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The paper investigates how corporate language influences the career mobility of MNC employees in
Russia. We apply human capital theory to show how language may be valued in an organizational
context. In our work we use a framework that demonstrates that corporate language may act as a glass
ceiling. The results show that employees in Russian MNCs with a lower level of corporate language skills
will be less likely to consider vertical and horizontal career mobility than employees with a higher level
of these language skills. Equally, employees in Russian MNCs with a lower level of corporate language
skills will be less likely to consider internal and external career mobility than those employees with a
higher level of these language skills. We prove that corporate language may act both as a barrier and as a
facilitator for the career mobility of employees in Russian MNCs who have different levels of corporate
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1. Introduction

For at least the two most recent decades, academics have been
studying the effects of corporate language influence on MNCs
(Charles & Marschan-Piekkari, 2002; Ehrenreich, 2010; Feely &
Harzing, 2004; Lauring & Selmer, 2011). The theoretical analysis of
language comprises a range of studies, which includes theories
from the fields of management, sociology, economics, and strategy
(Terjesen, Hinger, Tenzer, & Harzing, 2014). Terjesen et al. (2014)
overviewed the existing theoretical background on language and
stated that sociological theories mostly focus on culture (in
particular, Bourdieu's theory holds a significant place), linguistic
distance, and homophyly; social identity power and status char-
acteristics; trust issues; and emotion (Terjesen et al., 2014). Terje-
sen stated that economic theories include the gravity model,
transaction costs, new institutional economics, and human capital
theory, whereas strategy theories mostly discuss language and
knowledge transfer (Terjesen et al., 2014). Social identity and self-
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categorization theories are used by language researchers in man-
agement to explain why language diversity can separate employees
into groups based on a shared language and thus give rise to lan-
guage boundaries in MNCs (Terjesen et al., 2014). The variety of
theories that can be applicable in order to justify language within
an organizational context demonstrates the overall importance of
the language phenomenon, as it covers a variety of organizational
processes in modern companies. A set of papers within both main
streams of research have addressed the issue of ‘language stan-
dardization’ and its effects on many organizational functions and
processes, in particular external and internal communication
(Charles & Marschan-Piekkari, 2002; Ehrenreich, 2010; Sorensen,
2005), organizational power and control (Vaara, Piekkari, & Santti,
2005), knowledge transfer (Lauring & Selmer, 2011; Makela, Kalla,
& Piekkari, 2007; Welch & Welch, 2008; Welch, Welch, & Piekkari,
2005), etc. As for the effects of corporate language on international
human resource management (IHRM), fewer papers can be found
but these frequently state that language is part of human capital: as
human capital theory identifies variables are related to employee
success (Newburry & Thakur, 2010). In this sense human capital
theory may explain better than other theories how language may
be connected with career mobility and thus serve as a framework

Please cite this article in press as: Latukha, M., et al., Does corporate language influence career mobility? Evidence from MNCs in Russia,
European Management Journal (2015), http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.em;j.2015.12.006



mailto:marina.latuha@gsom.pu.ru
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/02632373
www.elsevier.com/locate/emj
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.emj.2015.12.006
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.emj.2015.12.006
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.emj.2015.12.006

2 M. Latukha et al. / European Management Journal xxx (2015) 1-11

for our research triangle: namely linking language, career issues
and MNCs. Even less attention has been attributed to the various
dimensions of the effects of corporate language on career mobility
and the development of the workforce, and for the careers of in-
dividuals who are at different career stages, positions and organi-
zational levels. These are still widely overlooked by researchers
(Jokinen, Jarlstrom, & Piekkari, 2011).

The question of what makes a career successful was raised by
Gunz and Peiperl (2007), and they mention that demographic
factors such as age and gender, and human capital factors such as
working experience and education, are among the most investi-
gated factors influencing career development. In this regard, the
factor — corporate language skills and how they (or the lack of
them) influence career mobility — which is claimed to be the
subject of empirical research analyses (Shanahan, 1996) and has
appeared to be a significant part of human capital theory (Becker,
1975; Evans, Pucik, & Bjorkman, 2011; Newburry & Thakur, 2010;
Traavik & Richardsen, 2010), however, actually overlooks the link-
age between career issues, linguistic competencies and business
processes in MNCs.

Career paths have moved away from traditional, linear career
progression (Littleton, Arthur, & Rousseau, 2000; Peltonen, 1993) to
become more multidirectional and unpredictable (Luo & Shenkar,
2006). They also have become more ‘boundaryless’ meaning that
employees move with greater ease within or between organiza-
tions, both vertically and horizontally (Briscoe, Hall, & Frautschy
DeMuth, 2006). There are several qualitative case studies (see, for
example, SanAntonio, 1987; Piekkari, Vaara, Tienari, & Santti, 2005;
Blazejewski, 2006) which have aimed at investigating how a
common corporate language shapes, steers and directs the career
paths of individual employees in these companies. The cases
analyze mostly MNCs located in or originating from developed
countries, such as Germany, Finland, Sweden, Denmark and others.
However, they neither generalize a large set of data, nor concep-
tualize a model for a relationship between corporate language and
careers. However, there is one study that proposes a theoretical
model for this influence (Jokinen et al., 2011), but which still needs
to be tested on various MNCs. Moreover, language issues including
the relationship between corporate language and career mobility is
literally unrevealed for developing countries, in particular for
Russia. Thus, this study aims to research how language skills affect
employee career mobility in Russia. We formulated our research
questions: first, does corporate language act as both a barrier and as
a facilitator for the career mobility of employees in MNCs in
Russia?; second, do individuals' language skills influence their
actual and perceived career mobility in MNCs in Russia?

2. Theoretical background

2.1. Language phenomenon in MNCs and an understanding of it
through the lens of human capital theory

A common corporate language (or a corporate language) is
defined by Sorensen (2005) as an important and special ‘adminis-
trative managerial tool’ which is derived from the needs of an in-
ternational board of directors and top management in an MNC to
run global operations. It is expected to grant a common ground for
internal communication between business units which are often
situated in different language environments as well as external
communication between those units and the outer world. An
alternative definition of a shared language, or ‘lingua franca’ could
be expressed as a communication tool between employees who are
native and non-native speakers (Tietze, 2008), in an organizational
context it is referred to as a corporate language (Marschan-Piekkari,
Welch, & Welch, 1999a), and is considered to be part of the human

capital of a company (Newburry & Thakur, 2010; Traavik &
Richardsen, 2010).

