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Résumé

In order to reduce the significant financial losses incurred by small and medium-sized European firms, mainly caused by the lack of personnel possessing the required plurilingual skills, two solutions are suggested: firstly, at the national level of each member state, the improvement of the internal efficiencies of foreign language educational policies and secondly, the immediate introduction of plurilingual communication strategies into European businesses. For a small and medium-sized firm, the ability to negotiate commercial transactions and provide product maintenance support directly in the language of the client (in any one of the 23 officially recognized European languages) is a strategic and fundamental maneuver which would successfully increase business exports, while ensuring that the firm fully benefits from the intra-European business trade composed of 500 million potential consumers. To achieve this, two innovative and promising propositions are put forward:  on the regional level, the creation of a "European Resource Center for Plurilingual Business Trade” and a standardized diagnostic evaluation of the plurilingual skills of European citizens adapted to the various employment sectors.
______________________________________________________________________
StratÉgies plurilingues au service de l’Économie europÉenne

Afin de réduire les importantes pertes commerciales des PME européennes générées, principalement par un manque de personnel possédant des compétences plurilingues, deux solutions sont envisageables, à savoir : d’une part, à l’échelle des états membres, l’amélioration de l’efficience interne des politiques éducatives des langues vivantes et d’autre part, la mise en place rapide d’une stratégie de communication plurilingue au sein des entreprises. Pour une PME, la capacité de traiter les négociations commerciales et la maintenance des produits directement dans la langue du client (quelle qu’elle soit parmi les 23 langues officielles de l’UE-27) est un atout stratégique fondamental qui lui permettra d’augmenter considérablement ses exportations et de profiter pleinement du marché intérieur européen composé de 500 millions de consommateurs potentiels. À cet effet, la mise en place de « Centre européen de ressources plurilingues» régionaux et d’une évaluation diagnostique standardisée des compétences linguistiques des citoyens européens en fonction des secteurs d’activité sont deux propositions innovantes et performantes.

______________________________________________________________________
LE STRATEGIE PLURILINGUI AL SERVIZIO DELL’ECONOMIA EUROPEA
Per ridurre le importanti perdite commerciali delle ditte europei di piccole e di medie dimensioni generato principalmente da una mancanza di personale che possiede delle competenze plurilingui, due soluzioni sono considerabili, e cioè:  da una parte, su scala nazionale degli stati membri, il miglioramento dell'efficienza interna delle politiche educativi delle lingue viventi e di altra parte, il collocamento in posto veloce di una strategia di comunicazione plurilingue in seno alle imprese. Per una società, la capacità di trattare direttamente i negoziati commerciali e la manutenzione dai prodotti nella lingua del cliente, qualunque sia tra le 23 lingue ufficiali dell'Europa, è una carta vincente strategica fondamentale che gli permetterà di aumentare considerevolmente le sue esportazioni e di approfittare pienamente del mercato interiore europeo composto di 500 milioni di consumatori potenziali. A questo effetto, due proposte innovative ed ad alto rendimento sono la créazione di un "Centro europeo del plurilinguismo per l'esportazione" regionale e di una valutazione diagnostica standardizzata delle competenze linguistiche dei cittadini europei in funzione dei settori di attività.
______________________________________________________________________
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Plurilingual Business Communication Strategies for the European Economy

In 2006, approximately one million European businesses recorded substantial profit losses in the sum of nearly 100 billion Euros due to a lack of plurilingual skills
.  The main reason for this considerable financial loss is the lack of qualified personnel, possessing the necessary plurilingual and pluricultural skills to successfully network with new clients in different European countries.  At a time when world-wide competition, annual turnover and job security have all become so precarious, export trade has become more than ever a viable solution for the individual economies of European member states (EU-27).  The intra-European market, composed of 500 million consumers
, offers an impressive and vast potential for current small and medium-sized European exporters, as well as those companies who have considered exporting but have not yet been successful.

A detailed analysis of European export activity has shown that in most cases, the main clients of small and medium-sized European exporters are those companies which are located in border countries
.  The reasons for this are multiple and can vary from lower transport costs, shared cultural customs and/or lifestyles, loyal and reliable commercial relations, and most importantly the plurilingual communication strategies practiced by the exporting country.  In order to reach additional markets, it is imperative that small and medium-sized European companies expand their client base.  One innovative solution is to enter other European countries and search for potential clients not only in neighboring states, but also in those other European states which are located farther away.

