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Introduction


Every multinational organization faces the challenges of integrating staff members who come from different cultural and linguistic backgrounds (Schneider and Barsoux, 1997; Dowling and Welch, 2005).  Language use within organizations is important because it is multi-dimensional; it encompasses direct communication (or miscommunication) but also elements of culture and of power.  The European Commission has increasingly faced linguistic challenges as each enlargement has increased both the cultural and the linguistic diversity of the staff.  The most recent enlargement, the largest in the history of the European Union (EU), brought in 10 new member states in 2004, most from Central and Eastern Europe (CEE), and an additional two new members in January of 2007.  This paper analyzes the impact of successive waves of enlargement upon the European Commission (EC), which is the administrative arm of the EU and has by far the largest staff size of the EU institutions.  It describes the backgrounds of the new staff joining the EC as a result of the most recent enlargement and, based on interviews, explores the challenge this new enlargement posed for previous patterns of language use.  It concludes with a discussion of the broader challenges of working effectively in a multilingual, multicultural environment.  

The data for this analysis come from a research project on the impact of enlargement and administrative reform on the European Commission.  In 2006 and 2007, I conducted 91 interviews within the Commission, primarily in three Directorates General (DGs): DG Environment, DG Regional Policy, and DG Single Market (known as Markt), and also in DG Personnel and Administration and the European Personnel Selection Office (EPSO).
  In addition, with the support of the Commission, I visited six of the new member states and conducted additional interviews with senior government officials charged with EU relations, with researchers in think tanks studying EU management and policy, and with university scholars.  
Evolution of Language Use within the  European Commission

Within the EU as a whole, there are now 23 official languages, and all official documents must be translated into all of these languages, creating the world’s largest translation service.  Within the EC, however, there is a “language regime of three procedural languages…(French, German and English) of which two (French and English) are vehicular and drafting languages” (European Commission, 2006, 4).  Thus, in reality, German is not much used and the real issue is the balance between English and French.  All staff are required to have solid mastery of at least one of the three working languages, as well as of another European language, prior to joining the Commission.  

Language use prior to enlargement was not consistent across the component parts of the Commission.  Previous research on the culture of the Commission has found that the DGs had marked cultural differences (see, for example, Cini, 1997), which include differences in the dominant language.  For example, the Secretariat General, the legal services, DG Agriculture, DG Personnel and Administration, and DG Relex (foreign relations) were among the traditionally Francophone DGs.  DG Environment is an example of a relatively newer DG that has been primarily Anglophone since its founding.  Those language traditions reflect the language preferences of past leaders strengthened by the fact that, in the past, certain countries had customary control over specific DGs (for example, the position of Director-General of DG Agriculture was customarily a French post).  

In virtually all parts of the Commission, however, one was likely to encounter a rich mélange of languages.  While the linguistic balance differed across DGs, the assumption in most was that everyone would have at least passive knowledge of both French and English and that, at meetings, people could speak in either.  So a meeting might begin in French, a speaker might switch to English, and someone else might respond in French.  Indeed, in daily usage, the languages were (and are) frequently mixed, with Anglophones switching into French and vice versa, even in mid-sentence or simply dropping specific expressions in the other language into a sentence.  This “code switching” (to use the socio-linguistics term), combined with a fair amount of EU-specific jargon, can lead to a style of communication that is quite clear internally but can be totally incomprehensible to someone from outside the organization, contributing, perhaps, to the view of the Commission as a rather mystifying place that does not communicate effectively with European citizens.
Impact of Successive Waves of Enlargement

Historically, the European Union evolved from the European Coal and Steel Community, founded in 1950.  With only six members (France, Germany, Belgium, the Netherlands, Italy, and Luxembourg), it reflected, from the beginning, a gap between espoused values and actual practice on language use.  As Stevens and Stevens report, “Noting in his memoirs that he wanted an administration where the four languages would be used indiscriminately and with none dominating, Jean Monnet notes in the next breath that French was the habitual working language in the High Authority of the Coal and Steel Commission” (Stevens and Stevens, 2001: 128-129).  French remained the dominant language in the evolving organization at least until the 1973 enlargement (Longman, 2007).  
The story of successive enlargements is one of the movement away from French dominance toward increased use of English.  One might think that the move toward wider use of English began with the 1973 enlargement, when the UK, Ireland, and Denmark entered, and certainly this had some effect, but, according to my sources, the new officials (i.e., employees of the Commission) from the UK and Ireland were hesitant about pushing the use of English.  In 1995, Sweden, Finland, and Austria entered, and again there was a significant number of new officials, but this group had no reticence in pushing for wider use of English.  As one informant told me:

