the business world. One only needs to 

inspect how many important publications of business and economy are in English. 

However, the expatriate's ability to speak the local language offers some advantages. 

В aliga and Baker (1985) point out that a manager, who can use the local language has 

direct access to information sources concerning the host country economy, 

government and market. Moreover, information concerning activities of local 

competitors will be attainable. In addition, a manager who speaks the local language 

will be socially more easily accepted in the country. These reasons speak strongly in 

favor of foreign language training. The authors propose it should be part of every 

MNC's long-term planning for expatriate selection and training. One could thus argue 

that expatriates should have access to as many local information sources as possible in 

order to transfer that information to headquarters and other units. These issues are also 

relevant in staff transfers that last a shorter period than expatriate assignments. One 

could even argue that knowing the local language is more important during shorter 

assignments, as there is no time to learn it on the spot.
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3.3 Strategie positioning of language competent staff

Communication links evolve informally, but a company can develop formal language 

links. Informal language links are typically created through personal contacts, when 

staff in a subsidiary identifies, often by chance, individuals in other units that speak 

their mother tongue. However, knowing which employees have language skills may 

become a strategic IHRM tool for positioning language competent staff and for 

creating formal language links. There may be a strategy to match language skills 

between two units by sending a person that speaks both languages to the other unit 

and make this person an official contact for all issues. (Marschan et al., 1997) Adler 

(1997, 235) argues that inpatriates, managers from local cultures on assignments at 

headquarters, are too often forgotten. The parent company neglects the inpatriate as an 

information source for the local country’s culture and business environment. One 

could argue that the inpatriates role as a language node is neglected as well. This 

strategy can also be implemented at a local level, by doing local repositionings. 

Employees with specific language skills could be appointed to new positions, where 

they would communicate either in the company language or the language of the other 

unit.

Marschan-Piekkari et al. (1999) argue that expatriates often develop into language 

nodes in the subsidiaries, handling especially communication between headquarters 

and the subsidiary. Therefore they have an important role in developing contacts in the 

communication structure. In addition, Marschan-Piekkari et al. (1999) point out that 

expatriates may also become language nodes after they have completed their 

assignment. Once the staff in the foreign subsidiary knows someone at the 

headquarters, who speaks their language, the repatriate easily becomes a contact 

person.Expatriates are thus good candidates to act as formal language links, as they 

seem to adapt to this role natuarally.

Determining liaisons as communication channels may facilitate information flow, but 

it has a downside. If all foreign contacts are centred on few people it limits the 

informal communication and creation of personal relationships (Marschan, 1996, 119) 

In addition, using a middleman brings up the risk of dissolution (see Section 2.1.3.3.)
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The message may get distorted when it is told to a translator instead of talking directly 

to the person in charge of the matter. Finally, the centralisation of information flows 

increases the power position of language skilled staff and gatekeeping may occur (see 

Section 2.3.4.)

As language skilled employees clearly have a special role in the inter-unit 

communication companies should evaluate whether they should be especially 

rewarded for their skills. This issue will be discussed in the next section.

3.4 Performance Evaluation

Performance appraisal should also take into consideration what the cultural and 

linguistic demands of the job are. The difficulty of an expatriate assignment grows 

with language demands, strong cultural differences between the country of origin and 

the host country and instability in working conditions in general. For instance, 

insufficient language capabilities lead to inefficiency as performing tasks takes more 

time. (Mendenhall and Oddou, 1991) In support, Dowling et al. (1994, 109) note that 

certain tasks require more interaction with local cultures than others do. The success 

of the task at hand may depend on the individual’s ability to interact with the local 

environment. One could thus expect that a person who goes through intensive 

language training will accomplish his tasks better and faster and should be rewarded 

for it. This should not only be true in the case of expatriates, but also a person e.g. at 

the headquarters that regularly handles the communication with distant subsidiaries 

should be rewarded for special knowledge that facilitates inter-unit communication.

During performance appraisal interviews, language skills could be reviewed and 

performance appraisal and promotion decisions could involve an analysis of language 

proficiency of the employee. Acquisition of language skills could be rewarded. 

(Marschan-Piekkari et al., 1999) Rewards for investing in language competence could 

be expected to increase general interest in improving language skills within the 

company, thus improving communication abilities on a larger scale.
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3.5 Theoretical Framework

As Chapter 1 already outlined, the purpose of the study is to identify the role of 

language skilled employees in inter-unit communication of MNCs and evaluate what 

implications it may have for IHRM. A theoretical framework has been formulated to 

find an answer to the research questions.

The research questions are:

What is the role of employees with language skills in the inter-unit 

communication of MNCs?

How can companies benefit from these individuals and build language 

competence in the company by better managing their human resource activities?

Figure 5 combines the theoretical elements of Chapters 2 and 3 on which the 

empirical study will be based.
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Figure 5: Theoretical Framework

Improving the language skills 

of non-language skilled staff

IHRM ACTIVITIES TO IMPROVE INTER-UNITCOMMUNICATION

Making better use of language 

skilled staff, particularly expatriates

Multilingual environment of MNCs

• common company language

• parent company language

• several subsidiary languages

Staffing and selection 

Language training

Strategic positioning of language competent staff (expatriates) 

Performance evaluation

EXTENDED USE OF LANGUAGE SKILLED STAFF 

IN INTER-UNIT COMMUNICATION

Facilitators of communication through

■ Networking

■ Acting as liaisons

Problems of non-language skilled staff in 

inter-unit communication

• Vertical and horizontal communication 

burdened by communication constraints

• Difficulties in creating personal 

relationships in formal and informal 

communication

Source: Adapted from Palo (1997, 49) and Marschan et al. (1997)

The basis for conducting this study is in the multicultural and multilingual 

environment of multinational companies. Employees of an MNC have different 

national backgrounds and they speak different languages. Therefore, many companies 

have adopted a common company language for internal communication (Marschan et 

al., 1999). Yet, this does not remove the existence of multiple language and there is no 

quarantee for the efficiency of communication. For firms originating from non-
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English speaking countries, the common company language is often foreign for both 

the parent company and the subsidiaries. The framework presenta the various 

languages involved. Efficient communication is vital in order to manage activities 

globally, but it can be difficult due to the different levels of language skills in foreign 

languages. Therefore those individuals who have good knowledge of the company 

language, parent company language or another subsidiary language are important links 

in the communication between units of a multinational company. These employees are 

expected to have an accentuated role in inter-unit communication.

The extent of language problems will be evaluated in vertical communication between 

headquarters and foreign units as well as in horizontal communication between units 

in different countries (Goldhaber, 1994). Whichever direction information flows, there 

are several constraints hindering communication (Wiio, 1997). Some of them are 

language-based. However, information not only flows in different directions, but it is 

transferred by formal and informal mechanisms (Leksell, 1981). Formal 

communication appears to take place mostly vertically, whereas horizontal 

communication is often informal. Language may act as a communication constraint in 

both formal and informal communication and this may put a strain on the creation of 

personal relationships. This is regrettable as personal relationships are so important 

for communication (Fisher, 1987). Language skilled employees are expected to 

remove communication constraints to a certain degree by acting as intermediaries or 

links between foreign units. Therefore language skilled employees are presumed to act 

in communication networks and retain liaison roles, whereas monolingual employees 

may become isolates of the communication situations (Baskin and Aronoff, 1980, 

Goldhaber, 1994, Marschan et al., 1997).

As language skills and language competent staff appear to be so important to inter

unit communication, this should have two implications for IHRM. First, companies 

should make better use of employees who already possess language skills. Second, it 

is also important to improve the language skills of those who do not yet have them. 

There are various IHRM activities that could help to accomplish these two tasks. 

Staffing and selection decisions should be made bearing in mind the required language 

skills. This will often require a compromise in taking both local and global language
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needs into consideration. (Dowling et al., 1995) In addition, the recruited staff should 

have the required language skills. Language training should receive particular 

attention. Its content should be well targeted to serve the needs of employees in 

diverse communication situations (Reeves and Wright, 1996). In addition, expatriates 

should be trained in the local language in order to e.g. maximize utilization of local 

information sources (Baliga and Baker, 1985, Nurmi, 1995). Expatriate management 

and repositioning of staff should also be pail of a strategy for positioning language 

competent staff. Determining liaisons as communication channels and creating 

language nodes are tools for facilitating information flow. Finally, performance 

evaluation should take into consideration the language needs of each job thus acting 

as a tool in motivating employees to improve language skills (Mendenhall and Oddou, 

1991, Marschan-Piekkari et al., 1999). All these activities aim at improving inter-unit 

communication by building a stronger language competence in the company. Based 

on the above, the following propositions will be tested in the present study.

Proposition 1 Regardless of the use of a common company language the insufficient 

foreign language skills of employees in MNCs burden inter-unit 

communication.

Proposition 2 The language-based constraints in inter-unit communication lead to 

extended use of language skilled staff in communication situations.

Proposition 3 Language skilled employees facilitate inter-unit communication by 

building networks and acting as liaisons.

Proposition 4 IHRM could improve inter-unit communication by making better use 

of language skilled staff.

Proposition 5 IHRM could improve inter-unit communication by improving the 

language skills of non-language skilled staff.
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4 METHODOLOGY

This chapter discusses the research approach and describes the empirical study. It 

includes a description of data collection and information sources. In addition, data 

analysis is explained, and validity and reliability are examined.

4.1 Research Method

As indicated in the introduction, the purpose of this study was to identify the role of 

language skilled employees in inter-unit communication of MNCs and reveal what 

implications such a role should have for the planning of EHRM activities.

A single case study method was chosen to answer the research questions. In order to 

select the appropriate research method, Yin (1989, 13) notes three conditions that 

determine the choice: 1) the type of research question, 2) the amount of control the 

researcher has over events, and 3) the focus on contemporary as opposed to historical 

phenomena.

The first condition concerns the research questions. According to Yin (1989, 17), 

certain questions require a specific strategy. Yin (1989, 17) argues that “what” 

questions can be separated into two types. The first type asks “how many” and “how 

much” and these questions are best answered to by using a survey or archival 

strategies. The second type of a “what” question is exploratory, such as “What are the 

ways...” and would justify conducting an exploratory study in order to develop 

propositions for further examination. This study was exploratory due to the limited 

amount of prior research on the subject (see Section 1.2. for research gap). It aimed at 

testing propositions presented in the theoretical framework, but also at exploring the 

possibilities for a new application. According to Miles and Huberman (1994, 1), 

qualitative data is useful in challenging conceptions and revising theoretical 

frameworks.

For an exploratory study, several research strategies could be used e.g. an exploratory 

survey or an exploratory case study (Yin, 1989, 17). According to Patton (1990, 13)
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qualitative data permits to study selected issues in depth and detail. In support, Miles 

and Huberman (1994, 10) argue that the strength of qualitative data is in its richness 

and holism. It has potential for explaining complex issues. As it is based on 

descriptions closely tied to a real context it is convincing. Real life is explained by 

focusing on ordinary events in natural settings. This study was based on the staff’s 

experiences of inter-unit communication and descriptions of real-life situations. 

Therefore, a qualitative method was most appropriate. It was possible to obtain 

information only by interviews as explanations and extended questions were required. 

This outruled the use of a survey. In addition, as the data collection took place in 

different cultural environments and the interviews were conducted in several 

languages, the qualitative method made it possible to rephrase the questions. This 

ensured the understanding of questions made.

Qualitative data can also explain process, including history (Miles and Huberman, 

1994, 10). This study was interested in the change of the communication need during 

organizational transformation. The need for language skills had grown dramatically 

after a merger and the continuing integration increased the use of foreign languages in 

inter-unit communication. Therefore the role of language skilled employees was 

expected to have gained importance.

Finally, the flexibility of using a qualitative method proved to be useful in adapting to 

changing situations during fieldwork. For instance, due to the snowball effect, more 

interviews were coinducted than was originally planned. Therefore, as the first 

research question of this study was

• What is the role of employees with language skills in the inter-unit 

communication of MNCs?

i.e. an exploratory type of a “what” question an exploratory case study strategy was 

applied. Moreover, according to Yin (1989, 17) “how” and “when” questions are 

likely to favor an explanatory case study method. The second research question of this 

study was

• How can companies benefit from these individuals and build language 

competence in the company by better managing their human resource 

activities?
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Following Yin’s (1989, 17) rationale, also this question justifies the use of a case 

study.

Yin’s (1989, 13) second condition in choosing a research method involves evaluating 

the degree of control the researcher has over the events. In this case, the researcher 

had no control over the events. Yin’s (1989, 13) third condition is related to the 

timeframe of the study i.e. examining contemporary as opposed to historical 

phenomena. This study concentrated on contemporary events, even if some historical 

evolution was also analyzed. Yin (1989, 19) argues that in this situation the preferred 

method is a case study.

Furthermore, a case study method was suitable, as the focus of the study was on 

explaining causality: the lack of language skills caused strain on inter-unit 

communication, which in turn lead to the extended use of language skilled employees 

in communication situations. According to Yin (1989, 24), case studies can explain 

the causal links that are too complex for surveys or experimental strategies.

The single case design was selected in order to conduct an in-depth analysis and 

gather information at several organizational levels as well as to form an overall picture 

of the flow of communication within the organization. Moreover, a multiple case 

study would have required extensive resources and time beyond the means of the 

researcher. Patton (1991, 14) points out that qualitative methods in general produce a 

lot of detailed information even about a small number of people and cases. According 

to Yin (1989, 47), a single case design is justified when 1) the case represents a 

critical case in order to test a well-formulated theory, 2) the case represents a unique 

case, or 3) the case is a revelatory case presenting a phenomenon previously 

inaccessible for scientific investigation. Using one case company was suitable, as this 

study can be characterized as a critical case aimed at testing propositions and theory. 

Wärtsi lä NSD is not different from other companies in the industry and therefore 

cannot be considered a unique case. Neither was this case revelatory as the research 

subject has been accessible to scientific research also earlier. Therefore, this case was 

a critical case aimed at examining whether the propositions and the theoretical 

framework were correct. This case was presumed to represent a contribution to
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knowledge on the role of language skilled employees, as this role had not received 

much attention in prior research.

4.2 Selection of the Case Company

The focus of this study was on inter-unit communication of multinationals. Therefore, 

a large international company with experience in global markets needed to be found. It 

was relevant that an official company language for internal communication had been 

introduced, but that the skill level among the staff was insufficient.

Wärtsilä NSD (WNS) was chosen as a case company as it can be considered a global 

company. It operates worldwide in more than 40 countries and only 2,8 % of the total 

sales come from the parent company country, Finland. Business activities at WNS are 

coordinated globally through a matrix structure. Its employees have diverse national 

backgrounds representing various language groups, but English is the company 

language. Therefore, the selection of Wärtsilä NSD is justified.

The unit that was chosen to be the focal unit of the study was the Italian subsidiary 

Grandi Motori Trieste (GMT) and the research unit Diesel Ricerche, which is located 

in the same premises with GMT. In the following they together will be called GMT. 

GMT is the unit that was last integrated in the corporation, in 1997, and thus was 

expected to experience more communication problems than the other units of Wärtsilä 

NSD. In addition, communication problems were expected, as GMT has experienced 

a large growth in international operations after the integration in the Wärtsilä NSD 

Group. Palo (19979 suggests that internationalization increases the need for foreign 

language skills and this should make communication between units more difficult. 

The Italian subsidiary was also appropriate as the researcher could interview 

employees in their mother tongue, if they lacked English skills.

A company, which would provide access to do this research, was not immediately 

found. The researcher approached several Finnish companies as candidates to be the 

case of the study. However, because of various reasons they rejected the proposal. 

Some said they could not find a person, who would be responsible for the research
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project at the company end. Others did not have time to get well acquainted with the 

issue due to organizational changes, even if they were very interested in the subject or 

they claimed they had already conducted related studies. At Wärtsilä NSD, the 

research subject was first introduced to the Group Vice President Christian 

Andersson, who was interested in the subject. When the project was approved of, the 

unit where the interviews were to be conducted was agreed to be GMT. The 

researcher presented also other possibilities, but due to the reasons mentioned above 

GMT was chosen. It was beneficial to have the study authorized at top management 

level in order to motivate participation at GMT. At GMT the General Manager gave 

his consent to the study, which surely increased the willingness of the interviewees to 

participate. It is likely that some interviewees would not have been interested in 

participating, had the General Manager not expected it from them.

4.3 Data Collection

4.3.1 Interviews

Interviews were the primary source of information. Altogether 25 semi-structured 

interviews were held between January 1999 and March 1999. The interviews were 

held in Finnish, English and Italian. Almost all interviews were tape-recorded and 

lasted 45 minutes on average. Two registrations suffered from malfunction of the 

equipment, but the notes were sufficient. One interview was not recorded at all as the 

opportunity came up suddenly and a tape was not available.

The interview guide was based on the theoretical framework of this study. The 

interviewees did not receive the interview guide beforehand. However, most of them 

had seen the copy of the letter sent by the researcher to Group Vice President 

Christian Andersson. It presented the topic of the study and explained its purpose. In 

addition, at the beginning of each interview the researcher shortly introduced the 

subject and explained the purpose of the study. By not sending the interview guide 

beforehand, the researcher assured that the answers would not be rehearsed but 

spontaneous and the interviewees would not discuss the questions among themselves, 

thus influencing each others' opinions. There were two interview guides, one in 

English, which was also used for Finnish interviewees although simultaneously
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translated in Finnish and another guide in Italian (see Appendices A and B). The 

topics focused on language problems in inter-unit communication, the role of 

language competent staff and language-related IHRM issues. The interview guides 

were not rigorously followed due to the flexible nature of the case approach. Patton 

(1991, 280, 284) argues that the interview guide is a checklist in order to cover 

relevant topics, but the wording and the sequence of questions should be adapted to fit 

each interview situation. In addition, some topics that are not listed on the guide may 

emerge as happened with this study.

The interviews were conducted in three countries: in Finland (Helsinki and Vaasa), in 

Switzerland (Zurich) and in Italy (Trieste). Table 4 presents the number of people that 

were interviewed in each unit.

Table 4: Number of interviewees in each unit

Interview rounds Unit Number of interviewees

First set of interviews Wärtsilä NSD Finland, Vaasa 1

Corporate Headquarters, Helsinki 1

Second set on interviews Corporate Headquarters, Zurich 3

Third set of interviews Grandi Motori Trieste 17

Diesel Ricerche 3

Total 25

The first interviews took place in Finland with the President for Communications at 

the Helsinki headquarters, and with a Management team member, Responsible for 

Human Resources in Vaasa at Wärtsilä NSD Finland. They were selected by the 

Group Vice President Christian Andersson to be most qualified persons in Finland to 

give necessary background information to the study. These interviews were important 

in order to familiarize the researcher with the company policies and to generate ideas 

for the forthcoming interviews. However, they cannot be regarded as pilot interviews. 

