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It's only through talking to the customers and obtaining an understanding of their requirements that we can hope to succeed – and the customers don't all speak English 

Sales Manager, P&L Systems 

Like productivity and innovation, language ability is a key component of a competitive business environment

Reza Zadeh, 

Head of Business Competitiveness, 

Yorkshire Forward 
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 A British Chambers of Commerce survey in 2004, found that 80% of export managers cannot competently conduct dealings in even one foreign language. 

 The Grant Thornton International Business Owners Survey 2004 found that the proportion of UK executives capable of negotiating in more than one language was half the EU average, and well below the global average.

 In 2005, a Korn/Ferry International survey of recruiters found that nine out of ten executive recruiters believe that the ability to speak another language is 'critical to success' in Europe, Asia/Pacific and Latin America. They believe that executives who are multilingual (i.e. speak more than two languages fluently) have 'significant competitive advantage'.

 Only one third of UK graduates are confident enough to go abroad to work, compared to the two thirds of their counterparts in other European countries. This means UK graduates are not gaining the international experience to bring back to employers in the UK and enrich their skills base. 

 The Federation of Small Businesses Membership Survey 2004 reported foreign languages one of three key skills areas where businesses felt the greatest dissatisfaction.

Only 6% of the world’s population are native English speakers.

75% speak no English at all. 

Surveys of small to medium-sized exporting businesses show that nearly half have experienced linguistic or cultural barriers and one in five has lost business as a result.

The British Chambers of Commerce surveyed 1,000 companies and found a clear correlation between good business practice with languages, and increased turnover.

 Companies which simply respond to approaches from overseas rather than instigating business development opportunities tend to communicate only in English. These are described as 'opportunists' and their business is found to be declining by £50,000 per annum. 

Companies who are proactive in their export approach and adapt their products, services and literature to meet market needs place a high value on language skills.

These companies are categorised as 'enablers' and their business is increasing on average by £290,000 per annum. 

'You can buy in your own language, but you must sell in the language of your customer'  

How does poor communication lead to loss of business?

· Difficulties with agents and distributors

· Inability to make effective contacts at trade fairs and exhibitions

· Poor translation causing hilarity or confusion

· Inability to capitalise on opportunities

· Lack of cultural affinity

· Lack of confidence

· Phone and switchboard enquiries not followed up

· Customer unable to access information needed about a product or service

What do exporters say about the use of English?

· Not all the Dutch people speak English in our industry

· In Europe you can get by in English, but this is not true in China or Japan

· Pidgin English leads to chaos

· Frequently the foreign customers do not understand even basic English

· Problems often occur not during sales but in after-sales service and support

· Other countries’ use of English as an International languages means increased competition for us: Korean Airlines awarded a big contract for flight simulators to a French supplier because the company’s negotiators spoke a clearer and more comprehensible English than the English supplier
UK nationals are disadvantaged

New research into recruitment policies of large multinational or international firms shows that UK nationals are effectively disadvantaged through lack of language skills

A recent House of Lords EU Select Committee report drew attention to the disadvantage UK students face in accessing opportunities for exchange and study abroad, because of lack of language skills. The number of UK students going to other European countries on Erasmus programmes was 7,539 in 2003/4 and is declining. In contrast, over 20,000 students from each of Spain, France and Germany go abroad on these programmes every year – and these numbers are rising. Airlines awarded a big 

Since implementing a comprehensive language strategy our export sales have increased from 37% to 54% in one year.

Managing Director, Alphasonics 

 We noticed improved sales in export markets as we added content to our website in the relevant languages.

Sales Director, Palintest 

 My Asian suppliers are very proud that I am trying to learn their language and this helps improve both our business and personal relationship which is very important within their culture.

Grobag 

 We work in six languages in the export department. They have been invaluable in building up sales.

Export Manager, Marcrist International Ltd

Case study

Advanced Crusher Spares Ltd is a small manufacturing company of sixteen, based in the West Midlands, and a winner of the Queen’s Awards for Enterprise in 2005. Over the past three years, the company has increased its exports by 160% and a strategy to ensure they can communicate effectively with potential and existing customers has been at the heart of this. The company has a multilingual website and advertises in French, German, Spanish and Italian.

Case study

The international law firm Eversheds has a written policy on international communication which reflects the company vision: 'To be a great place to work and the most client-centred international law firm'. The policy covers training in languages and intercultural skills and explicitly acknowledges that building the business outside the UK depends upon legal experts possessing not only knowledge of local legal systems, but also linguistic and cultural affinity with their clients. This, in turn, impacts upon recruitment, company structure and the selection of overseas partners or acquisitions. 

International communication cannot be just delegated to a junior. It needs to be seen to be led from the top with clear strategic commitment and to permeate the whole company. The companies that get this right immediately see the benefits.

Laura Wolfe
Anyone who is serious about doing business in an international context needs to wake up to the need for languages. British companies will be making a big mistake if they over estimate the role of English when their competitors are already able to respond in several languages.

Hugh Morgan Williams, Chair, CBI SME Committee 

The growth of e-marketing offers immense potential for businesses which are able to deal effectively with the language and cultural challenges. Internet customers are three times more likely to buy if the information is in their own language

The most commonly used language on the Internet after English:

Chinese (13.8%)

Japanese (8.3%)

Spanish (6.8%)

German (6.5%)

French (4.5%)

Korean (3.9%)

Italian (3.5%)

Portuguese (2.7%)

Dutch (1.7%)  

 Graduates in languages have lower rates of unemployment than those in many other disciplines. This is evidence of the wide range of skills and attributes developed through language learning which are valued by employers. 

According to VisitBritain in Germany, tourism websites with German language content receive seven times as many visits as those without. 

Deutsche Bank’s Chief Learning Manager said that, in his view, multilingualism was an indicator of both general mental agility and an internationalist outlook, both of which were qualities the bank sought in its workforce
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