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Post-merger integration and
the role of language fluency

By Joep Cornelissen and David P. Kroon

eventual upper hand, largely because of

their greater fluency in English.
Rather than only focusing on

the senior management level of the

Beware the march of English as the lingua franca of the international
commercial world. If handled insensitively, it could damage a poten-
tially successful integration trajectory in a merger or acquisition.

This is just one of the provocative
strands of thinking that emerge from
research conducted over the past sev-
eral years into the aftermath of a high-
profile acquisition involving a French
company as the buyer and a Dutch
company as the target. This research
has generated great data that could
readily be put to use for further multi-
ple projects; the language element is
one of the most interesting aspects to
have emerged so far.

~

Although the French company is
clearly the senior partner, actions taken
post-acquisition contain the potential to
skew future development. Management
has claimed that the deal was in fact a
merger of equals and dictated the use
of English across the company, replac-
ing French and Dutch, even in its do-
mestic locations. This created growing
suspicions that employees in the theo-
retically junior partner in the relation-
ship could in fact turn out to have the

merged organisation, we focused on
exploring how middle managers and
employees on the ground made sense
of the merger, both individually and
collectively, and how they were to a
greater or lesser degree facilitated in
this by their command of the English
language. We found that tensions be-
tween the two companies heightened.
This can be especially significant if staff
are seen to be promoted on the basis
of their perceived greater fluency in
English rather than on the basis of their
technical knowledge and capabilities.

There are two principal ways of
measuring an individual's fluency in a
language. The first is subjective, ask-
ing people how well they speak a cer-
tain language. In this case, the subjec-
tive sense of fluency was very high for
both Dutch and French speakers alike
(although significantly higher for the
Dutch side). But when we applied ob-
jective measuring techniques to cate-
gorise an individual's level of fluency
- such as recording the rate of an indi-
vidual's speech in the English language,
the extent of the speaker's vocabulary
and the use of idioms in an appropriate
context - the results were often very
different. People scored much less well
on paper than they did in their own
head. Many were in fact far less fluent
than they thought they were.

Language environment
Our study highlights several facets
of the role of language fluency in the
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wake of an acquisition. Initially, indi-
viduals with lower levels of English-
speaking capability traditionally tend
to identify less with the new company
in the integration phase. But the use of
“Business English as a Lingua Franca”
(BELF) can change their outlook. In a
BELF environment, the less fluent will
tend to bond with others who demon-

What this suggests is that marked
differences in fluency may lead to
fault lines, conflict and power strug-
gles in a company. Senior manage-
ment therefore needs to be aware
of fluency levels in English across
the organisation and to test these
levels using the process referred
to above.

"..management should reflect on the way
in which they formulate their messages and
express themselves in English...”

strate a similar English-speaking ca-
pability. We found that this process
- which we label as identity transfor-
mation - boosts co-operation and
hence corporate productivity.

The research suggests that the lan-
guage environment in which people
work on a day-to-day basis matters a
good deal too. Paradoxically, senior-
level but non-native English speakers
operating in a multi-language location
- who might be expected to thrive in
the new environment and take advan-
tage of the additional opportunities
presented by a transformative acquisi-
tion - can show clear signs of anxiety.
Their desire to achieve unnecessarily
high linguistic standards can adverse-
ly affect their job performance. They
can also struggle with the need to
adapt to the different registers of
language and tone that might be re-
quired in dealing with different levels
of staff in a non-native tongue.

We also think that management
should reflect on the way in which they
formulate their messages and express
themselves in English, trying to find a
company-specific vernacular that most
people will understand. In other words,
rather than using the richness of the
English language they would be bet-
ter advised to use common business
idioms, to phrase sentences more
simply and use less jargon in a BELF
environment. Communicating in this
way could help senior management
increase their influence over the be-
haviour of the workforce and will help
them to be better understood.

Fluency thresholds

The good news is that the minimum
fluency threshold for such a common
base is surprisingly low. Even in loca-
tions where people demonstrated the
lowest levels of fluency, it is clear that
they could still communicate adequate-

ly in English with one another locally
and with their colleagues elsewhere.
There is, however, a cut-off point and
ultimately a price to be paid by those
who just cross that threshold. The least
fluent will almost certainly find that
fewer job opportunities become avail-
able to them.

In sum, language matters, and its
importance stretches beyond essential
day-to-day communication. It helps in
the construction of social and corpo-
rate identity. It helps in maintaining
hierarchy. It helps in demonstrating
class and educational distinction. It
helps in delivering individual and cor-
porate success. It deserves to be stud-
ied further.m

This article draws its inspiration
from the paper Explaining Employees’
Reactions towards a Cross-Border
Merger: The Role of English Language
Fluency, written by David P. Kroon,
Joep Cornelissen and Eero Vaara.
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December 2015, Volume 55, Issue 6, pp
775-800. DOLI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/
$11575-015-0259-2
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