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INTRODUCTION

Most companies will face a linguistic or cultural barrier at some time over the next few years - even on home ground where - with take-overs increasingly happening in Europe -  the nationality of the owners and managers in companies may change virtually overnight!  

This means that more and more European workers are having to communicate across language and cultural barriers. What's more, it's not only people at the traditional sharp end of communication, such as export managers or switch-board operators who have to work in a multilingual environment. Nowadays, anyone in the company at any level - from technician to designer, or press officer to production worker - can find they often need to communicate and may need to use a foreign language. And if they don't speak it themselves - it will need some action in your company to find a solution to the language problem. 

How do companies in Europe come to terms with language and cultural barriers? What kind of cross-border communication strategies do they employ to ensure they can act globally but appear as if  local to their customers? 

Finding a solution means developing a communication strategy which takes account of the  language and cultural issues in the new market. 

The video accompanying this Guide illustrates the different kinds of strategies which successful export companies in various countries of Europe have adopted to overcome cross-cultural communication barriers and improve their bottom-line.  
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What is a Communication Strategy? 

 - It is a key strand of the export plan which shows how your company  intends to cope with all the language and cultural problems as they arise. It demonstrates ways in which your company will operate in international markets - whether it will hire local people who speak the language or use a local agent to meet all its language needs; it's about working out whether to use local translation agencies, or develop language skills in your own local staff; it's about finding the most cost-effective solution. 

- The ultimate goal is that a company is able - thanks to a well thought through strategy - to compete against local competition with equal ease and effectiveness however far or near it is trading. Whether it's Birmingham, Berlin, Barcelona or even Bombay and Bratislava - the company still has to make sure its products or services can match or better the local competition. 

What it is NOT

A communication strategy is not just about hiring a language teacher and running a few classes prior to leaving to attend a trade exhibition. 
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It's not just about setting up language training, but making a language compulsory in the company and making a long term commitment to a market by running classes for a number of years. It's also about making sure you have good translations but only ones which have been culturally adapted and checked in the country itself;
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it's about carrying out many more systematic approaches such as auditing and evaluating hidden linguistic resources, or local cultural knowledge, and making sure you put the personnel with the right language skills or cultural background in the job;
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it's about making sure the wording on the packaging conforms to local standards and environmental rules and regulations; 
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it's about ensuring the size and colour of the packaging meets with local preferences and buying habits; it's about using whatever resource you have to hand that can deliver a high quality service, which means hiring agents for their linguistic skills, if you have agents; making sure you add a line on the desirability of language skills in every advert you put out for a new job; 
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it's about sending people to the market who speak the local language well enough to carry out market research by reading newspapers and checking out the local competition by speaking directly to potential customers in their language. 

Why a Video? 

To see how it can be done,  we need to look at the different approaches undertaken in various European companies which took part in the study. Not every approach is the same and - in terms of developing a language strategy - not every company in this film has reached the same level of development. But they each have a key point to make about how the language and cultural issue has affected their business and how they have succeeded in crossing communication barriers. 

INTERVIEWS WITH DANISH COMPANIES

SCIENTIFIC-ATLANTA ARCODAN A/S, Sønderborg.

Company Activities

Scientific-Atlanta Arcodan A/S is a subsidiary of the American company Scientific-Atlanta which was founded in 1951. They produce electronic components for cable TV and communication networks. The company has for the last 25 years exported to most of Europe, including France, Germany, Spain, the Netherlands, Poland, the Czech Republic and all Scandinavian countries.

In-house the employees of Scientific-Atlanta Arcodan A/S speak Danish, but external communication is either in Danish, English or German. Communication with Danish customers and suppliers is in Danish while communication with other nationalities is either in English or in German.

Language strategy

The Company
· To communicate in the customer’s own language 

· To ensure all sales literature is translated to the local language by the company or by a translation agency or the local subsidiary

· To double-check the translation with the local partner in order to check its accuracy.
· To establish a subsidiary in the country and/or

· To find a local partner (or local agent) who can negotiate on behalf of the company.

The partner or agent should be:

· good at English or German so that the employees of Scientific-Atlanta Arcodan A/S and the partner may communicate in one of these two languages without facing language barriers.

· present at meetings with local customers and able to act as interpreter.