According to Yin (1989, 80) a pilot interview can be recommended as it assists in 

developing relevant lines of questions and may clarify some concepts. In this sense, 

pilot interviews were not conducted. Moreover, it would have been difficult, as the 

main source of information were the interviewees in Italy. From this perspective,
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interviewing Wärtsilä NSD employees in Finland was not expected to be helpful as 

the communication circumstances in the two countries proved to be highly different. 

Yet, the first interviews had an important role in developing the interview guide for 

Trieste. Information was received on for example, the internal newsletter, the role of 

English vs. other languages in inter-unit communication, language-related 

communication problems and the role of expatriates in communication.

The second set of interviews took place in Switzerland at the company headquarters in 

Zurich. Interviews with the Group Vice President and the Group level Responsible for 

Human Resources focused on company policies and strategies on communication and 

HR issues. An interview with the Vice President for Communications was also 

planned at this occasion, but it was postponed and finally took place in Helsinki after 

the interviews in Trieste. These interviewees were selected due to their strong 

involvement in the integration process of Wärtsilä NSD and Grandi Motori Trieste. 

They were familiar with the two major topics of this study; communication and 

IHRM.

The third and most exhaustive set of interviews was held at Wärtsilä NSD’s Italian 

units Grandi Motori Trieste and Diesel Ricerche. The quotes in Chapter 5 are all taken 

from these interviews held in Trieste. Altogether 20 individual interviews were 

conducted. The interviewees were selected based on the criteria given by the 

researcher to the General Manager of GMT, who transmitted the information to the 

Human Resource Manager, who made the final selection. The researcher tried to get 

in contact with the Human Resource Manager prior to her arrival in Trieste to see who 

had been selected. However, as this did not take place she knew the final number of 

the participants only at her arrival.

The four groups of criteria included 1) staff with good language skills that would 

frequently be involved in inter-unit communication i.e. having to contact people in 

other WNS units on a regular basis. In addition, 2) individuals that needed to have 

some contacts to the WNS network companies, but had very limited language skills 

were included. It was expected that these staff would experience communication 

situations where language would act as a barrier. Furthermore, 3) expatriates were to
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be included due to results of previous research on their role as a link in inter-unit 

communication (Nurmi, 1995). 4) All local interviewees were expected to have 

worked at least one year at GMT or at Diesel Riserche, expatriates at least one year in 

the Wärtsilä NSD Group. This was important as the people themselves were not the 

objects of the study, but their experiences. A minimum amount of tenure on a 

permanent basis was seen necessary to accumulate experiences. Moreover, it was 

preferred that interviewees would represent various organizational levels and 

departments. The selection criteria are summarized in Table 5.

Table 5: Selection criteria for interviewees

Selection criteria Local staff Expatriates Local staff

Need for inter-unit communication high high some

Foreign language skills English (-bother) English(+ other) limited/ none

Organizational level various various various

Tenure with the company min.l. year min.l year min. 1 year

This kind of selection of interviewees is called purposeful sampling (Maykut and 

Morehouse, 1994, 45, Patton, 1991, 169). According to Patton (1991, 169), the power 

of purposeful sampling lies in selecting information-rich individuals for the study. 

Those are interviewees that can deliver a lot of information for the purpose of the 

research. In this case, the focus of the study was on language skilled employees and 

therefore they constituted the core of the data collection.

In addition to the people selected by the Human Resource Manager, the researcher 

benefited from the snowball effect and found five additional interviewees to the 16 

preselected. According to Patton (1991, 176), snowball sampling is a method for 

locating information-rich key informants or critical cases. It is done by asking the 

participants who else to talk to and the snowball grows as the number of information- 

rich cases increases. Among the additional interviewees an expatriate and four female 

employees were identified. The researcher felt that the female employees were 

interesting sources of information, because they could provide a female point of view 

e.g. on difficulties in participating in language training after working hours. The 

preselected group contained no women. According to Maykut and Morehouse (1994,
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57), for the purpose of maximum variation the snowball technique is recommendable 

to locate participants that are different from the first ones. The emergent design of 

qualitative research allows this adaptation to new situations, e.g. increasing the 

number of interviews (Maykut and Morehouse, 1994, 44).

The interview trip was interrupted due to the strike of air controllers in Finland and 

the last preselected interview was cancelled as the researcher had to leave earlier than 

expected. However, the 20 interviews that were conducted provided already an ample 

amount of material. In addition, towards the last interviews very little additional 

information was gained, thus signaling a sufficient amount of data. Mason (1996, 97) 

calls this a theory-saturation point. It is reached when the data stops telling anything 

new about the issue, the phenomenon is clear and the explanation can be generated 

from it. Patton (1991, 184) stresses that there are no rules for sample size in 

qualitative study and it is the researcher who must know when the data is sufficient. 

One could argue that it would have been interesting to interview more staff from 

lower organizational levels as originally planned. However, some information 

concerning them was already obtained through interviews with their superiors. Table 6 

presents the number of interviewees in each group, the languages the participants 

regularly used at work as well as how long they had worked for Wärtsilä NSD or the 

Italian units at the time of the interview in February 1999.

Table 6: Characteristics of interviewee groups in Trieste

Group type Number of
interviewees

Languages used at
work

Tenure with the
company

1. Language skilled

local employees

11 Italian, English, some

Spanish, French and

German

7-28 years,

average 14 years

2. Expatriates 6 Finnish, Swedish,

English, Italian, French,

some German

6-34 years,

average 13 years

3. Monolingual

employees

3 Italian, very little

English

7-8 years,

average 13 years
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The interviewees in Trieste formed thus three groups: 1) language skilled local 

employees, 2) expatriates, and 3) employees with no or little knowledge of foreign 

languages. The third group is called monolingual employees for the sake of simplicity, 

even if they had some skills. The first two groups shared some characteristics. They 

were people who were actively involved in the inter-unit communication of Wärtsila 

NSD, either towards headquarters or other subsidiaries. There were individuals who 

mainly used English in their work, but also people who had other language skills e.g. 

French or Finnish. They came from different organizational levels. Their nationality 

was irrelevant as long as they possessed language skills. However, expatriates were 

different from local employees in the sense that they had many personal contacts to 

the units they had been transferred from and thus communication was expected to be 

easy for them (Nurmi, 1995). The expatriates were six: five Finns and one French. 

They were expected to hold a special role in communicating with their respective 

native countries.

The third group was represented by employees who felt they could communicate 

effectively only in Italian. Even if they had some English skills they experienced great 

difficulty in communication situations. Therefore, they could be considered 

monolingual. It was important to see how much they depended on the language skilled 

staff for sending or receiving information, and how they experienced the situation. 

The purpose was also to receive information about staff’s attitudes towards language 

training and other related HRM issues. Therefore, the Italian interview guide was 

slightly different from the English one. According to the first division of interviewees 

made by the HR manager six monolingual interviews were supposed to be conducted. 

However, one was not held due the force majeure (strike of air controllers) and two 

interviewees proved to be able to communicate in English in a sufficient way. 

Therefore, the two interviewees were moved into group number 1 (Table 6).

The participants came from different departments such as manufacturing, service and 

personnel administration. They also represented three different organizational levels 

(see Table 7). However, most participants were from higher ranks of the organization. 

This was due to the researcher’s request to particularly to speak with language skilled 

employees. They were most easily found on the managerial level. Also, the HR
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manager probably had closest contacts to these people and it was easy to find suitable 

interviewees. It is also possible that the WNS management authorization was seen as a 

sign to interview top managers. Top management in this study refers to members of 

the management team. Middle managers refers to project managers, product managers 

etc. Professional employees are e.g. marketing assistants and technical engineers. 

Table 7 presents the number of employees in each participant group at different 

organizational levels. It is natural that no members of the top management are 

monolingual, as frequent international contacts require a sufficient level of English at 

that level. The monolingual interviewees were expected to be found at lower levels.

Table 7: Interviewees at different organizational levels

Language
skilled local
employees

Language skilled
expatriates

Monolingual Total

Top management 5 2 7

Middle management 3 4 2 9

Professional employees 3 1 4

Total 11 6 3 20

It was important that the researcher was able to interview the monolingual employees 

in their mother tongue and avoid interpreters, because in this way the interview 

situation was intensive, there was dialogue and the attention was concentrated on the 

matter. Moreover, as the duration of the interview trip was limited to four days, it was 

important to conduct the interviews at a relatively fast pace. In addition, some 

managers were very busy and could not devote more time to the interview. Because 

time was limited, interviews needed to be conducted efficiently. Repetition and 

reformulation of ideas solved communication problems. As the researcher is a non

native Italian-speaker the use of the tape-recorder was helpful, as it was not necessary 

to take so many notes. It was possible to concentrate solely on the discussion. Five of 

the participants, who would have been able to speak English, chose to speak Italian in 

order to express themselves better. This improved the content of the data, because 

answers were likely to be more elaborated in the interviewees' mother tongue.
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4.3.2 Other Sources of Data

Annual reports, Wärtsilä NSD’s Internet homepages, company newsletters and 

informal discussions with interviewees outside interview situations were important 

sources of additional information. They served mainly two purposes. First, to 

familiarize the researcher with the company and second, to get information on the 

company history and especially on the latest developments about the integration of 

GMT into WNS. In addition, observations at GMT helped in verifying information 

received from the interviews e.g. on the general language skills in the company.

4.4 Data Verification

Data verification took place already during the interviews. When the researcher 

wanted to ensure that she had understood correctly, she would ask the interviewee and 

repeat what s/he had said. When she wanted to draw some conclusions on what had 

been said when she would not repeat the issue but ask “If I understood correctly by 

that you mean....” By doing this it became unnecessary to send the transcribed 

interviews to the participants for feedback. Sending the transcripts back would also 

have been rather difficult, as the transcribing of Italian interviews was made from 

Italian to English in order to speed up the analysis. Not all participants would have 

been able to read the material.

4.5 Data Analysis

According to Patton (1991, 377), there is typically no precise point at which data 

collection ends and analysis begins. In support, Miles and Huberman (1994, 10) claim 

that data reduction (selecting and transforming the data), data display (organizing 

information for drawing conclusions) and conclusion drawing and verification 

constitute the data analysis, but they take place already during the data collection. In 

the present study, ideas about possible analysis occurred already when the interviews 

were being conducted and patterns and categories began to evolve.
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Notes were made during all interviews and most of the interviews were recorded. The 

tapes were transcribed to Finnish and English. Patton (1991, 349) argues that 

transcribed interviews are the most desirable data, because the raw data from 

interviews can be used as quotations. Together with other sources of data this 

generated a lot of information. Patton (1991, 371) claims that the challenge of 

qualitative research is in making sense of the massive amounts of data, reducing the 

volume of information, identifying significant patterns and constructing a framework 

for communicating the findings. Several copies of the transcribed interviews were 

made to write notes on, cut them and paste the pieces together. These pasted parts 

were grouped under codes like “expatriates as links”, “grapevine” and 

“communication problems -not language-related”. Patton (1991, 381) calls the process 

of identifying, coding and categorizing patterns content analysis. In this case inductive 

analysis was also relevant. This means that data are not grouped according to 

predetermined categories, but that the patterns and themes come from the data. 

(Patton, 1991, 390, Maykut and Morehouse, 94, 126-127) Many codes were 

predetermined, as the interview guide was based on the theoretical framework. 

However, some themes, such as “expatriates role in promoting the use of English" 

came from the data itself.

There were several reasons for using cross-sectional coding, i.e. coding applied across 

interview transcripts. Cross-sectional coding was necessary as connections needed to 

be made between more than one transcribed text and the text addressed several topics 

at a time. In addition, the text did not follow an ordered sequence as themes came up 

during the interviews in an unplanned manner. Therefore, serial coding, i.e. coding 

each text individually was not possible. Coding helped the researcher to get an 

understanding of the coverage of the data. Answers from different people to common 

questions were grouped together and different perspectives were analyzed on central 

issues. Coding also helped the researcher understand how well the data addressed the 

research questions and theoretical propositions. (Mason, 1996, 111-113, Patton, 1991, 

376)

By coding the data important themes were identified. In the final report, they are 

demonstrated by suitable quotations that best illustrate the underlying concepts. Patton
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argues (1991, 31) that raw data, direct quotations are important as they enable the 

readers to make their own interpretations of the data. Finally, the findings were 

compared with prior research and linked to the theoretical framework. Similarities, 

differences and new themes were found out.

4.6 Reliability and Validity

In order to improve the quality of the data, reliability and validity of the study need to 

be high. This section will evaluate reliability and validity of the present study.

Reliability is measured by evaluating the consistency with which the same method of 

data collection would produce the same results by another researcher or at least agree 

with the grounds for a differing resolution. Therefore, reliability evaluates the 

reliability and accuracy of the research tools. However, research tools cannot be 

standardized in qualitative research. Yet, the researcher must be aware of this matter 

and prove that data generation and data analysis have been appropriate to the research 

questions as well as careful and honest. The researcher must prove that the data has 

not been misinteipreted or invented. The goal of reliability is to minimize the errors 

and biases of the study. Therefore, documentation of the procedure is 

important.(Mason, 1996, 145-146; Yin, 1989, 45) Interviews were recorded and 

transcribed for this end. Notes were also taken during the interviews. In addition, the 

researcher conducted the study alone (interviews, transcription and data analysis), 

which diminished the risk of several interpretations. Further, the research procedure 

is explained in this chapter to allow another researcher to follow the same trail and 

arrive at the same conclusions. Finally, by interviewing the participants in their 

mother tongue the quality of the data was most likely improved. As mentioned 

earlier, the answers were probably more elaborated than they would have been in 

English, as five of the participants who were able to speak English chose to speak 

Italian in the interview.

Validity means that the study should measure what it is supposed to measure. 

According to Mason (1996, 147), validity is proven through validity of data 

generation methods. This means evaluating what the data sources and methods are
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able to reveal. Using several sources of evidence increases validity. Therefore, the 

main source of data, the interviews, was backed up by other sources of information 

such as annual reports, company newsletters, observation when visiting the company 

etc. This helped the researcher to understand the environment in which 

communication took place. The interview situation provided an opportunity to test the 

interviewees’ language skills. Historical developments discussed during the 

interviews were verified from written documents. Therefore, in this study, the 

different data sources sometimes supported each other and increased the validity of 

this study. Patton (1991, 187) calls using various data sources data triangulation. 

Triangulation proves the consistency of overall patterns and increases the credibility 

of findings.

Moreover, when it was appropriate to follow the same basic interview guide, certain 

questions received the same types of answers and the questions were thus understood 

correctly. As mentioned earlier, problems with language were reduced through 

repetition and rephrasing. Also the fact that the researcher spoke Italian and the 

interviews could be conducted in Italian increased the quality of data. In addition, 

some interviewees referred to each other and thus the data could be verified. 

Furthermore, by creating an atmosphere of trust in the interview situation, the 

truthfulness of answers was expected to increase. The researcher was an outsider 

conducting a scientific study and therefore a neutral person. She could guarantee the 

anonymity of participants as no one else was present in the interview situation and the 

tapes remained in her possession. In addition, the quotations were guaranteed to 

include nothing which could reveal the identity of the interviewee.

The following adjustments during fieldwork also increased validity. Some of the 

participants needed to be regrouped as their language skills suggested they should be 

part of a different group than first was planned. Two interviewees, who originally 

were assumed to be monolingual, proved to have sufficient knowledge of English to 

be included in the group 1, local language skilled employees (Table 6). Had they not 

been moved, their responses would have probably distorted the results. In addition, the 

interview guide was adapted according to interview situations (Patton, 1991, 280). For 

instance, the order of questions was not fixed. It was changed if the interviewee
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brought up a subject that should have originally emerged later. In this way, it was 

possible to follow which new issues the interviewees linked together.

Finally, one aspect of validity is generalizability of results beyond the present case 

(Yin, 1989, 43) This is often the major source of criticism towards case studies. 

Mason (1996, 86) stresses that samples are often not representative of anything and 

everything in a wider population, but only in relation to the particular classification 

system used. In this case, the generalizations of findings can only be made concerning 

theoretical generalizations on other Finnish multinationals and their Italian 

subsidiaries.
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5 FINDINGS

This chapter presents the analysis of the empirical data. First, the case company, 

Wärtsila NSD Corporation (WNS) and its Italian subsidiary Grandi Motori Trieste 

(GMT), will be shortly presented. Second, organizational communication within the 

case company and the effects of language on it will be looked at. Third, international 

human resource management (IHRM) at WNS, and in particular at GMT is studied. 

This will suggest areas, where inter-unit communication can be improved.

5.1 Presentation of the Case Company

This presentation is based on the Wärtsilä NSD Annual Report 1998 and Wärtsila 

NSD Internet homepage.

Wärtsilä NSD is a mechanical engineering group with global operations. The core 

activities are design, manufacturing, licensing, sales and service of Wärtsilä and 

Sulzer engines and their applications. Wärtsilä NSD is a market leader in medium- 

speed marine main engines as well as in diesel, gas and dual-fuel power generation on 

medium-speed engines. It is second in low-speed marine engines.

Wärtsilä NSD Corporation is owned by Metra Corporation and Fincantieri Cantieri 

Navali Italiani SpA. Metra Corporation is a Finnish based industrial group. Metra’s 

other subgroups are Sanitec, Europe’s largest producer of bathroom ceramics and 

Imatra Steel, a producer of special engineering steels and products for European 

automotive and mechanical engineering industry. Fincantieri is a shipbuilding group 

present in the Mediterranean and Europe. The company designs, builds and markets 

different merchant and naval vessels, including submarines and floating offshore 

units. Grandi Motori Trieste used to be the diesel engine division of Fincantieri before 

the merger. Since January 1997 it has been a focused product company within the 

Wärtsilä NSD operations. This means it manufactures e.g. W64 medium speed

engines.
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Wärtsi lä NSD Corporation was formed in April 1997 as a result of the merger 

between Wärtsilä Diesel, New Sulzer Diesel, Diesel Ricerche and Grandi Motori. At 

that time the New Sulzer Diesel Group of Switzerland developed and manufactured 

slow and medium speed diesel engines for marine applications and power plants. 

