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“Dans les nouvelles problématiques nécessaires 
pour faire sortir la théorie des organisations de sa crise, 

…la réflexion sur le langage devrait être centrale.” 
(Jacques Girin, 2005, p.184)

Workplace diversity has received increasing attention in the 
last four decades as a subject of research in management 

and organizational studies (Joshi & Roh, 2009). Much of this 
scholarship aims to improve our knowledge of the relation-
ship between diversity and performance, which is to say, the 
relationship between differences in personal attributes among 
members of a work group – as well as people’s perceptions 
about them – and the processes and work outcomes in those 

units (Chanlat et al., 2013). The connections that researchers 
have been able to make between diversity and performance are 
tenuous, often contradictory, and moderated by organizational 
context (Bruna & Chauvet, 2013; Jackson et al., 2003; Kochan 
et al, 2003). There has been a call for closer study of the various 
types of diversity, based on the premise that different types of 
diversity may influence teamwork differently. Some types of 
diversity such as gender, racio-ethnicity and age have received 
considerable attention in the literature (Jackson et al., 2003) 
while other types of diversity, such as religion, social class, 
and language are only beginning to be studied in more detail 
(Jonsen et al., 2011; Gebert et al, 2014).

ABSTRACT
The study of the multilingual character of 
multinational companies has grown into a 
legitimate field of research in international 
business. This paper provides a conceptu-
alization of one of the central notions in 
this field: language diversity. We do this 
by relating the notion of language diversity 
to the concept of diversity in three dimen-
sions: variety, separation or disparity. Our 
theoretical contribution is illustrated and 
further elaborated through a case study 
of multilingual team collaboration in the 
software industry. This paper explores the 
theory-building potential of stronger con-
nections between diversity scholarship and 
the language research stream in international 
business.
Keywords: Diversity, Language, Language 
d iversit y, Language management , 
Multilingualism, Multinational Corporation

RÉSUMÉ
L’étude de la nature multilingue des entre-
prises internationales est devenue un champ 
de recherche reconnu au sein du manage-
ment international. Cet article propose une 
conceptualisation d’une notion centrale dans 
ce champ: la diversité linguistique. Celle-ci 
y est analysée sous les trois dimensions du 
concept de diversité: la variété, la sépara-
tion et la disparité. Cette contribution théo-
rique de l’article est illustrée et développée 
plus en profondeur à travers l’étude de cas 
d’une équipe de travail multilingue dans 
l’industrie du développement de logiciels. 
Cette recherche explore les liens entre les 
recherches sur la diversité et sur le langage 
afin d’en consolider les fondements théo-
riques en management international.
Mots-clés : Diversité, Langues, Diversité 
linguistique, Management linguistique, 
Multilinguisme, Entreprise multinationale

RESUMEN
El estudio del carácter multilingüe de las 
empresas internacionales se ha convertido 
en un reconocido tema de investigación en 
el management internacional. Este artículo 
propone una conceptualización de una noción 
central en este ámbito: la diversidad lingüís-
tica. Este concepto es analizado bajo las tres 
dimensiones del concepto de diversidad: la 
variedad, la separación y la disparidad. Esta 
contribución teórica del artículo está más 
profundamente ilustrada y desarrollada a 
través del estudio del caso concreto de un 
equipo de trabajo multilingüe en la industria 
de desarrollo de programas informáticos. Esta 
investigación explora las relaciones entre las 
investigaciones sobre la diversidad y sobre el 
lenguaje a fin de consolidar los fundamentos 
teóricos del management internacional.
Palabras clave: Diversidad, lenguas, 
Diversidad lingüística, Management lingüís-
tico, Multilingüismo, Empresa multinacional.

Skills, Identity, and Power:  
The Multifaceted Concept of Language Diversity

Compétences, identité et pouvoir : les multiples  
facettes du concept de diversité linguistique

Competencias, identidad y poder: las múltiples facetas del 
concepto de diversidad lingüística
AMY CHURCH-MOREL*
IREGE, Université Savoie Mont Blanc

ANNE BARTEL-RADIC
Univ . Grenoble Alpes, CERAG, F-38000 Grenoble, France
Sciences Po Grenoble, CERAG, F-38000 Grenoble, France
CNRS, CERAG, F-38000 Grenoble, France

Po
ur

 c
ite

r c
et

 a
rt

ic
le

 : 
C

hu
rc

h-
M

or
el

, A
. &

 B
ar

te
l-

R
ad

ic
, A

. (
20

16
). 

Sk
ill

s, 
Id

en
tit

y, 
an

d 
Po

w
er

: T
he

 M
ul

tif
ac

et
ed

 C
on

ce
pt

 
of

 L
an

gu
ag

e 
D

iv
er

sit
y. 

M
an

ag
em

en
t i

nt
er

na
tio

na
l, 

21
(1

), 
12

-2
4.

* The authors would like to thank Susan Schneider, Betty Beeler, Jamal Eddine Azzam, and the three anonymous reviewers for their comments on working 
versions of this paper. We also thank Mickey Farrance for her leads and help with data as well as Remedios Yubero for translating the abstract into Spanish.



Skills, Identity, and Power: The Multifaceted Concept of Language Diversity 13

One of these types of diversity, language diversity, has been 
the focus of a growing area of scholarship in international busi-
ness, in which multinational corporations have been described 
as inherently multilingual communities (Luo & Shenkar, 2006). 
Brannen and colleagues state that “as firms internationalize and 
enter new markets, whether as ‘born globals’ or more traditio-
nally, they must navigate across countless language boundaries 
including national languages” (2014: 495). Language diversity is 
a particularly complex type of diversity in that it is profoundly 
anchored in both what people do (issues of skill and perfor-
mance) and who they are (identity). A growing field of study 
has developed around this issue in the last 20 years (Piekkari et 
al., 2014). Case studies have brought to light some of the ways 
in which multinational companies have approached language 
management that multinational companies, ranging from a 
laissez-faire approach which allows employees to adapt their 
choice of language to the task at hand (Barmeyer & Mayrhofer, 
2009) to the policy of adopting a common (national) language. 
The implementation of such policies can constitute a com-
plex process of organizational change which fundamentally 
influences the institutional context and the relationships within 
it (Vaara et al, 2005; Neeley, 2013). A summary of the state of 
the art can be found in the recent editorial introduction to the 
special issue of the Journal of International Business Studies 
(Brannen et al., 2014).

