
The need for a multilingual workforce in
businesses
Uncovering the fundamentals of foreign language knowledge, the need for multilingual
workers, and solutions to ensure a functioning multilingual workplace.
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Introduction

An English writer and journalist, Geoffrey Willans, once said:

You can never understand one language until you understand at
least two.

However, this is not a trivial statement. We usually learn to communicate in our first
language, mother tongue, when we are born. In many ways, that particular language
becomes a roadmap for our future and paves the background for the cultural and
sociological understanding of the surrounding world.

Later on, we learn that there are many different cultures. The people who live around us, in
the same country or even in the same neighborhood, come from various families where
each might have a different primary language. We start communicating and quickly
understand it ourselves: there are many differences hidden behind the words we speak.
And what if our thoughts are constructed in another language? Well, there is a whole story
to it.

At Interactio, we deeply care about all languages, even the rarest ones. While we are
trying to build bridges to limitless knowledge, our core consists of multilingual people. This
made us understand that multilingualism is not only important in our casual, daily lives. It
plays a huge part in businesses, where such people work and contribute to success every
day.

Thus, we decided to further study the fundamentals of multilingualism, including its
importance in the working culture. Here, we conducted a throughout analysis of the existing
literature and research on the multilingual workforce in businesses. At first, we want to
provide you with the basics of multilingualism, starting from the benefits it can give us and
the challenges within.
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Besides that, in this research review paper, we will also dig into the scope of the multilingual
workforce and answer questions about whether it is a common requirement to have
multilingual colleagues in every company, its importance, and how to manage such a
workforce.

We will also provide suggestions on how to improve our workforce capabilities by fostering
multilingualism and look into the alternatives for it. Overall, the most common findings
ensure the need for a multilingual workforce and show that it is ever-growing. Even though
globalization quickly introduced the term lingua franca, it became apparent that
understanding every different language is crucial for the best performance of our
workforce.

Let’s get right into it and discover the value of a multilingual workforce at all stages of
business.
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Setting a common ground: what is a
multilingual workforce?

Since the focus of our research review revolves around multilingual people and their role in
various companies, we must first draw a shared understanding of what a multilingual
workforce is.

In short, a multilingual workforce represents a part of employees who know more than
one language. It is not just someone who actively uses various languages for work
purposes. If someone knows more than one language, they already have a multilingual
mindset. It also represents a different, elevated working culture which can lead to many
benefits, which we will discuss further.

Let’s imagine a few types of colleagues in your business. Some of them only speak one
language, which is called the global language of your workplace. While others also
communicate in that language, you might find out that they know one or a few more
languages and use them outside of the workplace.

Does that exclude them from the multilingual workforce? No, not at all.

There is also a third part of the workforce, and they might mainly speak a foreign language.
Who knows, maybe you’ve never heard them speak in the global workplace language
before, but they most definitely know it! They might work as, let’s say, customer service
representatives for different countries or as partnership managers who are responsible for
communication with foreign companies.

While other variants are possible, as a fact, it does not matter if a person actively uses a
foreign language while working. If they know more than one language, we can consider
such an employee as multilingual, thus a part of the company’s multilingual workforce.
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The scope of a multilingual workforce

To understand the current scope of the multilingual workforce, it is necessary to review the
regions where multilingualism is highly apparent.

This will help us overlook whether we still need multilingual
workers, and if we do, where do we lack them?

Here, we might take the European Union as an example. EU countries are united among
many organizations to develop universal decisions even though there are many different
languages and cultures within the region.

When the EU was founded, one of its principles was fair and open trade from the very
beginning. Leaders established a single internal market among the EU countries in a way
where there are no borders. While the EU provides agreements and legislations for all of its
members, it is still a business responsibility to find opportunities in foreign countries. In this
way, it became common sense for EU companies to require multilingual skills.

At this point, multilingualism becomes crucial to
establishing partnerships, and the key to it is a multilingual
workforce. However, hiring a multilingual in Europe is not
that much of a problem since over 60% of the population
already knows a foreign language. And while it seems
pretty obvious why European Union countries would want
to hire multilingual people, statistics show that its scope is
booming in different markets as well.

Before Brexit, the United Kingdom was also involved in
multilingualism studies across the EU. However, it showed
one of the weakest results as only over 30% of the
population were multilingual.
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Despite this fact, Linguistica Recruitment states that:

The scope for a multilingual workforce has grown in countries with fewer multilingual
workers, attracting people from foreign countries or those who would want to work
remotely.

We can also look at the U.S. example. A report by New American Economy overviews the
growing importance of foreign language skills in the U.S. job market. It shows that between
2010 and 2015, the need for bilingual workers has almost increased more than 2 fold. It is
also clear that it is not just the high-end jobs that need workers with multilingual skills.
Languages that are on-demand include Chinese, Spanish, and Arabic.

All of these numbers have also spiked since the
COVID�19 pandemic. Research done by FlexJobs claims
that bilingual remote jobs have increased by 30% over a
year since the start of the pandemic. It means that
more and more companies continue to understand the
role of the multilingual workforce, and the need for it
increases constantly.