Scientific-Atlanta Arcodan A/S emphasises the importance of letting their employees speak the language of the customer, to learn from his or her mistakes, and to receive language training.

· Language training is provided on a need-to-know basis only. Employees are expected to speak English and German.

· The company has organised an internal training course in French and an introduction to French culture so that employees can speak with the French partner.

AXEL ÅKERMAN, Odense

Company Activities

Axel Åkerman was founded in 1924. The company produces step-up transformers, main voltage stabilisers and ground power units. Around 75% of their total sales are exported. The export markets are mainly in Europe, where Axel Åkerman is the leading supplier of ground power units, but the Middle East, the Far East, and Australia are also important export markets. 

Language strategy

The Company
· Communication with the outside world is in Danish, English, German, French and some Spanish.

· Communication with the UK sales office, both oral and written, is in English. 

· All written correspondence is checked: the language strategy of the company is that all written material (e-mails, faxes, letters, manual, contracts, etc.) must not leave the company before it has been checked by an on-site linguist
· Axel Åkerman regards the production of written language materials as an integral part of the product delivery. Its maxim is:  it is a waste of time to deliver a highly technologically advanced product accompanied by, for example, a manual which is written in poor English.

· Good language skills are a must for the employees in the sales and marketing department. 

· English and German skills are also valued in the company since nearly all external communication is in a foreign language.

· Manuals are produced by a team of engineers (who understand the content) and linguists (who understand ‘meaning’): engineers draft the manual while linguists translate and refine the text. This co-operation entails, in most cases, an improvement in the content since a good translation requires that the translator understands exactly the content of the text. 

· Misundertandings are removed during the translation phase by the team approach.

· The company covers all expenses of language training.

· Employees are encouraged by the management board to attend courses, in other cases the employees themselves take the initiative. 
Impact

Axel Åkerman has gradually built up a large customer base and become a leading player in the French market. This is due entirely to their employees’ use and knowledge of French language and culture.

The company’s commitment to communicating in many languages is rewarded for example when attending fairs and conferences where customers praise this ability.

EUROGRAN, Kalundborg

Company Activities

Eurogran mainly produces drinking chocolate powder, but also powdered mashed potatoes, juice, cappuccino, and other coffee and tea powder.

The company exports 85 % of the products to more than 34 countries, and its speciality is to adapt the flavour of, for instance, drinking chocolate to the taste of a specific country, and to pack the products in locally customised packaging. 

Language strategy 

The Company
· The company supports use of the customer’s language as a key selling tool.

· Eurogran employs people with language skills.

· It establishes subsidiaries in the export countries or employs local agents to represent the company.

· All employees must speak English and German as a minimum.

· The company has adopted English as the main corporate language of communication with subsidiaries and agents. 

· Employees must speak German since Germany a major market. 

· Employees who work with the French subsidiary should speak French and know French culture. 

· Eurogran has employed a Russian speaker for Serbia, Croatia and other parts of Eastern Europe.

· Written material is produced in co-operation between the company’s technical and language specialists.

· Documentation and packaging are checked by the subsidiary or local agent to ensure that the written text is correct. 

· Language skills are a requirement for employment, which all applicants must fulfil. 

· Applicants for jobs are tested on their translation skills. 

· Employees are encouraged to attend language training when necessary.

· The local language and culture are studied before entering new markets. 

· Employees have started to learn Portuguese and to study the cultures of southern European countries and South America prior to entering those markets.

· On entering China recently the company has decided to train its employees in the local culture and customs and appoint a local agent for the language. 

Impact

The company has benefited greatly from its languages and cultural knowledge when attending fairs and conferences. 

INTERVIEWS WITH DUTCH COMPANIES

A-ONE MEDICAL, Oss

Company Activities

A-one Medical trades worldwide under its own name, in medical implants, orthopaedic (surgical) products and joint-replacement products. The company is especially active in Europe, the United States and Japan. It also represents manufacturers of similar products from outside Europe, who want to access the European market and are looking for market information and suitable distributors and agents.

Language and cultural strategy

The Company
· English is the main language for international business communication. 

· A-one Medical approaches new potential clients in their own native language to remove barriers.

· After a serious commercial relationship has been established the language of communication changes to English. 

· Official talks, documents, contracts are always in English to maintain control of the exact content of vital issues.