When the Brits and the Irish came in, they couldn’t insist upon…the use of English, partly for historic reasons connected to the Community and partly for cultural reasons.  They don’t like to be seen as imperialistic in language terms.  Whereas the Scandinavians had no such complexes.  They liked English, they preferred it enormously to French, and it was a little tilt in the overall balance that made English acceptable as a working language.  And I think from that point on, English started to grow and has now obviously overtaken French.

The Opening to the East:  the Enlargements of 2004 and 2007

Several informants reported that the impacts of the 1995 enlargement were not radical because the three countries entering were relatively small.  In contrast, the 2004 enlargement was by far the biggest of all enlargements, with 10 new members.  Combined with the 2007 arrival of two more new members, this took the membership of the European Union from 15 to 27 countries.  Ten of these new members were Central and East European (CEE) countries.  The other two, Cyprus and Malta, were quite small and have not had a significant impact, other than the serious challenge of finding a sufficient number of interpreters and translators who know Maltese.  
The EU started preparing for entry of the CEE countries immediately after their transition from Communism  (Verdun and Croci, 2002) and provided financial aid and technical assistance to these countries in the movement to democracy and to a market economy.  Much of that aid was also focused on preparing the CEE countries for eventual EU membership.  Still, when they entered, these countries were at very different stages of economic, political, and social development.  At a policy and budgetary level, there was considerable concern about the impact of enlargement, the difficulty of integrating these countries, and the pressure on the budget, given the EU’s commitment to provide aid to poorer and less developed parts of Europe to equalize, as much as possible, levels of economic development.  From the point of view of the new member states themselves, the negotiation and accession processes were long and complex, creating great demands, including linguistic ones, as they were responsible for translating the entire acquis communitaire (i.e., the total body of EU law and directives).  The acquis is both massive (running to over 70,000 pages according to McClusky, 2001) and filled with EU terminology that created challenges of translation.  As one senior Romanian official who worked on enlargement told me, “It took me 6 months to understand what subsidiarity meant.”

The European Commission was the only one of the European institutions to set specific goals for hiring from each of the new member states.  The total hiring target across all 12 countries is over 3,600 new staff, well over 10 percent of the total Commission workforce.  The hiring process is very slow, and so it takes at least a year, and often longer, from the time a competition is announced to the time that the new employees actually enter the organization, so the new staff from the 10 countries that joined in 2004 actually started entering in some numbers in 2006, and significant numbers of staff from Romania and Bulgaria, which joined in January 2007, started arriving by late 2007.  Still, the Commission has made considerable progress in meeting its hiring goals.  It has met or exceeded the goal for several smaller countries (the Baltic countries, Slovenia, and Malta, for example).  The hiring goal for Poland, the largest of the new members, was almost 40 percent of the total, and although it has lagged a bit behind the smaller countries, there has been considerable progress, with hiring at 70% of the target (European Commission, 2008).  The majority of new hires have been at entry level, and hiring at management levels has been somewhat slower and more difficult (Ban, 2007).
Who are the New Officials from the CEE Countries?

Since the officials from the new member states have arrived only recently, it is too early to gauge their eventual impact, but one impact that is immediately obvious is demographic:  Those entering from the new member states tend to be younger and are more likely to be female than officials already serving.  Over 50 percent of hires from all the CEE countries are female, with the range from 63 percent for Slovenia to 81 percent from Romania.  The mean percent female across the 10 CEE member states is over 71 percent, far higher than the preexisting gender balance in the Commission
 (European Commission, 2008).  There are several explanations for this gender difference (see Ban, 2007), but one is that the earliest hiring was for translators and interpreters.  In many countries, these are positions that are more likely to be held by women.  It is important to note, however, that those joining the Commission from CEE countries at higher levels were also more heavily female than had been the norm previously.  

Those entering at entry level are quite international in perspective and experience; many have studied or worked abroad.  Most came from the private sector, often from multinational firms.  Only at higher levels were new entrants more likely to have had previous work experience in government. (Ban, 2007).