At the same time, a MNC is a multilingual organization and this
has been highlighted by several scholars. For example, some of
them argue that MNCs are not usual companies and they are
multilingual almost by definition, and that is why the introduction
of a common corporate language will not render the firm mono-
lingual, as language diversity within a global firm is likely to persist
(Marschan-Piekkari et al., 1999a, b; Sorensen, 2005). The common
corporate language is often supplemented with so called ‘company
speak’, in other words with particular abbreviations and expres-
sions reflecting the culture of the company in question and its way
of operating (Welch et al., 2005). In addition, various groups of
personnel have their own professional language taken from
respective communities of practice that are brought to the work-
place creating a human capital pool within an organization. We
identify a set of arguments, which question the position of the
common corporate language as a “shared language”. These argu-
ments are associated with the multilingual nature of the MNC, the
language competence among its employees, and the level of anal-
ysis used (Fredriksson, Barner-Rasmussen, & Piekkari, 2006). The
ambiguity of the common corporate language may be associated
with language competence among a MNC's staff.

Human capital theory refers to employees' competences
(different knowledge and skills) (Evans et al., 2011), and can be
proved to include language competence (Traavik & Richardsen,
2010). As human capital corresponds to any set of knowledge or
characteristics of an employee (Becker, 1975), the role of language
in any firms' operations reveals important, and has influencing,
power. By only claiming that any language can be a common
corporate one neither helps employees to be more proficient in it
(Piekkari & Zander, 2005; Pohjanen & Talja, 2011) nor enhances
their human capital. Those whose professional role requires cross-
border information sharing show variable levels of language
competence; equally, employees at the lower levels of organiza-
tional hierarchy are more likely to speak only the local language. It
always takes time before language competence in the common
corporate penetrates the entire MNC (Bjorkman & Piekkari, 2009)
and becomes human capital at an organizational level.

In response to the demands of operating in multiple foreign-
language environments and having noticed all the benefits that a
common corporate language brings, many MNCs have adopted it
with the intention of facilitating the process of in-house as well as
customer communications. Among such multinational corpora-
tions are General Electric (origins in USA), L'Oreal (France), Nokia,
Kone (Finland), Siemens (Germany), Electrolux, Nordea (Sweden)
and many others. In most cases, English has been established as the
lingua franca (or ‘shared language’) to help different employees
who are either native or non-native speakers to communicate
effectively (Tietze, 2008).

The important role of corporate language as a tool for interna-
tional knowledge transfer is also reviewed in several papers
(Buckley, Carter, Clegg, & Tan, 2005; Makela et al., 2007; Welch &
Welch, 2008). The purpose of the researches was to draw atten-
tion to the various ways language affects the process of interna-
tional knowledge transfer, and in the course of the analysis, the
authors found that there is a pervasive and dynamic influence of
language acting as a powerful reconfiguration agent (Welch &
Welch, 2008), which further emphasizes human capital develop-
ment (Newburry & Thakur, 2010). The other research studied four
MNCs located in China, on the role of common corporate language
in the process of knowledge transfer from a country of origin to an
overseas subsidiary. It proved the high importance of this process
together with the necessity of possessing an adequate level of
common language skills for increased success (Buckley et al., 2005).
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Makela et al. (2007), in their research, observed a shared language
as one of the crucial conditions for knowledge sharing within
clusters in MNCs and for creating specific human capital within an
organization.

The other branch of studies in this field investigates common
corporate language benefits for exporting companies (Clarke, 2000;
Crick, 1999; Cromie, Clarke, & Cromie, 1997). Crick (1999) analyzes
the use of language in the export operations of many firms (mostly
SMEs) and finds out that the importance of language for exporters,
as representatives of international companies, is high. Crick (1999)
states that companies do not use other languages a great deal, due
to the fact that English was widely spoken in business naturally, as
explained by the interviewees. Regardless of what exporting
companies say about having an official corporate language, the
studies show that they win when using foreign languages differing
from the language of their origin. Clarke's investigation (2000)
finds out that in some cases foreign language skills may contribute
to success in different export operations and noted that 86% of
respondents stated that it was ‘important’, ‘very important’ or
‘essential’ to be able to understand the language of their export
customers (Clarke, 2000). Nevertheless, the study also shows that
two thirds of those companies conduct their export business
entirely in English (Clarke, 2000). This example shows that ex-
porters recognize the high importance of language in their inter-
national operations, which can lead us to the question of their
corporate language choice. Feely and Harzing (2003) also think that
MNCs make the choice concerning official corporate language in
order to ease communication within and outside the company.
According to their study, a prime reason for a common corporate
language is to make information flow efficiently within the com-
pany in, for example, formal reporting, information systems and
cross-national interaction. From this perspective, we prove that
language may contribute significantly in human capital develop-
ment, in an organizational context, as human capital increases an
employee's productivity in different tasks, organizations, and sit-
uations and business process (Becker, 1975; Traavik & Richardsen,
2010). Moreover, the researchers raise the question of uncertainty
concerning which language should be used in the circumstance of
communication between two subsidiaries in different language
environments. Having an established corporate language, em-
ployees thus know that, as a rule, in common communication one
official language can be used (Feely & Harzing, 2003; Henderson,
2005).

In IHRM studies language is observed in the process of a shift
from a domestic human resource management (HRM) strategy to
IHRM strategy (Plessis & Huntley, 2009). Obviously, when a com-
pany decides to change the focus of its human resources practices
towards an international approach it must consider the factor of
language differences, which makes the international scene more
complex (Plessis & Huntley, 2009). The importance of foreign lan-
guage competencies is highlighted by Turnbull and Welham (1985),
who argue that they influence buyer—seller interaction, establish
trust, and indicate commitment and respect for the customer.
These findings are echoed by Swift (1991), who argues that foreign
language competencies shape the relationship and help to under-
stand the foreign business context (Swift, 1991). Marschan-Piekkari
et al. (1999a) deal with additional effects caused by the introduc-
tion of a common corporate language in such IHRM functions as
staff selection, training and development, and international as-
signments. According to Becker (1975), one of the important goals
of human capital is knowledge gained through training, which adds
additional value to human resource development. Charles (2006)
mentions an overall international HRM function as greatly
affected by corporate language policies. It is crucial to mention that
most of the research on the topic looks at the existence of corporate