Under these circumstances, is it necessary to master all 23 official languages of the EU-27, or do we simply consider that the English language will continue to play the role of the official language of business?  Some would certainly argue that since the English language is currently the most widely-studied language in all of Europe
, its use for business transactions is the key to a successful export strategy.  And yet, if this statement were true in the not so distant past, it is in fact, no longer the case.  When considering the EU-27, it has been shown that native speaking English countries, as well as those countries which have developed language policies and boast a large population of non-native English speakers, are in fact those countries which are currently experiencing difficulty in expanding their client base within Europe
.  Furthermore, 51% of small and medium-sized European firms reported using English as the primary language of communication, while 13% used German, 9% used French and 8% used Russian
.  These four vehicular languages were used in 81% of the business transactions.  However, when we consider the multicultural nature of the EU-27, these four languages represent the native language of only 44% of Europeans.  In order to develop their potential, small and medium-sized European businesses need to expand their client base and when considering the same price range and same product selection, the most successful businesses will be those who make the effort to communicate in the language of the customer.  For European business, plurilingual and pluricultural competence are the fundamental keys to finding additional clients, future markets and commercial success.
Advantages of a Plurilingual Communication Strategy in Business
If we consider the chronology of a typical business transaction, a client must first provide specifications with regards to their business needs and demands.  Logically, it would be most efficient and straightforward for the client to provide this information (whether written or oral) in their native language.  This would save the client time and money (no translation or interpretation costs, for example).  This would also help to avoid any misinterpretations or confusion, originating from inaccurate translations.  Small or medium-sized firms can also more effectively compare business estimates and quotations, when all of these documents are in the same language.  During the initial phase of business negotiations, when clients compare price range and product selection, the first quotations which would immediately draw attention would naturally be the quotations which are in the native language of the client.  This competitive edge, communicating in the client’s native language, would be a very strategic tool in business negotiations, especially when considering after sales service and technical support.

Another area where language plays a significant role is machine maintenance and product quality issues after delivery.  In these two situations, research has shown that often times, company representatives or commercial technicians do not possess the plurilingual skills to address the issue at hand
.  In times of crisis, language can quickly become a barrier to successful business transactions.  In this case, it would be beneficial for the employees to use the native language of the client to avoid any misinformation or miscommunication.  With regards to machine maintenance and production costs, language barriers can hamper time management and create communication issues, both of which have a direct impact on productivity.  Communicating in the native language of the client represents a savings of time, effort and ultimately financial resources.  In the event that a machine has stopped due to a technical problem, the client could also contact the supplier by telephone, for example, for technical support and repair information.  It is evident that a client will choose the supplier who adopts a plurilingual approach to save time, to ensure clear communication during all phases of negotiation, maintenance and follow-up.  Business relations, as well as social cohesion will also improve as suppliers make the extra effort to satisfy the plurilingual needs and respect the plurilicultural traditions of potential clients.
In order to tap into future potential markets and successfully communicate with the 56% of Europeans who do not speak any of the four aforementioned vehicular languages, European firms, which are interested in exporting their products and services must implement and maintain a plurilingual strategy, customized to the needs and desires of each individual enterprise.  An innovative solution for European businesses expansion, the plurilingual business strategy possesses in reality two distinct sources of momentum: on the one hand, the customized plurilingual strategies of each particular business and on the other hand, the education and language teaching policies, which need to be efficient and effective.