Diesel Ricerche SpA carried out research and development for New Sulzer Diesel and 

Grandi Motori. At the time of the present study Wärtsilä NSD Corporation had a 

minority share in Grandi Motori Trieste (Figure 6). In the summer 1999 GMT became 

a wholly owned subsidiary of Wärtsilä NSD in accordance with a previously agreed 

plan. Fincantieri’s 60 % of the GMT shares contributed in exchange for shares in 

Wärtsilä NSD. This increased Fincantieri’s holding in Wärtsilä NSD from the existing 

12.2% to 15.4%. The share transfer should further expedite GMT’s integration into 

the Wärtsilä NSD Group. GMT is consolidated in the Wärtsilä Group since 1 January 

1999.

Figure 6: Ownership structure of Grandi Motori Trieste
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Grandi Motori Trieste manufactures low speed Sulzer RTA engines and medium- 

speed Sulzer Z40 and Wärtsilä 64 engines, and high-powered density engines for 

speed transportation and navy. GMT has 1346 employees.

The group organisation is a matrix structure with three business areas: Power, Marine 

and Service. Each of them is responsible for global sales and marketing in their 

sector. They are present in Wärtsilä NSD’s own subsidiaries in 47 countries. The



66

Group has factories and technology resources in Finland, the Netherlands and 

Norway. In Switzerland the group has a technology centre for low-speed engines. In 

Italy, France and the UK the company has manufacturing through associated 

companies. The Group also has assembly factories in France, Spain, India, Japan and 

the USA. Through its 20 licensees, Wärtsilä NSD is present in all major shipbuilding 

countries. The wide penetration to global markets has implications to the 

communciation needs of the company. The integration of GMT in the group has 

required particularly strong information exchange between WNS Finland and GMT, 

but also with other subsidiaries. This communciation has mainly taken place in 

English.

The turnover in 1998 totalled 10 900 million FIM. 41% of sales came from Europe, 

20% from the Americas and 33% from Asia (see Figure 7). The average number of 

personnel in 1998 was 7396, 9962 including associated companies. 31% of manpower 

of the group was in Finland. However, only 2.8% of the total sales came from Finland. 

This further demonstrates the level of globalisation of Wärtsilä NSD. Also GMT 

needs to sell its products around the world.

Figure 7: Wärtsilä NSD Sales by Markets

Sales by Markets
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5.1.1 Introduction of the Common Company Language

Wärtsilä NSD has adopted a common company language, English. This happened 

gradually after the first acquisitions took place at the end of the 1970's. Today 

employees use the local language in discussion locally, but all written material must 

be in English. For instance a meeting can be held in another language, but the minutes 

must be written in English. English becomes necessary also for oral communication 

when foreign units are contacted. As Marschan-Piekkari et al. (1999) point out, the 

common company language facilitates reporting, increases informal communication 

and information flow and works as an integration tool in multinational companies. 

The empirical data will show the effects of the common company language on GMT's 

staff. At GMT, the merger with WNS brought about the use of English. Earlier, only 

few people needed to speak foreign languages, as foreign operations were less 

important. The major clients were in Italy. Today, there is a daily need to speak 

English with other units of the group and reporting to the headquarters is done in 

English. The arrival of expatriates at GMT has further extended the use of English 

also within the subsidiary.

5.2 Language in Inter-unit Communication

This section will evaluate organizational communication at GMT by first studying the 

direction of communication and the differences between formal and informal 

communication as well as the language-based constraints involved. Then, networks 

will be studied and in particular the role of language skilled employees at GMT in 

building networks is evaluated.

5.2.1 GMT’s Communication with Headquarters and Sister Units

This chapter will examine the direction and content of communication at GMT. First, 

vertical and horizontal communication is examined and thereafter, the constraints 

created by language are studied in more detail.
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5.2.1.1 Vertical communication

GMT seemed to have relatively limited communication with the headquarters, 

compared to contacts with sister units. Downward communication is information from 

corporate headquarters; from corporate communications or from the business areas. At 

GMT, it was typically in the form of bulletins and newsletters or short faxes 

concerning a piece of information. « Watts up » is the internal bulletin of WNS. It is 

published 4-5 times per year and distributed to the whole staff around the world. In 

some countries there are local bulletins or magazines for the personnel in the local 

language. At GMT « watts up » was translated in Italian by GMT and the translation 

was given as an appendix with the bulletin. However, written English was considered 

easier to understand than e.g. a telephone discussion. Downward communication is 

usually written according to Goldhaber (1994, 156). Also at GMT there was little 

personal contact with the headquarters. To illustrate:

We receive bulletins about [staff] transfers [and] about what happens around. We 

don’t know if Singapore has changed the [phone] number until the information 

arrives from Zurich. Or one person has taken the post of another, phone number has 

changed, or we receive newsletters especially on Marine [business area] and then 

there is « watts up ». (professional employee)

We send reports to Zurich, but we don’t comment on them or discuss them with 

Zurich.. .However, Zurich has a more coordinative role and less operative [whereas] 

with Vaasa [Finnish production unit] it’s more about problem solving, (top manager)

In some countries, the communication system for informing the staff about company 

matters is more advanced than having magazines or bulletins. In Finland, for instance, 

all employees have access to intranet and an electronic communication system, wttw- 

system. There is equipment around the factory and anyone can access the information 

through his or her personal computers as well. All the monitors also in the workshop 

are connected to the intranet. When an employee does not need to operate a program 

he can read the latest news from the intranet. At GMT, these systems did not exist and 

there was some feeling of lack of information. One illustrative answer came from a
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middle manager, but dissatisfaction could be expected to be even greater at lower 

organizational levels:

Mormation is distributed at high management level through email and internet, 

information given by [WNS], Those who have email have access to it. If you don’t 

have it, you can’t get [this information]. This information does not come down [to 

lower organization levels]. There is only the newspaper, watts up...to learn about the 

news in the whole group. The rest, established by the Wärtsilä management, is sent 

through internet and who has internet can study it. (middle manager)

Goldhaber (1994, 157) also points out that even though downward communication is 

sometimes overloaded with messages, employees in general feel they receive too little 

information, especially about job-related issues. At GMT, employees appreciated 

« watts up » and the information they received about WNS, because before the merger 

the flow of information was very limited. To illustrate:

In the past communication was practically zero. Information was only in the hands of 

some. Especially the figures, they didn’t communicate. You cannot have the 

commitment of the people if you don’t communicate or you don’t give 

feedback...Fortunately, the policy of Wärtsilä is open communication, (top manager)

However, even though there was general information about the group, several 

employees, particularly in middle management felt that there was not enough 

information on internal GMT matters e.g. concerning personnel. It was not really a 

question of message overload from abroad, but attaining the same level of information 

as with local messages. To respond to this need, GMT planned to create a local 

magazine. As one middle manager commented:

Sometimes one resents the fact that there is more information about external affairs 

than internal. [For example], they say that Mr X, a manager from Holland, has gone 

to Catania. [If] our employee has advanced in his career and has a higher position [it 

is not communicated formally], it’s more informal. It’s as if information flows slower 

in the company than in the world. I would prefer more information about internal 

issues rather than outside, where I know no-one ! (middle manager)
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An additional burden in spreading information effectively from headquarters to GMT 

had been the ownership structure. At the time of the present study, GMT had to follow 

the Fincantieri group rules and regulations on communication which differ from the 

practise at WNS. The top management at GMT made remarks on the difficulties 

involved:

Unfortunately, information about the company, about investments etc. must be 

passed on [to employees] through the labour market organisation. They cannot be 

given directly to the workers and this creates problems. The organisations are not 

partners but opponents and information gets twisted. If we speak to the organisation 

and they tell it to the workers, the content has changed. Sometimes there are [such] 

problems, (top manager)

You cannot put out certain bulletins, messages ... For instance, we have no company 

magazines or bulletins [in GMT], so you need to tell these things, (top manager)

Being part of the WNS group and being in line with the group targets had created 

concerns for some top managers. They felt that the personnel at GMT was not enough 

aware of the common goals and feared this would hinder integration. Marschan- 

Piekkari et al. (1999) stress the importance of a common company language as 

integration tool in a multinational. One top manager commented:

Without a common language, we can’t have a common strategy. Strategy means to 

have a horizon in front of you in which you have the target to achieve. If you don't 

have the feeling or good understanding of this target you are not in condition to 

follow that. That’s why English for an international company is very important, (top 

manager)

Upward communication at GMT consisted of several systematic monthly reports. 

Some were related to business and market situations, competition, political and 

economic local information etc. In addition there were economic reports consisting of 

income statement, financial statement, balance sheet, cash flow and order book. There 

were also sales reports, investment decisions, test reports etc. All this information was 

written in English. Marschan-Piekkari et al (1999) argue that the use of a common
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company language is a major facilitator in reporting. The reports were mainly sent to 

Zurich to corporate headquarters and constituted most of the upward communication. 

This was contrary to the findings of Goldhaber (1994, 18, 21), who suggested that 

upward communication is integrative in nature with issues related to performance 

appraisal, conflict solving, grapevine and informal activities. He further suggested that 

upward communication involves innovative messages (Goldhaber, 1994, 159). It 

appears that what is true in communication between the superior and the subordinate 

is not true in communication between units. According to this study, upward 

communication from a foreign unit to the headquarters was quite formal and for the 

most part involved reporting. As upward communication was mostly repetitive 

reporting, the people in charge of it did not experience it as too difficult. Moreover, 

written reports could be corrected by colleagues before sending.

All in all, vertical communication was very formal and quite impersonal. This in 

accordance with Hulbert and Brandt's (1989, 90-94) studies on communication. 

However, formal communication was not only impersonal. GMT received visitors 

from the headquerters, as well as from other units. Formal communication also took 

place in the form of meetings, seminars, training programs and task forces. 

Particularly at the beginning of the intergration process, it was important to build 

relationships and get to know e.g. the board of management at WNS.

To summarize, vertical communication was rather limited and it was often written. 

Written communication was considered easier to understand for those with limited 

language skills. Downward communication consisted mainly of bulletins and 

newsletters. These bulletins and newsletters gave information concerning the group. 

There was little information on local matters of GMT. Nevertheless, the lack of 

intranet made it difficult to reach all the available information on WNS. Upward 

information consisted mostly of reports that were sent regularly to the headquarters. 

Persons in charge of reporting were used to their tasks and experienced no major 

problems with language. All in all vertical communication was very formal and quite 

impersonal, although some visits and meetings were organised..
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5.2.1.2 Horizontal Communication

Test reports from GMT were often sent to Vaasa to the Finnish subsidiary and they 

were coordinative in nature, related to projects developed both in Finland and in Italy. 

When projects became concrete, components were searched for and technical people 

discussed specific issues. Even if a project was based on using GMT motor generators 

additional equipment often came from WNS Finland or another unit in the network. 

This type of coordinative communication was thus mainly horizontal. As noted by two 

interviewees:

Mainly to Finland there is very much [communication]. To Turku, because these new 

64 motors were created there. Now tools and plans are being bought from Turku and 

people there help us to set up this first motor, so there are quite many contacts. But 

also to Vaasa, because the production structure of this unit is closest to the 

production structure in Vaasa, so this kind of benchmarking with Vaasa is being 

made quite a lot. (expatriate middle manager)

[Issues are] technical for the development of engines. [I ask the Dutch subsidiary]: 

How does the engine perform in that situation, what will you do in the near future, 

what are the developments, when will you ship me some parts, (middle manager)

Horizontal communication involved thus largely technological issues, problem 

solving and negotiating about the best way to do things. It was also coordination of the 

production process in order to have it function in a similar way in different countries. 

Moreover, horizontal communication involved informal discussions and rumors 

particularly between expatriates and their home country units. Informal 

communication was often loosely related to work, giving e.g. background information 

to organizational or economic events taking place. Several answers illustrated the 

importance of this information:

If something is changing in the organization or...[it] has been a bad year, we 

discuss...that. It’s about knowing what is happening... That’s very important. 

Because most of it is gossip, which often may not be necessary for your own work 

but it’s interesting to know, (expatriate middle manager)
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There is also the phone, where you exchange opinions and comments on 

organizational or economic issues... Usually these messages are important when they 

concern [one’s] position. To comment [on] a reorganization or economic issue, it’s 

important because one can exchange opinions, (top manager)

It may be that 20-25% of the time we speak about [the] group situation, company 

situation, technology problems, whatever is the topic at the moment, which we 

feel...is not going so well. We try to understand better also through different 

opinions of people, (top manager)

Informal communication was mainly based on personal contact and the relationship 

building typically began at formal events. There were situations like dinners in the 

evening after conferences, where relationship building took place. Informal 

communication on either work-related issues or purely personal subjects was typical 

to these situations.

You also have different meetings. Sometimes you speak with colleagues during a 

training course, conference, meetings related to specific activities, like technical 

issues we have to solve with customers, collecting skills in the corporation, (top 

manager)

Usually we have dinners or in Finland sauna, things like that... You are not guided by 

the agenda any more. You can go and ask a question: I don’t know how we can do in 

this situation and people with more experience and more knowledge of the company 

can tell the right way to do things, (middle manager)

One manager even felt that the informal communication that takes place around a 

formal visit is more important for decision making than the formal communication :

This is a habit that Finland has, but which we have accepted with pleasure; when we 

have visits we go to eat dinner together. This strengthens the relationship. One can 

get news that when people are formal one doesn’t get. They are important. Decisions 

are made at the table and not at work place, (middle manager)
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Personal contact seemed to facilitate communication. Meetings, training programs and 

task forces were important for relationship building. Two managers commented on the 

importance of knowing the interlocutors personally:

[At GMT] we have invited our colleagues from other units to come and see us and to 

know them. It’s useful, these visits help in understanding the other realities, to make 

comparisons, to try to improve. There is will to meet others and to speak with them, 

(top manager)

I think that to know the people helps in communication. Having met the person one 

knows how he may express himself, how he can formulate a problem. 

Communication between strangers is more distant and more difficult. To be able to 

communicate directly eliminates the possible misunderstandings. Otherwise by 

fax...or by phone...it’s more complex, harder. When one doesn’t speak fluently it’s a 

bit difficult to explain oneself. To have a contact with the person, to know 

him.. .helps, because one understands a bit the attitude, (middle manager)

As was hinted in the previous comment, personal contact also diminished the 

language problem. Employees were less afraid to speak English, when the interlocutor 

was familiar. An expatriate gave an example:

One of the people here was in Vaasa for a month. I ask the others to let him take care 

of phonecalls and he does it well. Others who haven’t been there don’t want to call. 

He has no problem. When I don’t want to be bothered I give the task to him and he 

does it. If no one else will, then I have to do it. ...Even if the others here knew 

English, the fact that he knows the people in Finland makes it easier. If he explains 

wrong he can call back and explain. If you don’t know the other person you’re afraid 

to call back and say that you explained wrong, (expatriate middle manager)

Informal communication channels may bring information that would otherwise be 

unattainable, even if very useful. For instance, information from other units could be a 

source of motivation. Expatriates had access to information due to language skills and 

personal contacts. As an expatriate illustrated:
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I know the people there and it’s easy for them to tell me, if they are having problems. 

They do the same tests as us here and it’s terribly important for me to know that they 

have problems. Because when they have problems and we are doing fine, it’s an 

inspiration here. They can compare how we are doing compared to others and that 

information they didn’t use to have here. This information comes, even if it’s not 

official because I’m from Finland, (expatriate middle manager)

Naturally, managers and in particular expatriates had many personal contacts. They 

and their interlocutors travelled more and this facilitated the creation of contacts. In 

this sense they were more fortunate than employees at lower organisational levels, 

who received less information due to the limited number of informal contacts. Three 

managers commented on their vast number of contacts:

90% of my contact [persona] I have worked together with. Very few I’ve never met. 

(expatriate top manager)

Getting to know people starts from a phone call. The people I’m in contact with 

travel quite a bit and we meet face-to-face. That makes it easier, (expatriate middle 

manager)

Very few I never saw. We have some regular meetings around the corporation in 

some place or sometimes I went for a visit, (middle manager)

Managerial position did not, however, imply automatic advantage in relationship 

building. The lack of direct contact could result from language problems. There may 

be contact information, but limited language skills prevent its use. As one manager 

commented:

In fact I am fortunate to have a boss, who has direct contacts with the Wärtsilä 

management. Major part of my work concerns Italy. Fortunately! However, when I 

need to have contacts myself, I’m in trouble. When I have to speak I have problems... 

If I knew English well, I would have more opportunities to ask things directly from 

them, to have a direct relationship, if I see a problem etc. We have references. For 

certain issues we should speak to one person, for other issues it’s someone else. I 

could speak a lot and discuss etc. (middle manager)
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Another manager mentioned the demands for better language skills in informal 

discussion on non-work matters:

[It is difficult] especially in informal discussions, where [one may speak] about other 

things [than] work. One would need to use richer language. [But] the discussion may 

become somewhat poor. The language should be known better, because if one creates 

a relationship, not only work-related, but for other moments, then there is need for 

better knowledge of the language, (middle manager)

Marschan-Piekkari et al. (1999) argue that the knowledge of a common company 

language increases informal communication. At GMT, employees without English 

skills had limited possibilities to participate in informal communication. Therefore, 

good English skills were not only vital for day-to-day work, but also for benefiting 

from informal information sources. This increased information diffusion.

These findings about the informal, integrative role of horizontal communication were 

in accordance with Goldhaber’s (1994, 18, 21) and Marschan's (1996, 30) studies. 

According to the present study, horizontal communication seemed more integrative in 

nature than upward communication.

GMT communicated directly with other units of the group and the headquarters did 

not act as a bridge between units. This is in accordance with White and Poynter's 

(1990, 97-98) studies. Employees had worldwide catalogues of contact information in 

order to facilitate and fasten the process of finding the right person in another unit. 

Usually, it seemed relatively easy to find the interlocutor. One expatriate commented:

I don’t know necessarily everyone in other units, but you find more or less what you 

need from the organization chart. And they tell if they can’t answer. The most 

important thing is to find the phone number to that country. After that it’ll go well, 

(expatriate middle manager)

The language used was usually English. Naturally expatriates used their home country 

language. The staff at GMT participated in language training (see Section 5.3.2), but
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their skills had not yet developed sufficiently. Horizontal communication involved a 

much larger number of employees than vertical communication, where personal 

contact was between GMT top management and staff at the headquarters. Horizontal 

communication also concerned personnel who earlier had not had any foreign 

contacts. Therefore some difficulties emerged. There is a big difference in the number 

of contacts between different activities. Service business was mentioned as an area 

that had been heavily exposed to international contacts. It was often mentioned that 

production was less fortunate in this sense, having limited contacts to the network. In 

the words of one employee:

People need experiences, to find themselves in situations where there is English. I am 

lucky, because probably at production, if no one comes from outside to speak to 

them, they never confront the reality, (professional employee)

The differences in the skills level were great compared to countries like Finland, 

where the majority of employees have sufficient English skills to be able to 

communicate with foreign colleagues e.g. during common projects. One expatriate 

provided an example:

They chose at random 3 guys from the Turku factory, operatives, who are helping to 

build the first production motor and they all speak English. They work in 3 or even 4 

shifts and each of them have 6-7 Italians. [Of the 4 shifts] only one [Italian] speaks 

English. The others don’t. They keep this one guy with them to [be able] turn to him. 