Despite advances, this area of research faces several chal-
lenges. The field as a whole has been characterized as “a-theore-
tical and fragmented” (Harzing & Pudelko, 2013: 88). Scholars 
have pulled from a wide range of theoretical frameworks and 
disciplines to examine phenomena, and the field remains frag-
mented in terms of some of its central concepts: common lan-
guage, language proficiency, corporate language, and language 
diversity. Precise definitions for these concepts are rarely given or 
compared, and close examination of the meaning that scholars 
denote with these terms reveals a certain degree of ambiguity. 
When the conceptualization of a notion such as language diver-
sity varies from one study to the next, it is difficult to compare 
results and build a cumulative knowledge base. It hinders 
the debate of issues such as the costs and benefits associated 
with adopting a common national language in a multilingual 
work setting. When studying other kinds of diversity, scholars 
have developed nuanced conceptualizations and theoretical 
frameworks which are useful for analyzing the connections 
between diversity and organizational effectiveness. As of yet, 
the connections between diversity scholarship and the language 
research stream in international business have not been fully 
explored. We argue that there is potential here for theory-
building that can enrich both streams. The language research 
stream in IB can benefit from the transposition of concepts and 
analytical frameworks that have already been developed about 
gender, racial, and ethnic diversity. For diversity scholarship, 
the case of language provides a particularly interesting type 
of diversity for testing existing theory. It is an interesting case 
because, as we assert here, the connections between diversity as 
skill, identity, and a power-conferring resource are particularly 
strong and salient.

We aim in this paper to clarify, specify, expand, and illus-
trate the concept of language diversity. The question driving our 
inquiry is: what is language diversity? To answer this question, we 

first look closely at the various meanings of the term “language 
diversity”. Then we examine the concept of language diversity 
in relation to a key conceptualization of diversity—the diffe-
rentiation between three constructs: variety, separation, and 
disparity—and the related notions in language literature in IB: 
skills, identity, and power. This conceptualization is then illus-
trated and further elaborated by a case study of a multilingual 
marketing team in the business software development industry. 
Finally, we outline implications that this conceptualization of 
language diversity has for language management research and 
practice, and we discuss the limits of our approach and avenues 
for future research.

Conceptualization of Language Diversity
Definitions of “language” differ according to discipline and 
school of thought. For the purpose of this article, we consider in 
language to be a system for communicating thoughts and feelings 
that is understood by a particular community. Language can 
be considered one of the many human, material and symbolic 
resources that an organization mobilizes strategically in pur-
suit of its objectives (Girin, 2005). Language can be examined 
according to the different functions it serves (Jakobson, 1960) 
and, as applied to the case of organizations, consists of different 
dimensions (Tietze, 2008). In its descriptive dimension, language 
provides a symbolic sign system linking signs and meanings 
allowing categories and abstractions to be transferred across 
contexts. Language also serves a social function, establishing and 
maintaining relationships through social language acts. In this 
phatic dimension, the way in which things are said and the fact 
that they are said at all outweighs the importance of the verbal 
content. In its performative dimension, language does things; 
through its symbolic character promises are made, contracts 
are formed. Finally, language use normalizes certain practices 
and ideas, giving it a hegemonial dimension, a dimension of 
particular interest when considering the power dynamics in 
organizations (Tietze, 2008: 30).

Language Diversity and Layers of Language
Much of the research on language diversity in international 
business focuses on differences with respect to national lan-
guages. “National” languages are formally recognized and 
distinct semantic and lexical systems, such as English, Japanese 
or Swedish. (Of course, the boundaries of national languages 
rarely coincide neatly with political borders of nation-states.) In 
many articles, the concept of language diversity is equated with 
and limited to differences in national language. It is relevant and 
necessary to focus on national languages. However, if we are to 
fully understand the complex nature of language differences 
in a work setting, we argue in line with Welch et al. (2005) and 
Brannen et al. (2014) that it is also necessary to include other 
layers of language in the concept of language diversity. As a 
starting point, we adopt the following categorization of language 
layers proposed by Welch and colleagues (2005).

Closely linked to the notion of national language, everyday 
spoken and written language is the social language employed 
for interpersonal, interunit, and external communication 
(Welch et al., 2005). This layer of language, which would be 
readily understood by someone outside of the organization, 
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has been shown to be crucial in building trust in teams (Kassis 
Henderson, 2005).

Company speak or corporate language is the language (voca-
bulary, meaning units, and pronunciation) used within a parti-
cular organization both among employees and with customers 
(De Vecchi, 2014). The day-to-day language of companies often 
results in idiosyncratic, firm-specific usages of words, phrases, 
acronyms, stories, or examples (Brannen & Doz, 2012). Such 
corporate language is used in strategy formation and in state-
ments of strategic intent and corporate values (Brannen & Doz, 
2012). Because this layer of language is not easy for newcomers 
and outsiders to understand, it may serve, whether intentionally 
or inadvertently, to distinguish members of the ingroup from 
members of the outgroup (De Vecchi, 2014). (This definition 
of corporate language differs from the notion that corporate 
language is the national language adopted by a company for 
internal and external communication.)

Like corporate language, technical or profession-related 
language is shared by a community of people, a group whose 
common denominator is not the organization for which they 
work but the job that they do or the profession they practice 
(Welch et al., 2005).

While language diversity is rarely defined explicitly in the 
literature, the conceptualizations used in international mana-
gement research are often implicitly consistent with one or 
both of Lauring and Selmer’s (2010) definitions: ‘related to the 
number of languages spoken in the organization’ (p. 270) and 
‘the presence of a multitude of speakers of different national 
languages in the same work group’ (p. 269). In other words, 
language diversity, or the language-related differences among 
people in a particular group or organization, can be defined 
in terms of 1) the language skills that each person in the unit 
individually possesses or 2) the languages actually utilized 
in the work environment. These definitions focus solely on 
national languages.

Conceptualizing language diversity as including but not 
limited to national language is important for several reasons. 
In the multinational organizational settings that are often the 
focus of research in IB, focusing only on diversity of national 
languages masks other language differences that could be salient 
and significantly influence work relationships. In the case of 
an international merger, for example, actors may deal with the 
confrontation of various sets of language practices that involve 
both national language and corporate language (Karamustafa, 
2012). Taking both of these into consideration allows for a more 
precise analysis of where the challenges lie.