language in a MNC in which a certain and sufficient level of
corporate language competence in a firm was assumed, while it
would be reasonable to also assume that the level of the mentioned
effects on MNCs may be strongly dependent on the level of
corporate language proficiency among personnel. Moreover, hu-
man capital theory (Becker, 1975) says that workers can have
different amounts of skills/human capital because of innate differ-
ences that may explain differences in employees' language com-
petencies. Some works take this factor into consideration
(Andersen & Rasmussen, 2002; Bjorkman & Piekkari, 2009; Ku &
Zussman, 2010; Marschan-Piekkari, Welch, & Welch, 1997, 1999b;
Pohjanen & Talja, 2011). The language competence of multina-
tionals in the present day must develop in order to meet the
increasingly diverse challenges of the global business environment
(Pohjanen & Talja, 2011) but this depends on a particular set of
human capital within an organization (Evans et al., 2011).

To continue our analysis from the human capital theory
perspective (Becker, 1975), the level of an individual's investment in
competencies’ development determine an employee's level of
performance, and affect career opportunities. Empirical studies
prove that human capital factors impact career success (Judge,
Cable, Boudreau, & Bretz, 1995; Ng, Eby, Sorensen, & Feldman,
2005) whereas language plays a significant role. In recent years
the employee requirement for becoming proficient in corporate
language was pushed further down the hierarchy to a diminished
level of importance. Once a common corporate language has been
established, it becomes an important entry path to corporate
training and management development programs, potential in-
ternational assignments, and promotion, as figured out in the case
study of a Finnish MNC by Marschan-Piekkari (Marshan-Piekkari
et al,, 1999a). An important incentive to learn corporate language
is thereby created. For those who do not acquire competence in the
common language, there will be virtually no opportunities to
participate in company-wide activities and they will remain
confined to their local operations (Marshan-Piekkari et al., 1999a).
This article argues that the corporate language skills of employees
in MNCs located in Russia affect their career opportunities; in some
way this has been shown to be an influence in the developed
countries examined.

2.2. Corporate language as a factor for career mobility

Career mobility is usually defined as individual job change cy-
cles in an employee's personal life (Hegedus & Haman, 1992). Some
researches argue that human capital factors influence career ob-
jectives and mobility (Judge et al., 1995; Newburry & Thakur, 2010;
Ng et al,, 2005) and can be explored from two different perspec-
tives: horizontal and vertical mobility (Marschan-Piekkari, Welch,
& Welch, 1999b). This means, according to Ibarra (2002), that
career mobility may be towards a position that is higher or similar
to ajob in the same field. The authors refer to horizontality in career
mobility as moving sideways within an organization's hierarchy, for
example, to different assignments, to different departments
without being promoted upward. Verticality in career mobility
means, on the contrary, moving up in an organization's hierarchy to
more responsible positions, for example, to become a specialist
expert, or to supervisory and managerial jobs (Marschan-Piekkari
et al. 1999b). Feldman and Ng (2007) stated that to understand
career mobility, it is important to understand how job, organiza-
tional and occupational embeddedness affect career success.
Following this, career mobility can be connected with individual
and environmental factors (Ituma & Simpson, 2009). It is argued
that career mobility is affected by internal factors (Khapova, Arthur,
Wilderom, & Svensson, 2007) and external factors, such as family,
society, work-force supply and demand (Barnett & Miner, 1992;
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Dobrey, 2005; Forrier, Sels, & Stynen, 2009). Moreover, Ng et al.'s
(2005) framework suggested that organizational, socio-
demographic, stable individual difference, human capital, motiva-
tion and social capital factors affect career success and mobility.
There is also the other categorization used by some researchers:
physical (or actual) and psychological (or perceived) career
mobility (Marschan-Piekkari et al. 1999b). The former means actual
career moves that an individual has already done or is going to do,
and the latter shows perceived preparedness and willingness to
make a career in the future (Baruch, Grimland, & Vigoda-Gadot,
2014). To discuss this in more detail, some researches argue that
whereas physical mobility concerns changing job positions, psy-
chological mobility refers to a person's preference to cross
boundaries (Lazarova & Taylor, 2009; Marler, Barringer, &
Milkovich, 2003), and also as the perceived capability to move
(Arthur, Khapova, & Wilderom, 2005; Sullivan & Arthur, 2006).
Sullivan and Arthur (2006) identified psychological mobility as an
individual's perceptions of career paths and a certain belief of the
possibilities of a person following them. Psychological mobility is
described along two dimensions: organizational mobility prefer-
ences and a boundaryless mindset of one's general attitude to
working across organizational boundaries (Briscoe, Hall, &
Frautschy DeMuth, 2006; 2012). It can be argued that for in-
dividuals pursuing boundaryless careers, flexible rather than firm-
specific human capital (knowledge) that is applicable in different
organizational contexts and boundaries is important (DeFillippi &
Arthur, 1994; Eby, Butts, & Lockwood, 2003). This view of psycho-
logical mobility has been adopted in certain recent studies of
contemporary careers (Briscoe & Finkelstain, 2009; Briscoe,
Henagan, Burton, & Murphy, 2012; Verbrugge, 2012), and con-
nected with career success, whereas career success is linked with
external benefits such as promotions, changes in rewarding, and
the level of competencies development (Judge & Hurst, 2008;
Seibert, Kraimer, & Liden, 2001), which is connected with the
level of human capital. From this point of view organizational
mobility preferences may have an important connection with
corporate language due to the necessity for an employee to have
particular personal and managerial competencies even in the sit-
uation of a perceived or planned career path. From an organiza-
tional perspective, individuals' career successes are vital for a firm's
success, due to the linkage of employees' results with company's
performance (Ng et al., 2005), whereas the role of the organization
is to support, enable and develop its human assets and human
capital (Baruch, 2006; Becker, 1975). From this angle, language
competence as a part of human capital is viewed as an important
organizational resource (Bloch, 1995) and a strategic characteristic
of a career (Luo & Shenkar, 2006). Returning to the discussion of
internal factors that influence career mobility and their connection
with the language phenomenon, we argue that such factors may
create a background for language competencies and in some cases
form it. From the other perspective, external factors are also con-
nected with language as, for example, family and society push a
person to obtain, or not, particular language skills. Thus, Nousiainen
(2011) concludes that the corporate language strategy of a certain
firm can be perceived as a facilitator for career mobility within a
MNC in the case of an individual possessing those language skills.
On the contrary, if they do not have those skills, a corporate lan-
guage strategy becomes a barrier for career mobility, which can be
overcome by learning the language. From the human capital theory
perspective, we note that training and career development per-
spectives may be considered as valuable managerial practice.
Indeed, language competencies in turn impact career success
including recruitment, career perspectives and mobility within
organizations, as well as perceived career success more directly
(Lonnholm, 2012). Language competence affects objective career