The Commission recognized the need to help this large group of new employees adapt to life in the Commission.  An orientation program for new employees of all the European institutions was made mandatory, and many DGs developed quite formal training and mentoring programs to assist people to adapt.  DG Regional Policy, in particular, has been very systematic in this respect.  Overall, the new arrivals, particularly those at entry levels, appear to be adapting quite well to life within the EC (Ban, 2007).

The new officials, however, often face real linguistic challenges.  In general, the people entering from the new member states get high marks for their knowledge of foreign languages.  Many of their colleagues are particularly impressed by their command of languages, and, indeed, , those entering from the new member states speak, on average, more languages than their colleagues, either from northern or southern countries (Ban, 2007), with many speaking five or more languages.  The problem, however, is that few of them speak French.  This is particularly true of those entering at more senior levels.  Thus, they are pushing the organization hard towards greater use of English while themselves being pushed to learn French, preferably as quickly as possible.  
Many of the new arrivals immediately began to study French. While the Commission provides free language courses, taking these courses is often a struggle, both because of the time required and because of logistics (location of the courses, conflict with frequent travel on the job).  The Commission recently instituted a policy mandating that to qualify for the first promotion an official must demonstrate a moderate level of mastery of a second of the working languages.  Some of the new officials speak German, but the others are now being forced to learn another language (usually French), as a condition for promotion, and there have already been people passed over because of lack of proficiency in a second working language.  
Language conflicts:  the view from the two sides


This transition has created real tensions.  Needless to say, there are fewer conflicts over language in the DGs that were already primarily Anglophone (such as DG Environment), but in the more Francophone DGs, such as Regional Policy, the conflicts are more evident.  It is clear that the 2004 enlargement radically shifted the balance in many parts of the Commission, and that this created stresses on both new staff and those who were used to the previous language norms.
The Perspective of Officials from New Member States


The first reaction of many new officials was surprise that, in fact, so much was in French.  While those who had been in the Commission for years were aware of the trend toward increased use of English, for those just arriving the shock was the extent to which French was still needed.  One senior manager was particularly outspoken on the subject:
I was not very aware that the French language was of as much importance as it turned out to be, and unfortunately, although my parents both spoke beyond English also German and French, and they wanted me to learn, I said “The French language, that’s on the way out…English is winning and German is more important because Hungary has a rather German-speaking neighborhood, so why the fuck should I waste my time?”  I think, because here still the culture is very strongly French, that was another challenge….Of course, I tried to learn, and I tried also earlier to pick up some French, but of course I must say that although formally English is the main working language, especially colleagues that started earlier, they tend to switch very often into French.

Many of the subjects of my interviews reported difficulties in taking the French courses and, as a result, they were hesitant to speak French in meetings and aware that they sometimes missed or misunderstood what was bring said.  They resented the imposition of the new formal requirement that all staff being considered for their first promotion would need to master a second working language, especially as those already within the organization were not required to meet this standard.  And they were apt to take offense at what they saw as rudeness on the part of some Francophones.  The linguistic conflict differed depending on the pre-existing balance of language use, but even in DG. Environment, the most Anglophone of the three DGs studied, the pressure (in this case from someone outside the DG) was sometimes heavy-handed, as a Hungarian  woman recounted:

What I do not like is a very severe francophone mentality toward non-francophone speakers.  A very good example:  I learned Italian in nine months.  Simply for the fact that even if you say “bon giorno” to an Italian, they just take down all the stars for you.  I had been here for two months, and I had to talk to someone who was francophone, and he started complaining to me that how the hell I was still not speaking French after two months.  And you know, this kind of attitude made me extremely angry….  Why is it not possible for the Francophones to learn another language to be able to communicate?”

On the other hand, those joining from the new member states who did know French were at a considerable advantage, particularly those working in such areas as law and administration, where French is still dominant, as a young lawyer reported:

There is more one thing, and that is the unwillingness of certain colleagues [from the new member states] to speak French.   Because in my country, English is the first foreign language, and not French.  And so I think this is something the new member states have to work on, because it can really put you in a disadvantage.  I think in the Legal Service without French you can just not go far.  There is a French Director General, there is a French Director General Adjoint [i.e., deputy], so the whole culture is French.  And I think you have to adapt yourself on this.  And also there is one thing in law:  In European law, the French texts are more clear, and they are easily understandable for me, for someone from a continental legal system, which these people miss which don’t speak French.  So about the English wording of the treaty you could have doubts what really was wanted with it.  In the French, it’s less.  For me, at least.