Moreover, by extending the concept of language diversity 
to include various layers of language, the knowledge developed 
through the theoretical and empirical work on language diver-
sity in international business can also be seen as relevant to 
organizational contexts which may be ‘monolingual’ or low 
in diversity in terms of national language but in which actors 
may be dealing with differences in the other layers of language 
that may influence work relationships and performance. For 
example, one study has linked the experience of status loss to 
self-assessed levels of national language fluency (Neeley, 2013). 
This finding could be tested in a monolingual situation and 
might contribute to understanding the connection between 

employees’ sense of status and their mastery of the company’s 
corporate language.

A parallel can be drawn here between types of language 
and cultural spheres (Schneider et al., 2014) or layers (Chevrier, 
2012). In the same way that cultural layers have been described 
as national/political, culture related to one’s profession, and 
corporate culture (Chevrier, 2013), language differences are not 
limited to differences in national language and layers of lan-
guage are intricately connected. Commonality and difference 
among the different spheres may present not only barriers but 
also sources of leverage for teams and organizations. Scholars 
have asserted that organizational culture differences tend to 
be more disruptive than national culture differences (Sirmon 
& Lane, 2004), that a common organizational culture can be a 
source of leverage for overcoming national cultural differences 
(Chevrier, 2013), and that knowing how to navigate cultural dif-
ferences and leverage benefits from them constitutes a valuable 
competency (Bartel-Radic, 2009). The same may be true for 
language. That is to say, a common organizational language, 
focusing less on national language per se than on the way in 
which things are said, such as in Brannen and Doz’s charac-
terization of corporate language (2012), might be a source of 
leverage for overcoming communication barriers related to 
national language.

Language Diversity Constructs
Within diversity research, the conceptualization of interpersonal 
differences in a work group has evolved, leading the way for 
more precise studies on the relationships between diversity, team 
processes, and performance (Jackson et al., 2003; Joshi & Roh, 
2009; Stahl et al., 2010). Studies of diversity have used a wide 
and varied range of constructs, types of research questions and 
empirical settings, and Harrison and Klein’s (2007) distinction 
between three specific diversity constructs – variety, separation, 
and disparity – has brought an important clarification to the field.

Key issues raised by IB scholars relate to various aspects 
of language, including: 1) skill - the notion of proficiency as 
a difference and its impact on how we communicate, 2) iden-
tity - the idea that language differences influence how we see 
the world and consider others to be similar or different from 
us, and 3) the issue of language as a resource which confers 
power and status.

We argue in this paper that these three issues are each rela-
ted to one construct of diversity and that, therefore, language 
diversity can be conceptualized as any one of these constructs. 
In the current literature on language diversity, scholars consider 
language diversity from all three perspectives, often addressing 
more than one. Despite this, there is little discussion of how 
different the constructs and conceptualizations of language 
diversity under examination can be and what implications 
these differences might have for research and practice. By dis-
tinguishing these constructs, we intend to bring more clarity 
to the understanding of language diversity, allowing for closer 
examination of the interactions between them.
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Language use and Skill Configuration: Language 
Diversity as Variety
The diversity as variety construct focuses on the composition of 
differences in kind, source, or category of relevant knowledge 
or experience among unit members (Harrison & Klein, 2007). 
The degree of diversity of a unit in terms of variety is defined by 
the diversity in the kinds of knowledge and experience present 
among unit members. This conceptualization of diversity as 
variety is generally adopted in studies of multifunctional or 
multicultural teams. Research has shown that a high degree of 
variety leads to outcomes like higher creativity and innovation 
but also higher task conflict (Adler, 2002). Moderate diversity has 
a tendency to lead to factions. Several studies on team diversity 
consider that diversity helps the team deal with the demands 
of greater complexity (Jackson et al., 2003; Lane et al., 2004). 
Scholars have drawn on the “law of requisite variety” (Ashby, 
1956) to question ideal team composition, meaning an optimal 
diversity configuration and degree of diversity for a particular 
task (Bartel-Radic & Lesca, 2011).

In the field of international business, Lauring and Selmer’s 
(2010) definitions of language diversity (focusing on the num-
ber of different languages spoken / mastered in a unit) are 
consistent with a conceptualization of diversity as variety. 
Beyond the number of different languages, “language variety” 
includes differences in individuals’ language proficiency and 
experience. Language proficiency can be considered as a kind 
or source of relevant knowledge, whether the language be 
national language, corporate language, or the other layers of 
language mentioned above.

Minimum diversity in terms of variety would mean that 
individuals have a similar profile in terms of their language 
proficiency and experience. This could mean, for example, that 
they all speak the same native language, have a similar level of 
experience speaking a second language, and also are aligned 
in their use and understanding of the corporate language of 
the organization and the professional language of their job or 
function. Maximum diversity would exist in a group of people 
with very different language profiles, each with a different 
native language, each coming from different corporate and 
professional backgrounds and with different levels of expe-
rience working in language-diverse environments, as might be 
the case in an international and inter-organizational endeavor. 
When each person in the team has a different native language, 
the use of a common national language becomes a quite neces-
sary option. However, in the case of moderate diversity, when 
several members of a group share a native language, there is 
a strong tendency to code-switch, using a common language 
with the larger group but reverting to one’s first language when 
the composition of a subgroup allows it. This practice that can 
hinder trust formation among team members (Harzing & Feely, 
2008; Tenzer et al., 2014).

An analysis of the language diversity of a particular work 
group in terms of variety can serve in the process of taking stock 
of the various skills present and examining how those skills 
facilitate or hinder the accomplishment of common objectives.

Language, Identity, Attitudes, and Values: 
Language Diversity as Separation
The construct of diversity as separation focuses on the composi-
tion of differences in position or opinion among unit members, 
primarily of value, belief, or attitude (Harrison & Klein, 2007). 
Minimum diversity in terms of separation occurs when group 
members share attitudes and values about a particular issue – in 
other words, when group members share, at least to some extent, 
a common culture or sense of identity. Maximum diversity is a 
polarization between two groups with conflicting values. Such 
diversity has been shown to be significant in terms of team and 
organizational work. Organizational culture, including the values 
that are communicated to employees through practices and 
espoused values, has been found to moderate the relationship 
between diversity and group and organizational outcomes (Ely 
& Thomas, 2001; Van Dick et al., 2008).