success also through influencing the ability of an employee to build
relationships, gain access to information and advice, and achieve a
higher informal status in the organization (Lonnholm, 2012).
Moreover, language competencies may also have impact on career
success through affecting employees' perceptions of their own
competence, which also contribute to an individual's perception of
career success (Lonnholm, 2012; Peluchette, 1993).

The other way that corporate language influences career
mobility appears to be rather negative. The issue is that this concept
does not consider the importance of communication, information
exchange and networks that are already in local languages in many
business units of a MNC. Thus, additional language skills may be
unofficially necessary for employees to become entirely part of a
local environment and this requirement can present a more serious
language barrier for career mobility than the common corporate
language strategy itself (Nousiainen, 2011). This inference is proved
by the research conducted by Muukari (2008) on a Swedish bank in
Finland. The established corporate language of the bank was
Swedish and it acted as a push factor for employees, who lacked
Swedish language skills, to leave the firm even though they might
be professionally more capable than those who stayed.

There are qualitative case studies (Blazejewski, 2006; Piekkari
et al., 2005; SanAntonio, 1987) which aimed at investigating how
a common corporate language shapes, steers and directs the career
paths of the individual employees of those companies. For example,
Blazejewski (2006), having studied a German-owned subsidiary
located in Japan, has found strong proof that English as a common
corporate language seriously interfered with an established orga-
nizational structure and favored younger managers over senior
ones. There were cases in which younger inexperienced employees
climbed up the corporate ladder faster than their senior colleagues.
This occurred despite the Japanese traditional hierarchy in orga-
nizations based on seniority, formality and professional experience,
because younger managers more frequently used English in
communication with the English-speaking top management. The
other case study (Piekkari et al., 2005) of a Nordic financial insti-
tution, formed as a merger, has shown that the introduction of
Swedish as a common corporate language effectively removed the
possibilities for non-Swedish speakers to be moved upward in the
organizational structure in a Finland-based subsidiary. This paper
also primarily mentions a corporate language acting as a ‘glass
ceiling’ for both vertical and horizontal career mobility of in-
dividuals in MNCs.

There is one more potentially negative effect of a corporate
language on career development. As demonstrated in Muukari's
research (2008), sometimes the established corporate language
impacts the firm's image and may influence an applicant's decision
on whether to apply for a position in that company or not,
depending on whether they possess the appropriate language skills
or not. The findings of Muukari's single case study research were
that 37% of Finnish employees working in the Finnish subsidiary of
the Swedish company, evaluated that their Swedish skills were
‘good’. Thus, the author states that the applying to the Finnish
subsidiary by people with Swedish language skills was encouraged
by the existence of a corporate language and a desire to use and be
appreciated for that skill. Accordingly, the influence of corporate
language on the firm's image is evaluated as ‘strong’ in that it im-
pacts the applicants' decisions depending on whether they have
those language skills, or not, thus preventing psychological career
mobility (Piekkari et al., 2005).

From the evidence given by the researchers mentioned above, it
could be assumed that to a large extent the overall corporate lan-
guage of a firm may have positive and negative effects on the career
mobility of employees in MNCs, vertically and horizontally as well
as physically and psychologically.
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Piekkari (2008) mentioned that while several researchers
concluded that the requirements for employees' language skills in
MNCs have been raised recently, the exact reason why and how
those skills influence career mobility is still lacking. An employee's
language skills may facilitate career mobility within the company
both horizontally and vertically. These impacts can be seen in some
limitations placed on the ability of linguistically incompetent em-
ployees to participate in educational programs and international
assignments (Marschan-Piekkari et al., 1999b). Besides, there is
little research devoted to the influence of the absence of language
skills. For example, it may leave certain positions outside of the
employees' capabilities and reach; however, this hypothesis re-
quires more research. The work of Piekkari (2008) states that in-
ternational mergers and acquisitions that constantly shape the
business have shifted focus from solely professional skills towards
requirements on language capabilities. At the same time, despite
the fact that corporate language skills can open doors to many
opportunities, the importance of having just corporate language
skills for career mobility is still seen narrowly (Nousiainen, 2011).

To conclude, the reviewed existing theories clearly highlight
that language, as an element of an individual's human capital, can
have a role to play in an individual's subjective career success.

2.3. Corporate language as a glass ceiling for career mobility

It may be inferred that a corporate language strategy may have
its effect on an individual's actual and perceived career mobility
both horizontally and vertically, sometimes acting as a so-called
‘glass ceiling’ (Piekkari et al., 2005). The research (Piekkari et al.,
2005) discusses the corporate language skills of employees in
MNCs not only as part of organizational human capital, but more as
an enabler or barrier for individual career mobility. The same au-
thors, based on the knowledge and arguments from the previous
research on the topic, have framed their ideas into a model in a
more recent paper (Jokinen et al., 2011). The concept of glass ceiling
was introduced to describe promotion limitations in the career
development field (Hege & Ralston, 1993) and now is more often
connected with linguistic competences (Huang, Frideger, & Pearce,
2014). Research in the MNC context proves the existing effect that
language may have on an individual's promotion prospects by
acting as a linguistic glass ceiling (Piekkari et al., 2005), preventing
individuals that are not well versed in a certain language or certain
languages from vertically advancing in the company (Lonnholm,
2012). There are a few researches devoted specifically to the
corporate language influence on the career mobility of individuals
as an external boundary in several individual MNCs, yet, they
neither generalize a large set of data nor conceptualize a model of
this relationship. Moreover, these papers analyze companies
located in developed countries, such as Finland, Sweden, Germany,
Japan, UK, Ireland, etc., while none have studied the situation in the
developing world (except China), for example, Russia.

