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How workers experience and express status loss in organizations has received little scholarly attention. I conducted a
qualitative study of a French high-tech company that had instituted English as a lingua franca, or common language,
as a context for examining this question. Results indicate that nonnative English-speaking employees experienced status
loss regardless of their English fluency level. Yet variability in their self-assessed fluency—an achieved status marker—was
associated with differences in language performance anxiety and job insecurity in a nonlinear fashion: those who believed
they had medium-level fluency were the most anxious compared with their low- and high-fluency coworkers. In almost
all cases where fluency ratings differed, self-assessed rather than objective fluency determined how speakers explained
their feelings and actions. Although nonnative speakers shared a common attitude of resentment and distrust toward their
native English-speaking coworkers, their behavioral responses—assertion, inhibition, or learning—to encounters with native
speakers differed based on their self-perceived fluencies. No status differences materialized among nonnative speakers as a
function of diverse linguistic and national backgrounds. I discuss the theoretical and practical implications of these findings
for status, achieved characteristics, and language in organizations.
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The most difficult thing is to admit that one’s value as
a second-language English speaker overshadows one’s
real value. In other words, we haven’t had the chance
to develop our foreign languages for the last 30 years
because the company did not ask us to or offer us the
opportunity to do so. Now, it is difficult to accept the fact
that we are disqualified.
—Manager at a French technology firm following
an English-only language policy

Organizational life is rife with instances in which peo-
ple assume a loss of their status—the prestige, respect,
and influence that inhere in social relations (Ridgeway
and Correll 2006, Magee and Galinsky 2008). I con-
ceptualize status loss here as the subjective experi-
ence of a decreased professional regard, and hereafter I
refer to status loss as this perceived evaluation of sta-
tus diminution. For example, employees perceive sta-
tus loss when an acquisition marginalizes their formerly
high-status functional group. Functional groups may per-
ceive status loss when they are no longer prioritized
in a firm’s growth plan. A move from an engineering-
centric to a marketing-centric strategy can lead engi-
neers to feel a diminution of status in their organization.
Globally distributed team members may perceive status
loss when their on-site leader moves to another location.
In some cases, people sense the reversal of their status
positions when subordinates gain visibility over them.
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Indeed, perceived status loss is widespread for individu-
als and groups in organizations. Yet we know very little
about how individuals experience and respond to their
status loss.

Scholars have paid far more attention to how individu-
als evade or reverse low status through gains in achieved
status, usually by acquiring skills and special expertise
that are recognized by the organization. Achieved status
may enable members of low-status groups to compen-
sate for their standing, altering how others assess them
(Thomas-Hunt and Phillips 2011) and potentially distin-
guishing them from other low-status individuals (Phillips
et al. 2009). Achieved status distinctions may, in some
circumstances, be psychological and social motivators
for workers who experience status loss. Understanding
whether, how, and why individuals with varied levels
of achieved status respond differently to perceived sta-
tus loss would contribute significantly to our knowledge
of status in organizations. This paper examines these
status processes in the context of an increasingly glob-
alized organization that set an English-only language
policy. The linguistic divide between native and nonna-
tive English speakers and differences in levels of fluency
among nonnative speakers provide a powerful lens into
how employees manage their status loss and the distin-
guishing role of their achieved status.

Language matters are increasingly the focus of sta-
tus struggles, as global organizations designate English
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as a lingua franca to capitalize on the rise of glob-
alization and the increased productivity promised by
more cross-national workforce collaborations. The lin-
gua franca mandate is intended to sanction a mutually
accessible language to unite a workforce whose mem-
bers speak different native languages (Crystal 2003),
replacing naturally occurring multilingualism in which
employees communicate via a cocktail of languages
(Henderson 2005). From a managerial perspective, unre-
stricted multilingualism, in which verbal and written
communications are generated in multiple languages,
seems adequate only for intersubsidiary interactions
marked by limited collaborations between interdepen-
dent employees (Piekkari and Zander 2005). The pro-
liferation of integrated organizational systems, which
increases the need to tightly coordinate work spanning
national and linguistic boundaries, has accelerated the
move toward adopting English as a lingua franca in
global organizations (Feely and Harzing 2003).