· Promotional material and leaflets with product information are developed by A-one Medical itself in English, German and French. 

· Local brochures and leaflets in other languages are developed in close cooperation with the local agent or distributor and local orthopaedic specialists. 

· All employees of A-one Medical need to have, at least, a good knowledge of English. Knowledge of another European language is desirable. When the company selects new employees, it always aims to bring in a new, additional language of which is not yet available within the firm. In this respect, the company is also open to native speakers of foreign languages.

· The website of A-one Medical is in English, since English has been established as the company’s main commercial language.  The company does not enter into contact with parties or potential clients who do not speak English.

· The company is now trying to enter the Japanese market and it is investing in understanding the language, the culture and the way of doing business, with assistance from third parties  who are carrying out market research and giving advice.

EUROCHEMIE, Dordrecht

Company Activities

Eurochemie started in 1965 as a manufacturer of masonry paint. In recent years the activities of the company are more focused on the production and trade of high-tech coatings for industry, shipping and offshore. The company markets these coatings in Europe (Germany, Belgium, France, United Kingdom, Scandinavian countries and countries in Middle and Eastern Europe), the Middle East and in Northern Africa. Eurochemie employs 25 employees and has a turnover (1999) of 5 million Euro.

Language and cultural strategy:

The Company
· International communication is mainly in the English language, but German and French are also used. The experience of the company is that if you want to penetrate French speaking markets, a good knowledge of the French language is indispensable for good and efficient communication. 

· Language skills are an important criteria for selection. New staff-members are selected on their knowledge of specific foreign markets and their knowledge of the English, German and French languages.

.

· The approach to foreign markets consists of two elements: the company appoints sales representatives, distributors or agents in the specific foreign market and staff-members at the head office maintain direct contact with the local market and local sales representatives, agents or distributors. 

· Product information and documentation for foreign markets is mainly developed and translated by native speakers, namely the local sales representatives, agents and distributors. If not available, the company uses the services of translation agencies. 

Impact

By appointing local representatives in the different foreign markets, with a good knowledge of the market and its the language and the culture, these markets become more accessible and potential barriers are easily overcome.

K. VAN BOURGONDIEN & ZONEN BV, Lisse

Company Activities:

Van Bourgondien was established 100 years ago and its head-office is located in the United States. In 2000 the company had a turnover of 50 million Euro and it employed 40 full-time and 200 part-time employees. Its core business consists of the packing and trading of bulbs which are all exported, mainly to the US and Canada (90% of annual sales turnover) but also to France, Germany, Belgium, Scandinavian countries, the United Kingdom and Japan (10% of annual sales turnover). 

Language and cultural strategy:

The Company

· Approach to foreign markets: the company works with a combination of representatives and agents located in the local market who have a good knowledge of the language, the culture and the market. In this way, the firm lowers barriers and copes with language and cultural diversities. 

· Multilingual promotional material: For the European and the Canadian markets the texts are in English, French and German. In some cases the national language of the respective country is added (like for the Scandinavian countries). For the American market the information is in English and Spanish. Clients have an important say in language used on the labels/packaging of the bulbs. 

· English is the main language used for communication with foreign clients. The firm also uses a combination of German and English for the German market and a combination of French and English in its contacts with the French and the Canadian markets. 
· Communication with the Japanese consists of a combination of non-verbal communication and a mix of different languages depending on the knowledge of the other party. 

· New personnel are selected on their knowledge of one or more of these three main languages. 

· English and German translations are carried out by the company itself. Translation agencies are used for translations into other languages. 

· In Japan, the local agent is responsible for preparing the packaging text and the promotional material to ensure authenticity.. 

INTERVIEWS WITH IRISH COMPANIES

Avocent Technologies Ireland, Shannon

Company Activities

Avocent’s business is the design, manufacture and sale of network connectivity KVM switch for keyboard video and mouse. The Shannon site has 45 employees and is the international base for Avocent and from there they serve the US markets, all the European markets e.g. Germany the Benelux, Scandinavia UK, France, Spain and also former eastern European countries (Bulgaria, Poland and the Czech republic), the Middle East and Asia pacific. Avocent also have also established an office in Singapore to service the Asia-Pacific region. 