The following figure illustrates how corporate language may act
the role of glass ceiling for career mobility for employees in MNCs
(Fig. 1).

The framework illustrates a MNC as a triangle penetrated by
corporate language (organizational factors). The model assumes
that a common corporate language may act as a glass ceiling (not
only vertically but also horizontally) for career mobility in a case in
which an individual's skills (individual factor) do not fit the
corporate language. Those people who speak the corporate lan-
guage are depicted as squares with corporate language (CL) anno-
tated inside; those who lack these skills are depicted as circles with
local language (LL) annotated inside. This framework describes an
overall possible relationship between corporate language in a MNC
and the career mobility of its employees, which is the main focus of

Multinational Corporation

Fig. 1. Corporate language acting as a glass ceiling.
Source: adapted from Jokinen et al., 2011.

this paper. This framework was selected for the current research
with the intention of it being tested and conclusions being made in
the context of MNCs in Russia.

As for the current situation in Russia, few works can be found
devoted to language issues in international organizations in Russia.
Russia as a subject for research is often overshadowed by the more
remarkable rise of companies in China and India (Filippov, 2009),
and when academics pay their attention to Russia, they usually
investigate motives and strategies of MNCs' internationalization
(Filippov, 2009), or foreign market entry strategies and post-entry
operations (Panibratov, 2012). Some studies just mention lan-
guage as an obstacle for Russian MNCs' operations in Poland.
Klevtsova (2008) in her article about English language training for
personnel says that English as a recognized international business
language is becoming a must for almost all middle and top man-
agement candidates, but she also notices that a much lower per-
centage of pre-existing working employees have this language skill,
which creates communication and efficiency problems at work.
Language competencies of employees in Russian companies are
usually not the focus of training and development programs if there
is not a case for expatriate preparation. In the Soviet period, English
as a language for communications in an organizational context was
not important due to the limited international operations of
Russian firms worldwide, and it was not studied on a mass level.
This fact created a number of employees in the Russian labor
market who do not currently have any foreign language compe-
tence but are still considered to be people of an appropriate
working age. During the last 10—15 years the value of foreign lan-
guage competencies was reconsidered due to the large numbers of
MNCs that entered the Russian market with the particular re-
quirements to speak English as a corporate language: during this
time language has begun to be considered apart of human capital in
the Russian context. One of the most interesting factors that actu-
ally limits language competencies' development in the Russian
context is the fact that MNCs' subsidiaries use Russian as a corpo-
rate language even if the top management is an English speaking
team. Language for day-to-day communications in the business
context, for both Russian and foreign companies operating in
Russia, is Russian. Despite this fact, English is still used basically
more often by young graduates or middle-aged employees who
intend for middle management or top management positions
within foreign MNCs or are looking for a job abroad. Depending on
the corporate language in a MNC, it acts both as a barrier and as a
facilitator for an individual's career mobility. The most obvious
disparity is when corporate language differs from the native lan-
guage of that country. If a MNC has formal requirements for its
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current and potential employees this may be viewed as a career
facilitator within that MNC in the case of an individual speaking
that language and vice versa, if they do not possess that skill, a
corporate language may be viewed as a barrier for career mobility.
At the same time, if an individual does not have corporate language
skills, they obtain them by learning the language and thus,
removing a language barrier for their career development. More-
over, a corporate language becomes a pull factor for candidates
applying to a company if they possess corporate language skills.
Vice versa, it may become a push factor in leaving an organization,
in the case of those lacking that skill (Muukari, 2008). In the
circumstance of more than one corporate language being used in a
company, possessing (or obtaining) competence in those languages
is perceived as a career facilitator due to a clear language strategy
seen by current and potential employees. However, from the
perspective of an individual, who lacks competence in at least one
of the required languages, this affects visible career opportunities,
and seems to be an obstacle and obstruction. Although the influ-
ence of an individual's language competence is not widely studied
by researches (Nousiainen, 2011), and the exact reason why and
how language skills affect an employee's career is still lacking
(Piekkari, 2008), it was found that they give enhanced opportu-
nities for building a network (Lauring & Selmer, 2011) that, in turn,
positively impact career mobility and success, as in some cases a
career opportunity proceeds not only from an employee's own
skills but also from the ‘correct’ people they know. Therefore, it is
possible to assume that an individual's language skills help them to
build a more successful career and become human capital in
organizational settings.

The fore-mentioned framework allows for the development of
several research questions, which each touch on corporate lan-
guage issues (both from a company perspective as a corporate
language strategy and an individual perspective as personal lan-
guage skills) for career mobility of different types (vertical and
horizontal; internal and external; physical and psychological) in
MNCs in Russia. Based on this discussion, we argue that the
framework can be applicable for MNCs in Russia. As the previous
language research was conducted on international companies in
developed countries, it would be of high interest to see what the
influence of corporate language in Russia is.

To answer our research questions we formulated four proposi-
tions to guide us in the empirical part:

Proposition 1. Employees, in Russian MNCs, with a lower level of
corporate language skills will be less likely to consider vertical
career mobility than employees with a higher level of these lan-
guage skills.

Proposition 2. Employees, in Russian MNCs, with a lower level of
corporate language skills will be less likely to consider horizontal
career mobility than employees with a higher level of these lan-
guage skills.

Proposition 3. Employees, in Russian MNCs, with a lower level of
corporate language skills will be less likely to consider internal
career mobility than those employees with a higher level of these
language skills.

Proposition 4. Employees, in Russian MNCs, with a lower level of
corporate language skills will be less likely to consider external
career mobility than those employees with a higher level of these
language skills.

3. Method

Our theoretical analysis identified the need for empirical
research in the Russian context. To test a chosen framework, a
questionnaire was developed consisting of seven logical parts and
covering all aspects of the research questions. After a validation of

the questionnaire and placing it online on a specialized web plat-
form, a survey was conducted among managers of different levels
and specialists working in various MNCs in Russia. Entrepreneurs
were excluded from the sample, not being within the target of the
current research. The survey was translated into Russian for the
respondents in order to let them answer the questions in their
mother tongue and to minimize misunderstanding among re-
spondents. The data concerning MNCs in Russia was collected in
the period 2012—2013. The survey was sent by e-mail with a short
description of the topic and purposes of the study and reminders
were sent again two weeks and three weeks after the first invita-
tion in order to increase the response rate.