A lingua franca mandate, however, can occasion an
experience of status loss for nonnative English speak-
ers. Bourdieu (1991) posits that linguistic encounters
in a “legitimate language” or mandated language cre-
ate a context in which some members are endowed with
socially structured resources and competencies that they
bring to bear in interactions. Accordingly, I argue that
native English speakers in an organization may experi-
ence a status gain under a lingua franca mandate because
of the benefit they reap from speaking in their native
language. The reverse may be the case for nonnative
speakers who, by definition, have a linguistically sub-
ordinate position relative to native speakers; that is,
nonnative speakers may perceive a loss in their status
based on the language that the organization mandates.
Bourdieu (1991) also argues that those who may not pos-
sess mastery in a designated language may become self-
conscious about their reduced capacity in the legitimate
language. The contours of these elements suggest that
the common protocol in global organizations to mandate
a lingua franca provides a fruitful context in which to
examine the experience of status loss in organizations.

Although Bourdieu’s (1991) concept of legitimate
language has direct bearing on status differences that
might be experienced when a lingua franca is mandated,
Bourdieu never articulates whether or how the organiza-
tional legitimation of a language might have differential
effects on individuals, depending on their circumstances
and achieved status characteristics. Although the offi-
cial designation of a preferred means of communication
might contribute to a symbolic linguistic divide between
native and nonnative lingua franca speakers (Bourdieu
1991), replete with expectations of competency (Berger
et al. 1972, Ridgeway 1991) and intergroup differenti-
ation (Tajfel and Turner 1979), nonnative English lin-
gua franca speakers may not experience their feelings

of status loss monolithically. They are likely to pos-
sess varied fluency levels despite their overall linguis-
tic limitations. It is unclear, however, whether fluency
levels are directly correlated with the experience of sta-
tus loss. In fact, the analysis in this study suggests that
perceptions of achieved status characteristics can be dis-
torted in surprising ways when people underestimate
their fluency skills.

My study of a French high-tech company that issued
an English lingua franca mandate provided the oppor-
tunity to explore several related research questions:
Do nonnative speakers of a lingua franca perceive status
loss in the context of a lingua franca mandate? And to
the extent that they do, how do nonnative speakers of
the English lingua franca respond? How do differences
in achieved fluency shape these responses? I draw on
theories of status to understand the experiences of the
nonnative speakers I studied and, based on this under-
standing, develop theory about status loss and distinction
among status loss groups.

Theoretical Background

Status Loss
The basis for understanding status loss emerges from
a long tradition in sociology and social psychology.
Originally framed by Weber (1914/1978) to capture the
dynamics of esteem and privilege that accrue to social
groups with a shared lifestyle, status has been more
broadly construed as the relative rankings of individu-
als or groups in terms of prestige, respect, and influ-
ence (Ridgeway and Correll 2006, DiTomaso et al. 2007,
Magee and Galinsky 2008, Pearce 2011). Scholars have
articulated extensively the foundational role of status
in intergroup differentiation, social identity threat, and
intergroup conflict (Tajfel and Turner 1979, Nadler and
Halabi 2006). Status hierarchies gain a foothold on the
social terrain when expectations, resources, and values
map onto differentiating social characteristics (Berger
et al. 1972, 1977; Berger and Zelditch 1985; Ridgeway
1991; Ridgeway and Correll 2006). In organizations, sta-
tus processes are ever present, for example, in impromptu
differentiation in teams based on expertise (Bunder-
son 2003), hiring processes based on informal networks
(Reskin and McBrier 2000), willingness to work with
distant team members (Metiu 2006), and the ability to
build quality work relationships (Phillips et al. 2009).
The voluminous literature on status processes, how-
ever, has largely overlooked the phenomenon of status
loss and its impact on individuals and groups (Magee
and Galinsky 2008). One notable exception, Hambrick
and Cannella (1993), investigated the impact of changes
in relative standing for executives in recently acquired
firms, but much of the theoretical and empirical litera-
ture has favored explanations of status creation, eleva-
tion, and durability (see, e.g., Gould 2002, Correll and
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Ridgeway 2003, Berger and Fisek 2006, Berdahl 2007).
More recently, organizational scholars have been atten-
tive to the desire to maintain status in the face of
the potential for loss. In his research on status leak-
age, Podolny (2005) finds that high-status investment
banks were loath to engage in exchanges with lower-
status banks out of a well-founded fear of reducing
their own status positions. Indeed, experimental evidence
on social identity threat found that high-status indi-
viduals (i.e., men) exhibited more physiological stress
when intergroup status relations were deemed unsta-
ble and thus faced the possibility of future status loss
(Scheepers et al. 2009). Perhaps more importantly, Pet-
tit et al. (2010) find that when individuals were primed
to think about status loss in the eyes of their work col-
leagues, they were willing to pay more to avoid this
status loss and, when placed in a group setting, put forth
greater effort when striving to prevent status loss than
when striving to gain it.