Of the three DGs studied, DG Regional Policy (generally referred to as ‘Regio’), which was most consistently Francophone prior to the 2004 enlargement, was also, not surprisingly, the locus of significant conflicts, parti-cularly over what language would be spoken at meetings.  Here, the clear norm had been bilingualism at meetings, with the expectation that everyone would have at least a passive knowledge of both languages.  While many of the older staff reported a dramatic shift towards English, a new staff member from a Baltic country reported that French was still frequently in use: “In meetings, it’s more French, but it’s mixed.  I can talk English.  I would say it’s 70-30 French.”  In this DG, however, enlargement brought in some new staff at very high levels in the organization who did not have even a passive level of French, causing considerable consternation on both sides.  From the perspective of those arriving, having participants in meetings switch into French, knowing that they don’t understand, is “simply impolite….[if] you want to convey a message, you can say, ‘Okay, I will tell it in French because my French is better, but this is the summary.’ or prepare a note in English, at least something, because you simply feel cut out.”
The Perspective of Officials from Old Member States


In many ways, the reactions of those who entered the Commission prior to enlargement are the mirror image of those described above.  While some are understanding and accepting of the need to move to English, others express resentment and frustration at being forced to speak English when they had previously been able to speak in French, particularly in meetings.  In both DG Regio and in DG Markt, dominant language differs according to the function of the unit or directorate.  In the case of Regio, a significant part of the staff serves in units that work with individual countries or groups of countries on development projects, so, for example, the unit that works with Spain includes mostly people who speak Spanish.  Enlargement posed two problems:  First, the units working with the new member states were, of necessity, among the leaders in hiring staff from those states, most of whom were Anglophone, not Francophone, so the language issue affected those units immediately.
  Second, the arrival of new senior staff from the new member states had an abrupt impact on the directorates or units they headed.  Several people pointed out the fact that the directorate that was most heavily Francophone (including the units working with France and other Latinate countries) was now headed by a director who did not speak French.  So unit meetings might continue to be in French, but communications up the hierarchy needed to be in English.  Further, the Commissioner is currently Polish, and so documents are increasingly being drafted in English.  Those who were used to working in French report some frustration at not being able to use French in meetings; at the extra effort required to communicate; and at the difficulty, at times, in expressing themselves as clearly as they would have liked.  As one explained:

At meetings with the whole staff, with the Director General or the staff of the Director, who are more and more Anglophone, there are difficulties in getting the message across.  And the colleagues are very hesitant to speak in English, so there is a communication that has become a bit more difficult and that certainly disadvantages people who speak the Latinate languages.

While the majority of people interviewed were genuinely welcoming to the staff arriving from the new member states, and, in most DGs, gave them high marks, there was, nonetheless, sometimes an undercurrent of resentment, which reflected mistrust or even condescension toward new staff, particularly those coming in to managerial positions, who had different backgrounds and who, by their hiring, may have blocked internal promotions.  And language skills were still central, as supervisors often equated successful adaptation of new staff to their speed in learning French, and some new hires reported ruefully that they were told they had been selected not because of their excellent technical credentials but because they knew at least a little French.  


An interesting side problem was created because German is officially a working language.  Some job candidates (especially for secretarial positions) chose to take the entrance examinations (i.e., to go through the competition) in German, but since they don’t have a good command of either English or French, they can’t really function effectively within the Commission and so are passed over by heads of units who are genuinely trying to hire assistants from the new member states..  And several professional staff entering from the new member states were surprised to find that German (which they knew well) was, in fact, rarely used within the Commission.  

Tower of Babel or ‘Englishisation’:  Choices for Language Policy

The discourse within the Commission over language parallels the discus-sions within the sociolinguistic literature.  For example, Patten (discussing both Europe-wide and national language policy, rather than language use inside the Commission) posits three options: equality of recognition, language harmonization (i.e., choice of a single language), and language maintenance (Patten, 2007).  Equality of recognition, i.e., treating all European languages equally, is critical in the EU’s communications externally with citizens, so much so that it is willing to pay the extremely high costs of translating all official documents into all official languages.  And some European institutions (especially the Parliament) do permit members to speak in their own languages, but no one is proposing that the Commission could actually function under such a language regime.  Close working relationships on highly complex and technical projects require the ability to work together without the intermediary of interpreters and translators.  