The survey consisted of seven logical parts: 1. General career
perceptions; 2. Language skills; 3. Language skills and career; 4.
Career mobility; 5. Work and career satisfaction; 6. Career enablers
and hindrances; and 7. Demographics. The most crucial terms (such
as horizontal and vertical career mobility, native language, foreign
language, and corporate language) were explained in the ques-
tionnaire in order to avoid misunderstandings being made by the
respondents. In practice, physical (or actual) career mobility is
easier to estimate than a psychological (or perceived) career
mobility, as there are several clear factors to measure the former:
actual position, number of promotions, advancement, salary level,
etc. The measures for investigating the latter have been developed
only recently (Jokinen et al., 2011). Concerning physical (actual)
mobility, the academics suggest paying attention to different as-
pects of it, including the direction (upward, downward or side-
ward), duration (short-term or long-term), reason (voluntary or
forced), and origin (assigned or self-initiated). In this research, the
focus is on both physical (actual) and psychological (perceived)
career mobility and that is why overall preparedness and willing-
ness of each respondent to take a move in their career is investi-
gated through the survey. The direction of mobility (vertical or
horizontal, and within or outside an organization) is also important
in answering the research questions and is taken into account in
the survey.

In the main body of the questionnaire the majority of questions
were built on a bipolar scaling method — a seven-level Likert-type
scale (Likert, 1932). Responding to this kind of a questionnaire item,
the respondents should have specified their level of agreement or
disagreement for a series of statements according to a symmetric
‘agree-disagree’, scale. The scale had seven levels (1 — absolutely
disagree; 2 — mostly disagree; 3 — somewhat disagree; 4 — neutral;
5 — somewhat agree; 6 — mostly agree; 7 — absolutely agree). Likert
scaling assumes that the distances between each item are equal. So,
the proposed range captured the intensity of respondents' feelings
for a certain statement (Trochim, 2002), and thus, enables a deeper
analysis of the subject. The first (General career perceptions), third
(Language skills and career), fourth (Career mobility) and fifth
(Work and career satisfaction) parts of the questionnaire were built
with these kind of items. The Likert-type scale was also used as a
base to build another type of question (third, fifth, sixth parts of the
questionnaire) ranging the possible answers in seven levels from
minimum to maximum meaning. For example, there is a set of
questions analyzing the meaning of foreign language skills in career
development, whereby a respondent is offered to indicate the sig-
nificance of meaning (1 — no meaning at all ... 7 — very large
meaning). A similar structure of questions was used when
analyzing career enablers and hindrances (1 — a big hindrance ... 7
— a big enabler/opportunity) for a set of statements. All the ques-
tions with a scale for answers were seven-level built and therefore,
when grouped by meaning, the responses to them may be summed
up (Carifi, 2007). It is crucial for the further statistical analysis of the
data. In addition, the respondents were offered to assess their
writing and oral foreign language skills separately for each foreign
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language they speak (second part of the questionnaire) based on
the seven-level scale. The proficiency in a corporate language of
each respondent was self-assessed according to the scale described
above. After that, for each respondent, an average (arithmetical
mean) of oral and writing skills in each foreign language they speak
was calculated, and for further analysis the data was categorized
into two groups according to the level of proficiency: 1) mean and
over the mean (considered as ‘high language skills’); and 2) lower
than the mean (considered as ‘low language skills’). Among all
corporate languages that were mentioned by the respondents from
Russia, the most common was English (73%), followed by German
(6%), French (3.5%) and Spanish (3%), which were all decided to be
included in the analyzed sample.

Overall, 1100 people have received the invitation, and 253
properly filled in the survey making a response rate of 21%. They all
were accepted for further analysis.

The chosen empirical model suggested looking at career
mobility from three dimensions — vertical and horizontal, internal
and external, and physical and psychological (Jokinen et al., 2011).
Thus, different levels of corporate language skills of employees
working in MNCs were tested to have an influence on all three
dimensions of mobility. Measures and variables used in the ques-
tionnaire were justified and reliability and validity of them were
proved.

The reliability of the measures used in the questionnaire to
analyze the most difficult type of career mobility — perceived — will
be proved using a Cronbach's alpha, a coefficient of internal con-
sistency. We also prove our empirical method by analysis of pre-
vious researches. There are some qualitative case analyses
previously made by several researchers (see, e.g. Bellak, 2010;
Nousiainen, 2011; Piekkari et al., 2005) which propose ideas con-
cerning the relationship between corporate language and career
mobility in MNCs. There is also one quantitative study (Jokinen
et al, 2011) proposing a theoretical model of this relationship.
The Cronbach'’s alpha shows that internal consistency in the sets of
items is good (.8 < o < 0.9) and acceptable (.7 < a < 0.8), which
proves the reliability and validity of the measures used to estimate
psychological mobility.

4. Results and discussion

First, the influence of different levels of corporate language skills
on respondents' perceived preparedness for four types of career
mobility is analyzed (Table 1).

For all four types of mobility, the respondents with better
corporate language skills perceive that they have better prepared-
ness to make a career move than the respondents with weaker
corporate language skills (all means of respondents with better
skills are higher than the means of those with lower skills). This
relation is especially strong for vertical career mobility (for
p < 0.0001 — very high level of significance) and external career
mobility (for p < 0.01), which is statistically proved using a t-test for
respective hypotheses. At the same time, there is no statistical
significance in the relations between corporate language skills and
horizontal career mobility, and corporate language skills and in-
ternal career mobility. As a result of the analysis, proposition 1 and
proposition 4 were supported while proposition 2 and proposition
3 were not supported as they did not show statistical significance.

While the results for vertical career mobility were quite ex-
pected, since it is logical to assume that if an individual does not
possess sufficient corporate language skills, it would be more
difficult for them to move up the career ladder, the results for
horizontal and external mobility were a bit surprising. The results
for external career mobility in Russia also make for further
consideration: why a better competence in corporate language

makes the respondents feel more confident about their career not
only inside but also outside their current organization, and that
insufficiency in corporate language acts furthermore as a glass wall.

Therefore, the first data analysis proves the assumption that
corporate language may act as a ‘glass ceiling’ (and a ‘glass wall’) for
employees, who do not possess sufficient corporate language skills,
and thus psychologically preventing their career mobility. For
MNCs in Russia this glass ceiling especially prevents employees’
perceived vertical and external mobility.

