10

Language Management in
the Japanese Workplace

Lisa Fairbrother
Sophia University, Tokyo

10.1 Introduction

Although language planning has most commonly been associated
with the language policies of governments and national-level institu-
tions, it is also undertaken by multinational corporations in order to
facilitate communication within their organizations (Nekvapil and
Nekula, 2006). However, despite the high concentration of multina-
tional corporations in Japan, very little research has been conducted
on the language policy occurring in these workplaces (Peltokorpi and
Vaara, 2012).

This chapter will examine the language policies of multinational
corporations and micro-level reactions to such official corporate
language policy in branches of multinational companies in the
Tokyo area. By applying language management theory (Jernudd and
Neustupny, 1987; Nekvapil, 2009), and by analysing the episodes
of language management recounted by Japanese and non-Japanese
employees at multinational companies, it will be shown how cor-
porate language policy can be a source of friction and struggle
on the micro level, particularly regarding the devaluation of the
individual’s linguistic capital (Bourdieu, 1991), differing percep-
tions of the necessity of particular languages on the micro level,
and conflicts over how to use English. In addition, this chapter will
examine the dialectical relationship between the micro and macro
levels (Nekvapil and Nekula, 2006), whilst emphasizing the neces-
sity to recognize the existence of multiple interests and agents on
the micro level.
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10.2 Literature review

10.2.1 Language policy in multinationals

Research into language policy in multinationals has shown how differ-
ent languages can wield different power in the workplace. For example,
being proficient in the right languages, particularly the company’s ‘home
language’, English and the local language, can be a great source of power
in multinational corporations (Marschan-Piekkari et al., 1999). However,
if the official company language changes to English, employees’ skills in
other languages can become devalued, with employees feeling as if their
professionalism has been taken away (Vaara et al., 2005).

Yet, as Roberts (2010) points out, there is often a ‘gap between the
official rhetoric of institutions and the policies on the ground and the
linguistic ideology that underpins both of them’ (p. 221). Indeed, Lidi
et al. (2010) show that even though the official corporate language
might be English, plurilingual employees’ ‘language practice’ is actu-
ally ‘multiform and dynamic’ (p. 231). Furthermore, Amelina (2010),
in her study of Russian L1 professionals in Germany, questions the
overriding power of English and insists instead that English ‘does not
displace other languages nor does it dominate them in all the domains
of interactions’ (p. 250). In fact, it is ‘the mother tongue and the host
language, which are primarily used for network building, personal rela-
tionship maintenance and for career development’, and in ‘competing
situations’, the host language, in this case German, not English, ‘is used
as an instrument of power imposition and exclusion’ (p. 251).

However, little research has focused on language policy issues in mul-
tinationals with offices based in Japan. One exception is Peltokorpi and
Vaara’s (2012) extensive study of policy and practices in the Japanese
subsidiaries of foreign multinationals. Their study shows that language
practices on the local level are often hybrid in nature and so do not
merely reflect the top-down implementation of official corporate policy,
but are rather the ‘result of the interplay of HQ strategies and local
responses’ (p. 825). They also highlight the role of key local actors in
determining the actual level of language policy implementation, the
‘pervasive power implications of language policies and practices’ (p. 825)
and the different effects that language policy can have on different levels
of human resource management. Nevertheless, there are no studies that
focus on daily-life micro-level interactions in the Japanese offices of
multinationals, and specifically look at how employees perceive and
react to corporate language policy in the course of their everyday work
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activities. While building on the findings of past research, this chapter
will focus on how issues relating to official corporate language(s) are
managed in the micro-level interactions of employees in the Tokyo
offices of three European-owned multinationals.