Although the subjective experience of status loss is
similar to concepts that highlight status-threatening sit-
uations like fear of status loss (e.g., Scheepers et al.
2009, Pettit et al. 2010), stereotype threat (Steele 1997),
and status leakage (Podolny 2005), it is distinct and
may have differential impact on behavior. Conceptually,
individuals or groups who perceive status loss already
hold the belief that their status positions have been low-
ered, rather than fearing a threat to their current status
positions. For example, at the individual level, stereo-
type threat revolves around responses to the threat of
low-status confirmation for durable ascribed characteris-
tics (e.g., confirming the negative stereotype associated
with race or gender), rather than a reaction to perceived
loss per se.

Along these lines, the experience of status loss also
diverges conceptually from the experience of ingrained
low-status membership. Systems justification theory, for
example, holds that low-status group members tend to
support existing social arrangements as a means of
reducing uncertainty and maintaining a sense of shared
reality, even if those arrangements do not benefit them
(Jost and Banaji 1994, Jost et al. 2004, van der Toorn
et al. 2011). Similarly, status characteristics theory holds
that status distinctions are viewed as widely shared
and legitimate by low-status group members (see, e.g.,
Ridgeway and Correll 2006). In contrast, perceptions
of change in relative standing instigate reevaluations,
rather than acceptance, of a new status quo. Although
perceptions of status loss may at once instigate social
categorization processes common in extant social hierar-
chies (for a description, see Dovidio et al. 2009), as well
as individual-level responses similar to low-status group
members, both the relatively acute nature of the change
and the uncertainty around its institutionalization under-
score the distinctiveness of status loss processes.

Status loss refers to an existing evaluation and per-
ceived experience of loss, rather than an objective mea-
sure of positional change. Direct social or organizational
messages are not necessary conditions for the interpre-
tation of status loss or its concomitant effects on emo-
tion and behavior; that is, the impact of status loss
may occur regardless of any actual downward place-
ment of a focal actor’s status position. Rather, focal
actors’ frame of inevitability and the belief that they are
in a lowered state steers their feelings and responses.
For example, one particularly trenchant belief associ-
ated with feelings of status loss is that one suffers an
organizational disadvantage (Pearce 2011). The litera-
ture has well established the advantages that accom-
pany high-status positions. Possessing high status boosts
reputations (Kilduff and Krackhardt 1994), perceptions
of competence, and performance (Elsbach and Kramer
1996), all of which are often linked with social and orga-
nizational rewards (D’Aveni 1996). If actors believe that
they have lost status, they are also likely to believe that
they will be excluded from advantages that desirable
status positions afford. For example, employees may
believe that they have reached a ceiling to upward mobil-
ity including promotions, high-impact assignments, and
leadership roles. In organizations, however, the perme-
ability of people’s achieved status characteristics can
influence their response to status loss.

Distinctions Based on Achieved Status

Achieved status can modify status valuation. Achieved
status is a form of status “filled through competition
and individual effort” that represents acquired skills such
as education, occupation, and income (Linton 1936,
p. 115). Cultural anthropologist Linton was the first
to describe the relationship between achieved status
and other social status categories that people are born
into, such as race, gender, and family lineage. Lin-
ton’s (1936) original formulation opened the discourse
on the role of status beliefs, which has received con-
siderable attention from contemporary scholars. Schol-
ars have emphasized expertise (Bunderson 2003), educa-
tional attainment (Sauer et al. 2010), and task experience
(Wittenbaum 1998) as vehicles for low-status groups to
improve their overall status valuation. As Thomas-Hunt
and Phillips (2011, p. 247) note, achieved status char-
acteristics may exist alongside a number of other status
cues that can become salient and influence interpreta-
tions of social positions (e.g., “black male and Stanford
educated”). These couplings might enable individuals
who have low status in one social category to compen-
sate through achieved status in another.