We propose that language diversity can be conceptualized 
as separation in two ways. First, language is values-laden and 
can itself be both an artefact pointing to cultural values as well 
as a vehicle for transferring them. One way of understanding 
an organization’s identity is by examining its language, both 
the official and formalized language such as might be found in 
an official statement of corporate values and the language of 
day-to-day strategizing and decision-making (Rentz & Debs, 
1987; Brannen & Doz, 2012). The language for describing a 
particular quality or value may have a positive connotation in 
one language and cultural context and a negative one in another 
(Brannen, 2004). Language related to branding and corporate 
values is often culturally embedded which makes the task of 
translating language from one national language context to 
another extremely challenging (Barmeyer & Davoine, 2013). 
The differences in language experience, whether it be national 
language or one of the other layers of language, inform the 
attitudes employees bring to a work context and may constitute 
a source of diversity.

A second way to conceptualize language diversity as separa-
tion lies in the diversity of attitudes and values about language. 
Individuals may differ in the values, beliefs, and attitudes they 
hold about language and language use, including attitudes 
towards accents and varying levels of proficiency (Lauring & 
Selmer, 2012) and individual affinity or aversion related to foreign 
language use. Several contributions have been made towards 
understanding how team members’ attitudes about language 
use affect collaboration. The use of particular languages may 
be experienced as a constraint and a source of stress, anxiety, 
or frustration (Vaara et al., 2005; Tenzer et al., 2014). Affinity 
for language-diverse work contexts can be part of an indivi-
dual’s general attraction for the diversity found in international 
business environments (Stahl & Brannen, 2013). The degree 
of frustration experienced by expatriates in not being able to 
use their first languages and the pleasure derived from their 
competency in a home country language has been shown to 
be correlated to the length of expatriate stays (Usunier, 1998). 
Scholars have defined concept of ‘openness to linguistic diver-
sity’ as individuals’ acceptance of each other’s varying language 
proficiency, vocabulary, and accents (Lauring & Selmer, 2012). 
This characteristic is positively associated with group knowledge 
processing (Lauring & Selmer, 2013).
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The choice of which national language or 
languages to use in a particular setting can be 
seen as a negotiation motivated by underlying 
and sometimes conflicting values (Steyaert et 
al., 2011). For example, it might be considered 
‘normal’, preferable, or inevitable to use a lan-
guage associated with a particular geographical 
space or professional context. It might be judged 
polite to either adjust to the language of one’s 
conversation partner or to choose a third com-
mon language to avoid the imbalance of some 
speakers using their first language and other’s 
a foreign one. Some might advocate for inter-
comprehension, allowing each person to speak 
and be understood in his or her own language 
(Barmeyer, 2008; Steyaert et al., 2011). The feasi-
bility of these options depends on the language 
composition of the team, but also on the atti-
tudes, values, and norms of individual teams 
members about language diversity. Skills and 
attitudes do not always coincide, a gap which 
can result, for example, in apologies for one’s 
lack of language proficiency, a sense of shame 
for an inability to perform what one considers 
to be ‘normal,’ desirable, or polite language 
behavior for a particular context.

An analysis of the language diversity of a 
work group in terms of separation can contri-
bute to a greater understanding of the culture 
of the group with respect to language, that 
is to say, the values and attitudes motivating 
their practices.

Language, Power, and Status: 
Language Diversity as Disparity
The construct of diversity as disparity focuses 
on differences in proportion of socially valued 
assets or resources held among unit members 
(Harrison & Klein, 2007). Minimum disparity 
is an equal distribution of resources such as 
salary, bonuses, promotions, or other forms of 
power and status. Maximum disparity occurs 
when one unit member possesses considerably 
more of these resources with respect to his or 
her colleagues. Even though some scholars have 
looked at the degree to which power is shared 
with “diverse” individuals (ex. Ely & Thomas, 
2001), studies treating diversity as disparity 
remain rare in the organizational literature 
(Harrison & Klein, 2007). However, in IB, power 
dynamics related to diversity of national lan-
guages have been the subject of considerable 
research (ex. Davoine, Schröter & Stern, 2014; 
Hinds, Neeley & Cramton, 2014; Neeley, 2013; 
Piekkari et al., 2005; Vaara et al, 2005).

To understand the language diversity of a 
team or organization in terms of disparity, it is 
necessary to understand not only the various 
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language skills that members of those groups possess but also 
the value of those skills in that particular context (Blommaert 
et al., 2005). The very same combination of language skills may 
be essential to a person’s professional success in one context 
and yet, in another, may not only be of very little value but may 
even be a hindrance. In terms of professional language, we can 
give the example of the academic research language in business. 
Mastery of specific vocabulary and stylistic conventions is a 
precious resource for being accepted by research communi-
ties. On the other hand, the same linguistic prowess may not 
only have less value but may even be considered an obstacle to 
communicating one’s research findings to some readers who 
are turned off by language they consider to be too abstract or 
theoretical to be relevant or useful (Kelemen & Bansal, 2002).

Minimum disparity in terms of language diversity would 
consist of low differentiation in language-related status among 
individuals in a group or organization either because indivi-
duals have similar language skills or because differing levels 
of language proficiencies in that particular work context do 
not result in increased power or status for the people who have 
them. Maximum disparity would be strong differentiation 
among members in the distribution of power and status related 
to language proficiency. Rapidly changing language contexts, 
such as in the case of some mergers and acquisitions, show 
the connections between language and power with particular 
clarity. Individuals may have the same national and corporate 
language skills before and after the merger, but the change in 
context significantly affects the power and resources available 
to them as a function of their language skills. Attention to lan-
guage diversity as disparity can lead to a better understanding 
of the language-related power dynamics in a group.

A summary of this section is presented in Table 1. The 
conceptualization of language diversity as it has been developed 

in the first part of this paper is further illustrated and elaborated 
through the case study presented in part two.

Method: Qualitative Case Study Research
This study was conducted in the context of a research project on 
the management of language diversity in teams and organiza-
tions. For the purpose of this paper, we adopt single case study 
methodology as a way of illustrating and further elaborating the 
conceptualization above concerning types of language diversity. 
Case study methodology allows for examining a phenomenon in 
its naturalistic context with the purpose of confronting theory 
with the empirical world (Piekkari, Welch, & Paavilainen, 2009). 
This research can be characterized as “intermediate theory 
research” as it draws from prior work and separate bodies of 
literature to propose new constructs and provisional theoretical 
relationships (Edmondson & McManus, 2007: 1165).