(expatriate middle manager)

Similarly, one top manager at GMT commented on the limitation to participate in 

projects:

I’d say that who doesn’t have knowledge of English, it’s impossible for him to 

participate in a project. This is a push to leam more quickly. Two years ago in work 

groups there were many, who knew little English or none and they saw themselves 

excluded from work. This was a push to leam English more quickly, (top manager)
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One top manager stressed that only people in certain positions with direct external 

contacts felt the pressure to speak good English. There were employees that never 

needed to be in direct contact with other units or foreign customers.

Not all people are directly involved and obliged to speak English. That’s why a part 

of the company would be completely out of the picture [without those skills]. If they 

don’t learn English they must change their work, (top manager)

Those who did not use English regularly in their daily work had difficulties with 

communicating when the occasion came. It was all the more difficult to use the 

limited English skills when the person was not used to it. Due to the infrequent 

contacts the development of language skills was slow. The following remarks 

illustrate the point:

Training is good, but it’s necessary to use the language day by day. It’s not sufficient 

only to do the course, but the result comes by using English every day. It’s more 

important than the course, (middle manager)

It’s another thing that the course is an hour or two per week so that progress is 

extremely slow if you speak 99.9% of the time Italian and then a few hours a week 

English. Progress is extremely slow, (expatriate middle manager)

All in all horizontal communication was coordinative and involved a lot of problem 

solving often based on test reports or common projects in production. It involved a lot 

of informal information exchange, which was considered important and useful. In 

particular expatriates and managers created informal contacts through travel. Personal 

contact was much valued and knowing the interlocutors decreased the fear of speaking 

in a foreign language. Horizontal communication was integrative in the sense that it 

brought together people from various units to make improvements together. The fact 

that it involved more people and several organizational levels necessitated also the 

participation of employees with limited language skills. In addition, employees at 

lower organizational levels had fewer opportunities to create regular contacts. This 

caused problems e.g. in finding participants to projects with other units.
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The communication constraints caused by lack of language skills are examined in the 

next section in more detail.

5.1.2 Language-based Communication Constraints

As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, a common company language is 

assumed to facilitate communication in a multinational (Marschan-Piekkari et ak, 

1999). However, the skill level in the chosen language may not be sufficient in all 

units. At GMT foreign language skills, including English, had not been needed earlier 

as much as at the time of the study and the lack of language skills created a constraint 

to effective communication, in particular to horizontal inter-unit communication. In 

line with the literature review, four types of language constraints are examined in the 

next sections.

5.1.2.1 Hindrance

The lack of language skills is a hindrance, as it prevents the message from arriving at 

the recipient. (Wiio, 1997, 215-216) At GMT, there was still a large number of 

employees with too limited knowledge of English to communicate effectively within 

the WNS group in the company language. Two expatriates noted:

Within Wärtsilä, when we get products from the factory documentation, instructions 

will be in English. GMT will be part of the network and products come from 

somewhere else. We will need to communicate technical information, instructions 

etc. The people who will use and need this information don’t have the required 

English skill level. There is a challenge, (expatriate top manager)

There are too many standstills [in our operations] and everything [the staff at GMT] 

understand wrong [from abroad] has its consequences, (expatriate middle manager)

Low English skills resulted in limited participation in training and meetings. Training 

was often held in English and those who lacked the necessary language skills either 

could not participate or participated with very little learning. This was clearly an
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obstacle for developing one’s performance at work. Two middle managers 

commented on their limitation to participate:

It has happened to me to participate in a course that was held in English, because all 

these courses are in English, with extreme difficulty. The first time, extreme 

difficulty, because the participants know English, our colleagues from other 

units....With a little effort at the end of the course, by reading it again, evidently the 

principle message remained clear. It wasn’t all in vain, but there was a lot of wasted 

time, (middle manager)

How many times I could have gone to Finland to discuss, to participate in meetings 

and I never go! [Because] I don’t understand [English], (middle manager)

Similarly, one local employee commented on training given in English:

When we have courses, Finns come and hold [them]. [After the course] I hear [from] 

people [who] have not understood anything [at the course]. For instance, now there 

was this quality course, self-assessment of quality. I wasn’t in the course, but...one 

of the course participants asked me to do one task. And I said: I haven’t even been on 

the course! And he said: You probably still understand more than many others! 

(professional employee)

Because the lack of language skills limited participation in training and projects it 

seemed to be an obstacle for career development at the same time. Employees lived in 

a new reality with GMT being a part of a network of WNS companies. This set new 

demands and several interviewees were well aware of them. Two middle managers 

noted:

Having practically changed the company, being in the Wärtsilä world, I think that 

those, who don’t know English, will have a great handicap also for their careers. I’m 

convinced about this, (middle manager)

More people would like to participate [in language training] at GMT. The company 

makes those participate that have external relations. Also those, who don’t have 

external relations, want to participate more and more. They see it as a development in
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a professional sense. Also the people, who today don’t have any external relations, 

ask to participate thinking that in the future it could be useful for the career and 

communication, (top manager)

Not all agreed, however. One professional employee said that the role of language was 

overemphasised. Other qualities and professional skills were more important. English 

courses provided a means to acquire sufficient language skills, but other professional 

skills had to exist first.

A facilitating factor in acquiring sufficient skills was the limited vocabulary of 

technical words needed in order to discuss a technical issue. Several interviewees 

mentioned this:

The part that I understand is rather limited. The field of words we use is very 

technical, but it’s more than enough in order to communicate with the rest of the 

Wärtsilä, because also the others have concentrated knowledge, (middle manager)

We are in a good position, because we are technicians. It’s more difficult to state 

some commercial aspects...If you have to speak about a component, what you have to 

do, how you type it, it’s easier, (top manager)

One expatriate pointed out the importance of non-verbal communication for making 

oneself understood regardless of not sharing a language.

In our work if you shout loud enough and you swear three times in Finnish and you 

show that that’s not the way, it’s a very international method. But it gets more 

difficult, (expatriate middle manager)

For some individuals the situations, where one needs to speak English were very 

difficult. Firstly, it was difficult to perform well one’s duties. Secondly, it was also a 

psychological problem. The lack of language skills created a feeling of anxiety and 

inferiority. The three interviewees, who had the lowest English skills, gave the 

following comments:



82

I do feel handicapped, I have something less than the others. And this makes me 

angry because I know my work, but ... I’m not in the same level with others. It’s 

something that I could use, but not for my work directly but for this new reality with 

Wärtsilä. (middle manager)

For me, it’s a great handicap. Extremely big. Extremely big, because it puts you in an 

inferior condition. Also, because if you don’t manage to communicate, you can’t 

understand and you are clearly at disadvantage. The insufficient knowledge of 

English is a strong handicap. You must get it. Otherwise one is isolated. There is a 

risk of unjustified, unjustified discrimination, (middle manager)

For me [speaking English ] was traumatic. I put in all my effort but it was terribly 

tiring. I understood but to respond in a correct way...This was a terrible thing. With 

more knowledge of English I wouldn’t have had [these] problems, (professional 

employee)

The number of occasions to speak English was often related to the hierarchical level. 

On the one hand a manager had more opportunities to get used to using English, but 

on the other hand, this also set higher demands for the required skill level. They 

needed to participate in meetings and discuss with colleagues from other units also 

informally. However, in general, the top management did not experience too many 

problems, even if there was variation in their language skills. This was probably due 

to the frequency of their contacts. One expatriate manager assumed that this skill level 

would later transcend to include all organizational levels at GMT, when more and 

more employees would need regular foreign contacts.

Language is mainly a problem at [middle management] level, but on the top 

management there is no problem. In fact our meetings are all in English, because 

there are expatriates from Finland or France. [The skill level ] is ok for the 

managerial level and then it will go step by step to the other levels as it happened in 

most of the Wärtsilä companies, (expatriate middle manager)

All in all, it seemed that the lack of language skills was not so much a problem for 

vertical communication, as this communication flow was often in the hands of the top 

management. They had good English skills and underwent extensive language
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training. The problem was bigger in horizontal communication, where employees at 

different organizational levels needed to cooperate with other units. Poor language 

skills also limited participation in training and meetings and therefore acted as a 

barrier to career development. Missing language skills also created feeling of anxiety 

and inferiority.

5.1.2.2 Distortion

Distortion relates to messages that are misunderstood or interpreted falsely due to 

inadequate language skills. (Wiio, 1997, 220) At GMT, this was not as big a problem 

as the pure lack of skills, but some misunderstandings took place. Sometimes a 

message got distorted because of one single word, as the following comments suggest:

Italians like to use the word "problem" instead of "issue". And in the north they 

would say: What, these crazy Italians, they always have problems. These 

misunderstandings happen often... (expatriate middle manager)

I say: I send something to you and the Dutch say: I ship something to you. The first 

time on the phone the communication is a bit disturbed and you are talking about 

parts and hear the answer: I’m shipping. What about ships now? Why are you talking 

about ships? (middle manager)

Similarly, one expatriate drew attention to the difficulty of explaining a matter over 

the phone. Therefore, the lack of personal contact made inter-unit communication 

more difficult.

In the phone you can’t discuss any technical matters, but everything must be taken 

care of in direct contact, (expatriate middle manager)

Finnish expatriates proposed a solution to improve internal communication at GMT. 

They always checked well that the message had been understood. This should be 

applicable to communicating with people from other units as well. To illustrate:
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I’d say that 10% of the people speak English and one has to explain very slowly and 

to draw so that they know what it’s about. Then when you get excited yourself and 

speak fast after 5 minutes no one knows what you have been saying.... I always ask 

them to repeat what has been agreed on. And we seldom have the same idea about 

what has been agreed on. So I won’t close the meeting until someone can tell what 

we agreed [in such a way] that I can accept it. (expatriate middle manager)

There is one difficult thing in Italy that Italians don’t want to confess that they have 

not understood the issue and they say yes unless you check the understanding; It 

could be that the person has understood nothing, but he’s ashamed to say.... This 

doesn’t come out in the conversation unless you check all the time that the message 

had been understood, (expatriate middle manager)

Problems of distortion seem to arise easier between non-native and native speakers of 

English. This was in accordance with the findings of Palo (1997, 112), who found in 

her study that native speakers of English seldom speak foreign languages and 

therefore they do not seem to understand the difficulties non-native speakers face 

while speaking a foreign language. This was contrary to previous research (e.g. 

Beasley-Suffolk and Browayes, 1992) that suggested that non-native speakers have 

more difficulties speaking with other non-native speakers. As two middle managers 

commented:

I think the most problems are with English. I don’t know my English but I try to talk 

clear English as the Finns and the Dutch. When you speak with the English, they 

speak with the mouth closed or they make deep sounds, (middle manager)

It’s a little bit difficult with Americans and British. They forget we are Italian and 

they speak very fast in English. In USA, it’s not correct English but American slang, 

it’s very difficult, (middle manager)

To sum-up, distortion seemed to be a much smaller problem for the staff at GMT than 

hindrance, pure lack of language skills. There did not seem to be many 

misunderstandings, when interlocutors were able to communicate. Moreover, there 

was a way to ensure understanding in personal interaction by checking, whereas when 

English skills were missing, communication could not take place.

J
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5.1.2.3 Dissolution

Dissolution is a constraint that reduces the message content before the recipient has 

understood the message (Wiio, 1997, 216). This can happen when interpreters are 

being used. At GMT, this did not seem to create major problems as interpreters were 

seldom used. One manager did bring up the need for interpreters in certain countries, 

where English is not the first foreign language. Yet, the problem was not in 

misunderstandings, rather the loss of direct personal contact. As he noted:

At the moment, I meet this problem in Poland. We have licensees and the prevailing 

language there is German, not English. It’s rather difficult to find people who speak 

English. We need to operate with translators and this removes the possibility of a 

direct relationship with the licensees. So, as a second language it would be nice to 

speak German...A meeting with an interpreter does not give good results. It prevents 

the direct contact, direct comments, (top manager)

Professional interpreters were rarely used, but the use of language skilled colleagues 

as interpreters or communication links was quite frequent. However, the interviewees 

did not give any examples of misunderstandings due to using these links. The role of 

these language links is studied in detail in Section 5.1.4.1 .

5.1.2.4 Warding-off

The last communication constraint related to language is warding-off, i.e. conscious or 

unconscious decision not to accept the information (Wiio, 1997, 216). This could 

mean that people could accept information only in a desired language. At GMT, those 

employees that found it difficult to speak foreign languages sometimes avoided the 

situations, where they ran the risk of being in a communication situation likely to 

force them to speak English. Several comments noted the fear of making mistakes and 

consequently avoiding participation. As one manager remarked:

The fact of not knowing the language coherently limits, not prevents, but limits a bit

the participation in meetings at different levels. If one maybe has something to say
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the handicap of non-correct English limits him from a psychological point of view. It 

puts on the breaks. One thinks three times before saying a stupid thing! (middle 

manager)

Due to warding-off, avoidance of communication situations, innovative ideas may get 

lost. This is surely unfortunate as one important role of communication is the 

diffusion of new ideas (White and Poynter, 1992, 103). It hinders distribution of 

information on the experiences from sister units e.g. on production methods. Two 

employees explained :

Those people, who are technically skilled, their ideas won’t surface due to the 

language problem. Here we have these strong filters i.e. you only speak with certain 

people. ... If other points of view are wanted....If others could speak directly, they 

might say something differently or an additional matter, (professional employee)

If asked : Do you have questions? Silence. It’s too difficult to speak English. In that 

case we don’t have the contribution from everybody. Maybe someone doesn't speak 

English but has good ideas, but they are not said. It’s possible to have many people 

who have good ideas in Italian but when they must use English they are ashamed, for 

instance. And we lose the opportunity. This morning I had this. When [an expatriate] 

goes out and Italians remain we speak about the problem for half an hour. But it’s not 

because of [the expatriate], it’s the language, (middle manager)

To sum-up, language was a major constraint to communication. Monolingual 

employees had difficulties in performing their duties and they felt inferior to others. 

Their participation in training and projects was restricted, but the nature of the 

technical business was helpful because of the limited vocabulary. Infrequent contacts 

to other units made the situation more difficult when learning was slow due to little 

practice. Managers had more opportunities to speak English, but they also faced more 

demanding communication situations. As managers handled most of the vertical 

communication, they ensured the efficient flow of information. In contrast, horizontal 

communication experienced more difficulties as it involved more people with limited 

skills and infrequent contacts. Misunderstandings happened if thorough checking was 

not done. Interpreters did not cause problems, as they were seldom used. Warding-off
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was rather common, as employees were afraid to make mistakes and therefore some 

innovative ideas may have been lost.

5.1.3 Networks

This section will study the networks GMT’s employees were part of. In particular, the 

roles of different employees in communication networks are evaluated, because 

different language skills were the basis for role distribution.

After entering the WNS Group, the employees of GMT have become members of 

several formal networks. Naturally expatriates, who had worked in the group longer, 

already had more contacts and belonged to various networks. Some networks were 

created through task forces and committees whose members formed a network. Other 

networks were created on a more personal basis, and the contact was preserved 

regardless of the absence of work-related issues. In the words of a expatriate:

There are several networks. Of course there is a network of people involved in the 

same business within Wärtsilä network. There is also a kind of home country 

connection, but for quite specific information like [the] engines built there. I have 

also good contacts to suppliers and customers and they are also very good sources of 

information. This is another kind of network. And there is the network that is created 

should I say naturally, due to the quality of relationship between people, (expatriate 

middle manager)

As mentioned in the comment above, obviously for expatriates the connection to the 

home country was strong, as well as to people, who they had worked with on 

assignment. Two expatriates commented:

I have friends all around the world, so I can call, and they are not necessarily Finns, 

they are from different countries. The most important is that we have worked 

together. With certain people you’re on the same wave length and you can exchange 

ideas in Finnish, Swedish or English, (expatriate middle manager)
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Of course having been [for many] years in the house, there are plenty old contacts. 

Creation of that kind of a network does not happen instantly. It comes naturally. If I 

needed to know something from China, there are few guys I could call, (expatriate 

top manager)

The Italians felt that because English was the company language, it was not necessary 

to know other languages in order to receive information from different communication 

networks. They believed that even if there was some information that e.g. expatriates 

might receive from abroad, it would be the kind of information that wouldn’t interest 

the Italians. Two Italian top managers explained:

It may be that Finns are more widespread in the organization [as] expatriates... If 

there is a network of a second language I suppose it could only be Finnish... 

However, I don’t think... I don’t see it as a parallel network of added information.. .It 

would be absurd for them to speak English! It’s natural, not selective, (top manager)

I don’t feel out of the communication, absolutely not. (top manager)

Similarly, a Finnish expatriate commented that language did not determine who 

should receive information. Networks were not discriminating in that sense, since 

everyone was expected to know and use English. He felt he did not receive any 

important information that would only be available to Finns:

I’m the person who most speaks with Vaasa. Maybe for that I get more information, 

because you do talk about other things as well. Then someone tells you what he or 

she discussed on the coffee break. Surely that happens, because I call them the most. 

Even if I spoke Italian and English the information would still come, (expatriate 

middle manager)

In the WNS group hierarchy was not a determining factor in creating networks. It was 

regarded a positive fact that networks were not only related to the same hierarchical 

level but crossed these boundaries. This was based on the flatter organisation structure 

of the WNS group. However, it was generally agreed that certain information was not 

meant to spread to all organisational levels. As one manager remarked:
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There are various networks. There are higher level networks and lower level 

networks and then crossing networks that communicate to everybody. Also because 

the news are sometimes ... not meant to go to all levels. But only because of this 

reason... I see that in Wärtsilä the concept of hierarchy is much less stressed than in 

Italy. At this point the communication interests a larger number of people. Also at 

different levels, because the concept of manager is much more generalized abroad, at 

least in Wärtsilä. (middle manager)

Grapevine, informal messages, was seen both as a positive and a negative operator by 

the management at GMT. Even though it was noted that it was a fast medium of 

communication, its role as a distributor of rumors and misinformation was criticized. 