The Impact of Education and Language Teaching Policies on Plurilingualism

In terms of language policies, all European member states have the responsibility of working towards the creation and the adoption of educational systems which allow all European citizens the opportunity to learn a minimum of two foreign languages
.  More precisely, with regards to language policies and language teaching, the ensemble of all the institutional and human elements, which are available to learners, is referred to as the “internal efficiency” of these policies
.  The evaluation of this “internal efficiency” in the EU-27 would appear to be rather challenging, but at the same time it is quite possible.  One way to gauge the internal efficiency of these language policies is to directly consult European citizens by means of language proficiency inquiries.  In fact, the successive Eurobarometer
 language capacity studies have all been based on the auto-evaluation method.  The types of questions traditionally found in these auto-evaluations, are similar to the following: “Are you capable of following a conversation in a foreign language?”  The close analysis of this question leaves us with several perturbing questions, such as: what is the nature of this “conversation”?  Is it based on a general subject or a professional situation?  Is the listener in this “conversation”, a native language speaker?  Do all European citizens share the same personal standard linguistic levels?  Which standards apply in this case and who sets this standard?  The only viable solution to precisely evaluating the true plurilingual skills of Europeans is a rigorous and standardized linguistic evaluation process which seems, for the moment, somewhat beyond reach.
In order to understand the effects of education and language learning policies on the EU-27, an index system has been developed
.  By means of this index system, the performance rate of the internal efficiencies of all EU-27 member states can be compared, analyzed and if needs be, modified and improved.  The results of this study have shown that the most successful EU-27 member states in terms of language policies and internal efficiency are by far Luxembourg, Malta and the Netherlands.  On the contrary, the countries which have shown the most unproductive internal efficiencies are the countries where English is the native language.  Unmistakably, educational policies (and more specifically, the foreign language learning policies) have a direct impact on the level of plurilingualism of all European citizens.  By means of this index system, improvements and adjustments can be made not only to the policies (reflected by the yield of internal efficiency levels) but also to the plurilingual competences and potential/mobility of all European citizens.
Viable solutions to promote plurilingual communication strategies in European business
For small and medium-sized business, the creation and implementation of a plurilingual communication strategy does not have to be a time consuming, complicated and costly process.  On the contrary, it is quite simple.  In fact, there are many different approaches, all of which all depend on the nature, structure and needs of the business in question.  Some of the possibilities include hiring seasonal native speakers, employing native target language translators and/or interpreters, implanting a branch or an outlet which employs native target language speakers or even searching within the company for employees who possess plurilingual skills.  These plurilingual strategies must not only be adapted to the individual needs of each small and medium-sized European enterprise (factors such as: business size, location, business sector, type of product and/or service or the possibility of a branch implantation must be considered), but they must also be adapted to the needs and demands of potential clients.  Currently, the number of small and medium-sized businesses which have these options readily available for use and implementation is very restricted
, most often due to financial constraints and lack of resources.  Nevertheless, concrete solutions to this particular problem are found in the two following innovative proposals:
The first solution is the creation of a “European Resource Center for Plurilingual Business Trade” at the local level.  Public authorities, as well as European institutions could work together to create this center, which would have the main mission of facilitating business communication between the 27 member states of Europe in the 23 officially recognized European languages.  The mission would also include providing the support and guidance needed to create a customized plurilingual business strategy for businesses who find that language barriers restrict their ability to enter a particular market.  Additionally, the Center would also encourage the pursuit of plurilingual skills and employment by providing companies directly with contact information for qualified native speakers and potential employees.  A future objective can also be to provide services to any businesses requiring logistical support (written or oral) in any given language via qualified on call translators or interpreters.  In order to be successful, this Resource Center must be flexible, efficient and professional.
The second solution is the implementation of a thorough and standardized European language evaluation system, whereby the analysis of all four macro-competences is based on not only general language competency (at the secondary and university level), but also adapted to each specific business sector in any one of the 23 officially recognized European languages.  This unique evaluation system, which can unite any two of the 23 European languages, must be used to precisely evaluate the plurilingual capacities of employment candidates, as well as existing personnel to ensure that efforts are being made to maintain the necessary language skills in respect to specific job responsibilities.  One of the advantages of this type of evaluation is to facilitate the hiring process in terms of language skills; in job descriptions for example, a human resources manager could indicate the required specific oral and/or written skills based on the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR)
.  For both the employer and the employee, personal evaluation scores will take on much more meaning, as an in depth analysis of all four macro-competences is provided to the candidate upon completion of the evaluation.  Furthermore, for candidates and employers alike, this evaluation is unique and different from any other language evaluation currently on the market.  During the correction process, the evaluation is finely analyzed (not by machine or computer) and precise, detailed diagnostic information of oral and written competency is provided to the candidate.  With this method, evaluation candidates clearly understand their evaluation score results.  Furthermore, the diagnostic dimension provides a source of motivation and incentive, often needed to encourage the candidates to improve their language skills and this can also increase their chances of finding employment or a promotion in the future.  Finally, a “plurilingual repertoire” would be a strong financial resource and significant asset to any company looking to expand business trade beyond their borders.  A forward-thinking European business, armed with a customized plurilingual communication strategy will undoubtedly prove to be highly competitive in today’s challenging and aggressive business climate.
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