10.2.2 Language management theory

The theoretical framework used in this study is language manage-
ment theory (LMT: Jernudd and Neustupny, 1987; Nekvapil, 2009),
which focuses on the processes involved in the perception, evaluation
and removal of ‘language problems’. This theory is not to be confused
with the more general term, ‘language management’, used by Bernard
Spolsky (2009; see Jernudd, 2010), which does not specifically look at
the management of language problems as a four-stage process. LMT,
on the other hand, deals with the processes behind the noting and
removal of ‘language problems’ and is firmly grounded in discourse. As
Neustupny (1985, p. 45) posits, ‘apart from the necessity to examine the
end product language, we are equally — or perhaps primarily - interested
in processes which develop in linguistic discourse’. This similarly applies
to the language planning process as a whole:

any act of language planning should start with the consideration of
language problems as they appear in discourse, and the planning
process should not be considered complete until the removal of the
problems is implemented in discourse. (Neustupny, 1994a, p. 50)

Therefore, LMT forces us to look not only at what language policies
exist, but where the motivation for such policy comes from, how the
policy is evaluated and whether it is actually implemented in the micro-
level discourse of the people for whom this planning has been con-
ducted. We need to know who noted the language problem in the first
place, how they evaluated it, what solutions they designed and whether,
or how far, those solutions are actually being implemented.

The language management (LM) process follows four key stages,
namely (1) the noting of a deviation from a norm or expectation,
(2) the evaluation of the deviation (either negatively or positively),
(3) the design of an adjustment to remove the deviation, and (4) the
implementation of the adjustment design. The process may also stop at
any of these stages.

Obviously, when we think about these processes on the micro and
macro/meso levels they will have different characteristics, and Jernudd
and Neustupny (1987) point out two broad types of LM. The first is
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‘simple management’, which refers to the individual management of
features of the ongoing micro-level interaction. The second is ‘organ-
ized management’, or the management of ‘language as a system’ (p. 76),
generally undertaken at the macro level. The former we can regard as
micro-level management in discourse, whereas the latter is more similar
to traditional macro/meso-level language planning. However, these two
levels are not necessarily separate, and LMT explicitly emphasizes the
relationship between the two:

the relation between macro and micro is dialectical; in other words,
these two dimensions of social phenomena elaborate on one another.
What this means is firstly that in particular interactions the partici-
pants recognisably orient themselves towards social structures and
thereby reproduce them, and secondly, that in particular interactions
the participants contribute to the transformation of these structures.
(Nekvapil and Nekula, 2006, p. 308)

Thus, the macro and micro levels are not just seen to be related, but
they actually influence one another. Another key feature of LM is its
cyclical nature. In other words, the process from noting to adjustment
implementation may be repeated and transformed.

10.2.3 Language management in multinationals

Although the number of studies is limited, LMT has been used in the
analysis of language issues in the subsidiaries of multinational corpora-
tions, notably in Central Europe (Nekvapil and Nekula, 2006; Nekvapil
and Sherman, 2009). Regarding the issue of language norms, it was
found that the languages of the expatriates are ‘perceived as more pow-
erful than the local languages’ and there is pressure put on the local
employees to acquire the expatriate languages, but not the other way
around (Nekvapil and Sherman, 2009, p. 182). As a result, the language
skills of local employees are often negatively evaluated and, specifically,
deviations relating to language proficiency, a lack of self-assertiveness
and a lack of display of misunderstanding were noted (Nekvapil and
Nekula, 2006; Nekvapil and Sherman, 2009).

Regarding solutions to such language problems, the financial costs of
macro-level adjustments, such as the introduction of company-funded
language courses and translation services, are very high (Nekvapil and
Nekula, 2006). However, micro-level adjustments may also be made. For
example, ‘rules’ may be introduced in local-level interactions concern-
ing not only which language(s) may or may not be used but how people
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should communicate, for example making it clear when one cannot
understand something in a meeting. Also ‘pre-interaction management’
strategies, such as choosing written over oral communication, may be
implemented in order to prevent potential problems, such as communica-
tion breakdown, from actually occurring (Nekvapil and Sherman, 2009).
Furthermore, Nekvapil and Nekula (2006) have shown how simple
and organized management ‘may be intertwined with one another dia-
lectically’ (p. 324). For example, the introduction of Czech courses for
foreign employees in a German multinational was influenced by micro-
level problems relating to the perceived necessity of making Czech social
networks. However, the courses themselves were not successful because
of the lack of importance placed on those courses within the workplace.
Yet, despite the important findings presented in the European stud-
ies of multinationals, there are no studies that look at LM occurring in
multinationals elsewhere. This study will therefore attempt to redress
this imbalance, by examining the management of official corporate
language policy at the micro level in multinationals based in Japan.