This feature of grapevine has often concerned managers who in turn have tried to 

eliminate it (Baskin and Aronoff, 1980, 75). In the words of an expatriate:

Sometimes this information goes faster than light and faster than formal. And it’s not 

a very good source of information. It’s more rumors and this creates badwill and 

demotivation. One should try to avoid this, (expatriate top manager)

Similarly, another expatriate felt that formal information should be distributed better 

to avoid unnecessary anxiety, particularly about the company situation, e.g. when the 

financial results have not been so good. As he commented:

Rumors circulate always better than proper information. I think that there is a big 

need for development for us, to get proper information, to get through where rumors 

circulate. There is a lot to do now, especially when the situation is not the best, 

(expatriate middle manager)

As Fisher (1987, 268) argues, grapevine was typically active in transferring 

information concerning the personnel. In particular negative news, such as firings, 

were seldom promoted through formal channels, whereas promotions were. In the 

words of a top manager:

There are also informal contacts; somebody that you knew or was part of your 

[group] in the past calls you to tell you that he was fired. This is dramatic 

information, (top manager)
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All in all, it seemed that grapevine was not such an important source of information at 

GMT. This may be due to the short period of time it has been in the WNS group. 

Expatriates seemed to receive more information through the grapevine than other 

employees did. It was acknowledged that grapevine messages would often come in the 

mother tongue of the recipient and therefore, expatriates received more grapevine 

messages than local employees did. However, this did not seem to create problems. 

As one local manager said:

I don’t know how much they transfer these messages among themselves. The people, 

who speak with me they do it and I see them do it with others as well, so I think it’s a 

normal thing. It’s a positive thing, because often alliances are created through these 

informal contacts, not hierarchic and so on. (middle manager)

The analysis of micronetworks and macronetworks was difficult. Interviewees found it 

complicated to describe the form or nature of the networks they belonged to. 

However, it seemed that in task forces or committees the members felt that 

information was flowing freely within the group, thus indicating that decentralized 

networks had an all-channel form. Language skilled employees instead felt they were 

the central figure in centralized networks, acting as a link between the information 

source from abroad and GMT employees. They could be members of a decentralized 

network, e.g. task force, but they would create a centralized network toward the Italian 

unit. Therefore they were part of the communication network and had an important 

role in the creation of efficient information flows.

To summarize, there were several networks. Some were created by work, others were 

personal networks. Expatriates in particular had large networks abroad. Networks 

were not hierarchical i.e. information spread across organizational levels. Grapevine 

was considered a negative thing by the management at GMT, a distributor of rumors, 

even though it also spread interesting information on personnel changes. The form of 

networks was difficult to measure, but decentralized networks seemed have an all

channel form, whereas centralized networks had a language skilled employee at the 

heart. The role of language skilled employees, and especially expatriates as
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communicator links will be analyzed next, as well as the situation of monolingual 

employees at GMT.

5.1.3.1 Different Roles in Networks

It appeared that the GMT personnel suffered from language problems. Therefore, 

those employees that had sound language skills, in English in particular, were often 

used as links, “middlemen”, to handle tasks also outside their job description. This 

facilitated, or sometimes plainly enabled communication. Limited language skills also 

put a strain on the employees’ ability to build relationships, as their direct contacts 

towards the group were few. Informal and personal communication was important for 

building contacts to the group, but warding-off decreased the possibilities of less 

skilled employees to create relationships (see Section 5.1.2.4). This has meant by 

using Goldhaber’s (1994, 150) terms, that language skilled employees became liaisons 

and the monolingual employees became isolates. Marschan et al.‘s (1997) findings 

about the role of language skilled employees as language nodes support this.

Internally at GMT, between expatriates and local employees, the language problem 

was great. In the words of one expatriate:

People really can’t speak. They have such a limited vocabulary. They want to, they 

think it’s positive that Wärtsilä is here but they just can’t. Things remain unsaid. 

...It’s easier and it doesn’t matter if the work gets done now or next month. They 

think I get information another way or I’ll notice when the motor doesn’t work or 

something happens when I go see things. [They think it is] better to say nothing, 

(expatriate middle manager)

Similarly, one monolingual employee remarked:

I must have people help me in order to talk with others. It’s not very difficult, but it’s 

not nice. It’s not right; because everyone should have a direct relationship. If one 

speaks to me I must answer and not say: wait a moment, I have to ask someone else 

to speak or tell: I’ll reply later etc. This is serious, (middle manager)
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Merger: change in needs for language skills

Language skilled people were in a particularly important position at the beginning of 

the integration process. As Section 5.3.2 will show, language training was rare, even 

nonexistent at one point in the history of GMT. Therefore, the sudden need for 

language competent staff took the company by surprise. A three employees explained:

At the beginning ... I was the contact point...also due to the language. [During] the 

first period in direction when there were many calls from abroad and no one was able 

to answer I was like a switchboard. When the [real] switchboard didn’t know how to 

respond to someone [in English] he called me. (professional employee)

Those, who since the beginning spoke English, have facilitated the exchange, in 

certain projects and direct relationships. Today, this is less important as the number 

of people, who manage to speak English has increased, (top manager)

[It] was very important to create the first links. From Finland or Zurich they had the 

possibility to contact [certain language skilled people] and [they] transferred the 

knowledge to other levels, (top manager)

However, a move towards managing communication situations independently had 

grown. People did still ask for help, but the effects of English training had begun to 

bear fruit. One top manager had a very optimistic view of the situation:

Sometimes they [say]: Please, why don’t you call this man [for me], because I’m 

[insecure]. But generally people are autosufficient. There is one who is poor in 

English, so he prefers to ask Mr. X, [an intermediary], when he should speak English. 

But there are few that have to do that, (top manager)

Liaison expatriates

Edström and Gailbraith (1977) argue that transferred managers communicate more 

with other units of the company and belong to larger communication networks than
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those who have not been transferred. The findings of this study confirmed this 

statement. In particular expatriates acted as liaisons between their home country unit 

and the present unit. Also Nurmi’s (1995, 102) study confirms these results. She 

claims expatriates are the link between headquarters and foreign units and they 

facilitate communication problems of local employees. It appears from the present 

study that expatriates had existing contacts to other units, but their role as a contact 

link was further emphasized by the lack of language skills at GMT. As they were 

often best skilled to speak with foreign units, their contacts grew even larger. This was 

also true for other language skilled employees. They repeatedly acted as links and 

became the communication channel of a certain group of people. Marschan et al. 

(1997) call language skilled employees intermediaries within the subsidiary for 

facilitating the language problem.

As local employees at GMT needed help from each other in order to hold contacts to 

the WNS group, it is not surprising that Wärtsilä had sent expatriates to Trieste. They 

needed to transfer knowledge and integrate the unit to the group structure, but they 

also had a role in facilitating communication to other units and therefore acted as 

liaisons. Three expatriates explained:

They don’t ask me to [write reports for them] but I have to, they don’t get done 

otherwise. And I have been sent here to increase activity so I have to do what they 

can’t. It’s not my job as such but it’s in everybody’s interests that I do it, because it 

gets done faster, (expatriate middle manager)

I don’t know what way it [information] would come [if I wasn’t there]. But I believe 

it would come through another Finn. I think so. (expatriate middle manager)

It’s so difficult that [some locals] speak such bad English and write even worse so 

that I have to write everything and [information] passes through me. (expatriate 

middle manager)

Expatriates knew whom to contact in foreign units they had worked in and thus had 

personal relationships with many people. This meant that they would be asked to 

handle issues with other units, because communication would be faster and easier for
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them than for local employees. Expatriates knew whom to call and they could speak 

the local language or the company language. In fact, it would have been difficult to 

separate the reason why expatriates were used as liaisons, because it was be a mixture 

of know-who information and linguistic qualities. In the words of two expatriates:

So I know very well everybody and it’s far easier for me to phone the right person 

and to ask a question instead of my colleague to phone... and maybe he doesn’t know 

exactly to whom he must speak. In addition there is the difficulty of language. So for 

me it’s nothing, (expatriate middle manager)

[To facilitate contacting other units ] in addition to language skills I know people. If 

there is a matter that needs to be solved [with WNS Finland] and people here don’t 

know whom to contact, they come here. In this sense I have been involved in many 

issues that are not part of my work. It has widened this job.... And because I have 

been willing to do that, it increases all the time, of course, (expatriate middle 

manager)

One expatriate questioned the quality of contact information distributed in the 

company. He felt that he was asked to contact foreign units not only because he knew 

the people in question, but also because the changes in personnel made it difficult to 

find and contact the right person. In support, one local top manager mentioned the 

difficulties in finding the right person to speak with in a foreign unit. It was 

sometimes frustrating, which contributed to the need for benefiting from the existing 

contacts of expatriates.

Sometimes you loose time when you call [and the reply is]: no sorry, call this other. 

You call the next one: no it’s this [other] one. If one lives there in the company he 

has [a] full and exact vision of the [organisation]. So he can tell: for this reason, 

don’t speak with him, but go to the others, believe me. A good opportunity to solve 

problems without loosing time, (top manager)

One expatriate had seen signs of prejudice from the Finns’ side. He felt that one 

reason why he was contacted from abroad was because he was considered reliable,
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whereas the Italian, who should have been contacted directly, was not. He clearly 

regretted this lack of trust. As he remarked:

When [the Finns] send [the reports] to me they know something will happen. They have 

prejudices that in Italy people can’t do that. If we do something here they say [in a 

patronizing way] that even in Italy they can do this. And people here have made motors far 

longer that they have been made in Vaasa! A lot of knowledge. There are many prejudices 

against these people but [the Finns] don’t know [the people here]

Local liaisons

Not only expatriates had a liaison role. Also local employees with required language 

skills were important in transferring information. One employee explained:

[My colleagues'] English skills are bad. Some of them do call but it’s so much easier 

if I speak...Because of Finland I have many contacts, because the others have this 

language problem. I’m like an interpreter in practice, I have to ask about all kinds of 

pictures. It happens every week... It’s not really my job, I kind of help people, 

(professional employee)

Difficulties in communication thus lead to using colleagues as links. Hierarchy was 

not important as superiors as well as subordinates could be asked to take care of one’s 

task. One monolingual manager commented:

I go somewhere else [when I should speak English]. I could have opportunities to 

have direct contacts, but I search not to have them. If there are some I try to say, I go 

to Mr. [X] and I tell him there is this request, then he will speak or something. Or I 

ask one of my subordinates to do it, when it’s a smaller problem. When it’s more, I 

tell them, when it’s bigger I go to Mr. [X]. (middle manager)

People in the liaison role regretted the difficulties in distributing information. It took 

time to translate messages, when others depended on them to pass on the information. 

Yet, links were needed, otherwise information flow could stop altogether. For the 

organisation this inefficiency was a cost in lost time. Two local employees 

commented:



96

[Better language skills] are clearly an advantage because I can circulate the 

documentation through the whole company in English. Otherwise I have to go with 

the English fax to my colleague...I think my entire group has difficulty in expressing 

themselves in English. If they need a contact in another part of the company, they 

come to me. When I receive the response I translate and I go to them...Every thing 

that goes outside from Italy comes through me. (middle manager)

Now the latest pictures have come in Italian and English, but sometimes there is a 

picture [with explanations] only in Finnish and English. When we plan work 

schedules they may ask what the pictures mean. The work will go on if they have a 

dictionary or if they ask me. (professional employee)

The top management realized that language skills were inadequate. They would have 

hoped for more language competent staff but while this was not yet the case they 

knew that those with better skills needed to be benefited from.

There are people who are not in direct contact [with foreign units]. They [are] 

professionally skilled, but they use other professionals to [do] jobs where language is 

very important. I have some assistants in this situation. They are very good persons, 

hard workers, but they can’t speak English. But they create around them persons with 

[relevant knowledge] to have [the] direct contact, (top manager)

Liaisons as translators

Sometimes participation in meetings required the participation of several people due 

to the insufficient language skills. This imposed the need of " translators " on the spot 

and therefore an increased job load for the "translator". A person, who had good 

English skills, would accompany the participant. Two managers gave examples:

I have heard from colleagues who have participated in meetings in which perhaps 

they went in twos due to the necessity of having one who knows well the issue, [and 

another who] knows well English. The person who knows the problem is necessary, 

he can’t be excluded, but there is [also] the necessity to [pass on the information], 

(middle manager)
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I went with one of my colleagues to make a presentation abroad because he was 

expert in his field but his language was not sufficient to make a good presentation, 

(expatriate middle manager)

Different liaisons types

Some language links accepted this additional work caused by acting as a link. In the 

words of a local employee:

It goes along with my work...I make the calls. If I refused they would get upset. And 

as long as I can help...(professional employee)

Others tried to help in the contact process and then step aside for the affair to be 

solved between the two people actually involved. Particularly expatriates were asked 

to act as links and sometimes it created frustration, as their duties were increased. 

Three expatriates illustrated the situation:

In the purchasing they buy a lot of components from Finland. As Finnish suppliers 

don’t speak much English and purchasing here doesn’t speak much English the 

communication is difficult. They try to use me for that. And when time is tight I help, 

[but] otherwise no... If the person can’t speak English I ask to change the person or 

change something so that they can handle it, because what we are trying to build is a 

working organization. It doesn’t work [when] everything passes by me. If there are 

two interlocutors that need to speak [with each other] it can go through me a couple 

of times as long as I see that later they can discuss by themselves. I don’t mind that, 

but if the official way is through me then that must end. (expatriate middle manager)

I think I prefer just the introduction as long as I’m not involved specifically. I prefer 

to make the introduction and let the people do what they have to do together... If they 

want me to come back to the picture it’s mainly because there is a language problem, 

(expatriate middle manager)

It’s clear that when [the locals] need something from Vaasa they ask, if I could take 

care of it. Even if it’s their job. And that’s because of the language problem and there
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is such a big difference in the culture. And the language problem is the major reason 

for why they don’t call, because they can’t explain what they want. And it’s easier 

through me. Even if I tell them whom to call they still don’t necessarily do it. 

(expatriate middle manager)

The process of involvement seemed to occur in the following way. The first step was 

to give contact information. The second step involved introducing the parties 

involved. The third step included also explaining the matter at hand. And finally, the 

last step involved clearing the emergent problem to the end. The liaisons could decide 

up to which step they were willing to go. The frequency of how often liaisons were 

asked to help depended on their willingness to assist. Based on that two types of 

liaisons can be distinguished: the fixed channel, who would almost always available 

and the trouble shooter, who would help in difficult situations only.

Table 8: Liaison types

Fixed channel Trouble shooter

Usually available for help Selectively available for help

Contacted easily Contacted on important matters only

The fixed channels seemed to be in a vicious circle, because as long as they agreed to 

help in various issues, they were asked to do so. Those with low English skills would 

not get practice themselves and would continue to depend on the liaison. The 

troubleshooters created a virtuous circle, since they encouraged people to manage on 

their own. They would, however, help when necessary. This behavior prompted 

employees with low English skills to handle simple tasks on their own and develop 

their language skills.

Italian expatriates

Italian expatriates on assignment outside Italy were also benefited from by the staff at 

GMT. Like the expatriates at GMT, they were familiar with the foreign units and were 

often asked to act as a link. They were also asked to give the names of the right people 

to speak to on different matters. They could also speak Italian. Marschan et al (1997)
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call this solution to the language problem the creation of informal links outside the 

subsidiary. It means that regardless of the issue at hand those individuals in foreign 

units that speak the local language are contacted. Two managers commented on the 

use of Italian expatriates:

I have a colleague in [another unit], an Italian. He lives there [since] a long period 

and many times if I’m not in condition to make a long discussion with [local]people 

by phone or it’s too difficult to explain some detail [so] I ask his help. He can move 

perfectly in the organization, find the perfect people, give the proper communication 

and refer to me or puts me in condition to go directly to the right person to discuss, 

(top manager)

I use him to push the question inside [the unit] to the people in question. [For 

example] I sent this question yesterday, (middle manager)

However, when the right correspondent in the foreign unit was known, he was 

contacted directly. The expatriate was consulted only when problems would arise. 

They were not asked to solve the matter itself.

I have an experience with one colleague that is working in [another unit]. If I have to 

speak with him I speak with him, if I want to speak with [a director of a business 

area] I call directly him. (top manager)

Regardless of the comment given by a top manager above, other answers hinted of 

more involvement with the Italian expatriates. Yet, it is difficult to measure their 

involvement, as they were so few at the time of the study. There were Italian 

expatriates in few WNS units. They were not interviewed for the study. One top 

manager illustated the use of Italians as links:

In Finland there’s one or two [Italians]. In specific sectors it’s difficult. Someone in 

trade may call him to have direct information, but the other sector goes directly 

through the confirmed channels for each function. In purchases you call purchases, in 

technical production matters them. This low presence abroad allows contacts only in 

specific matters, not in a wider range, (top manager)
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Although Italian expatriates should have been contacted only on matters related to 

their work, it is likely that they handled other issues as well, much like the foreign 

expatirates at GMT. Expatriates helped communication also because they experienced 

the local environment in a concrete way and were able to transfer this knowledge to 

other units. One local employee explained:

[Expatriates] see the reality here now and it helps. If everything was centralized, [e.g. 

to] Vaasa, [the Finns] would decide the system [produced] here [and] it would be 

done from too far away. [The Finns] have to come and see how it is first. Here it’s 

another reality...There should be more of them from Finland here. And [we should] 

send more [people] from here to Finland, but these won’t go. (professional 

employee)

and they don’t speak the language, (expatriate middle manager)

Risks with the use of liaisons

There are dangers in using expatriates. Naturally there were costs to the company in 

loosing the individual's time in tasks that were not his priority. Some dangers relate to 

the use of expatriates as liaisons. As they are an easy channel to use, messages may 

get too often channelled through them, when direct contact with the parties involved 

would be preferable. As several employees noted:

When things get channelled through the expatriate and he keeps the channel to 

himself and won’t try to expand it can be a negative thing. So when one day this 

channel is broken, then what? Messages tend to get channeled through expatriates, 

but often expatriates get overworked, if they keep the channel to themselves. It’s 

bound to get wider, (expatriate middle manager)

Italians like to be the center of the world. So if somebody is open [about the 

information that passes through him], no problem. If somebody likes to be the center 

of the world you have contacts with him and nobody else, (top manager)
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In addition, the crucial issue of developing language skills at GMT could suffer from 

too extensive use of expatriates as liaisons. A local middle manager illustrated the 

point:

The contact goes one way, my Italian friend. I speak to him about my problem and he 

translates my opinion. But this way there is no opportunity to improve English, 

because we only speak Italian. But I prefer not to speak with Italian friends, because I 

want to improve my English, but it’s only my opinion. Of course it’s easier and faster 

and there are no misunderstandings. But when my colleague is not present I can’t 

speak, (middle manager)

Based on the above, there was a risk of liaisons turning into gatekeepers. Gatekeepers 

control the flow of messages through the communication channel (Baskin and 

Aronoff, 1980, 81). It is dangerous to allow much power for the gatekeeper as the 

decision of what to pass on to colleagues is based on the opinion of only one person. 