Being the international headquarters for Avocent, the Shannon operation is very much export orientated - 95% of total output is exported. In the region of 70% would be to Europe, Africa and the Middle East and 25% sold to the Asia Pacific region.

Language Strategies

The Company
· Training: Everybody in the organization has a personal training plan. Avocent will support language training.

· Foreign employees are often brought to Ireland for a week on an intensive language course to help with both language and cultural communication.

· Cultural training & briefing: When Avocent recently took over a German company, seminars and workshops for the employees looked at cultural differences between the two countries. This preparation proved extremely useful for both the Irish and the Germans. 

· Local direct sales force: To overcome any barriers encountered in dealing with foreign countries, Avocent have deployed a direct sales force in key markets. Having a local sales person there means that they are native speakers and have an in-depth knowledge of the language and the culture. 

Impact

· Business culture training has helped employees to understand the differences between cultures and thus work better together.

· Employing local sales staff has helped to reduce the barriers encountered.

Jewel Art & Company Limited, Dublin

Company activities

Jewel Art manufactures jewellery in precious metals and the emphasis is on creating quality brands that serve both the domestic and foreign markets. They are based in Dublin and have 15 employees. Exports account for over 50% of total sales, therefore the use of foreign languages and the understanding of cultures is very important for their business. In Europe, Jewel Art deal with France, Italy, Germany and Spain.

Language Strategies

The Company

· Jewel Art deals directly through the language of the customer. For example in France, Jewel Art use French to deal directly with the French market. The company translates all literature and sales information into French. 

· Where there is no in-house expertise in the language, Jewel Art will then deal through a third party. For example, in Japan, Jewel Art used the services of Enterprise Ireland. who provided assistance in translation and cultural issues in dealing with Japan. They translated some of the company literature and helped to build business contacts in Japan. 

Impact

· Using foreign languages has had a significant impact on business in foreign markets. They feel that the way forward in dealing with foreign markets is to understand the language, understand the culture and growing your market by doing so.

· Jewel Art have seen a direct impact in the form of new customers and increased sales as a result of these actions and with other foreign markets in the future they will do the same. 

· Having the company literature and sales information in the foreign language meant that Jewel Art could easily take part in relevant international trade fairs and exhibitions to showcase their products. 

CEM Systems, Belfast

Company activities

CEM systems manufacture access control systems, they manufacture both the hardware and the software and then integrate this into an overall security system using different types of card technology; i.e. swipe card systems or biometrics such as iris scans or fingerprint scanners, and that is integrated into a total security package. CEM systems deal with the USA, Hong Kong, South America and in Europe, France, Poland and Hungary and envisage expanding into other European markets. 60% of total sales turnover is exported, 40% of which is sold to non-English speaking markets.

Language Strategies

The Company
· Use of customer’s language: Currently CEM systems use French, Spanish and German in Europe, and in Hong Kong they have a little expertise in Mandarin and Portuguese for South America. In eastern European Markets they use some English, but mainly French, as the main head office of their European distributor is in Paris and the eastern European contracts are covered by the French distributor.

· Foreign langauage is a key criterion for recruitment. CEM systems go one step further and place a premium on the salary of employees with the necessary foreign language skills.

· Training: To gain a deeper understanding of foreign markets and foreign cultures, CEM systems avail of “the explorers programme” where employees spend six months in the target market so they speak the language. They are trained by CEM systems in Belfast before they go out to the foreign market. CEM Systems currently provide language training in French; Spanish and in the future they will provide training in Portuguese. CEM systems are flexible in the approach they take and they strongly believe that it is very important for their business to be proactive in actually speaking the language. 

Impact

The overall impact of this approach on the business is that CEM systems have been able to recruit and retain employees with the necessary skills and win business in overseas markets. CEM Systems have won numerous awards as a result of their language and export strategies.

Within 6 months of hiring a person with French skills, the distribution contract was signed and the company has expanded the relationship with this distributor and has expanded the French market as well as in Eastern European markets.

Infineer, Belfast

Company activities

Infineer sell a wide range of smart card based payment solutions for a wide range of applications including photocopying, network printing, vending, and catering and food service applications. Infineer export to western European countries, such as Scandinavian countries, Germany, France, Belgium, Holland, Italy, Spain and Portugal. They have also done a limited amount of business in Eastern Europe, particularly in Poland and in Russia. 