10.3 Method

The examples used in this study come from interviews conducted with
three plurilingual employees (MM, JF and CM) in specialist and/or
lower-level management positions at three different European-owned
multinationals based in Tokyo. MM is a Mexican male in his forties
working for Swedish-owned Company A. He is a native speaker of
Spanish but is fluent in English and Japanese and also speaks some
French. JF is a Japanese female in her thirties working for French-owned
Company B. Her first language is Japanese but she also speaks good
English and Swedish and a little French. CM is a Chinese male in his
thirties working for German-owned Company C. His first language
is his local Chinese dialect followed by Mandarin. He also has strong
Japanese and English skills and some German.

The details of the three companies can be seen in Table 10.1. In
Company A, English is the official corporate language of the whole corpo-
ration and from the managerial level up the majority of business com-
munication should be in English. Even so, the main language used with
customers and between employees is the ‘host language’, Japanese, and
some Swedish is visible in official document headings, strategy docu-
ments and product names. In addition, MM reported using Spanish,
his native language, with a number of colleagues and occasionally with
Spanish-speaking customers.
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Table 10.1 Company profiles

Company A Company B Company C

Interviewee MM JE CM
Home country Sweden France Germany
Official language(s) English French, English  English
Main business Retail Food producer  Logistics
Number of offices in Japan 7 il 280
Number of employees in Japan >1,000 <10 >3,000

The official languages of Company B are French (dominant) and
English (in international contexts). In the Tokyo branch, French is only
used by some employees in communicating with the French head office
and JF only uses French for greetings on the telephone, in e-mail and
with visitors from overseas. On the other hand, English is the main
language of communication with the head office in Paris and JF also
uses English for some communication with the French branch manager.
Japanese, however, is the main language of day-to-day office duties and
communications with the French branch manager, with customers and
other office workers.

In Company C, the official company language is English and all
employees need to have good English skills in order to be hired.
However, all communication with domestic customers is conducted
in Japanese, as is a large part of the day-to-day communication in the
branch office. Communication with the Asia-region offices is almost
all conducted in English, although CM will use Mandarin with some
Chinese speakers.

Two types of interviews were conducted with the employees and, in
total, over seven hours of interview data were collected by the author.
MM and CM’s interviews were conducted in English and JF’s interviews
were conducted in Japanese, according to their preferences. Firstly, a
semi-structured interview was conducted, focusing on the interviewees’
use of language at work and general impressions of language issues in
the workplace. Secondly, interaction interviews (Neustupny, 1994b,
2003) were conducted with MM and JF, focusing on the interviewees’
interactions at work during the previous 24 hours in chronological order,
in accordance with the guidelines outlined by Muraoka (2002) and
Neustupny (2003). In this type of interview, interviewees are asked to
give a detailed account of their very recent, and thus easy to recall, inter-
actions (usually same or previous day) in 10-60 minute chronological
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time segments, giving details of each interaction, including participants,
goals and content. Although semi-structured recall interviews can help
us gain a general idea of language problems in the workplace, they often
tend to be too general, the topics are restricted to what the interviewee
selects to talk about, and the comments that are made are often general-
ized summaries of their experiences and not detailed accounts of their
actual interactions (Muraoka, 2002). On the other hand, in the interac-
tion interview, the interviewee’s attention is focused on recounting the
actual events that happened that day, rather than on general summaries
and evaluations of experiences they think the researcher wants to hear,
so the interviewee is freer to verbalize his or her feelings concerning
concrete events (Neustupny, 1994b) and the interviewer has better
access to the actual language behaviour that occurred, even if it is not
considered important by the interviewee.