Focusing on a single case allows for an up-close examina-
tion of the language diversity of one team in an international 
company and for concentrating on rich description of the 
context (Dyer & Wilkins, 1991). The team chosen, referred to 
hereafter as MarketEquipe, presents a rich exemplary case due 
to its multilingual characteristics both in the composition of 
national and other layers of language and due to its function in 
the company of generating marketing messages and content, 
an activity in which the role of language is particularly central.

Data was collected in 2014 through interviews and obser-
vation. In-depth, semi-structured interviews of approximately 
one hour were conducted with nine of the ten team members. 
An interview with the director of human resources provided 
additional insight into language dynamics at the broader orga-
nizational level. The careful consideration of these ten perspec-
tives on the marketing team’s language diversity allowed for 
data source triangulation (Denzin, 1978).

TABLE 2
Role and Geographical Location of Interviewees

Location Role Reference Mother 
tongue

Language and total 
length of interview

San 
Francisco, 
United States

Marketing VP & Marketing Team Manager [US1] Eng Eng (78mn)

Managing marketing programs for North America [US2] Eng Eng (50mn)

Paris, France Generating leads for sales team, Europe and Latin America [P1] Fr Fr (48mn)

Marketing programs for Europe and Latin America [P2] Fr Fr (38mn)

Generating leads and customer relations management 
for paying customers

[P3] Fr Fr (48mn)

Marketing intelligence, monitoring the performance 
of marketing initiatives

[P4] Mandarin 
Chinese

Eng (63mn)

Graphic design [P5]2 Spanish _

Grenoble, 
France

Planning and developing marketing content for lead 
generation and sales use

[G1] Eng Eng (63mn)

Technical marketing liaising and production of webinars [G2] Eng, Hindi Eng (81mn)

Website management and development [G3] Fr Fr (75mn)

Human Resources Director [HRD] Eng, Fr Eng (16mn)

1. Unavailable for an interview
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The MarketEquipe team is located three different sites, in 
Grenoble and Paris in France, and in San Francisco, California. 
Interviews with team members of the Grenoble office were 
conducted on-site which allowed for observation of that work 
environment and informal exchanges with team members. 
The other interviews were conducted by videoconference. 
Participation in an off-site team event three months after the 
interviews was helpful for confirming and further orienting 
our initial findings. The roles and geographical location of the 
employees interviewed as well as the language in which the 
interviews took place is given in Table 2.

Recorded and transcribed, interview data was coded using 
content analysis and the Atlas.ti software as an interface. The 
interview data was first coded according to the two conceptua-
lizations developed above: layers of language and the diversity 
constructs of variety, separation, and disparity. A second phase 
of analysis aimed to more closely examine both the contents 
of the data classified into each of one of these categories and 
the overlap and relationships between them (Dumez, 2013; 
Dubois & Gadde, 2002).

The Market Equipe Case
“MarketEquipe” is the ten-member marketing team of a French 
tech start-up in business software development industry. Its 
function within the organization, as described by the team’s 
manager, is to build demand for the product and identify poten-
tial customers for the sales team. Team members contribute to 
this common goal in various capacities (see Table 2), including 
technical product expertise, regional specialization, website 
development, and graphic design. The team is geographically 
dispersed with two colleagues in San Francisco, California, one 
of them being the team’s manager (the company’s marketing 
vice president), both of U.S. nationality, three colleagues in 
Grenoble, France (one U.S. American expatriate, one Indian 
expatriate, one French national), and five colleagues in Paris 
(one Chinese expatriate, one Spanish expatriate, and three 
French nationals). The case study is presented here following 
the structure of the theoretical framework, in terms of variety, 
separation / identity and disparity / power.

Language Variety in MarketEquipe: a Multi-
layered, Multilingual Composition of Differences
MarketEquipe is diverse in terms of the “native” languages 
represented (French, English, Mandarin Chinese, Spanish, and 
English/Hindi). Through their educational and professional 
experiences, team members have acquired various degrees of 
fluency in other national languages. The languages that team 
members actually utilize in this work environment are primarily 
limited to French and English, with Spanish used occasionally 
among some members.

Corporate Language Policy
The company’s language policy for external communication 
defines English, French, and Spanish as ‘priority one’ languages; 
communication with customers in these languages is fully sup-
ported. German, Italian, and Portuguese are considered ‘priority 
two’ languages. Some marketing content and customer training 

are provided to a lesser extent in these languages. In addition to 
the fact that there are no native speakers of these ‘priority two’ 
languages on the marketing team, the native Spanish speaker, a 
graphic designer, was hired for his visual arts talents. His skill 
profile and job focus are not considered to be well-adapted to 
translating or generating written language content in Spanish. 
Consequently, the national language capacity of the team as is 
does not allow for fulfilling the language needs generated by 
the policy for external communication in six languages.

MarketEquipe fills this gap by externalizing some of the 
content translation and localization work, an approach which 
comes with its own set of challenges. As the team’s manager 
says “the nature of language makes translation hard” [US1]. 
The complexity and specificity of the product language requires 
investment in the relationship with the translation service 
provider. “We’ve committed to one [translation agency] at this 
point because we’re trying to spend a lot of time with them to 
get them up to speed, build a term base, a knowledge base and 
really educate them on how to use phrasing for our market and 
our software” [US1]. Translations are then validated internally, 
either by marketing team members when the translations are 
in English or French or by staff members outside of the marke-
ting team, often sales representatives, for the other languages.

Communication within the team
In terms of internal communication within the team, the use of 
English and/or French varies according to the people involved in 
the interaction. When the monolingual English manager needs 
to take an active role in the interaction, English is generally 
chosen. However, for communication that only involves native 
French-speakers in the team, French is used. What becomes a 
bit more complex is the choice of language among native French 
speakers and the members of the team who have varying levels 
of proficiencies in French. As one team member described it, 
“When [US1] and [US2] are not there, but [G2] involved, it’s 
English. If [G2]’s not involved, it can be in French. Sometimes 
I request that it be in English, but if the native English spea-
kers are not involved and they start in French, we continue in 
French” [G1]. The choice of language adopted seems to depend 
on the language composition of the sub-group, individuals’ 
level of skill and comfort, and personal preferences, as will be 
discussed in the following section on diversity as separation.