The other logical choice, of course, is simply to move to a single language regime, and there is, in fact, some support for this proposal.  Proponents of such an approach are mostly northerners, almost always assume that the language would be English, and argue based on increased efficiency. A few people I interviewed advocated moving to all-English as a formal policy.  As one put it, 

I think the dual language thing is very bad, to be honest, and I would prefer English to be chosen, but if it is French I don’t care either….Really, for efficiency, one language should be chosen…And we are spending so much time on it…Okay, the final documents are translated in all the possible languages that exist, but for a working language why not make one of the two languages mandatory? …I mean at some point there might be a slight advantage for the English people, but now you are just dividing your time between two languages, which is not helping the other countries that are not English or French either.  So I think it is very strange.

The third language policy discussed by Patten is language maintenance, in which one approach is to agree on a smaller group of languages as the best strategy to prevent dominance by English, and that is clearly how many would describe the current Commission policy.  Some linguists vehemently oppose the “Englishisation” of Europe, which they view as a form of “symbolic imperialism and linguistic hegemony” and as “integral to globalisation…reflecting broader processes of Americanisation” (Phillipson, 2006: 68).  Most Commission staff would not view the language issue in quite such extreme terms, but a number of those interviewed saw the language shift as related to a culture shift and identified the Nordics, in particular, as “Anglo-Saxon,” which in this case referred not only to language but also to management approach.  As one person bluntly expressed it, “They reinforced the British clan.”  


More positively, there remains considerable support for the current bilingual regime, in part based on a recognition that languages carry cultures and that a truly European institution should at least to some extent reflect the linguistic and cultural diversity of Europe. A Dutch staff member at DG Markt reported on the rapid movement towards English and articulated the trade-off involved:  

I think the advantage of having at least two working languages is that people are aware of the multi-cultural situation that we are representing.  And if everything you do is dominated by one language, of course, it makes the work itself easier -- lots easier -- but at the same time you lose some of the identity of the organization.

In fact, a number of staff, including some from the UK, shared the view that preserving the use of at least two languages was essential, and that the variety of cultures within the Commission was enriching more than it was problematic.  And it was widely recognized that moving to an English-only policy would be politically impractical.  Some remarked on the energetic defense of the use of French within the Commission by the French government, which is hardly a new phenomenon; a book by a French journalist includes a copy of a letter sent in 1990 by then-President François Mitterand to Jacques Delors, who served for many years as President of the European Commission, which begins by stating that the use of the French language and respect for its rights within the European institutions, particularly in the Commission, is a very high priority for France and then complains about the increased tendency to hold meetings in English only or to publish working documents only on English (de la Guérivière, 1992:57.  See also House, 2006.)  Interestingly, de la Guérivière was the only source I saw that claimed that the British government was also actively pushing increased use of English.  

The French government obviously understood that enlargement to the east would pose a threat to continued use of the French language.  In fact, a senior official in Romania reported to me that,

In the late 90s, I talked with the then French ambassador, who claimed that the whole enlargement was dominated by the British.  The documents we received were all in English, and the French pressured us to say that we wanted to use French.

One often has the feeling, however, that the Francophones are fighting a rear-guard action, and it is clear that the arrival of over 3,000 new staff from the new member states is one factor driving the change to English.  Another is increasing reliance on staff on short-term secondment (typically two to four years) from their home country.  Such “detached national experts” have no real incentive to learn French if they do not already know it.  One from Germany reported on how he resisted pressure to use French: 
It was this one situation where this guy encouraged us to speak French, and I just thought “no, forget it,” but it wasn’t discussed much as I said to him, “I could speak German if you want to, I could speak Spanish, I could speak Russian to you if you wanted, but French is no go,” and there was no further comment from his side, so that seemed to have been accepted then.