To analyze the actual vertical career mobility of the employees
in international organizations depending on their corporate lan-
guage skills, different levels of job positions inside the company
could be taken into account as criteria. Table 2 depicts the absolute
numbers and percentage frequencies of respondents' positions,
both overall and according to a level of corporate language skills.

It can be observed that there is no strong relation between
corporate language skills and respondents' positions in MNCs in
Russia. Respondents with both, lower and higher corporate lan-
guage skills take positions at all levels according to the frequencies
in Table 2. Starting from the highest position level, there is a 30.4%:
69.6% proportion of top managers with weaker and better language
levels respectively, which is quite surprising, since for the lower
positions, such as clerical ones, the same proportion is 34.1%: 65.9%
and for middle management it is 24.6%: 75.4%, which is not so far
from the proportion of top management as was expected. At the
same time, at the higher position of ‘experts’ not so many em-
ployees with weaker language skills (20%) as with higher skills
(80%) are reported. If we are to look at the percentages of the total
sample, again, there is no evidence of corporate language influence
on the job positions, as for all four positions the figures do not differ
much: top management (12.7% vs. 12.2%), middle management
(29.1% vs. 37.4%); experts (3.6% vs. 6.1%); and clerical positions
(54.5% vs. 44.2%). As for an average number of promotions within
the respondents of two groups, it also does not give a reason to
assume the presence of influence of corporate language, since there
is no significant difference between the 1.53 and 1.74 average
numbers of promotions among employees with lower and higher
language skills, respectively. Finally, the chi-square test (even for
p < 0.1) did not reject proposition 5 as the supported proposition
for MNCs in Russia, confirming the absence of a statistically sig-
nificant difference in positions for employees with higher and
lower competence in corporate language.

It was figured out that there is no significant dependence be-
tween corporate language skills and actual career mobility based
on current positions of employees in MNCs in Russia. Although the
data was analyzed carefully, the results might be slightly distorted
by the low age of respondents and consequently the low duration of
their career, meaning that it is still possible that in their future
career, corporate language skills may enable or disable their career
mobility.

Analyzing the further actual career mobility of respondents,
Table 3 depicts the number and percentage of employees with a
certain level of corporate language skills depending on the corpo-
rate language of the company they work in. It will help to check the
actual internal career mobility. This relationship was checked also
to indicate that the common corporate language will not attract
more employees with matching language competences than those
employees without them.

The analysis of the data shows that a clear relationship between
the corporate language of companies and the foreign language
skills of employees working in them exists. The overwhelming
majority of respondents (89.8%) reported that they possess high-
level skills in the corporate language (or corporate languages) of
their employer, and only 10.2% indicated that their corporate lan-
guage skills are not sufficient. Companies with English as a
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Table 1
Career mobility according to a level of corporate language skills.
Russian sample Corporate language skills t-value Sig.
Sample High Low
Preparedness for ... n =207 n =144 n=63
Mean s.d. Mean s.d. Mean s.d.
Vertical career mobility 4.79 1.08 4.86 1.09 4.26 .89 4.205 o
Horizontal career mobility 4.69 1.04 4.76 1 421 1.24 2.283 -
Internal career mobility 4.83 1.09 4.86 1.07 4.57 1.2 1.767 —
External career mobility 4.7 1.04 4.78 1 4.07 1.14 3.598 -

Level of significance: *.05 level **.01 level ***.001 level ****.0001 level.

Table 2
Positions of respondents according to a level of corporate language.
Russian sample Level of Total
language
Low High

Clerical Count 30 58 88
% of total 54.5%  442%  47.3%
% within group 34.1% 65.9%

Expert Count 2 8 10
% of total 3.6% 6.1% 5.4%
% within group  20% 80%

Middle management Count 16 49 65
% of total 29.1%  374%  34.9%
% within group 24.6% 75.4%

Top management Count 7 16 23
% of total 12.7% 12.2% 12.4%
% within group 30.4% 69.6%

Total Count 55 131 186
% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Average number of promotions 1.53 1.74 1.68

%2 (df = 3, n = 186) = 4.269, for p < 0.1.

Table 3
Correspondence of corporate language of a company and corporate language skills
level of employees.

Russian sample Corporate language skills

Sample Low High

n =215 n=22 n=193
Corporate language  Count % Count % Count %
English 183 85.1% 16 8.7% 167 91.3%
German 15 7.0% 4 26.6% 11 73.4%
French 9 4.2% 1 11.1% 8 88.9%
Spanish 8 3.7% 1 12.5% 7 87.5%
Total 215 100.0% 22 10.2% 193 89.8%

%2 (df = 3, n = 215) = 113.1, for p < 0.0001.

corporate language seem to attract slightly more employees
competent in English (91.3%). It is logical, since English is an official
language in the business world, and increasing numbers of com-
panies in Russia are establishing language requirements for appli-
cants. Russian language was not included in the discussion in this
part of the analysis as all the respondents reported Russian as their
mother tongue, thus having the highest level of this language skill
and eliminating any opportunity to compare skills levels. A chi-
square test also rejected the hypothesis with a high level of sig-
nificance (p < 0.0001) for MNCs in Russia.

In conclusion to this data analysis and findings part, there is
evidence that corporate language has its influence on the career
mobility of employees in MNCs in Russia. This influence is proved,
however, not in all cases — corporate language appeared to affect
perceived vertical and external career mobility. In practice,

employees from MNCs in Russia were not proved to have faced this
glass ceiling because of corporate language skills meaning that
there are probably some other and more important factors influ-
encing their actual vertical career mobility. Moreover, it was found
and statistically proven that for MNCs in Russia corporate language
has a significant influence on the actual internal mobility of em-
ployees as an overwhelming majority of them prefer to work in
organizations in which corporate language strategy matches their
own language skills.

5. Conclusion

The study shows that corporate language has broad influences
and implications in the Russian context. We aimed at investigating
the influence of corporate language — a special managerial tool
used by a large number of international companies in the present
day — on career mobility of employees in MNCs in Russia. The
importance of language competence for individuals' career success,
and the ways in which language competence affects this, is a
limited researched area, with only a few studies as an exception
(Piekkari, 2008; Traavik & Richardsen, 2010). While academics
examining the corporate language phenomenon have not paid a
great deal of attention to career issues, corporate language has not
usually been considered as being one of the career mobility factors
for researchers studying careers, especially in the Russian context.
With respect to human capital theory, our results show how
corporate language may act as a barrier and as a facilitator for
career mobility of employees, in Russian MNCs, who have different
levels of corporate language skills. From an employee's perspective,
understanding how human capital development is associated with
career perceptions may allow them to take a more proactive role in
developing their language skills.