The sections that follow will show examples of how the three employ-
ees manage deviations in their daily working lives that are related to
official corporate language policy. In particular, I will give examples of
how language policy may be ignored or resisted, and how there may be
friction over how English should be used, particularly relating to the
hybridization of ‘language’ and ‘communication rules’.

10.4 The (lack of) implementation of
official language policy

Even though a multinational corporation lays down an explicit official
language policy, this may be considered problematic by certain actors in
the local subsidiaries, resulting in the policy being ignored or resisted.

10.4.1 Ignoring official language policy
MM gives an account of how the official language policy of his com-
pany was ignored by the Japanese branch manager:

[Our Japanese branch manager] stressed all managers’ meetings have
to be done in English, and she clearly pointed out because you have
to challenge yourself and you are working for a foreign company
and [if] you want to be promoted you have to have that skill [of
using English], but suddenly this changed and now everything is in
Japanese.

In this excerpt, MM notes a deviation from the official corporate norm
that all managers’ meetings are supposed to be conducted in English.
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The language of the meetings has changed to Japanese and, from the
tone of MM’s account, it is clear that he evaluates this shift in language
use negatively. This negative evaluation comes from the fact that a
shift in the language of meetings to Japanese constitutes ‘a redefinition
of what counts as valued capital’ (Park, 2011, p. 445). Because of this
switch, MM’s role has shifted, from being a proficient lingua-franca
user of English among other non-native speakers, to a less powerful
non-native speaker of Japanese in a majority Japanese-native-speaker
environment. Thus, the ‘linguistic capital’ (Bourdieu, 1991) he gained
from using English has diminished through this switch to Japanese.

MM also provides an explanation for why this shift might have
taken place:

if the meeting is in English [the Japanese managers] usually don’t
ask questions ... if there is a chance for them to speak in Japanese
then they become more open to say, even if they know, they can’t
speak English ... [some] don’t understand the presenter if the person
speaks in English.

Therefore, we can see how the Japanese branch manager’s need for the
Japanese staff to participate more actively in meetings has overridden
the corporation’s official language policy. Because of proficiency, and
possibly preference, Japanese is easier for the majority of employees to
communicate in, and so, in order to enable the majority to carry out
their jobs more effectively, the language of meetings was changed.

If we look at this example from the perspective of the LM carried out
by the Japanese branch manager, we can see how she notes that it is dif-
ficult for many members of staff to participate in meetings in English.
This deviates from her expectation that employees should participate
fully in meetings in order for the company to run efficiently. She then
solves this problem of participation by designing and implementing the
adjustment of changing the language of the meetings to Japanese so that
the majority of employees can participate more effectively. In contrast to
MM'’s case, when the official policy of conducting meetings in English is
carried out the Japanese employees cannot fully participate and hence,
similar to Vaara et al.’s (2005) findings, the language resources of the local
majority are devalued. By switching the language to Japanese, however,
the Japanese majority’s native-language skills are given added value.

In this example, we can clearly see that the Japanese branch manager
is a ‘key actor’ (Peltokorpi and Vaara, 2012) in deciding whether or
not the use of the official corporate language will be implemented at
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the local level. It is her individual decision that enables the language
needs of the Japanese majority to override the policy directives from
head office.

10.4.2 Resisting official language policy

Official language policy may also be actively resisted, rather than simply
ignored. The following excerpt is taken from JF’s interview where she
recounts a conversation she had with a French senior manager from the
French head office:

[ was told ... ‘You should improve your French’, ... it had a real
impact on me. ‘Oh, so it’s like I have to learn French because of
course it’s a French company’... I felt a difference of power between
people who can speak French and those who can’t. English isn’t the
problem. She can of course speak English but it feels as if it's just
temporary. She’s only using English because I can’t speak French.
I felt that she was thinking that when I can speak French, I should
use French ... But I really don’t think I'm going to learn French so
that I can use it for business, [ don’t think it’s necessary either ...
Rather than [French] I think it’s better to learn more about some-
thing like marketing. (Author’s translation of Japanese interview)

In this example, we can see JF being pressured to improve her pro-
ficiency in the official corporate home language, French. The senior
French manager is upholding the norm that employees of Company B
should be highly proficient in French because, although a multina-
tional, the company is a French company and the French language
plays a symbolic role in its identity. If we look at the LM that the French
manager undertakes, we can see that JF’s low level of French deviates
from the company norm that employees should speak business-level
French, presumably if they want to do well in the company. She evalu-
ates JF’s language proficiency negatively and makes an adjustment by
telling JF explicitly to improve her French.