One indication of the extent of the swing towards English is the report from DG Translation that, in 2006, of the over 1.5 million pages of text received for translation, 72% was originally drafted in English, 14% in French, and 2.7% in German (European Commission, n.d., p. 7).
We Are All Strangers Here

The language shift within the Commission has been relatively rapid and has, indeed, created conflicts and challenges for some parts of the organization.  But the real challenges of communication would remain even if there was a formal or informal shift to a single language.  The reality is that the vast majority of staff are living and working outside of their home culture and language, and that fact shapes everything they do.  Linguists define a “lingua franca” as “a language used for communication between people whose first languages differ” (Homes, 2001:79), often a language of trade or commerce, used with a restricted vocabulary, and English has, indeed, become a lingua franca not only within the European Commission but in business circles globally.  Working in a non-native language has predictable results:  confusions caused by mistranslations, the loss of nuance, and the development of a somewhat simplified common form of the language combined with jargon specific to the organization or discipline.  Let us look at each, as they affect staff within the Commission, and at the coping strategies employed to reduce the communications problems that arise.

Misunderstandings and mistranslations are, of course, inevitable.  Some-times there are simply not clear parallel words or phrases that make translation easy, but also non-native speakers may not have full command of the language they are speaking.  A senior official from Ireland recounted a near-disaster in a trade negotiation with the United States:
On one negotiation mission, there was an Italian.  And he fancied himself as a good English speaker.  And we were meeting a deputy U.S. Trade Representative, a very high level team.  And so this guy started to lay out our case, in his very charming to listen to -- you know, they speak English with a nice foreign accent.  Until he came to “parts one, two, and three,”  which he opened up by saying, “Well, now, you pretend that this and this,  you pretend that…”  I saw the shocked looks, and I had to intervene and say, “He means, ‘this is your claim’.”  Because I could see the American -- he was a Texan -- getting very red in the face.  

Many of my informants recognized that the cost of working outside of their native language was the loss of richness, of nuance, and also of irony or sarcasm.  Even if one has the words right, striking just the right tone in another language is difficult, and one can never be sure that the tone will be understood as it was meant.  In fact, one British senior official told me of sending an e-mail that was quite confrontational, which was not taken that way by the recipient (which in this case was probably just as well).  And many people reported that jokes just do not translate, and that they had to change their communications styles and reduce drastically the use of humor.  When asked whether she had encountered misunderstandings due to language or culture, a Dutch woman responded:
It’s both language and culture.  I remember even myself when I came in, there is a typical kind of Dutch accepted humor, making jokes, and I realized even the second week that I made a remark, and I saw the nonverbal communication of the other [person] and I realized, “Oh, damn, this is so Dutch.”  They didn’t get it, and it could even have been interpreted as offensive.  I realized at that moment that I had to take my Dutch hat off.  


The communication problems are eased somewhat because English and, to some extent, French, as spoken within the Commission have, indeed, become linguae francae, that is, both simplified in form and vocabulary and full of EU jargon.  Many people remarked on the “funny English” that is spoken or the peculiarities of “EU English” and “EU French.”  Commission staff also reported that they spoke “Franglais,” and they frequently used “code-switching” (Holmes, 2001), i.e., switching back and forth between languages depending on the person or topic addressed, or even mixing the languages in the same sentence, by dropping standard phrases from the second language into the conversation (See Abélès and Bellier, 1996).  This was common both among Anglophones and Francophones, and some respondents were aware of the relevant norms, as, for example, in this conversation with an English man, explaining the planned reorganization in his DG:
What is going to happen in the restructuring is that the actual gestion, the day-to-day management, doing the contracts, will go to another unit.  I do speak French.  You can use French.  I can’t stop myself doing it anyway.  I can get away with it here, but when I am in England or wherever it comes off as a bit pretentious.  But here it is just a professional problem.


One would assume that the native speakers of the relevant lingua franca would naturally be advantaged, and certainly they can work faster and, in some situations, express themselves more clearly.  But they are not always better understood.  In fact, non-native English speakers very frequently reported that it was the native speakers whom they found most difficult to understand, both because they used a more idiomatic vocabulary and because they spoke more rapidly or with accents in English.  And, as one person reported, “I found several times that I was misunderstood especially by English-speaking people.  Because others have the similar problem, so they are used to this simplified English.”  (See Longman, 2007 for a useful discussion of the advantages and disadvantages of being a native speaker of the lingua franca.)