A number of studies have documented how a strat-
egy of acquiring, drawing on, or demonstrating achieved
status characteristics can help in overcoming perceived
obstacles. Major and O’Brien (2005) find that over-
weight women may develop advanced social skills to
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compensate for their discrediting weight. Derks et al.
(2006) show that low-status women had positive atti-
tudes toward a task when they perceived that their inte-
gration and creativity skills were valued, suggesting that
outgroup contexts for groups are less negative when they
publicly excel in another area. For their part, Phillips
et al. (2009) theorize that individuals with high achieved
status, being less worried about their credibility, may be
more willing to disclose personal information in inter-
actions with dissimilar others than individuals with low
achieved status.

An achievement strategy in the face of obstacles, how-
ever, does not always diminish the impact of being a
member of a lower-status group and may carry costs
of its own (see Bendersky and Shah 2012 for the
performance decrements associated with attempts to
enhance status). For example, achieved status among
women did not compensate for gender effects in work
groups (Thomas-Hunt and Phillips 2004). Despite one’s
achieved status, Thomas-Hunt and Phillips (2011) theo-
rize that racial stereotypical views will likely activate a
low-status characteristic for observers even if those attri-
butions are inaccurate. Achievement, thus, could be a
means of bolstering a valued strength to offset a per-
ceived weakness in some conditions, but not in others,
and may depend on the perceived status levels of the
individual involved.

Native language status and nonnative language abil-
ity are important forms of ascribed and achieved status,
respectively, and provide a fruitful arena to understand
the interaction between ascribed and achieved status
characteristics. I posit that one’s mother tongue is an
ascribed characteristic that people are born into. The
term “native language” connotes a durable, binary char-
acteristic, which can take on value in the context of a
language mandate. In particular, the categories of native
and nonnative speakers can take on a meaningful status
characteristic when English is imputed with value in a
social system. For example, as less fluent speakers of the
primary language chosen by the organization, nonnative
speakers of a lingua franca can perceive a demotion in
their status (Bourdieu 1991). People, however, can capi-
talize on their achieved fluency in a nonnative language
to overcome their perceived status diminution.

Because language competence is variable, we can
investigate how and under what conditions nonnative
speakers’ fluency levels affect their experience of status
loss. Although nonnative speakers may feel especially
subject to status loss based on their linguistic shortcom-
ings in the context of a lingua franca mandate, advanced
language fluency as an achieved characteristic might
improve their sense of overall status. Lack of fluency
might lower it. The conditions under which achieved
characteristics such as fluency shape the experience of
status loss are unclear, however. Moreover, the achieved
status literature does not provide a deep understanding of

the self-perception or behavioral responses that are influ-
enced by achieved characteristics from the point of view
of the actor. Most studies instead examine the observers’
point of view. Even then, as described earlier, the find-
ings are not conclusive. Understanding the relationship
between achieved linguistic status and the experience
of status loss can help us build more robust theories
of achieved status that articulate their contingencies and
boundaries. Determining how the subjective experience
of nonnative speakers relates to their achieved status will
help in predicting, identifying, and overcoming problems
that will increasingly occur as organizations continue to
globalize and diversify.

To better understand these complex relationships, I
conducted a qualitative study of a French high-tech com-
pany that had issued an English lingua franca mandate,
exploring how nonnative speakers responded to their
perceived status loss as a function of their achieved
fluency. Regardless of their English fluency level, non-
native speakers expressed a sense of status loss. Yet
their attendant levels of language performance anxiety
and job insecurity were nonmonotonically shaped by
their self-assessed fluency level: those with medium-
level fluency were the most anxious compared with
their low- and high-fluency coworkers. Status loss,
and the responses that accompanied it, largely corre-
sponded to self-assessed rather than actual fluency lev-
els where they differed. Moreover, although nonnative
speakers shared a common attitude toward their high-
status native English-speaking coworkers—whom the
nonnative speakers resented and found untrustworthy—
nonnative speakers’ responses stemmed from their self-
perceived fluencies, differentially employing assertion,
inhibition, or learning strategies in the face of their status
loss. None of these responses were found in interactions
among nonnative English speakers of diverse nationali-
ties (e.g., non-French), however, further underscoring the
linguistic divide between native and nonnative speakers.