Marschan-Piekkari et al. (1999) warn of a situation, where a person with language 

skills handles contacts to other units outside his or her area of responsibility. One 

expatriate stressed the impact of language on gatekeeping. Information is easily 

detained by one person, if the others cannot translate the message.

Table 9: Advantages and disadvantages of the use of liaisons

Advantages of liaisons Disadvantages of liaisons

Improved communication Loss of individual's time

Improved coordination of activities Organizational cost

Less risk of misunderstandings Risk of gatekeeping

Less risk of slowing-down projects Less practise for English for monolingual staff

Use of existing networks No creation of new networks

Communication culture

Due to the communication culture at GMT messages did not always arrive at all levels 

concerned. At GMT information was power and those who kept it to themselves felt
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more powerful. This could also be a feauture of the Italian culture. The following 

comments by two interviewees illustrate the company’s communication culture and 

information was detained:

If you know what someone else doesn’t, it’s useful for you. That’s how it is. If it’s a 

superior, he thinks: if I spread this information then everyone will know and they can 

remind me at some point, (expatriate middle manager)

I think there was a lack of communication at the beginning not only due to lack of 

English skills. Probably there was already a certain kind of individualism in the 

company. It wasn’t necessary to communicate except for particular necessary 

reasons. There has been so much evolution from the point of view of communication. 

An opening internally, (professional employee)

Information was already held back concerning internal matters at GMT and therefore 

there was risk of gatekeeping, when information arrived from other units. The 

frustration of an expatriate on weak distribution of information was visible in his 

comment:

[Information] doesn’t go, it doesn’t go. It remains in the incoming gate, 99% of 

information stays there, (expatriate middle manager)

Monolingual staff

In contrast to expatriates and other language skilled staff, monolingual staff became 

isolated from the direct communication channels. Section 5.1.2 explained how 

language problems made it impossible to communicate with other units and low skills 

created warding-off in order to avoid difficult situations. Monolingual employees felt 

they received less information and they often depended solely on written 

communication. These results were similar to Roberts and Reilly’s (1979 in 

Goldhaber, 1994, 151) studies on isolates. The satisfaction of monolingual employees 

with communication was not lower than that of the language skilled staff. All groups 

showed general dissatisfaction. This was maybe due to differences between 

communication in Italy and e.g. in Finland, where it seemed very easy to contact
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people and receive information particularly onn the intranet. Isolates did, however, 

show strong insecurity in communication situations, which lead to warding-off.

To conclude, expatriates and other language skilled employees had a liaison role in 

transfering information between units. This meant that liaisons were burdened with 

tasks outside their job descriptions. Using liaisons was a cost to the company through 

lost time. The role of liaisons had been particularly strong at the beginning of the 

integration process. Liaisons had different approaches to their role; some were like 

fixed channels, others only troubleshooters. The role depended on the level of their 

involevement in the communication situations. This in turn had an impact on the 

willingness of monolingual employees to manage on their own.

Expatriates at GMT were expressly important due to their linguistic capacities as well 

as their numerous contacts abroad. From the perspective of GMT also Italian 

expatriates sent abroad were liaisons, because they knew the structures of foreign 

units and were fluent in Italian. Expatriates also helped communication by decreasing 

prejudices. When the liaisons were used too extensively, there was a danger of 

gatekeeping. Information was considered power and thus it was not distributed. 

Monolingual employees became isolates, who received less information and felt 

insecure in communication situations. The following table presents, how different 

groups could be described by role names. Expatriates acted typically as liaisons, local 

monolingual were isolates and local language skilled employees were either liaisons 

or gatekeepers, depending on their willingness to distribute information. Expatriates 

seemed to avoid gatekeeping, as the Wärtsilä NSD company culture worked against 

that. At GMT, however, the previous company culture was more inclined to favor 

detaining information. Table 9 presents a summary of these network roles.

Table 10: Network Roles at GMT

local expatriate

language skilled liaisons/gatekeepers liaisons

monolingual isolates -
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5.3 International Human Resource management

Several researchers (e.g. Van Houten, 1990, Lorange and Probst, 1992) speak for the 

strategic management of international human resource management. IHRM can also 

be a strategic tool in developing language skills in a multinational. The findings of 

this study demonstrate that several IHRM activities can play a part in strengthening 

the inter-unit communication network by improving the language skills of employees, 

and this by benefiting particularly from employees with existing language skills.

5.3.1 Staffing and Selection

This section will analyze the staffing policy of the company. Wärtsilä NSD used a 

mixture of staffing policies. Dowling et al. (1994, 52) offer four alternatives as an 

MNC’s staffing policy: ethnocentric, polycentric, geocentric and regiocentric. 

Wärtsilä NSD seemed to apply three of them. The ethnocentric policy of selecting 

parent-country nationals (PCNs) for key managerial positions at GMT was done to 

ensure communication with headquarters as well as with WNS Finland. The roots of 

the company were in Finland and the Board of Management consisted mainly of 

Finns. At GMT, the integration required the use of Finns to introduce the WNS 

group’s management techniques as well as to coordinate production methods. There 

were two Finnish top managers and three more on middle management level. In 

support, Ronan (1986, 508) suggests that PCNs are used in order to maintain 

communication with the parent company. At GMT, the development and 

manufacturing of the 64 motor together with WNS Finland increased this need. Zeira 

(1976) lists several disadvantages for the use of PCNs, including the decreasing effect 

on the productivity and morale of locals. At GMT, there were no signs of this. In fact, 

their presence was regarded as a positive thing in integrating the Italian unit to the 

WNS group. As one local top manager commented:

It’s interpreted as an integration of GMT in the corporation. It would have been 

worse if they hadn’t come because this would have meant: you're separate. No one 

here wants to feel isolated. Therefore, this presence is a signal of integration, so it’s 

positive, (top manager)
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However, the staffing policy was not only ethnocentric. It was also polycentric in the 

way that PCNs held most positions at the headquarters, while HCNs held managerial 

positions in subsidiaries. At GMT, the Board of Management consisted mainly of 

Italians. Thus, the language barrier did not usually create problems inside the 

subsidiary. However, the polycentric approach brings the language problem in 

communication with the headquarters and other units of the group. This was very 

much the problem at GMT. Just as Park et al. (1996, 79) suggest, communciation was 

difficult between HCN and PCN managers without extensive training.

At GMT, HCNs and PCNs were not alone. There were also expatriates from France. 

Of total seven expatriates, two were French and five were Finns. This suggested the 

use, even if rather limited, use of a geocentric policy. This implies that managerial 

positions are filled with the best people for the job, regardless of their nationality. The 

more extended use of this policy would, however, require e.g. a higher willingness of 

managers to be transferred. The increase of the worldwide proficiency in the company 

language should facilitate the use of this policy in the future.

During recent years, language has become a more and more important issue in 

selecting employees at GMT. At the time of the study, recruitment was low at GMT, 

but any position was said to require English skills in the new situation in the WNS 

group. Two employees illustrated the point:

In a group like us, we really need at least to speak English. Depending if we are in 

relationship with outside or more involved in internal work, anyway we need to 

speak English. We also need people in design departments or service departments to 

speak English, because they can be one day in contact with some colleagues at the 

same position in some other network company or they can be in contact with 

customers. Today, the English language is not a must, it is a standard, (expatriate 

middle manager)

[English isjessential. It’s something that must be [learned]. There is a great effort in 

doing the courses, making lots of people leam English. That means that there is need 

for it. If we recruit, [the person] must know English, because the company has used



106

resources to make people learn English. So if we recruit, the person must know 

English already, (professional employee)

But as some employees have more contacts than others, they are the first to be 

required to have English skills. In the words of an expatriate:

English skills are needed for the communication. If you have contacts outside [the 

local subsidiary] English is mandatory. It depends a lot on [the position], (expatriate 

middle manager)

Selection did not only concern new employees, it was also a factor in selecting people 

to participate in projects that required contacts with other units. English skills were 

again significant in determining who got chosen. At the beginning of the integration 

process it was difficult to find the right people, but at the time of the study the effects 

of language training were showing. As one top manager explained:

At the beginning, there were more language problems. Today, the groups that are 

created are capable of communicating. People who can communicate get chosen. 

However, two years ago [the selection]created a problem. Today, with the growth of 

learning [English], this is in the past. Today the participants in the work groups don’t 

have big language problems, (top manager)

Human resource management experienced problems in particular in finding 

operatives, who speak English. This problem was still serious at the time of the study. 

On one occasion three Finns were selected at random to participate in a project in 

Italy. They all spoke English, but it was hard to find English-speaking Italians to work 

with them at GMT. In support, another expatriate pointed out the difference between 

the general language skills in different countries. In Finland, young people working 

even at the lowest organizational levels know English. In Italy it is difficult to require 

those skills in all levels. There is a generation gap, but in addition young people learn 

languages less in Italy. As the expatriate remarked:

I think [English] is required already at a quite low organizational level. Contacts, 

when it’s a multinational, there are contacts and it’s required. Here it surfaces well, 

we should be able to require it from the people here. Italians here think Finns have
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good language skills, that almost everyone speaks English, whereas I have though it’s 

quite weak. But nowadays in the factory even young [Finns] can. Here it’s rarer, 

(expatriate middle manager)

As expatriates seemed to facilitate communication it is regrettable for the organization 

that so few Italians wished to expatriate. One reason was, of course, the fact that often 

the place of the assignment would be Finland, due to the common projects. In several 

answers the cold Finnish weather created reluctance. However, it appeared that even 

moving within the Italian borders was not desired. In the words of two middle 

managers:

There are two reasons that create some difficulty [to expatriate]. First of all the 

climate. You must understand the situation that the climate in Finland is completely 

different from the general Italian climate. This for sure can create some problems. To 

stay for so long time...I don’t know... -100°C is one thing. Second,...it means that I 

leave my family here in Italy and stay one year abroad. This is a big sacrifice, 

(middle manager)

We think it’s very good to be in Italy and even better to be in Trieste. Here we have 

the best we can find in all of the world. From Trieste, it is very difficult for us to 

move to Milan, Rome and places like that. We like a lot this place, (middle manager)

Another problem came from the Italians limited English skills. It was not easy to find 

language skilled employees to send on an assignment. To illustrate:

If [this Italian colleague] hadn’t spoken good English, he would not have been sent 

[as an expatriate]. Everything begins from the language, it ’s the basis. The next step 

is that you go [to the foreign unit] and you know the people personally. If some speak 

Italian and the other Finnish it develops into nothing even if they go to sauna for a 

month. They won’t advance the work however much they would want that. Language 

is the most important after all. (expatriate middle manager)

One top manager saw light at the end of the tunnel. He felt that since the experiences 

of the few that have been on an assignment were so positive, the number of Italians 

abroad would grow. No doubt the training in English and the growing contacts within
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the corporate network will facilitate the situation in the future. As the manager 

mentioned:

People from this area don’t like to go outside. We have pushed and encouraged. And 

those who are [abroad] now give very positive feedback. It will surely be easier to 

sell [the idea of foreign assignments] to the next ones. They find people easy to work 

with and friendly, (expatriate top manager)

To sum up, the present staffing policy was a mixture of ethnocentric, polycentric and 

geocentric policies. In order to respond to the challenges set by language. 

Communication was facilitated with headquarters and other units by using PCNs and 

TCNs. Efficient communication within the subsidiary was insured by using HCNs, 

when the local staff still required extensive training in English. English was, however, 

becoming an important quality for local staffing decisions, as well as in selecting 

employees to participate in projects. It was difficult to find Italian expatriates, because 

they were reluctant to leave Italy, but in addition, they often lacked language skills.

5.3.2 Language Training

Language training is naturally a key function in order to improve a staff’s language 

skills. At GMT, language training was limited before the integration to the WNS 

group. Earlier, GMT had much fewer contacts abroad and was only starting to expand 

international operations. Therefore, the introduction of a common company language, 

English, necessitated a sudden change in the training of employees. Several employees 

described the change:

Before WNS there was a complete suspension on courses. The company, to expand 

itself on an international field, beginning to look elsewhere, joint ventures abroad, 

found itself with [the following] personnel: those who knew English had retired and 

only young people knew English. We had a situation where of 1000 people 4 knew 

English. The new management that came to GMT knew little English. Therefore, 

when WNS arrived there was a necessity to finally say ok, let’s find a system, 

(professional employee)
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But the main impact was that in the past to speak English was not a necessity, just a 

case-by case necessity, (top manager)

It has changed a lot. First there wasn’t this necessity, this requirement, because the 

contacts were only with suppliers, clients that you could always resolve by faxes and 

letters. But now in fact the obligation is strong, you must speak and discuss, because 

there is a great flow of Finns that visit us and therefore I should speak English, 

(middle manager)

The change was experienced by some as quite violent. Employees felt that GMT had 

not prepared them for this change appropriately. In the words of an employee:

There was some kind of an internal revolution of the people, who were highly skilled 

professionally, ready to communicate their knowledge and ready to learn and they 

got angry! True anger of not being put in a position to be able to communicate by the 

company, (professional employee)

Some felt the company had let them down. Training was not provided earlier, when 

they were still young and learning would have been faster.

They say: Now I’m too old. I asked to participate 20 years ago and in that occasion 

the company said no, you are not so important, you are not involved with foreign 

people. So now I don’t want to sacrifice my time for the company, (middle manager)

Some sectors experienced fewer shocks than other. These sectors had had 

international operations and were more used to dealing with foreign languages. Since 

general language skills were not good, experience of international operations was 

vital. One top manager commented:

My sector was oriented outside and a major part of the people already spoke English. 

The difficulties were more [strongly] experienced in sectors that were local and 

closed, like production, where they haven’t had occasions, also previously, for 

contacts in the world outside Italy, (top manager)
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The lack of language training at GMT previously was not the only problem. Another 

problem was the Italian schools. Languages are not taught in the same extent as e.g. in 

Finland and therefore even younger employees didn’t have the skills that would be 

expected in Northern European countries. In Italy, Latin or old Greek are preferred 

subjects at school and foreign languages do not have the same status. In the words of 

two managers:

The schools are very poor in languages. [In “liceo classico”] they teach old Greek, 

Latin and no foreign languages. That is incredible. [People] say: Italian is the most 

important language, because I can communicate with all [the] people like me who 

know old Greek, Latin and so on. They [resist the teaching of] foreign languages. 

[They say]:we are the cultural people, (middle manager)

It’s so strange, those who are 35 years old have learned nothing else at school but 

Latin and Antique Greek and Italian so how can they think these people manage out 

in the world, it’s unbelievable, (expatriate middle manager)

Regardless of the difficult starting point, WNS allocated resources in order to begin 

English training at GMT. At the time of the study, it was the second year English 

training was organised. Of the total 1346 employees 150, from mostly middle 

organizational levels, studied English twice a week for two hours at a time from 

October to May. There were different levels that had been formed into groups based 

on a language test. Some employees had begun a course with no previous English 

skills at all. Reeves and Wright (1996) stress the importance of tailor-made courses. 

At GMT, other employees, who would only answer the phone would naturally require 

less training than those, who should e.g. participate in meetings. For instance, the 

course for operatives was aimed at giving sufficient knowledge to understand 

drawings of motors in English. The courses were very much appreciated. One middle 

manager noted in particular the involvement of all organizational levels:

Also blue collars [were selected]. It was the first time that blue collars were involved 

in English course. They are very happy to do that. Some of them went to Finland, 

Holland. They understand it’s very important also for their job. (middle manager)
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Yet, all employees were not so happy to participate. Especially older employees did 

not see the advantages of training:

I’m not in the condition to be a student like I was when I was very young. And there 

is not so much time for it. (top manager)

There are people, who feel that at their age they have different mentalities, more old- 

fashioned [than] mine. There are people who are 55 years old that say: What do you 

want? At 55,1 can’t understand, it’s difficult, (professional employee)

Here they have never studied English and they have managed with Italian. And the 

older, when they have managed 50 years without English, now they will retire in 10 

years. Why would they study English now? There’s no such carrot as for young 

people. They see that they still need to work 30-40 years and do their work as well as 

possible, (professional employee)

Women seemed to find it more difficult to participate in language training after 

working hours. They had work, then home, children’s hobbies etc. to take care of. 

This problem did not apply to men in the same way. As one female employees said:

It’s because of the family, after work... I have to be present also at home, 

(professional employee)

The training was paid for by the company, but it took place after working hours. Only 

managers took their lessons during the day. This created some disapproval.

The bosses take the courses during working hours. They follow the [courses], but 

they have them e.g. form 10 to 12 am. I hear what people say about that, 

(professional employee)

There was, however, a reason for the different times of lessons. The law required an 

eight-hour working day and training had to come after that. In addition, employees, 

who travelled a lot, needed special arrangements. As one top manager explained:
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The training is divided in two different times, also for HRM policy, because 

managers can make the course during work hours, we don’t have a time to work like 

8 hours a day; we work and enough. Others must also for the trade unions work 8 

hours and after that they go to the training. In all departments, we have difficulties to 

be present, because many of my cooperators travel and they don’t have the possibility 

to stay here and loose the opportunity to follow the training course. We are forming 

other than just classic training courses, to find different ways to permit the people to 

increase their skills, (top manager)

Regardless of different times for lessons, all organizational levels were included in 

training. Naturally, the emphasis was on those employees, who had more contacts 

abroad. One middle manager noted:

Especially bosses, directors... problems would arise if they couldn’t communicate in 

English. It would be impossible to live together, because they are the first to have 

contacts and the first to have to explain what happens here; how we work. It’s very 

important. Those who are under, a bit less, (middle manager)

The need to include lower organizational levels in training was becoming more 

important as the integration to the WNS group deepened. One top manager remarked:

We have to improve for blue collars. There is an absolute need to improve the 

courses for blue collars, (top manager)

The English courses were appreciated and their impact was slowly making inter-unit 

communication easier. One expatriate was pleased to see the long-term investment the 

company was making. As he noted:

It’s amazing that Wärtsilä it investing so much on this, but maybe they have realized 

it’s really important. Because they do invest here, Wärtsilä does well in doing that, 

even though money’s tight. In the long, run this will also bear fruit, (expatriate 

middle manager)

English was the only language taught at GMT. Exceptions were related to special 

language skills required for specific projects. Also the multiculturality of participants
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in meetings etc. limited the use of other languages i.e. there were seldom participants 

that shared any other foreign language skills but English. Two middle managers 

noted:

I think that at our encounters we rarely have used other languages. Therefore, I don’t 

consider other languages essential. They may be useful, sometimes, from a cultural 

point of view, but they are not essential, (middle manager)

We are often mixed: Italian, Finns, Dutch, German, so it’s difficult to use another 

language, (middle manager)

Other languages were sometimes useful for contacts with the WNS network, when the 

network company was acting as a customer e.g. by buying parts. However, in general 

the common company language was expected to be used. Even though this was 

expected, it wasn’t always easy. As one top manager illustrated the problem in Poland, 

where the prevailing language was German and the licensee did not speak English but 

German. He regretted the use of interpreters, because it was not possible to have a 

direct contact to the licensee.