In addition to using a somewhat simplified version of the language, staff adopted standard coping mechanisms to prevent or deal with misunderstandings, such as repeating back or rephrasing what the other person said, reiterating any agreements reached, drafting written summaries of meeting results and circulating them to the participants, or calling to request clarification of e-mails.  Indeed, these techniques are often needed, as a Polish attorney explained:  

I remember one situation where, when talking to my Dutch colleague with whom I work on a team, we were just arguing heavily about one issue.  And at one point of time, I realized that we are, in fact, opting for the same solution but we are somehow expressing it in a different way in English.  And I told him, “hold on, hold on.  I think we want the same thing.  What I mean is…”  And I tried to explain it in a different way.  And then he said, “Exactly.  That’s it.”  So it was like a linguistic barrier.  Or if you get an e-mail from somebody, and you know the person is not a native speaker, you read it and then you think, “but what does he understand through this and that sentence?” And so you just pick up the phone and say, “Look, I am not quite sure how you understand it.  Can you please give me some more information?”  But this is common -- it’s not regarded as impolite or unprofessional.  People just call and clarify.


All these strategies have costs in terms of time and energy, and, indeed, I was told that there is a tendency to overlook small language errors: “Usually everybody understands what everybody else means, even if they use the wrong word…and there is a high tolerance…because we would waste so much time if we were constantly trying to correct other peoples’ little errors, and we can’t afford it.  We’ve got to get on with the work.”

Cultural differences in communication

Of course, language is a carrier of culture, and, even if everyone had a perfect command of either or both languages, there would still be significant cultural differences, both in writing and verbally.  A full discussion of national culture and communication is beyond the scope of this analysis, but it would include  tone of voice and volume in speaking, non-verbal communications, and norms on such issues as whether or not touching is appropriate and how close together people stand.  Use of informal versus formal forms of address (such as tu or vous or first rather than last names) is also likely to differ.  And, of course, differences not only in language but in how things are said can cause real discomfort for those not yet accustomed to them:

Sometimes it is just the behavior and approach and attitudes towards meetings, things like that can vary drastically.  I remember we had a trainee from the UK who went along to a meeting with our head of sector at the time, who was Spanish, who was meeting somebody inside the DG, who was Greek.  And the British guy came back to me white as a sheet, because the Spanish and the Greek had been basically standing up screaming at each other across the desk.  He had come back to me going, “Are all meetings like that?”  And I spoke to the Spanish person afterwards, and she said, “Oh yes, it was quite a good meeting.”  To them, that was part of the meeting process, the dynamic, if you like.  Whereas for a UK civil servant it was kind of horrific, people losing control like that.

Conclusions

It is highly unlikely that the European Commission will choose formally to use a single language, and the new requirement that staff must master a second working language prior to their first promotion was a clear signal of organi-zational commitment to linguistic diversity.  But it is nonetheless clear that the movement towards increased use of English is inexorable and has been greatly speeded up by recent enlargements, especially those of 2004 and 2007, since almost all the newly arriving staff are more likely to know English than French.  Expanded use of staff on temporary loan from their governments or other institutions (seconded national experts) has compounded that effect.  In parts of the Commission such as DG Environment, which have long been primarily Anglophone, the change has, obviously, been less painful than in those parts of the Commission that are in the middle of a fairly dramatic language shift, such as DG Regio, where each side is still somewhat uneasy with the current balance.  This is logical, since if the language use shifts, for example, from 70 percent French to 30 percent, those used to speaking French will be aware of a dramatic change that they feels disadvantages them, while those entering from the outside will still encounter more situations where French is needed than they expected or are prepared to handle.


But perhaps more important than the battles over the two languages is the need to recognize that almost all staff are working outside of their native languages and that both language and cultural differences can lead to misunder-standings.  Those who survive and even thrive in this environment are those who approach their colleagues with patience and tolerance and who take real pleasure in the rich cultural and linguistic mélange that characterizes this unique organization.  
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�   By comparison, the two new members who were non-CEE countries had much lower figures: 48 percent of new hires from Cyprus and Malta were female.


�   One challenge posed by this structure is the requirement that staff who work on large grant programs rotate regularly, as one cannot easily move someone hired, for example, for knowledge of Estonian, to work on projects in Greece.