On the other hand, being told to improve her French constitutes a
deviation for JE. Based on her experiences in the Japanese branch office,
she knows that English, Japanese and a few French greetings are enough
in the local context and that, in practice, French is unnecessary. She
evaluates this deviation negatively and highlights the fact that this is
not an issue of communication, because all the senior French manage-
ment can easily communicate in English, but one of ideology and, to use
her words, ‘power’. JF makes an adjustment towards this deviation by
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actively making the decision not to learn French. As her final comment
illustrates, in the local context at least, it makes more sense for her to
spend her time studying something more useful like marketing.

JF is able to resist pressure from the French head office to improve
her French, firstly, because of her distance, both geographically and
psychologically, from the French head office. Her daily working life is
supervised by her local French manager and, although he communi-
cates with the French head office in French, he does not enforce the
company’s French policy in the local office. Rather, according to JF, he
puts priority on making money for the company and so hires staff who
will be good at working within the Japanese market, and so takes on the
main role of liaising with the French head office in French himself. So
again, we can see how the agency of the local branch managers affects
how far the corporate language policy will be enforced.

Furthermore, even though JF receives comments about her language
proficiency, head office itself is not actually enforcing this policy. It
would take many hours of study and considerable financial invest-
ment to raise JF’s very basic French skills to a level where she would be
able to conduct business in French and, crucially, Company B is not
intending to pay for this. Company B may ideally like all of its overseas
employees to have high-level French but, in reality, it appears that their
main priority lies in making money in the lucrative Japanese market.
This situation is different from the cases reported in Central Europe,
where multinationals spend a great deal of money on translation and
language study support (Nekvapil and Nekula, 2006). In contrast, the
Japanese cases in both Company A and Company B seem to exemplify
the ‘neoliberal workplace’, where ‘the worker [rather than the com-
pany: LF] is expected to carry the burden of endless self-development,
including the continuous improvement of linguistic skills’ (Park, 2011,
p. 445). Nevertheless, the head office really cannot force the issue if
there are no serious communication problems between the branch and
head office and money is being made.

10.4.3 The macro-micro connection

From the two examples above, it is possible to see a dialectical relation-
ship between the macro/meso and micro levels. When the company’s
official language policy is not enforced on the micro level, the company
head offices do not change their official policies but they do acquiesce.
In other words, their lack of policy enforcement enables local devia-
tions from official policy to continue. Therefore, a lack of LM by the
head office, particularly the implementation of adjustments to enforce
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official language policy, leads to the creation of new local norms, such
as ‘we can get away with using another language’, that are promoted by
the local branch managers. This supports Peltokorpi and Vaara’s (2012)
findings that, firstly, local language practices result from the ‘interplay
of HQ strategies and local responses’ and, secondly, that ‘key actors’ in
the local context, here the branch managers, play a central role in the
implementation of policy (p. 825). Thus, although events on the micro
level do not change the corporation’s official language policy, they do
enable new local norms to be created, highlighting the high level of
flexibility surrounding the implementation of language policy, particu-
larly if it does not affect the general running of the business.