Even if most team members of MarketEquipe located in 
France are comfortable with the use of English, language variety 
can cause misunderstandings. As one interviewee in this study 
mentioned, “Where [the meaning] gets lost in language is in 
the nuance, the fine-tuned nuance. I’ve had employees tell 
me that they’re mad at me. Ok, you know...I’m not sure you’re 
really mad at me. I think there’s probably a more complex 
phrasing of that, but it’s lost in the language barrier.” [US1]. To 
bridge communication barriers, at the time of the interviews, 
MarketEquipe was testing a shared dashboard tool to facili-
tate communication about task progress and workload. Team 
members mentioned that the visual representation provided 
support for better communication.
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Language Separation in MarketEquipe: Language 
and Identity
In the MarketEquipe case, we see evidence of language diffe-
rences in connection with issues of identity in the two aspects 
of language diversity as separation described above. First, 
value- and concept-laden language serves to both express ideas 
and shape cognition in the team. Secondly, differences with 
respect to team members’ attitudes and values toward language 
diversity influence team collaboration.

Value-laden Language and tTam Cognition

In this case, national and corporate languages shape cogni-
tion and influence team practices, particularly with respect to 
governance, communicating objectives, and strategy-building. 
At the time of the interviews, MarketEquipe was testing a new 
flat management approach to governance called holacracy. 
With this managerial initiative came new language for team 
coordination, based on “circles,” or sub-groups within the team 
to which particular responsibilities were assigned, as opposed 
to a more traditional top-down hierarchy and designation of 
individuals responsible for specific marketing functions. Lan-
guage is a vehicle for communicating values; here, they are the 
values of democratic functioning and abundant communication 
to which the manager subscribed. The language of the new 
organization is audible in the way team members describe their 
tasks, mentioning how they worked before and after holacracy 
was implemented. The lack of clarity and assurance with which 
team members described their new roles indicates that the lan-
guage of the new organization has not yet been fully adopted. 
(We later learned that the team returned to a more traditional 
system of governance within six months after the interviews.)

Language diversity can be considered to be both a facilitator 
and a hindrance in terms of strategy development. Crossing 
language boundaries sometimes slows the communication 
process and necessitates increased attention to language. One 
advantage of this, as cited by one team member [G3], is the 
increased time that allowed everyone to contribute their point 
of view by email. On the other hand, there is a concern that the 
language diversity is a barrier to the development of sophistica-
ted marketing strategy. “One of my fears […] is that we’re not 
having as advanced and complex conversations as we should 
be having and that it’s dumbing down what we’re challenging 
ourselves to do on the marketing team because we feel like we’re 
blocked by a language barrier” [US1].

Values about language(s) and team collaboration

Concerning our second approach to language diversity as 
separation, a variety of attitudes about language diversity were 
expressed by members of the MarketEquipe team. Attitudes 
concerning three themes were particularly salient, including: 
1) personal affinity for language diversity, 2) perception of 
language diversity as requiring effort, 3) norms concerning 
language choice.

In terms of identity and interpersonal similarity as a cohe-
sive force in the formation of groups and sub-groups, national 
and corporate language are influential. However, team mem-
bers’ attitudes toward language also seem to serve as a strong 
force. An appreciation for the necessity of language diversity in 

accomplishing business tasks can be an aligning force among 
team members, independent of whether their language profiles 
are monolingual or multilingual.

Language Disparity in MarketEquipe: Power and 
the Value of Language Skills
MarketEquipe’s task, generating clear and compelling marketing 
messages, is very much a language-dependent activity. A high 
level of language skills in French and English is recognized by 
the manager and by team members as a valuable component 
for task accomplishment. This importance is also reflected in 
the HR department’s recruitment process. Interviews take 
place in English as well as French for the employees who are 
not native English-speakers.

A closer look reveals nuances as to which language skills 
are considered most valuable and actually confer status and 
power in this particular context. These nuances are related to 
1) the value of language skills in accomplishing general team 
objectives, 2) the influence of the manager’s language profile, 
3) the weight of the majority in geographical subgroups, 4) the 
importance of the particular communication task, and 5) the 
added value of the language skills for individual team members 
beyond the immediate team collaboration.

First of all, the manager’s language profile heavily influences 
the language dynamic. In this case, a monolingual English-
speaker with a high level of expertise in the professional language 
of marketing for business software was hired as the manager of 
this multilingual team. MarketEquipe differs from the other 
teams and departments in the company in that it is the only one 
with a native English-speaker as a manager. This influences the 
language dynamics of the team considerably. It pushes English 
as a default choice of national language for interaction in any 
situation in which the manager is actively involved.

When interactions do not involve the manager directly, the 
weight of the majority is a significant influence in according 
value to language skills. This is seen in the choice of language 
for the geographical subgroups of the MarketEquipe. In Paris, 
among the three native French speakers and two non-native 
French speakers, French is generally used. In Grenoble, among 
the two native English speakers and one native French speaker, 
English is used.

With the general context of the team, the value of language 
skills also depends on the stakes of a particular task being per-
formed. For example, in the interviews, several team members 
mentioned the annual performance review as a moment when 
mastery of the manager’s national, business management and 
everyday negotiation language is particularly valuable.

Finally, the value that team members place on certain lan-
guage skills and their motivation for improving their individual 
proficiency in that language seems to be dependent on the per-
ceived added value of those skills beyond the immediate team 
collaboration, such as for future professional opportunities. 
Several native French-speakers described working in English 
as a valuable opportunity to practice and hone their business 
English skills. Non-native French-speakers in the Paris and 
Grenoble offices described opportunities to improve their French 
in a similar way. However, for the two native English-speakers 
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TABLE 3
Summary of Case Study Findings

Type of 
language 
diversity

Definition Main Findings of the 
MarketEquipe Case Study Representative Quotes2

Variety Composition of 
differences in 
language skills or 
experience among 
unit members

Intentional or de facto 
composition of (multi-
layered) language skills 
and experience available 
within the team for 
internal and external 
communication tasks

“Our website is available in six languages, which is very difficult given 
that our marketing team is very small” [G2]. 
“The reality is that the marketing team is only staffed really to support 
English and French. And those other languages, we will generally 
have an outside translate and then somebody internally validate that 
translation” [US1].