Methods

The Research Setting

To address my research questions, I conducted in-depth
interviews at Frenchco (a pseudonym), a $25 billion
high-tech organization headquartered in Paris, France.
Customers with operations in multiple countries pur-
chase Frenchco’s products and services to integrate
their Internet, mobile, and other communication software
and hardware technologies. At the time of data collec-
tion, Frenchco had approximately 210,000 employees,
of which 40% worked in countries other than France,
including but not limited to China, Egypt, Poland,
Romania, Slovakia, Spain, the United States, and the
United Kingdom. Looking forward 10 years, Frenchco
expected more than 60% of its employees to be outside
of France.
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Lingua Franca at Frenchco. Two years prior to this
study, as its first step toward globalization, Frenchco
had designated English as the lingua franca for cross-
national communication in their internationally focused
areas. Employees in these areas were mostly middle and
senior managers who routinely worked with colleagues
in other countries, of which approximately 30% were
native English speakers located in countries such as the
United States and the United Kingdom. According to
Roland (a pseudonym), one of the Frenchco executives
who set the English language stipulation, mandating
English had been inevitable for three key reasons. First,
some of their customers, partners, suppliers, and com-
petitors had started to use the language exclusively—a
trend that the company’s management felt pressure to
follow. Second, the increasing global spread of tasks and
the need to have dispersed employees working closely
together to accomplish them raised efficiency concerns
in the absence of standardized communication protocols.
Third, recent acquisitions of companies in Poland and
the United Kingdom, and a newly established subsidiary
in China, had already made English the de facto lan-
guage for many parts of Frenchco’s operations. Accord-
ing to Roland, “Our business was growing internation-
ally very fast, and we needed to operate in the same
language everywhere; we are not a French company—
we are an international company.”

The French chief executive officer announced the lin-
gua franca policy via an email that laid out the leader-
ship’s rationale behind the decision to stipulate the use of
English as the official business language in select, inter-
nationally focused divisions. Employees were required
to communicate in English for both oral and written
corporate interactions in these regions. More specifically,
those employees were instructed to exclusively use the
English language when communicating with coworkers
for both synchronous (e.g., face-to-face, teleconference)
and asynchronous (e.g., email, memos, shared docu-
ments) communication.

Before the English lingua franca rule, many employ-
ees communicated inconsistently in English when
addressing foreign colleagues. For example, in midcom-
munication, they might have code switched (i.e., reverted
back to their native language) for parts of a conversa-
tion. Employees might have generated emails or writ-
ten documents to discuss a situation in their native
language, thinking that such communiqués would only
be read by other French coworkers. However, because
of the increasingly globally interdependent nature of
operations, written communiqués often needed to be
addressed by non-French colleagues in countries such
as Poland or China. Writing the original documents or
email threads in French made it impossible to instantly
engage colleagues located in foreign countries. With the
growth of global collaborations at Frenchco, company
executives thought that promoting the uninterrupted flow

of information required the use of one language for all
official communication.

Data Collection

Data for this study come from semistructured interviews
with a total of 41 employees, conducted in two rounds,
as well as brief informal observations of three infor-
mants in the research and development (R&D) division.

Interviews. Two Frenchco human resources (HR) rep-
resentatives assisted in selecting the interviewees for
this study. The eligible pool of interviewees comprised
employees, mostly French native speakers, with sev-
eral common characteristics: they collaborated with col-
leagues from countries other than their own, they were
required to work in the English lingua franca, and
they relied on non-French global coworkers, including
both native (e.g., American and British) and nonnative
English lingua franca speakers (e.g., Polish, Chinese,
German), to complete their work. To be assigned inter-
national tasks, each informant was required to have a
working knowledge of English, although the fluency lev-
els varied across individuals. The 41 employees I inter-
viewed (see Table 1 for an informant profile summary)
comprised 17 women and 24 men who were middle
to senior managers relatively evenly distributed across
the following functional areas: information systems (IS),
technology product group, research and development,
alliances, sales, marketing, human resources, communi-
cation, finance, legal and regulatory, and supply chain.
Of the 41 informants, 38 were French, 2 were Chinese,
and 1 was Portuguese. The three non-French informants
spoke French at a mastery/native level, and they were
far more fluent in French than the most fluent nonnative
English speakers.

Informants were interviewed according to their pref-
erences, in either French or English. Seven informants
asked to be interviewed in French, 12 were interviewed
predominantly in English but switched to French to con-
vey individual words or ideas as necessary, and the
remainder were interviewed entirely in English.! Each
interview averaged about 75 minutes and was con-
ducted in a company conference room or private office.
The interviews were digitally recorded, translated into
English when necessary, and transcribed in English.