10.5 The hybridization of ‘language’ and
‘communication’ rules

Peltokorpi and Vaara (2012) point out the ‘hybrid nature of language prac-
tices’ in Japanese multinationals. Similarly, the interviews in this study
show that it is not just which language should be used, but how each lan-
guage is expected to be used that is problematized in the Japanese work-
place. As Hymes (1972, p. 54) has claimed, we share ‘rules for the conduct
and interpretation of speech’, and as Neustupny (2004) has argued, we do
not just need linguistic knowledge to communicate effectively, we also
need what he terms ‘non-grammatical communicative competence’ (p. 6).
For example, the way we agree on which topics should be talked about,
to whom and how politeness should be displayed, to whom we should be
direct and indirect, how much we should say and how we should organ-
ize our talk, are influenced by the communities of practice to which we
belong. However, these ‘rules for the conduct and interpretation of speech’
are often subconscious and do not necessarily change when the base lin-
guistic code is switched. Thus, we can have a situation where one linguistic
code, for example English, is used as the base, but where the ‘rules for
the conduct and interpretation of speech’ derive from a completely differ-
ent communication system, in this case, Japanese.

In the following example, MM explains an incident where a Turkish
colleague’s communication in English with the Swedish CEO of Japan
operations, was frowned upon by other Japanese staff members. The
setting was an ‘open meeting’ where employees were told they could
address their concerns to the CEO:

[one Turkish employee] was very direct asking questions and I think
some [Japanese] people didn’t like that ... I heard [from them later
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that] his questions were very direct, were, all questions was ‘I think
that, I believe that if we have like an online shopping service the
company will make more profit. Why don’t we have that?’... I real-
ized at that time only the Japanese [were] very shocked about his
questions ... [they had] surprised facial expressions.

We can infer from this excerpt that, from the Japanese employees’ per-
spective, the Turkish employee’s comments were interpreted as a chal-
lenge to the Swedish CEO. Even though English was used and the CEO
was non-Japanese, the Japanese employees’ facial reactions imply that
they expected the Turkish employee to respect the hierarchy and not
threaten the Swedish CEO’s face by challenging him directly in a public
forum. The Turkish employee’s questions, therefore, deviated from their
expectations because he did not consider his own position within the
company hierarchy and his questions did not show deference to the
CEO, as most Japanese employees would expect. MM’s Japanese col-
leagues’ facial expressions displayed their negative evaluation. Although
no adjustment plans appear to have been implemented to tackle the
Turkish employee’s deviation directly, his Japanese colleagues were gos-
siping about this amongst themselves and to MM, and by doing so, were
strengthening the awareness that this behaviour was deviant.

On the other hand, MM notes as a deviation the pressure from
Japanese employees to communicate indirectly, or not at all, even when
they are speaking English to someone non-Japanese. This pressure devi-
ates firstly from the explicit company norms, mentioned in the in-house
training literature, that Company A is a ‘flat organization’ or, in other
words, that it has a weak hierarchy that places emphasis on ‘clarity in
communication’. It also deviates from MM'’s individual norm that, if
you use English, particularly to someone non-Japanese, you should also
be able to apply the communication rules of non-Japanese speech com-
munities. From MM'’s tone of voice, and his use of the expression ‘only
the Japanese [were] very shocked’, it can be inferred that MM evaluated
this deviation rather negatively. However, no visible adjustment plan is
designed and implemented, save for his probable raised awareness that,
when using English, he should be careful to use a more indirect style of
communication.

In this example, we can see the conflicting interests of different groups
on the local micro level and their different LM processes. We can see a
covert struggle between non-Japanese employees, such as MM and pre-
sumably the Turkish employee on the one hand, who want the official
corporate policy, emphasizing weak hierarchy and clear communication,
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to be enforced, and, on the other hand, some Japanese employees, who
consciously or subconsciously, are pressuring non-Japanese employees
to conform to Japanese ‘communication rules’, even though the base
language used is English.

MM gives a further example of a manager from Singapore who was
‘asked to leave the company’. MM explains that the trigger for her dis-
missal was her plan to organize a meeting on an important retail day,
but MM argues that it was her way of communicating that was the real
reason behind her dismissal:

[ think [the Japanese managers] just didn’t like her ... She was very,
very direct in the way of communicating, and saying ‘No, I don’t
think how this is good’ ... maybe she was a bit rough sometimes ...
So she sometimes said ‘OK just get it done!’, ‘Oh I'm going to tell
this guy he’s not performing well!” and [she] went and ask this guy,
‘You are not doing anything, why are you taking so much time doing
this?’, kind of ... [She] was doing the same to [the branch manager]
and another [higher-ranked] people.