Separation Composition of 
differences in 
values-laden, 
cognition-shaping 
language among 
unit members

Difference in 
language as a shaping 
framework for internal 
communication 
(task coordination: 
governance, goal-
setting, feedback, 
strategy-building) and 
external communication 
(messaging shaped by 
national, product, and 
technical language)

“When I want to give feedback, and I think what it comes down to is 
the adjectives used in communication. It's not bad or good, it's pretty 
good. That means something in English. And I'm not sure that would 
translate well. What I'm trying to get to is sort of the subtle adjectives 
when you're trying to express performance is lost on both sides. 
And due to that, the little adjustments that you want to make or you 
want to give the employee guidance on...or the employee identifies in 
themselves…is not coming through” [US1].
“When the Americans produce content in the U.S. and bring it to 
France saying that we’re going to translate it, for us, it’s too superficial. 
It rarely gets into the heart of the matter. I wouldn’t dare publish it as is 
in France. It just wouldn’t work” [P2].

Composition of 
differences among 
unit members in 
attitudes towards 
language diversity

Personal affinity for 
language diversity

“Working in a multilingual environment, that’s my primary motivation 
for wanting to work here” [G3]. 
“Personally, I think [working in a multilingual team] is great because it 
gives me an opportunity to speak English and Spanish” [P1].

Perception of language 
diversity as requiring 
effort

“Working in several languages is tiring. That’s important to note. The 
mind is always working. But it’s also a plus because when you get 
home and start speaking French again, it’s easier to switch off. It’s 
refreshing to work in another language, but it’s still tiring” [G3].

Norms concerning 
language choice

“My colleagues said [laughing], ‘It’s easy. If you work for a French 
company, you need to speak French.’" [P4]

Disparity Composition of 
differences in 
proportion of 
socially valued 
language-related 
assets or resources 
held among unit 
members

Value of language skills 
to accomplishment of 
general team objectives

“We have enough native speakers to validate [translated material] 
in-house. And sometimes, if it’s material that originates in French, 
generally, I translate it into English. That’s one of my job responsibilities 
because I can do it” [G1].

Influence of manager’s 
language profile

“The marketing team is a team where we usually require at least 
English at a pretty good level, especially since the marketing director 
is in the U.S. So that alone, you know, the person has to be able to speak 
English and interface and talk with his manager” [HRD].

Weight of the majority “There are very few people here, in France, who don't speak French. 
So, it's an automatic divide. When you do communication here, it makes 
sense to speak the native language. Why struggle in English when 90% 
of the people are more comfortable with French?” [G2].

Importance of 
a particular 
communication task 

“If I don’t prepare a meeting with the manager, there could be 
frustration that I didn’t manage to say everything I wanted to say in 
the way I wanted to say it. It rarely occurs for issues having to do with 
project management. It has more to do with performance reviews and 
topics that are less related to tasks and more related to career” [G3].

Value of language skills 
for an individual within 
and outside of the 
organization 

“[Training options] are entirely up to the employees. If they want to 
learn French, they can, but it was just one category. There are several 
marketing trainings that we have to choose from. Personally, I didn't 
select [French] because I studied it a little bit in school and use Duo-
linguo which is an app that I find really helpful, so I didn't select a 
training in [French]” [US2]. “Just as a side-note. I’m here [in this 
company] first of all to improve my English” [G3].

2. Citations from interviews taking place in French have been translated by the authors.
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in the U.S. office, increasing their French skills was not viewed 
as an opportunity in which they were seeking to invest.

These findings about MarketEquipe’s language diversity as 
variety, separation and disparity are summarized in Table 3.

Discussion

The findings from the MarketEquipe case study contribute to 
the conceptualization of language diversity by highlighted and 
illustrating three points: 1) the need to consider supplementary 
layers of language, 2) the interconnected nature of the three types 
of language diversity (variety, separation and diversity), and 3) 
the potential for diversity scholarship contributing to a better 
understanding language management as diversity management.

A Need for the Consideration of Supplementary 
Language Layers
With respect to language layers, we have seen some examples in 
this study of how the notion of national language is connected 
to corporate and professional layers of language. Our results also 
suggests that this conceptualization might need to be expanded 
to include other layers of language that are not already men-
tioned by Welch et al. (2005), notably language for discussing 
emotions, visual language, and meta-language for communi-
cation management.

Language for discussing emotions, referred to as “talk” by 
Von Glinow and colleagues, can be particularly challenging for 
multilingual teams (2004). It has been suggested that one way 
for multilingual teams to overcome language barriers, including 
barriers related to the expression of emotion, is to find ways 
to supplement, or even bypass, word-based communication 
through a more intentional use of other forms such as visual 
representation (Kostelnick, 1988; Von Glinow et al., 2004). This 
approach can be seen in the MarketEquipe manager’s habit of 
following up a conversation or meeting with an email summary. 
Although still word-based and still in English, utilizing writ-
ten communication provides a visual complement to support 
the oral exchange. Additionally, visual representation, such as 
MarketEquipe’s shared dashboard, can contribute to bridging 
verbal communication barriers.

Finally, meta-communication (Bateson, 1972), “communica-
tion about communication”, is a layer of language that appears 
from this study to merit inclusion. In describing the processes 
used by the team for working across language barriers, several 
interviewees mentioned the phrases and questions used to cla-
rify meaning, such as, “I don’t understand. Could you repeat 
that?” or “Is this what you mean…?” or “How can I say this in 
English?” [G3]. Proficiency in meta-communication enhances a 
person’s intercultural competence, meaning the ability to deal 
with cultural diversity (Bartel-Radic, 2009). Likewise, it seems 
to be an indicator for a team’s ability to manage language diver-
sity. Training in this layer of language might provide support 
for teams facing language challenges. As studies on language 
diversity more systematically include various layers of language 
as objects of study, more knowledge will be generated as to what 
these layers are and how they interact.