In the first round, I interviewed 25 employees, asking
questions aimed at generating detailed accounts of non-
native lingua franca speakers’ perceived fluency, as well
as daily work and narratives on collaboration experi-
ences in the English lingua franca. To facilitate an ongo-
ing understanding of the data collected, following each
interview I emailed digital files of the interviews to
a transcriber in the United States who sent back text
files of the interviews overnight. I read over those tran-
scripts closely and identified emerging themes, which
helped to focus my continuing data collection efforts
(Spradley 1979).
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Table 1 Informant Profile Summary
Functional Tenure English language Self-perceived  Actual English
Informant Gender area Nationality ~Education (years) background English fluency fluency
1 M Alliances French Bachelor’s 2 High school, some High High
college; worked for an
American firm in France
for 15 years
2 F Finance French Master’s 7 High school, worked in High High
the United Kingdom for
4 years
3 F Legal and regulatory French Bachelor’s 3 High school, some High High
college; worked in the
United States for a year
4 F R&D French Ph.D. 25 Lived in the United States High High
for 5 years
5 M HR French Bachelor’s 1 Studied in the United High High
States for a year
6 M Sales French Bachelor’s 6 Some college, worked High High
with a colleague in the
United Kingdom daily
7 M Sales French Master’s 4 Worked in the United High High
Kingdom for a year as a
teenager
8 F Marketing French Master’s 6 High school; lived in the High High
United States for 6
months as a teenager,
worked in the United
States for 2 months
9 M Alliances French Bachelor's 15 High school, some High High
college; traveled to the
United Kingdom for
work regularly
10 M Communication French Master’s 5 High school, some college Medium High
11 F Alliances Portuguese Master’s 7 High school Medium Medium
12 M Alliances French Bachelor’s 5 High school, some Medium Medium
college; an American
exchange student lived
in his house
13 F Marketing French Bachelor’s 8 High school Medium High
14 M HR French Bachelor’s 7 High school Medium Medium
15 M IS Chinese Bachelor’s 3 Some college Medium Medium
16 F R&D French Ph.D. 12 Elementary and high Medium Medium
schools, studied in the
United States for a year
17 M Technology French Bachelor’s 2 High school Medium Medium
18 M R&D French Ph.D. 11 High school, some Medium Medium
college; traveled in the
United Kingdom and
United States
19 F Supply chain French Master’s 4 High school, master’s Medium High
degree in English
program
20 M Technology Chinese Bachelor’s 3 High school Medium Medium
21 F Technology French Bachelor’s 5 High school, some college Medium High
22 M Technology French Master’s 3 High school, some college Medium Medium
23 M Sales French Master’s 6 High school, spent one Medium High
month in the United
Kingdom
24 M Finance French Bachelor’s 8 High school, worked for a Medium High
British company
25 F Marketing French Master’s 2 High school, extensive Medium High
travel
26 M Legal and regulatory French Bachelor's 10 High school Medium Medium
27 F Legal and regulatory French Bachelor’s 4 High school, some college Medium Medium
28 M Supply chain French Bachelor's 3 High school, some college Medium Medium
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Table 1 (contd)
Functional Tenure English language Self-perceived  Actual English

Informant  Gender area Nationality ~Education (years) background English fluency fluency

29 M Supply chain French Bachelor’s 3 High school, worked for a Medium Medium
British company

30 F Marketing French Bachelor’s 4 High school, worked for a Medium High
U.S. company

31 M Communication  French Bachelor’s 4 High school, some college Medium Medium

32 F Communication  French Bachelor’s 7 High school, some college Medium Medium

33 F Communication  French Bachelor’s 8 High school Medium Medium

34 F HR French Bachelor’s 12 High school Medium Medium

35 F R&D French Bachelor’s 7 High school Low Low

36 M IS French Master’s 4 High school, some college Low Low

37 F IS French Bachelor’s 6 High school Low Low

38 M Finance French Master’s 11 High school, some college Low Low

39 M IS French Master’s 8 High school Low Low

40 M Finance French Bachelor’s 9 High school Low Low

41 F HR French Master’s 7 High school Low Low

Four months later, I returned to France to conduct the
second round of interviews with the remaining 16 infor-
mants. This second set of interviews elaborated on the
previous informants’ reflected experiences of the lingua
franca mandate itself, including how they first learned
about the policy and how, over time, they viewed them-
selves, their colleagues, and Frenchco as an entity.