One Finnish expatriate had noticed that English was not always enough in order to 

distribute a message in the group either. As he commented:

Anything done officially is done in English, because the purpose is to be able to 

distribute it elsewhere in the organization. But it seems like even if we write in 

English it cannot be utilized elsewhere. I was under the impression that the whole 

world speaks English but apparently it’s not true...But it’s good to come and see that 

so you know it’s not that easy, (expatriate middle manager)

As a summary, the previous lack of English training at GMT as well as in Italian 

schools created difficulties for the integration in the WNS group. Training was begun 

after the merger, at different organizational and on skill levels. The common company 

language acted as an integration tool. The courses were tailor-made for different 

groups of employees according to their needs at work. However, particularly older 

employees rejected the idea of language training. In general employees were pleased
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to learn English and saw it as a necessity in the new environment. Other languages 

than English were considered less important, though on some occasions the WNS 

network companies lacked skills in the company language and other languages would 

have been more useful.

5.3.2.1 Expatriates and Language Training

The expatriates pointed out the necessity to learn the local language for work as well 

as for life outside work. It also showed integration and commitment to the local 

culture. In some countries, learning the local language was less necessary as the local 

people could have had better foreign language skills, but this was not the case in Italy. 

It was clear from many answers that a better fluency in Italian would have facilitated 

working in Trieste. Similarly, Kauppinen (1994, 58-59) found in her study on 

expatriates that successful adaptation to the host culture depends greatly on language 

skills. The following comments illustrate how little language training expatriates at 

GMT received prior to their departure:

In my case, I had no time to study Italian before departure so that I fell down from a 

tree when I arrived. For expatriates, it would be good to leam [the local language] 

first. When you arrive, you have so many other things that you don’t have time to 

think about it any more, (expatriate middle manager)

When I think about longer assignments, then if I were to leave now it would be worth 

to study the local language before departure. The knowledge of the culture could 

have been better. I had no Italian studies except for a cassette course for a few weeks, 

(expatriate middle manager)

If I had known better Italian, when I came here...Even though I took a course it 

wasn't enough. Adaptation and working would have been much easier had I known 

better Italian. And it depends on what you do. In managerial positions, the work 

needs to get done, the information needs to be received. Even if I knew Italian 

relatively well, I still would try to use English so that the message would go correctly 

to the person I tell it to. (expatriate middle manager)
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It was, however, pointed out that it would be more important for the Italians to learn 

English than it would be for expatriates to learn Italian. After all, English was the 

official language for inter-unit communication in the group. In the words of an 

expatriate:

It would be better that they would learn English, because it’s useful for them. A 

must, (expatriate middle manager)

Expatriates were aware of the risks of speaking foreign languages at the presence of 

locals. When expatriates speak among each other in English, Finnish, Swedish etc. the 

locals may become suspicious. That could separate employees into language-based 

groups. One expatriate illustrated the problem:

When expatriates arrive, they stay with each other and speak their language. And the 

locals think: what are they saying about me? (expatriate middle manager)

However, it was important that expatriates would speak English. In that way language 

training took place also in other forms than just the English courses. Expatriates had a 

major impact in forcing the locals to speak English on a daily basis. They were also 

aware of this impact themselves. As they commented:

In technology I try to speak English, because it’s important for them to leam. In 

manufacturing the hope is lost. I try to speak Italian, because it’s important for me 

and they won’t understand otherwise, (expatriate middle manager)

My influence on the language skills of Italians is quite strong in the end. Not that I 

would have personally influenced them, but when they notice how difficult it is to 

communicate with people who don’t speak the same language, it has influenced their 

willingness to learn English...There are quite many who have told me to wait a year 

and then they’ll show me. If I spoke Italian fluently I don’t think these guys would be 

so keen to learn English, (expatriate middle manager)



116

One expatriate regretted the conflict between forcing the locals to learn English and 

wanting to learn the local language himself i.e. conflict between organizational 

interest and personal interest. He illustrated the problem:

If I spoke only English even when I’m at the factory it would surely be important to 

this company. It’s just controversial that you have your own interests, it would be 

nice to leam Italian and sometimes I do that, I can’t help it. I don’t have time. I have 

to pass the message so I do it in Italian and they get it. But maybe I should be 

stronger with this...I know [another expatriate] has been tough in not translating in 

Italian unless it’s really necessary. That may be the right way for this company, 

(expatriate middle manager)

Local employees had mostly positive attitudes towards the language training imposed 

by the presence of expatriates. The internal language had become English to a certain 

extent. The presence of expatriates in meetings required the use of English. The 

growing number of expatriates increased the possibilities to speak English and this in 

turn improved communication with the external world. The presence of foreign people 

facilitated the use of English. Two local employees noted:

[The first expatriate] came here in April 97 and he was alone, without any other 

expats. In the first 4-5 months the management team was obliged to speak English 

with him, because otherwise it was impossible. After that time he increased the 

number of personnel that were in contact with him and for that also this new number 

of people were obliged. Then we had the coming of [next expatriate] and this created 

another island of people that were obliged to speak with him. Now there is [another 

expatriate] and this locating of foreign people that are well skilled in English, the 

presence of them automatically creates a new island of persons that speak English. 

It’s like domino, (top manager)

With his presence he forces us to speak English, he has taught us many words that he 

has brought from outside. We need to learn them in order to communicate with him. 

He is a human vocabulary. It also helps to avoid misunderstandings with the network 

companies, (professional employee)



117

Only one manager commented on the difficulty of dealing with expatriates on a daily 

basis. Judging from the comments concerning language problems at GMT in Section 

5.1.2. his opinion could have been shared by others as well. As he noted:

It’s tiring to explain our normal work in another language, it’s difficult, (middle

manager)

Due to their language skills and their relationships to employees in other units, 

expatriates turned into liaisons as explained in section 5.1.4.1. Communication was 

often channelled through them, thus facilitating the communication problems locals 

had in foreign languages. Italian expatriates were helpful in the same way, by locating 

the right contacts in their foreign units or by fastening the pace for handling questions 

sent from GMT. Expatriates also reduced cultural prejudices.

To conclude, expatriates would have preferred to receive more language training in 

the subsidiary language prior to their departure. It would have facilitated their 

integration to the new environment and it would have facilitated communication. It 

was, however, beneficial that local employees were forced to speak English and 

become used to using it daily. It was practically language training during working 

hours. On the one hand this benefited the organization by providing language training, 

but also increased the tasks of expatriates, who had been sent to Trieste primarily for 

other reasons. The presence of expatriates was considered positive, even if the use of 

English for cumbersome for some. In addition, expatriates held an important role in 

facilitating inter-unit communication by acting as language nodes and liaisons.

5.3.3 Strategic Positioning of Language Competent Staff

A part of the strategy for improving communication in a multinational is the 

positioning of language competent staff in key positions. Language skilled people 

could have been identified at GTM by doing a language audit (Reeves and Wright, 

1996). Different language skills, not only English, could have been searched for. In 

addition, expatriates' work description could have included their role as a facilitator of 

communication and they could have been madeofficial liaisons. This way it would
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have been clearer for everyone how much support for communication was expected 

from language skilled employees. However, this was not done at GMT.

Wärtsilä NSD had formalized channels of communication i.e. people had pre

determined contact persons in the network. These were, however, not based on 

language skills, as everyone was preseumed to speak English. The contact people 

didn’t always handle all issues, but they were sources of information of who to turn to 

with various questions, as illustrated here by a middle manager:

It depends on the subject and several times it happens I go to my contact person and 

he says you can speak with Mr. X for this problem and for the other problem you go 

to this person and so on. (middle manager)

If it was known whom to speak to, it would be quite easy to contact the right person 

directly, bypassing the formal channel. One could argue that communication could 

flow relatively freely, as the interviews did not show signs of restricted 

communication. The formalized channels seemed more like guidelines. Naturally 

some information was only passed on at certain hierarchical levels, e.g. among top 

management and reporting followed predetermined routes. One expatriate brought up 

the importance of travel and creation of personal contacts :

For people like us who are travelling most of the time the direct contacts are created 

very easily. Afterwards you contact a person you have to contact, you don’t go 

specifically through the hierarchy, (expatriate middle manager)

Language had become the basis for creating contacts from GMT to the network. 

Hierarchy was not important, when people at GMT were chosen as contact people 

based on language skills. Professional skills were sometimes secondary, but naturally 

a combination of skills was lookes after. The following remark illustrates, how 

suitable contact people were selected by superiors to communicate toward the group:

In the connection we find always the person that is able to [speak English]. For 

instance if we have one chief that doesn’t speak English and he has under his 

function three different people that are responsible for a specific activity the
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connection is not from the chief but directly from the person in charge who is located 

in that function. A person that is able to speak with the other. We avoid putting a 

person that is not very skilled in English, because otherwise we create 

misunderstanding and we can prevent it. (top manager)

Expatriates were also formally placed to act as contacts. Often they became liaisons 

informally, but one said he was specifically sent to act as a catalysator to fasten the 

product development between Finland and Italy and therefore, he had a particular role 

in communicating information between the countries. After repatriation or when the 

expatriate was sent on a new assignment, there were difficulties in keeping contacts 

and maintaining relationships created on a previous assignment. Personal contacts 

were not always long-term. However, the time after repatriation resembled the time on 

assignment in what came to the liaison role. The company did not, however, seem to 

encourage the creation of formal links between repatriates and their colleagues from 

previous assignments. One expatriate in fact hoped he would not be used as a link in 

the same way he did on assignment:

I won’t necessarily have any contacts here when I return home. But when something 

is needed, like they need contact information, they will probably call me and I can 

tell who the person is, who they should talk to. And then I hope they could do it 

themselves so that I won’t end up in the same situation as here that I have to do that 

work, even when it’s not my job but it advances the work. And the same thing when 

they call from here. Surely it’s easier to call me than others, (expatriate middle 

manager)

In conclusion, even though there were formal contact people, the formalized channels 

were not asked to be followed rigorously. The more an employee had personal 

contacts, the more he would use those instead of the formal ones. Some formal contact 

people were chosen and their appointment was based on language skills to enable 

information exchange with other units. Expatriates were often informally, but also 

formally in a formal liaison role. As repatriates they did not act as formal links toward 

their former posts.
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5.3.4 Performance Evaluation

At the time of the study, performance appraisal was not linked to language skills or 

language training. Employees did not participate in language training in order to 

receive bonuses. The motivation to participate came from other areas. When people 

were asked to explain what motivated them the answers usually included the 

requirements of present duties at work. The answers of some managers included:

Personal need. They see they have to communicate with others, so they go to the 

courses, (top manager)

The reward comes from noticing [the training] has been useful, (expatriate middle 

manager)

One expatriate had noticed the lack of training in the past and felt that the motivation 

to participate in any kind of training was high. The employees were enjoying the 

investment the company was making in them. As the expatriate said:

There hasn’t been much training in the past, even professionally, so maybe they 

enjoy the possibility to participate in training, (expatriate middle manager)

One top manager brought up another motivator. In addition to the importance of 

receiving information and being able to communicate, there were costs involved in 

loosing lessons:

They are forced to be present, because when they loose enough of lessons or don’t 

take the final exam with a proper note, they pay half of the course. So people are 

stressed. It is a cost for them. This is the economic aspect. The other motivation is 

also to higher positions, to improve themselves in order to be able to discuss with the 

colleagues, because communication is important for everyone, to hear news, (top 

manager)

In support, one expatriate pointed out that language skills were important for career 

development and the free English course was a reward as such:
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People understand that for the evolution of their own job they also need this kind of 

new skill. Even if they don’t look only inside the company. If they look outside, if 

they are attracted to other jobs in some other companies they are aware more and 

more now of the value of people on the labor market depends strongly on the 

language. So it’s a personal evolution also, (expatriate middle manager)

In addition to self-motivation, employees were encouraged to increase their English 

proficiency. In order to benefit from company mass communication, such as 

newsletters and documents, they needed English skills. However, there was no special 

encouragement from the company management. As one manager noted:

They have allowed me to do a course, surely there is willingness [to train]. 

But...there is [nothing] else, to push us to do more, (middle manager)

Even if language skills were not directly linked to a performance appraisal system, 

employees did not want their superiors to know they had problems with English. If 

they did not manage by themselves, managers encouraged their colleagues to help 

them and act as a link. One top manager explained:

They don’t want that I know they don’t speak English. But I know there are these 

people and I told to their colleagues: please help that gentleman. I know that he tried 

to escape but please force him, try to help him, go there and ask him: may I make 

some telephone calls or I can send that email for you. Obviously they are in English 

training course, but if I know that one of them is in difficulty I try to send a 

colleague, (top manager)

One manager suggested there should be performance appraisal in the form of staff 

transfers for short periods of time to reward acquisition of language skills. The cost 

would be lower than in giving a prize and it would give the employee a chance to 

practice his skills further. As he suggested:

We have several ways through which reach better results. First of all the courses, but 

I think it’s necessary to exchange opportunities, jobs, for different periods, a few
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weeks. I think it’s with a lower cost. It’s not holiday, it’s work and language, (middle 

manager)

To sum up, performance evaluation was not linked to language skills. Motivation to 

participate in language training came mostly from a personal need, the value of 

language skills in the career progression. However, the lack of communicating skills 

was kept a secret from superiors. This indicates that personal motivation was not the 

only reason to participate, but also the fear of superior discontent. Short staff transfers 

were suggested as a possible bonus for good performers in English.
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6 CONCLUSIONS

This chapter concludes the study by presenting the key findings and comparing them 

with previous research. It also offers some managerial implications and suggestions 

for future research.

6.1 Summary and Major Findings

Organizational communication and international human resource management are 

both widely studied areas. However, it is only recently that language issues have 

received attention in these fields (Marschan-Piekkari, 1999; Palo, 1997). The purpose 

of the present study was to analyze the role of language skilled employees in inter-unit 

communication of multinationals. In addition, the aim was to examine the possibilities 

of developing international human resource management in order to improve language 

skills in the company and to benefit from employees with existing language skills. 

The research topic was thus a new one. The research questions were the following:

What is the role of employees with language skills in the inter-unit 

communication of MNCs?

How can companies benefit from these individuals and build language 

competence in the company by better managing their human resource activities?

The literature review on previous research on the subject was divided into two parts. 

The first part analyzed organizational communication by studying the direction of 

communication and the language based constraints involved in communication. The 

discussion proceeded to different communication mechanisms and ended with 

network studies, particularly about roles in communication networks. Particular 

attention was given to role distribution based on language skills.

The second part reviewed research on international human resource management 

(IHRM). First, staffing and selection issues related to language were examined. Then
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language training was analyzed. Expatriates and staff transfers were studies, as well as 

the strategic positioning of language competent staff. Finally, performance evaluation 

in relation to developing language skills was examined.

A linkage between the two previously rather separated research areas was provided in 

the theoretical framework. Its purpose was to integrate earlier research with the 

aspects of the present study. Moreover, the theoretical framework served in the 

analysis of the empirical data. Further, five propositions based on earlier literature 

were formulated to be tested in the study.

Proposition 1 Regardless of the use of a common company language the insufficient 

foreign language skills of employees in MNCs burden inter-unit 

communication.

Proposition 2 The language-based constraints in inter-unit communication lead to 

extended use of language skilled staff in communication situations.

Proposition 3 Language skilled employees facilitate inter-unit communication by 

building networks and acting as liaisons.

Proposition 4 IHRM could improve inter-unit communication by making better use 

of language skilled staff.

Proposition 5 IHRM could improve inter-unit communication by improving the 

language skills of non-language skilled staff.

The methodology chapter outlined the research method used and described the case 

study approach. Further, the chapter justified the use of Wärtsilä NSD’s (WNS) Italian 

subsidiary Grandi Motori Trieste (GMT) as the case company for the study. 

Moreover, the chapter described the data collection and analyzing process. The 

research design was a new one, as it provided information based on three groups: 

language skilled staff, expatriates and monolingual staff. In addition, the interviews
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were held at different organizational levels and also in most cases in the interviewees 

mother tongue. Finally, the chapter evaluated the reliability and validity of the study.

As an answer to the research questions, the empirical data suggest that language 

skilled employees hold an important role in improving inter-unit communication of 

MNCs. Furthermore, the findings suggested that IHRM offered several areas through 

which improve language skills of employees in order to strengthen inter-unit 

communication. In addition, IHRM could benefit more from employees with existing 

language skills. The five propositions tested in the study were all proven correct. 

Figure 8 presents the elaborated theoretical framework.
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Figure 8: Elaborated Theoretical Framework

Improving the language skills 

of non-language skilled staff

Making better use of language 

skilled staff, particularly expatriates

IHRM ACTIVITIES TO IMPROVE INTER-UNITCOMMUNICATION

Multilingual environment ofMNCs
• common company language
• parent company language
• several subsidiary languages

EXTENDED USE OF LANGUAGE SKILLED STAFF 
IN INTER-UNIT COMMUNICATION 

Facilitators of communication through
■ Networking
■ Acting as liaisons
- Fixed channel and trouble shooter

Problems of non-language skilled staff in 
inter-unit communication
• Vertical and horizontal communication 

burdened by communication constraints
- Irregular contacts
- Involvement of more employees in 

contacts abroad
• Difficulties in creating personal 

relationships in formal and informal 
communication
- No language skills-> no contacts
- Elevated skills level in discussion

Staffing and selection
- More expatriates
- Selection of language-skilled staff only 
Language training
- Company responsibility in some countries
- More expatriate language training
- Expatriates' role as daily language trainers
Strategic positioning of language competent staff (expatriates)
- Language audit
- Nominated liaisons
- Repatriate role 
Performance evaluation
- Motivator of language training
- Compensation for liaisons

Source: Adapted from Palo (1997, 49) and Marschan et al. (1997)
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As earlier literature suggested, MNCs such as the case company work in a 

multicultural, multilingual environment (e.g. Berry, 1992; Marse han, 1996). 