Language Strategy

The Company
· Infineer uses foreign languages on a day-to-day basis for dealing with technical questions relating to the products; from order-processing queries to dealing with delivery times. 

· Infineer trains their technicians on the products in the target foreign market, so they will spend time translating and interpreting information alongside the technical staff of the foreign customer. 
· Where Infineer do not have in-house language skills, the company has a policy of buying in the services of professional translators and interpreters. 

· Awareness of social and cultural barriers: The company trains its employees to be aware that there are not only language barriers, but also social and cultural barriers. For example in dealings with Islamic countries employees have to be sensitive to traditions and the customs in those countries and as far as possible, accommodate those cultural issues as well as the language issues. Impact: This policy has given the company an increased competitive advantage in Islamic countries. 

· Recruitment:  Infineer has made fluency in a language a prerequisite for employment as an export sales rep. 

· Adaptable design: As Infineer expands into more and more foreign markets the aim is to design the product range to be as adaptable as possible so that they can be easily modified to accommodate the local culture.

Impact

In the long term, foreign languages are very important to Infineer, as their sales people and technicians have to go out to the markets to develop new, and improve existing, relationships with local customers.

INTERVIEWS WITH SCOTTISH COMPANIES

Albacom, Dundee

Company Activities

Albacom was formed in a management buyout in 1990. The company had previously been a part of Ferranti. The present company is composed of three divisions: the microwave division, producing components for radar and military uses, a second, producing compact ruggedised power supplies for military electronics and the connectors, back plate assembly division, producing components for signal processing and airborne uses.
It employs about 60 employees at its Dundee factory and exports currently to Sweden, India, Italy, New Zealand and Germany.

Language Strategy

The Company
· Translates company and sales literature into language of target country with particular emphasis on Internet e-commerce.

· Translates exhibition display material and electronic presentations into target language.

· Stages company presentations at UK diplomatic post venues to select target customers with delivery in the target market language.

· Uses foreign language advertising in trade press.

· Actively uses foreign commission agents for translation and promotion activities.
· Employs export personnel with language abilities.

· Tenders for contracts in foreign languages to increase competitiveness.
Impact
· The ability to use the local language has given the company an in-depth knowledge of the markets by giving access to technical literature etc.

· Increased contacts directly with customers has facilitated greater co-operation and effectiveness of agents.

· Speaking the langauge has created a higher profile for the Company in the target market in a shorter period of time than in other markets, leading to more quality inquiries and opportunities to tender.

· Having tendered for substantial contracts abroad in the local language, the re is now a high expectation that large contracts will be secured in the immediate future.

Godfreys of Dundee Ltd, Dundee

Company Activities

The company has been in existence since 1822 , and from its inauguration until the 1960s it has been involved with flax and jute products, mostly for the backing of carpets. In the mid 1960s a decision was taken to move from natural to synthetic products and it is now involved 100% with polypropylene weaving.

Godfreys have three factories on three sites in Dundee and employ around 160 people. The European Union countries are the major export markets.

Language Strategy

The Company
· Implements training programmes in required language for staff on commencement of marketing strategy in target market/s.

· Tenders for contracts in language of country to increase competitive edge.

· Translates company and sales/technical literature into language of target market/s.

· Assumes that certain markets are non-starters without the relevant language skills.

· Concentrates export activities in around 3/4 target markets where the company has existing or potential language skills.

Impact

· Language skills in target markets have led to increased co-operation and sales in these markets.

· Expansion in international markets has assisted in job protection and overall business growth.

Albion Automotive, Glasgow

Company Activities

The company became part of American Axle Manufacturing; a Detroit based company in 1998. Albion manufactures rear drive axles, drive head assemblies and front steering assemblies for buses and other forms of road transport. 

It employs around 600 people at its Glasgow factory and exports currently to France, Germany and Turkey.

Language Strategy

The Company
· Arranges training programme in required language as soon as contract for export products has been signed.

· Tenders for contracts in language of country to increase competitive edge.

· Treats language skills as key criterion for selecting export staff

· Translates company and sales literature into language of target country.

· Assumes that certain target markets are non-starters without the relevant language skills.

· Confines export activities to 3/4 target markets in which the company has language skills.

Impact
· Language skills in target countries have led to increased co-operation and business in these countries.