Whereas the positive impact of language on careers has been
recognized in previous studies (e.g. Jokinen, 2010), its role as a
barrier for careers has not. The findings of the current study
demonstrate that a corporate language not only may play the role
of a glass ceiling for the vertical mobility of employees but it also
acts as a glass wall to horizontal career moves.

The analysis shows that corporate language actually acts not
only as a glass ceiling but also as a glass wall for the career mobility
of those employees whose corporate language skills are not suffi-
cient. Employees, in MNCs in Russia, with weaker corporate lan-
guage skills appeared to feel less confident and feel less prepared to
make a career move than those with better language skills. At the
same time, the dependence of actual vertical career mobility on
corporate language skills was not statistically significant for em-
ployees working in MNCs in Russia. Finally, the analysis proved that
there is a strong influence of the existing corporate language in a
firm in attracting employees with a language fit, which is precisely
internal career mobility.

The results of the research have several theoretical and
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empirical contributions, concerning three main aspects of the pa-
per: namely, corporate language issues as a part of human capital,
career mobility issues, and the Russian context. The findings prove
the importance of considering language skills as an aspect of in-
dividuals' human capital that can explore significant career
success-related issues, as argued by Becker (1975), Tietze (2008),
and Traavik and Richardsen (2010). During the two recent decades,
at least, academics have been studying the effects that corporate
language has on the life of multinationals (Feely & Harzing, 2004),
including the coordination of communication, organizational po-
wer and control, internal and external communication, knowledge
transfer, exporting, etc. — only few works touched on its effect on
IHRM, in particular on career development. More specifically, our
results extend the relatively new trend in international manage-
ment and HRM research that proves the importance of language
(Piekkari, 2008; Piekkari & Zander, 2005) and the ability to analyze
human capital issues in organizations, namely employees' career
mobility from a linguistic competencies' perspective.

Furthermore, this research looks at career mobility from three
different dimensions, out of which one dimension (physical and
psychological mobility) is a unique topic in recent papers. Aca-
demics do not tend to examine it because of an ambiguous un-
derstanding and thus difficulties in the analysis of perceived
(psychological) career mobility, especially through a language lens.
We, among others (Jokinen et al., 2011), developed a set of items in
order to assess this kind of mobility which can be used in further
researches on this topic and statistically proved the consistency of
it. Discussing career issues through linguistic perspectives we
contribute also to career literature (Arthur et al., 2005; Ng et al,,
2005; Sullivan & Arthur, 2006), showing that career mobility is
dependent on a greater number of factors and can be analyzed from
a human theory perspective.

It is important to note that the research is one of the first at-
tempts devoted to corporate language issues in connection with
career development in the Russian context. There are very few
researches on language issues for international organizations in
developing countries, particularly in Russia, and none of them have
investigated the corporate language effect on career mobility in
Russian firms. Furthermore, the results gather the diverse ideas
about the effect of corporate language on career mobility from
different case-based studies in one theoretical model and tests this
model based on a large set of quantitative data. According to the
literature review, the existing base of academic studies on the topic
is full of studies based on cases of one or several companies. This
research generalizes these ideas and presents the results applied to
a large quantity of MNCs in Russia. Moreover, the current paper is
the other research that checks a conceptual model just recently
proposed by Jokinen et al. (2011) and provides specific results for it.

The results allow for making some managerial implications for
IHRM in several aspects such as overall corporate language strategy
and policies in a company, as well as recruitment, retention, pro-
motion and employee development. This study proves and shows
how corporate language may influence perceived and actual career
mobility. However, the results of the study should make HR man-
agers adjust some of their practices according to the influence of
corporate language on career mobility in their organizations; in
particular, this study proves an even greater importance for
corporate language training as a human capital development tool.
The results argue that employees with higher corporate language
skills feel more confident about their career mobility that those
with lower corporate language skills, which may negatively affect
the career development of the latter since they would not even try
to initiate a career move because of insufficient language skills. This
fact may cause the situation in which employees remain in their
current positions, even though their professional skills allow them

to move upward. Also it may cause the discrimination of a group of
employees with weaker corporate language skills when making
recruitment, performance appraisal and promotions. As for
recruitment, an establishment of official corporate language re-
quirements for candidates (if the company still does not have them)
will help not only to increase the level of corporate language
competence in a company but also to facilitate the internal
communication, which is already proved to be an important factor
for achieving corporate success. At the same time, corporate lan-
guage training may replace these requirements by widening the
pool of applicants and allowing for application to a company by
those highly professional candidates who would not apply if lan-
guage requirements existed. The study also shows that in MNCs in
Russia top management does not have an advantage in corporate
language knowledge in comparison with other levels of positions.
While for such positions as clerical or middle management
corporate language skills are highly desirable, but for top man-
agement they are obligatory by definition of corporate language.
Insufficient competence in the corporate language among top
managers may cause communication problems at the very highest
level. HR managers should pay more attention to this potential
problem and probably organize corporate language training for this
level of positions.

Setting the ground for further research and limitations, we
argue that the study is not industry specific, respondents are rep-
resenting companies from many different spheres of business, thus
the analysis shows general results, yet results might vary for each
specific industry. As the research tests a conceptual model of
corporate language influencing career mobility, further researches
can be further focused at firm level, investigating one (or several)
specific company and, with the help of in-depth interviews and
other methods of qualitative research, apply the model exactly to it,
in order to examine more deeply the connections and relations and
thus develop conclusions and recommendations for IHRM for a
specific case. This could also solve the issue of no industry speci-
fication. Besides, for the assessment of internal communication of
an IHRM department with the other departments within a com-
pany it could be interesting to compare and discuss answers on the
topic of corporate language influence on the career perception of
HR managers, and other employees, and their vision of corporate
language strategy and of the implementation of this strategy.
Moreover, comparative research including pan-country analysis
may be of the highest interest in the future, also leaving room for
the analysis of language issues from sociological and psychological
perspectives.
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