Marschan-Piekkari et al. (1999) argue that this leads to the use of a common company 

language. In support, also WNS had begun to use English as a common company 

language to facilitate information exchange between units. At the case company GMT 

the merger introduced a dramatic change in foreign language needs. General English 

skills proved to be insufficient and therefore the role of language skilled employees 

had become vital for inter-unit communication.

Vertical communication was mostly formal and impersonal. This was in accordance 

with Hulbert and Brandt’s (1989) studies. Both downward and upward 

communication consisted of written information and therefore they caused relatively 

little language problems. In addition, the repetitive nature of vertical communication 

meant that those in charge of e.g. reporting were used to writing them. Vertical 

communication mostly involved managers who suffered less from language problems. 

More than language problems, the lack of intranet at GMT was described as a 

weakness in distributing information to all levels in the company. The language 

problem was smaller when speaking to a familiar interlocutor, as the situation made 

people less afraid to make mistakes. Therefore personal contacts were important.

In support of earlier findings (Goldhaber, 1994; Marschan, 1996) horizontal 

communication was coordinative and integrative. People from various units worked 

together and there were often employees from different organizational levels. 

Horizontal communication also involved a lot of informal information exchange. This 

meants that discussions involved more vocabulary than strictly work-related issues 

and were thus more demanding. The fact that horizontal communication involved 

more people and several organizational levels necessitated also the participation of 

employees with limited language skills. Therefore limited language skills became a 

larger problem than in vertical communication. In addition, employees at lower 

organizational levels had fewer opportunities to create regular contacts. This caused 

problems e.g. in finding participants to projects with other units. In contrast, 

expatriates and managers created informal contacts through travel. Horizontal 

communication experienced more difficulties in communication due to the



128

involvement of more people with limited English skills and infrequent contacts. 

Therefore the role of language skilled employees as facilitators of communication was 

accentuated in horizontal communication.

There were four types of language related constraints hindering information exchange 

(Wiio, 1997). Hindrance, i.e. lack of language skills caused monolingual employees 

difficulties in performing their duties and generated feelings of inferiority. Their 

participation in training and projects was restricted since they were unable to receive 

information in the company language. However, the limited vocabulary of the 

technical business proved to be helpful. As many employees had infrequent contacts 

to other units the learning of English was slow due to little practice. Managers had 

more opportunities, but they were also required to perform in more demanding 

communication situations, such as meetings and presentations.

Compared to hindrance, distortion, i.e. misunderstanding of a message was a smaller 

problem than the lack of language skills. Yet, it took place when thorough checking of 

understanding was neglected. Dissolution due to the use of interpreters was 

considered a minor problem as interpreters were seldom used. Warding-off, i.e. 

avoidance of communication situations was rather common due to the fear of making 

mistakes. Gass and Varonis (1991) had earlier had similar findings. This also reduced 

participation, as some innovative ideas may have been lost because of it.

There were different communication networks at WNS: some based on work groups, 

others on personal contact. Expatriates seemed have largest networks abroad. This 

finding is supported in Nurmi’s (1995) study on expatriates in communication. In the 

spirit of the WNS group networks were not hierarchical, but they crossed 

organizational boundaries. In support of Baskin and Aronoff’s (1980) findings, 

grapevine was considered negative, because it distributed rumors. It also distributed 

information that would have otherwise been difficult to attain about the personnel. 

The form of networks was difficult to measure, but decentralized networks seemed to 

have an all-channel form that enabled free flow of information among the members. 

Centralized networks typically had a language skilled employee as a central figure. In 

this role language skilled employees and particularly expatriates acted as
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communicator links toward the WNS network. In support, Marschan et al. (1997) 

suggest that language skilled employees and expressly expatriates act as language 

nodes in subsidiaries.

Expatriates and other language skilled employees had a liaison role in transferring 

information between units. The advantages and disadvantages of the liaison role are 

summarized in Table 11. Goldhaber (1980) defines liaisons as network members, who 

communicate with several groups. This sometimes meant that they handled tasks 

outside their job descriptions. Their role had been particularly important during the 

first phases of the integration process to the WNS group. Some liaisons were often 

available for help and could be called fixed channels of communication. Others were 

troubleshooters in the sense that they only interfered when the issue was important. 

Expatriates became liaisons not only due to their language skills, but also due to their 

numerous contacts abroad, i.e. know-who information. In much the same way, Italian 

expatriates abroad were benefited from. Expatriates also improved communication by 

decreasing prejudices between units.

Table 11: Advantages and disadvantages of the use of liaisons

Advantages of liaisons Disadvantages of liaisons

Improved communication Loss of individual's time

Improved coordination of activities Organizational cost

Less risk of misunderstandings Risk of gatekeeping

Less risk of slowing-down projects Less practise for English for monolingual staff

Use of existing networks No creation of new networks

However, the extensive use of liaisons created some danger of gatekeeping. In 

support, Marschan-Piekkari et al (1999) warn about gatekeeping, as employees may 

have power through information without the responsibility for it. At GMT information 

was considered power and therefore some preferred to detain it. As a consequence of 

their dependency on other to distribute information, monolingual employees became 

isolates. Goldhaber (1980) claims that isolates have little communication with people 

in the organization. At GMT isolates received less information and felt insecure in 

communication situations. As a summary, expatriates typically acted as liaisons, local
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monolingual were isolates and local language skilled employees were either liaisons 

or gatekeepers, depending on their willingness to distribute information. Expatriates 

seemed to avoid gatekeeping, as they felt their role was to make themselves useless 

during their assignment. Also the WNS company culture was against it, whereas the 

GMT company culture was more inclined to value information as power.

It was clearly important to examine how the language problem could be reduced in 

order to enhance communication. IHRM provided several areas by which language 

skills could be improved and employees with existing language skills could be 

benefited from.

The staffing policy was a mixture of ethnocentric, polycentric and geocentric policies. 

In support of Dowling et al.’s (1994) findings, the ethnocentric policy facilitated 

communication between headquarters and other units through the use of PCNs. TCNs 

were also important, as they too spoke foreign languages. The polycentric approach 

enabled efficient communication within the subsidiary, as was suggested in Dowling 

et al.’s (1994) studies. It was important to find HCNs in managerial positions, 

because the local staff still required extensive training in English. English was, 

however, becoming an important quality for local staffing decisions, as well as in 

selecting employees to participate in projects with other units. This should be an 

important issue in the future as well, so that staffing and selection use a criteria, where 

language skills hold an important role.

Language training had been discontinued at GMT prior to the integration to the WNS 

group. This created a problem, as language training in Italian schools is rather poor. 

After the merger English training had begun on different organizational levels and on 

different skills levels. The courses were tailor-made for different groups of employees 

according to their needs at work. In support, Reeves and Wright (1996) stress the 

importance of tailor-made courses. Particularly older employees rejected the courses, 

but in general employees were pleased to leam English and saw it to be necessary for 

their work in the WNS group. On some occasions other language skills could have 

been useful, but for most contacts in the Wärtsilä network only English was useful. 

This language training was yet insufficient, as interviewees reported of more
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employees interested in the courses than were allowed to participate. This is naturally 

a cost factor, but since the operations of GMT are now global, this imbalance between 

present skills and needed skills must be balanced out. This is a crucial investment 

from the company's side, since the Italian education system unfortunately does not 

provide sufficient skills.

Expatriates would have preferred to receive more language training prior to their 

assignment. This would have facilitated integration as well as communication. Yet, it 

was beneficial to have expatriates, who forced locals to speak English with them 

daily. It was a possibility to practice English in particular for those with infrequent 

contacts abroad. Even though this was cumbersome for some, the presence of 

expatriates was considered positive. Expatriates were also important due to their 

liaison role in facilitating inter-unit communication. Therefore an even stronger 

presence of expatriates is desirable.

Although people were selected to be contacts towards the network based on language 

skills, liaisons were not formally nominated as a communication channel. They could 

have been identified better through a language audit and their job description could 

have included the communicator role. In addition, the repatriates' contacts were little 

benefited from, when they returned home. However, expatriates also showed some 

unwillingness to continue to act as a liaisons after repatriation. Therefore 

compensation for the liaison role should be considered.

Regardless of the important role of language skilled people, performance evaluation 

was not linked to language skills or language training. Motivation to participate in 

language training came from the personal need, the value of language skills in the 

career etc. However, employees wanted to keep their lack of English skills a secret 

from their superiors. Therefore English skills were clearly valued. Rewards for the 

acquisition of language skills could prove beneficial. It would particularly motivate 

those, who felt bitter about the the former lack of training and felt too old to start 

training now. In addition, as liaisins handled so much of communciation on their own 

time, they might be more willing to help if they were compensated for it.
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In conclusion, language skilled employees greatly facilitated inter-unit 

communication. IHRM showed many possibilities for improving language skills in the 

company as well as in benefiting from employees who presently had the necessary 

skills.

6.2 Managerial Implications

The management of communication in a multinational is increasingly important. 

Therefore this study aimed at attracting management interest toward the importance of 

language as a communication constraint. Companies should not overlook these 

constraints. In addition, since language skilled employees seem to facilitate 

communication, more attention should be given to their role as liaisons. Moreover, 

the use of e.g. expatriate time on communication is a cost to the company. Therefore, 

some suggestions for managing a company in a multilingual environment are made 

here.

The empirical data showed that in particular horizontal communication would have 

required a larger number of language skilled employees. The problem seemed to gain 

importance at lower organizational levels, where English skills were less common and 

contacts abroad were infrequent. Therefore, language training should be expanded on 

the lower organizational levels and when possible, English skills should be included 

in the recruitment criteria.

Moreover, since the anxiety to speak English and make mistakes was reduced when 

the interlocutor was known personally, time should be accorded during company visits 

to meet personally some interlocutors in the unit. This could also diminish warding- 

off of those with limited English skills.

Further, warding-off also created a loss of new ideas and opinions. This could have 

implications for transferring knowledge and enhancing innovation within the MNC. 

Benefiting from language nodes should reduce this loss. If people are shy to give their 

opinions in English they should be encouraged to ask colleagues to translate. The 

participation could grow if employees would not be afraid to show their difficulties in
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expressing themselves in the company language. Even if the management should 

encourage language training, strong disapprovement of low skills may lead warding- 

off, in the fear of punishment.

In addition, the extension of the intranet to include a larger amount of employees 

would probably improve English skills by providing interesting recent information 

about the company in the company language. This could also act as integration tool. It 

would naturally be an important investment, but some equipment could be provided 

for common use.

Moreover, the communicator role of liaisons should be made more formal, i.e. part of 

the job description. If liaisons are expected to perform their own duties, as well as 

other employees duties, they may become less helpful. This could cause a standstill in 

the flow of information. Liaisons should be identified and if necessary, their job 

descriptions should include the communicator role. When the liaisons would be 

identified, it would also be easier to control gatekeeping, as the incoming channel of 

information would be known. A basis for identifying liaisons could be a survey or a 

linguistic audit (see Reeves and Wright, 1996). This would reveal the language 

proficiency in the company and possibly reveal some useful hidden talents.

Furthermore, the staffing policy for a subsidiary with insufficient skills in English 

should be a mixture of foreign and local people. An even stronger presence of 

expatriates could be beneficial for the development of language skills, as local people 

could have more opportunities to speak English and to feel they belong to a global 

company. With the growing number of local language skilled employees, the role of 

liaison-expatriates for inter-unit communication could also gradually decrease.

Finally, performance evaluation should not overlook language skills as an important 

skill for the company. Rewarding acquisition of language skills could involve 

traditional methods or maybe a short staff transfer. A short trip in another unit could 

be a welcome opportunity to build personal relationships and gain interesting 

experiences. Whatever the bonus might be, it should also benefit the company, not 

only the individual employee.
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6.3 Suggestions for Further Research

The focus of this study has been in inter-unit communication. Therefore, the role of 

language skilled employees in communication external stakeholders such as 

customers might provide interesting themes for new studies. This study has also 

largely neglected effects of culture on communication. Thus, in the future research 

could examine the limitations of pure language skills in communication compared to a 

native speaker of the language.

Moreover, even though this study did involve several organizational levels, the 

majority of interviewees were managers due to the selection of interviewees made by 

the case company Human Resource Manager. Since the greatest problems due to lack 

of language skills seemed to occur in the lower organizational levels, interesting 

information could be gathered from operatives and factory workers. This would 

provide more specific information on the problem areas as well as information to 

further develop language training. This could also reveal differences on the 

dependency of liaisons in different hierarchical levels. Further, network studies on 

micronetworks and macronetworks could provide more detailed information on the 

role distribution based on language skills.

In addition, since there is still not much research on the field, a multiple-case study 

would facilitate the generalization of results. In particular the case companies should 

include other than South-European countries to reveal country-specific findings. A 

new perspective could also come from comparing American or English companies as 

opposed to companies from non-English origin.

Moreover, the costs involved in using liaisons instead of direct communication could 

be studied. It would be most interesting to calculate the costs of insufficient language 

compatence of companies.



135

To conclude, as a field of study, the role of language skills and language skilled 

employees in inter-unit communication and the implications to international human 

resource management offer many challenges.
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APPENDIX A

INTERVIEW GUIDE

Name
Position
Tenure with the company 
Language skills ENGLISH OR OTHER

1. The role of your department in the unit?

2. How often is there communication from the department/GMT to other units and HQ?
Has the frequency changed in time (increase-decrease)?
How much time does communication require?

3. Who are you in contact with (hierarchical level, vertical-horizontal)?

4. If you know the contact persons laso personally, how did you get to know them and how 
do you usually get to know people form other units (meetings, travel)?
Does the communication involve other than work-related matters?
Do you get information through the grapevine (in what language)?

5. How systematic is the communication (reports)?
What is it typically concern (formal-informal, work-related-social, regular-according to 
situation)

6. Does communication suffer form difficulties due to language (lack of skills, 
misunderstanding, interpreters, warding-off)? To what countries in particular?
Does lack of language skills make cooperation with other units more difficult?
How could problems be eliminated?

7. Do you pass on information you receive from abroad? How (officially-telling friends)?
Are you contacted when comeone is looking for another person at GMT?
Do monolingual collegues in Trieste ask you to find contact people in other units?
Do you do that if you know someone that speaks the language you don’t speak?

8. What is your role in inter-unit communication?
Does it belong to your job description?
Do you feel you belong to a communication network, being part of a group that trasfers 
messages within?

9. Have language skills been a factor in recruiting you? Is it common? Should it be? Are there 
enough language skilled people in your unit?

10. Have you received language training? How is it organized in your unit?

11. Are you/others being encouraged to improve language skills? Is taking a course 
rewarded?
What would motivate more people to participate in language training?

12. Do expatriates/staff transfers enhance inter-unit communication? Should there be more of 
them? Are there some negative aspects related to expatriates at GMT?
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APPENDIX В

GUIDA DELL’INTERVISTA

Nome
Posizione
Durata der lavoro
Competenze di lingue ITALIANO

1. Il molo del suo dipartimento nell’unita?

2. E frequente la communicazione del dipartimento verso gli altri unita e Zurigo?
La frequenza a aumentato/diminuito?
Quanto tempo ci vuole per la communicazione verso l’estero?

3. Esistono le persone con cui deve communicare (livello del gerarchia, il contenuto della 
communicazione verticale -orizzontale)?
La persona di contattare rimane la stessa o dipende della cosa? La conosce personalmente? 
Come?
Come viene organizzata la communicazione? I colleghi aiutano? Un esempio concreto?

4. E sistemática la communicazione (rapporti)?
Di che cose trattano típicamente (formale-informale, lavoro-sociale, regolare-secondo della 
situazione)?

5. La mancanza di conoscienza delle lingue e una barriera per partecipare all’istruzione e alie 
riunioni? Come?

6. Ci sono dei problemi a causa del uso di una terza persona (malintesi, evitazione della 
communicazione)?
In particolare con quiche paese? La mancanza delle competenze di lingue rende difficile la 
cooperazione con le altre unita? Come eliminare dei problem!?

7. Informazione ricevuta dalle altre unita viene passato avanti neli’ unita? Come 
(uffizialmente-per gli amici)? L’informazione resta con certe persone? Esistono rete di 
communicazione con le persone alfestem?

8. Conoscienza delle lingue sono inportante neliä reclutazione? Dobrebbero esserlo? Ci sono 
abbastanza persone chi parlano lingue straniere qui?

9. Corne è l’istruzione delle lingue? Come viene organizzata in generale?

10. Lei viene incoraggiata di migliorare la competenza di lingue? A prendere un corso di 
lingue viene ricompensata? Cosa incoraggiarebbe piu di gente di partecipare ai corsi?

11. Espatriati e altri piu brevi soggiomi, questi miglioranno la communicazione tra le unità? 
Ci dovrebbe essere di pui? C’è qualcosa di negativo con la presenza degli espatriati?
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APPENDIX C

LIST OF INTERVIEWEES

Country Name Org. level Time

Italy Carlo Aguglia Top management 2/99

Italy Pierpaolo Barbone Top management 2/99

Italy Tiziana В aravina Professional employee 2/99

Italy Paolo Biancolillo Middle management 2/99

Italy Fulio Bragoni Top management 2/99

Italy Gianni Gambarini Middle management 2/99

Italy Marina Galdo Professional employee 2/99

Italy Alberto Guglia Top management 2/99

Italy Raimo Huhta Middle management 2/99

Italy Mr. Mammola Middle management 2/99

Italy Sergio Marchetti Top management 2/99

Italy Mr. Minisini Middle management 2/99

Italy Marina Mottolese Professional employee 2/99

Italy Jaana Puisto Professional employee 2/99

Italy Robert Ollus Middle management 2/99

Italy Thierry Savatier Middle management 2/99

Italy Johan Stoor Top management 2/99

Italy Tapani Syrjänen Top management 2/99

Italy Paolo Tremuli Middle management 2/99

Italy Mikael Troberg Middle management 2/99

Switzerland Christian Andersson Top management 2/99

Switzerland Marianne Kopf Top management 3/99

Switzerland Stephane Lhuillier Top management 2/99

Finland Eeva Kainulainen Top management 1/99

Finland Heikki Miilumäki Top management 1/99