MM claims that it was the Singaporean manager’s way of communicating
too directly, particularly to people of higher rank, which cost her her job.
Although she was speaking in English, she had been repeatedly deviating
from the Japanese norm of indirectness in certain contexts, particularly
regarding the criticism of other managers. Although the catalyst for her
dismissal was the meeting that she had scheduled for an inappropriate
time, according to MM, it was the accumulation of negative evaluations
(Fairbrother, 1999; Muraoka, 2000) concerning her directness that was the
real cause of the problem. So again we can see pressure from the Japanese
majority to hybridize English with Japanese ‘communication rules’.

When asked about his own experiences and impressions of the
Singaporean manager, however, MM’s interpretation of her directness
was very different:

We had a very good relation, actually. She XX! lot of advices and
saying ‘maybe you have to do this, and this’, and ‘if you make a
presentation maybe let’s focus on this’, and ‘maybe you want to get
this case fast by all this XX meeting’ or whatever ‘please do’ and so
[she] was, is more kind of positive, yeah constructive.

Therefore, we can see that there can be various interpretations of the
same language-related phenomena. Although the Japanese managers
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felt that the Singaporean manager’s way of using English was too direct,
MM actually evaluated her way of giving criticism positively, as ‘posi-
tive’ and ‘constructive’.

This hybridization of ‘language’ and ‘communication rules’ from
two different systems seems to cause friction because it manifests itself
as covert, unwritten rules, held by the majority, that appear to carry
considerable power in determining career success in the local context,
thus illustrating one aspect of what Peltokorpi and Vaara refer to as the
‘pervasive power implications of language policies and practices’ (p. 825).
Having an English language policy may also hold some dangers for
non-Japanese employees, who may unwittingly assume that use of the
English language also permits a communication style similar to that
used in English-speaking countries. Instead, a more hybridized Japanese
style of English communication, such as displaying respect and restraint
towards those higher up in the hierarchy and avoiding open directness
in certain contexts, may be preferred by the local Japanese majority.

Furthermore, some of those majority Japanese speakers will be in gate-
keeping positions, and so being able to present a positive impression to
one’s Japanese superiors via communication may rely on good knowl-
edge of Japanese ‘communication rules’ rather than merely English
grammar and vocabulary. This also supports Amelina’s (2010) claims
that the host-country language, in this case Japanese, and particularly
Japanese ‘communication rules’, may be ‘used as an instrument of power
imposition and exclusion’ (p. 251).

10.6 Acknowledging the distinction between
‘language’ and ‘communication’ skills

Recognition of the difference between ‘language’ and ‘communication’
skills does not always have to cause friction, however. In fact, local
managers can be aware of these differences and actually recognize and
make use of the fact that employees with not just English skills but also
particular communication skills can be useful in communicating with
the overseas regional offices. In the following excerpt CM explains how
Company C has designated him as the key communicator with the
Asia-region head office:

none of these languages I use is my native language right, so express
what you want, what you want to see, that’s okay that’s a basic point
but besides this, how you speak to make people work with you easy
to accept you, so this is sometimes a little bit of technique, such as
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[ never use ‘I’ in the mail, I always use ‘we’ right, because you know,
I don’t know, because we try to make people to we are same destina-
tion, we try to you know from your words try to people to want to
work with you, that’s our thinks, right, it’s not only, you know if you
sense: ‘I want to do this here tomorrow’, ‘we would like to do’, ‘we
expect to finish to your tomorrow’; so maybe not so direct, a little
bit polite, maybe people would be easy to accept, so basically now
if they have something to discuss with the region team they will
ask me to do, I don’t know why, just I have no troubles ... because
I don’t know, just they didn’t delay my requirement, I ask them to
do something and they always try to help.