· Jobs have been protected and profits increased because of extra business gained.

INTERVIEWS WITH SWEDISH COMPANIES

Holmen Paper, Norrköping

Company activities

Holmen is a financially strong Group organised in four business areas: Holmen Paper (newsprint and magazine paper), Iggesund Paperboard (paperboard), Iggesund Timber (sawn timber) and Holmen Skog.Newsprint and magazine paper as well as paperboard are Holmen's core businesses. What they have in common is their high-tech production processes and sales based on high-quality, cutting-edge products.  

Magnus Hall is the marketing manager for Holmen Paper. The company’s main office is in Norrköping, Sweden and has 2 500 employees.

Language strategy

The Company
· Holmen Paper has established sales and marketing companies in most countries where they have a stable client group. In order to improve sales and client relationships, they make sure they  know the local language and culture well. 

· Appointment to jobs that involve client contact at an international level requires the candidate to know the country’s language and culture well. 

· English language command is obligatory for most other jobs within Holmen Paper that involve external communication.

· The Company often employs  native speakers. 

· The language training methods vary and often start with  regular classroom-based tuition and later the training increases in intensity. The two main languages that employees are trained in are German and Spanish.

· Interpreting/translation of external communication with clients or other companies is done by professional translation companies. 

· Translation of internally distributed material is usually handled by employees.

Impact

Holmen Paper sees a very clear need in being able to speak foreign languages and understand culture and business etiquette. This has been found to be vital for maintaining a good relationship with clients and expanding to new markets.
Europa Transport AB, Norrköping

Company description

Europa Transport AB was founded in 1987 by the present owners, Karl-Axel Geisler and Jan-Åke Jonsson. Focusing on transport solutions within Europe, the organization has grown and over the years developed unique contacts. The company office, terminal and warehouse is situated in Norrköping, Sweden. Europa Transport currently have a turnover of approximately SEK 45 million and has 8 employees.

Today 95% of their business is associated with truck transport. All European densely populated areas can be reached within twenty-four hours. 

Language strategy 

The Company
· The Company is represented locally in all European countries, which guarantees the best customised solution to meet the needs of their customers. 

· Europa Transport has Swedish as its corporate language but they also stress the importance of a strong command of the English language. English is important for communicating with most clients. 

· An important qualification for a job at Europa Transport is that the candidate is bilingual; Swedish and English. Europa Transport financially supports employees that  learn a new language, especially Spanish or German.

· Translation of documents and communication is carried out internally as Europa Transport has the translation capacity on-site.

Impact

Europa Transport has focussed its business on areas where its employees speak the language; namely English-speaking areas. 

Vitamex, Norrköping

Company description

Vitamex was founded in 1987 by the Lundström family. Vitamex in Sweden is made up of two companies; a production company called Vitamex Production AB and a marketing company called Vitamex Nordic with a total of 300 employees. Vitamex Nordic has four divisions:

1. Naturapoteket – a chain of 46 health stores in Sweden. 

2. Naturpost – the post order division sells nutritional supplements and natural remedies via post order and subscription to customers in Scandinavia.

3. DVH - säljer kosttillskott till dagligvaruhandeln i Sverige

4. International – sells nutritional supplements to the international market.

Vitamex produces and sells pills, effervescent tablets, capsules and powder and tonics that are packaged in jars, tubes, bags, bottles, etc. 

Their largest markets are Poland, UK, USA and Australasia. International annual turn over is 200 million SEK. Since 1997 Vitamex is part of the Dutch multinational corporation Royal Numico with 28 500 employees and is represented in 100 countries. The company’s main office is in Norrköping, Sweden.

Language strategy 

The Company
There have been discussions within Vitamax concerning the adoption of a coroporate language policy language since the sector has a special and unique terminology. Normally employees learn from their colleagues but  consideration has been given to using a consultant to develop a special training module to help new employees understand the jargon.

· English is the corporate language of Vitamex for both verbal and written communication and is the only language that is used on a daily basis in the company. 
· Bilingual job qualifications are demanded for jobs such as management, purchasing and sales. 

· Vitamex supports language training among its employees. Language training is given for business English.

Impact

· The natural remedy industry is dominated by companies based in the USA, England and Australia, so English has automatically become the standard language for business in this sector. It would be impossible to do busness without it.
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