And while the current scope of multilinguals varies
across the countries, it is either high or moving towards
the direction where it’s expected to be high. We can
only dive deeper to understand the need for it.
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The need for multilingual workers in
businesses

Many studies try to unravel the need for a multilingual workforce in businesses. A decade
ago, the EU released a publication on mapping the best multilingual business practices in
the EU. In this document, researchers have identified specific topics essential for
companies that already have or want to establish a multilingual workforce. These topics
include but are not limited to the following:

Additionally, it is also mentioned that some EU companies still find it challenging to hire
multilingual candidates. Many problems occur due to that; these problems are worldwide
and not exclusive to EU businesses.

When monolinguals are responsible for finding foreign partners, they lose many contracts in
translation due to weak language skills. And while the EU is internally open for trading,
cultural differences vary across borders. Different countries portray different business
practices and ways of negotiating, highlighting the need for a multilingual workforce.

Discussions on why multilingualism becomes a must for businesses don’t only happen in
scientific literature and studies. People talk about it on social media, and it is not limited to
EU trading. For example, many American companies are trying to penetrate the Chinese
market as well. It is cited that such businesses would want to hire candidates who speak
Mandarin. It also happens vice-versa as Chinese companies are actively establishing
businesses worldwide.
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We need to foster foreign languages, and we must not force others to speak English. First
of all, not everyone has access to the English language since they are born, and people
do not have the same opportunities to learn English as a second language worldwide.
This simply speeds up the process of inequality.

There are many ways to overcome this problem in businesses, and if we do, it quickly
becomes an opportunity to establish a real connection with foreign companies. For
example, providing interpretation or translation services for foreign speakers might
substitute for the problem. In the meantime, businesses could provide language learning as
a part of their employee benefits package.

If we jump back to the standard topics related to the need for multilingualism, we can once
again understand why a multilingual workforce is appreciated. First, multilinguals can
freely move to certain foreign countries and increase their professional skills there.
Multilingual workers could get experience at foreign workshops or conferences and
establish new connections with foreign partners by themselves.

Multilingualism increases creativity and cultural sensitivity. Recent research papers
investigated the link between creativity and bilingualism, which showed that “bilinguals
outperform monolinguals on creativity tasks.” It happens due to enhanced executive
functioning and experience with different cultures.

The fact that there is a lot of research about machine translation proves that employers
seek alternatives or cheaper ways to ensure access to information in foreign languages and
try to find ways to substitute for the lack of a multilingual workforce.

However, most such research also claims that AI is nowhere near substituting the real
human connection. We will further address it with other potential solutions to overcome
the lack of foreign language knowledge in the section “Alternatives for the multilingual
workforce” later in this paper.
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Managing a multilingual workforce

It seems quite clear that the next step for every business is to establish a sustainable and
efficient multilingual workforce. In this case, we need to understand how to manage such a
workforce with all of its nuances.

Understanding the nuances of multilingual workers

While there are many benefits for the multilingual workforce, it also comes with some
challenges. Businesses can’t just think of an idea that they want to become multilingual and
hire hundreds of people who speak different languages.

The first thing is to establish an internal language plan that will ensure a way to make
multilingualism function well. Let’s answer this first: what do you have to think about when
you decide to become a multilingual company?

Get ready to implement a global language – lingua franca

Remember that in a multilingual environment, you will have to do 2 things at once. First, you
will need to ensure that everyone can communicate with each other. Second of all, linguistic
diversity should be celebrated and welcomed as well.

We have previously mentioned the term lingua franca, which represents a “middle” language
in which your colleagues would communicate with each other. Depending on your location,
any language could be used as a lingua franca, but all of the workers should be able to
communicate in it without excluding anyone.

On the other hand – don’t forget that not everyone is equally fluent or efficient in your
chosen language. You must let your employees speak in their mother tongue, especially if
you are discussing some serious topics, such as company-wide questions, trying to come
up with decisions important for these employees, and so on.
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While having a multicultural and multilingual workforce comes with benefits, it also comes
with challenges. Remember that multilinguals will probably have higher communication,
creativity, and problem-solving skills than their monolingual colleagues, so make it a safe
space for everyone. Consider these questions when hiring someone with language
knowledge:

Ensure that everyone is culturally sensitive

In such a diverse community, expect that your colleagues will come upon struggles: there
will be miscommunication and various obstacles. Make sure to look for similarities
between different people and not focus on their differences right away. Finding everyday
things between diverse communities help them bond, and then the differences will just be a
creative part of the job.

There should always be someone you could talk to in your workplace regarding culturally
sensitive topics. Whether it is someone who focuses on discrimination, racism, diversity,
inequality, or any other hot topic, that person should be available for everyone. Sometimes,
these might be specialists from a human resources department.

In bigger businesses, having your in-house psychologists (who speak in various languages
or use interpretation services!� is also a good idea. Let your team know that you will always
hear them, no matter what.

While a diverse team lets employers enjoy a wide range of ideas, an increasing number of
innovations, and improved productivity, it is also the employers’ responsibility to ensure that
everyone remains culturally sensitive to each other.
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Implement new tools to foster multilingualism

Let’s not forget that everything could function differently when a fully multilingual workforce
is around you. Be mentally ready to make a lot of changes.