Even though CM'’s English-language skills are by no means perfect,
he explains how he uses ‘techniques’, when writing in English, such
as using the word ‘we’ rather than ‘I’, and tries to communicate in a
‘not so direct, a little bit polite’ way, so that other people will ‘want
to work with you’. The senior Japanese managers at Company C have
noted that when CM communicates with the regional team things go
more smoothly than if his Japanese colleagues do the communication
work, so as a result he has been designated the key person in charge
of communicating the branch’s requests to the regional head office,
because he ‘has no troubles’ and if he makes a request to them ‘they
always try to help’.

Designating CM as the key communicator can be seen as one example
of ‘pre-interaction management’ (Nekvapil and Sherman, 2009) on the
part of CM’s Japanese managers. For the sake of getting the job done
efficiently, they recognize the need for smooth communication with
the regional head office, and although CM does not have the highest-
level English skills, they have noted that his communication style is
more effective in getting their requests met. CM is therefore designated
as the key communicator to avoid delays and other communication
problems. In other words, they recognize that by having CM handle the
communication they can prevent potential deviations from occurring.

10.7 Conclusions

As the examples in this chapter illustrate, the implementation of the
official corporate language(s) may cause friction mainly because of
three factors. Firstly, enforcing, or not enforcing, the policy, results in
the devaluation of certain employees’ language skills, thus negatively
affecting their status at work or their ability to carry out their work
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effectively. Secondly, there may be friction when official policy does
not reflect the actual linguistic resources needed on the micro level in
the local context. As was shown in the example of Company B, even
though French might be the corporation’s official language, if it is not
actually needed by the employees in order to accomplish their work
duties then it may be completely ignored.

Finally, even though a particular official corporate language might be
employed, the ‘communication rules’ that determine how the language
will be used, may derive from a completely different system, resulting
in consequences for those employees unfamiliar with these other very
powerful, covert, local norms. As the examples here have shown, not
knowing how to hybridize English to suit the local context can result
in alienation from other employees and even the loss of employment.
On the other hand, the ability of certain employees to use English in a
non-Japanese communicative style that results in the local branch office
being able to negotiate more effectively with the regional head office,
may be valued and exploited by the local management.

Regarding LMT, and particularly, the connection between macro/
meso- and micro-level policy, we can see that local branch managers
are clearly ‘key actors’ (Peltokorpi and Vaara, 2012) in determining
whether, or to what extent, corporate policy will be implemented on the
local level. In fact, through the initiatives of local managers, new local
norms may be formed that conflict with the official corporate policy.
Consequently, we can see a definite weakening of the official language
policy, encouraged by the corporation’s central management’s lack of
policy enforcement. This does not lead to the formation of completely
new macro/meso-level norms within the whole corporation, but it does
show how multinationals will tolerate non-compliance with language
policy, leading to the subsequent weakening of those very norms.

Furthermore, LM on the micro level takes various forms and there
may be conflicting norms and interests between different groups of
employees depending on their status, language skills and background.
Therefore, it is important to stress that there is not just one homoge-
neous micro level and that the problems noted by one group may not
be noted by all. We, therefore, need to look at the LM processes of
different employees at different levels in the corporate hierarchy, in
order to grasp a fuller picture of the impact of language policy on the
micro level.

Finally, in contrast with Nekvapil and Sherman’s (2009) findings, in
this study the language norms of the expatriates do not necessarily seem
to be more powerful than the local languages. They may be important
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for the top jobs but for those involved in lower-level positions, local
Japanese norms of language use may be equally or more powerful, as
was also the case with German in Amelina’s (2010) study. Therefore,
although small in scope, this study illustrates how microlinguistic stud-
ies can be of great value in highlighting the relationship between the
micro and macro/meso levels of language planning, particularly regard-
ing the implementation of policy and the negotiation of underlying
norms. Micro-level studies enable us to see the actual results of planning
on the micro level and whether policy is actually being implemented. In
addition, they can show us the dialogical nature of language policy and
how pressure from the micro level can affect macro/meso-level policy.

Note

1. Inaudible segment.
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