The Interconnected Nature of Diversity Types
The findings of the study also bring to the forefront the inter-
connected nature of different types of language diversity. In 
fact, the exact boundaries between them can be blurry and 
challenging to discern. (For example, an employee’s description 
of language skills as valuable for a particular work context 
involves the notion of separation as well as disparity. It involves 
an attitude about language use as well as the notion of status.) 
It is precisely at these boundaries and intersections, however, 
where we see theory-building potential and a promising research 
agenda. In our experience with various teaching and training 
organizations in international management and in our contact 
with practitioners, we have seen that the focus on language is 
all too often limited to skills at the individual level, what we 
have described in this paper as variety. If we limit our unders-
tanding of language diversity in organizations to variety, we 
could be missing some important, game-changing elements. To 
explain this further, we give three examples of the interaction 
of language diversity constructs as they might occur in a work 
setting. 1) If a company, when hiring new employees, pays 
attention only to applicants’ national language abilities and not 
to their affinity for or willingness to use foreign languages in 
the workplace, team performance might end up being hindered 
by employees who are able but reluctant to communicate in a 
particular language. 2) If managers of international teams are not 
aware of the power dynamics associated with adopting and/or 
imposing a particular language for a team interaction, whether 
it be a national or corporate language, they may risk alienating 
certain team members who are less proficient in that language, 
employees who might then disengage and contribute less to the 
organization. 3) The value that an organization explicitly and 
implicitly places on certain language skills might also influence 
employees’ motivation for increasing their individual proficiency 
in those languages. These examples indicate a necessity for a 
nuanced and comprehensive approach to language management 
that goes beyond language diversity as variety.

Welch and Welch (2015: 3) have recently developed the 
concept of “Language Operative Capacity” (LOC), defined as 
“language resources that have been assembled in a form that 
the multinational enterprise can apply, in a productive, context-
relevant manner, as and when required throughout its global 
network”. We argue that building this capacity depends on a 
comprehensive understanding of language diversity as variety, 
separation, and disparity. Language management entails not 
just managing skills but managing language diversity. As we 
explain in the section below, diversity scholarship can further 
contribute to building theory on language management as 
diversity management.

Language Management as Diversity Management: 
Mutual Enrichment of Two Research Streams
We consider that diversity scholarship, through its concepts 
and its models, can contribute to a better understanding of 
language management as diversity management. We outline 
these here as a way of extending the contribution of this article 
and proposing avenues for future research.

First, theory on language in IB can be further developed by 
transposing concepts from diversity scholarship. As an example 
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of this transposition, Dotan-Eliaz and colleagues (2009) have 
applied the notion of ostracism to language in order to arti-
culate the concept of linguistic ostracism — how a group of 
people intentionally uses a national language in which other 
people in the unit have low or no proficiency — as well as its 
opposite, linguistic inclusion. Below are four concepts that we 
think could be transposed to language in particularly com-
pelling ways: 1) double standard (Abrams et al., 2013: 799) in 
which people’s threshold for acceptable language proficiency 
may vary according to which language is being spoken, their 
own or a “foreign” language, or who is speaking it, 2) discrimi-
nation (Ely & Thomas, 2001) in which an employee might be 
treated unfairly due to his or her language profile as a personal 
characteristic, 3) “requisite variety” of an intercultural team 
(Bartel-Radic & Lesca, 2011), which we can apply to language 
to investigate whether there is an ideal diversity configuration 
for a team or organization, depending on its tasks, and 4) 
intercultural competence (Bartel-Radic, 2009), the notion that 
a person’s ability to successfully negotiate language differences 
in interpersonal interactions constitutes what we might refer 
to as interlingual competence.

Secondly, several models have been proposed in diversity 
scholarship to better understand the relationships between 
diversity, diversity management, and organizational effectiveness 
(ex. Kochan et al., 2003; Van Dick et al., 2008; Tran, Garcia-
Prieto & Schneider, 2011). Transposing these models to the 
specific case of language diversity might generate new insight 
into what constitutes effective language diversity management. 
It might also serve to test and further develop the initial models 
in diversity scholarship. For example, diversity scholarship 
encourages the examination of the ways in which the value 
that diversity brings to teams or organizations is moderated by 
employees’ attitudes and beliefs about diversity (van Dick et al., 
2008). Our findings in this study point to the need to decouple 
language skills from language attitudes and examine the precise 
relationships between them. It is possible for an employee to 
have a monolingual language profile, appreciate the value of 
national language diversity for team effectiveness, and imple-
ment language management practices that support communi-
cation in a language-diverse environment. (Multilingual team 
members might find this somewhat contradictory, however, and 
believe that if an organization really values language diversity, 
it would hire multilingual managers into top positions.) As a 
corollary to this argument, the ability to speak several national 
languages, in itself, provides no guarantee of sensitivity and 
know-how with respect to language issues in business. Future 
research might investigate precisely what characteristics and 
skills in a manager are associated with successful leadership 
of a multilingual team.

To summarize, we suggest that the transposition of diversity 
concepts and models to the specific case of language constitutes 
a potentially fruitful way forward for theory-building in both 
the language research stream in IB and in diversity scholarship.

Conclusion
The primary contribution of this paper is a more comprehen-
sive conceptualization of language diversity. By examining 
the notion of language differences against the backdrop of the 

key diversity constructs of variety, separation, and disparity, 
we propose the following definition of language diversity: dif-
ferences among members of a work unit that are related to 
various layers of language (i.e. national, corporate, technical/
professional, visual, language for expressing emotions, meta-
communication). These differences can be considered in terms 
of 1) skills within that particular system of communication, 2) 
identity- and cognition-shaping frameworks, and 3) resources 
of varying social usefulness about which people may hold diffe-
ring attitudes and values. This conceptualization is illustrated 
and elaborated through a case study of the language diversity 
of one particular team. This methodological choice allows for 
a close-up view of the intricacies of language diversity but can 
be seen as a limit to our approach. Future studies comparing 
examples of language diversity configurations in teams and 
organizations (and their respective effectiveness) could certainly 
be beneficial for developing a more fully illustrated typology.

On our effort to separate out and distinguish the three types 
of language diversity from one another, we can see the extent 
to which they are interconnected and, at times, overlapping, a 
point which could be considered a limitation to the proposed 
framework. As suggested above, we believe that it is precisely 
at the points of overlap and interconnectedness where it would 
be interesting for future studies to focus and where diversity 
scholarship can be valuable to the IB research stream.

In terms of managerial implications of this work, the concep-
tualization developed here constitutes a framework for mana-
gers and consultants investigating the language dynamics of 
a team or organization. One can understand the language 
diversity in a work context, not just in terms of language skills 
but also in terms of identity and power, thereby arriving at a 
more fine-tuned and comprehensive inventory of the language 
dynamics at play.
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