You might need localized managers who are fluent in different languages, continuous
in-house or external translation or interpretation services, and a whole new kind of daily
work.

First of all, come up with standard business etiquette:

Never leave your multilingual colleagues last. Make sure that everyone understands the
value that they hold. First of all, they come from different cultural backgrounds, and it could
already provide important information about the way potential partners from foreign
companies operate.

At the same time, you should not push your diverse workforce to provide insights all the
time. They are not super-humans, and they can only provide additional information if that is
the case.

Take this as an example: Swedish people could give good insights for some Scandinavian
companies, but it doesn’t mean that they are experts and have a lot of knowledge regarding
the Baltic countries.

New tools for your multilingual workforce could be anything: in-house language training, a
communication platform where anyone can quickly provide their opinion in their mother
tongue, real-time interpretation of speeches, a multilingual management system, and so on.
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Establishing a framework in a multilingual workplace

Even to this day, various companies struggle with multilingualism. Some business owners in
the United States suggest that English is the only way to ensure a successful working
relationship in a good workplace. However, this might just be another form of discrimination
against foreigners.

Equal Employment Opportunity Commission �EEOC� sets such guidelines and allows the use
of different languages in workplaces. It states that “rules requiring employees to speak
only English in the workplace violate the law unless the employer can show that they are
justified by business necessity.” What does this mean in practice?

Sometimes, executives and managers require people to speak only English during business
hours and even breaks. This can lead to a lot of fear and frustration in the workplace.
However, the English-only rule is only applicable when it is vital to ensure the safety and
efficiency of employees.

Set up a framework by providing common rules: when do we have to use a lingua franca
such as English?

Make sure that it comes with time, practice, and experience. It is not easy to set up a
framework for a multilingual workforce. Do not be afraid to make mistakes, be open to
learning from those; this way, the multilingual employees will appreciate you. In the end, it
will only bring positive results.
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Alternatives for a multilingual workforce

Throughout the paper, we have already addressed a few main alternatives to having
multilingual colleagues. These alternatives can help us communicate and proceed with our
tasks even if we lack someone with specific language skills. The most prominent options
are interpretation services and machine translation.

Interpretation services

Let’s remind ourselves that interpretation, as a process, is the practice of transforming
spoken or signed information from a source language to a target language in an oral or
signed form. It is provided by interpreters who have the experience and skills to interpret
the speech by maintaining the tone and meaning of the original speaker.

While there are many types of interpretation for different occasions, remote simultaneous
interpretation �RSI� is arguably the most popular right now. It allows you to receive
interpretation simultaneously (within milliseconds) from any part of the world.

Currently, it is not well understood and studied whether any big
companies use interpretation services to substitute for their lack of

multilingual workforce or poor internal foreign language skills.

However, we can compare it to machine translation with its use cases in businesses. Both of
these technologies are kicking off their way into various businesses. Still, interpretation
services are manual, aided by humans, and provide much higher quality.

There is a high possibility that by implementing professional interpretation service
providers, we could substitute for the lack of a multilingual workforce in many business
spheres. However, since it is not the cheapest way, we must research which method works
best for the business.
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Of course, risking business negotiations and losing partners is not recommended. It is
always better to trust experts if both parties require precise translation. Employers could
use interpretation services in these use cases as well:

Machine translation

In 2020, the experts in language services from Slator identified some of the groundbreaking
and most influential research papers on machine translation. These papers portray the
current trends and challenges of emerging technology and showcase that machine
translation could be, but isn’t, the future – yet.

In simple words, machine translation resembles transforming text from the source
language to a target language through automatic, computer-mediated translation
software.

Ideally, such a translation tool could automatically help when we lack skills in foreign
languages and cannot afford professional translators. It provides quick translations, but it is
only efficient when we are translating text. When we use automatic voice recognition and
translation, we still encounter many errors and misinterpretations, so it is still impossible to
trust artificial intelligence in business negotiations and other significant cases.

Many machine translation tools only provide translations in top
languages, leaving the rare languages behind, which is not the

case in interpretation services.
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However, machine translation is constantly evolving, and it is a technology to look after.
Machine translation would be perfect for the following:
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Further research

After conducting a deep analysis of research and available literature, we have understood
that there is still a lot of work to understand the need for a multilingual workforce in
businesses. We still don’t know whether it is beneficial in different business sectors and
each stage of companies.

While we might assume that multilingualism is more beneficial in management and
administration, we can’t precisely say that it is not required in manufacturing or financing.

We suggest that companies do research in this direction, which would help talent seekers
and head-hunters look for multilingual candidates only for the needed positions.

Additionally, research should evaluate how widely businesses use interpretation services if
they lack an internal workforce with good foreign language skills. Interpretation services
have massive potential as a working alternative, but research needs to back this statement.

Since replicating previous research is essential as well, we suggest exploring the role and
need of a multilingual workforce once again, from its core, by highlighting the strengths of
multilingualism and providing a roadmap for the global and multicultural future.
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