Informal Observations. In addition to the interviews,
I informally observed three of the interviewees from
the R&D division during a three-day period as they
conducted their work. During this period, I observed
six teleconference meetings in English with colleagues
who spoke different native languages, paying attention
to the interaction patterns between speakers and ask-
ing for interpretations of the various behaviors that
I had observed. For example, following a conference call
between a nonnative lingua franca speaker and a native
speaker in Boston, Massachusetts, I asked the nonna-
tive speaker what he had expected to cover during the
meeting, his overall sense of how the interaction actually
unfolded, what motivated his responses, and his over-
all level of comfort and satisfaction with the encounter.
Such follow-up questions helped me gain a richer under-
standing of informants’ vantage points during particular
encounters.

Data Analysis

Data analysis began by aggregating and coding, in
an iterative fashion, interview transcripts from both
rounds of data collection following recommended prac-
tices for qualitative data analysis (Miles and Huberman
1994, Strauss and Corbin 1998). Using NVivo qualita-
tive research software, I followed three stages of cod-
ing practices: open coding, axial coding, and selective
coding, as outlined by Strauss and Corbin (1998). In
the first stage—open coding—I associated the data with
codes that addressed the two broad themes of interest in

this study: nonnative speakers’ narratives of their status
loss in the context of an English lingua franca man-
date and the impact of their fluency (achieved status)
on those experiences. This analysis captured the infor-
mants’ narratives about their situation. During this stage,
I moved back and forth between data analysis and the
literature to help make sense of the emerging themes,
as well as to refine my coding scheme. In the sec-
ond stage—axial coding—I assembled data that were
fractured during open coding into categories that linked
together along common dimensions (Strauss and Corbin
1998). This step enabled me to more precisely cluster
the relationships among the various categories that sur-
faced during open coding. I then cycled back through
the data, categories, and concepts until I reached theo-
retical saturation, such that no new categories or con-
cepts emerged in my theoretical development process.
Next, I started the third and final stage of analysis—
selective coding—in which I integrated the codes into
a set of core findings that explicated how achieved lan-
guage fluency characteristics created distinctions among
nonnative English speakers. Below, I provide detail on
the themes that emerged from these analyses.

Status Loss. Because 1 was interested in document-
ing the status loss experience of nonnative speakers,
I flagged every instance in informants’ own reflections
of feeling a diminution at the workplace and during the
course of interactions with others. For example, I looked
specifically for informants’ terms like feeling “dimin-
ished,” “devalued,” “reduced,” “disqualified,” or “less
sophisticated.”

Language Fluency as an Achieved Status Characteris-
tic. Fluency was measured in two ways: subjective self-
assessments and objective assessments. The subjective
self-assessment of speakers’ fluency was coded in line
with communication behavior research, suggesting that
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people experience themselves and make decisions about
whether to engage in interpersonal interactions based
on their self-definitions of communication competence
(McCroskey and McCroskey 1988). Research, however,
has also shown that people’s self-assessments can be
flawed (Dunning et al. 2004, Caputo and Dunning 2005,
Ehrlinger et al. 2005). Therefore, an objective assess-
ment of fluency was also coded to examine any gaps
between perceived and actual fluency and to analyze any
associated factors.

Regarding self-assessed fluency, a research assistant
and I coded nonnative speakers’ perceived English flu-
ency levels separately using their own subjective English
fluency, designating them as high, medium, or low.
We categorized as “high fluency” the informants who
expressed comfort with the English language, such as
the participant who said, “I am very comfortable with
English... . I've been speaking English in my profes-
sional background because my first job out of college
15 years ago was at an American company.” We catego-
rized people who expressed somewhat less confidence in
their English language proficiency as “medium fluency,”
such as the participant who said, “I think I'm okay in
English.” Finally, we categorized as “low fluency” infor-
mants who described feeling uncomfortable speaking in
English and who, as a result, elected to be interviewed
in French. After discussing and resolving discrepancies
in coding (which arose with five cases), we coded 7, 25,
and 9 informants as possessing low, medium, and high
self-perceived English fluency, respectively.

We also assessed informants’ objective English flu-
ency levels. We followed guidelines from previous
research (Brown et al. 1985, Molinsky 2005) and deter-
mined fluency levels based on speakers’ rate of speech,
command of English grammar, accents, pause structures
(hesitancy), and the number of times they reverted to
their native language (code switching) during discourse.
We categorized speakers into low, medium, and high
fluency levels to have designations that corresponded
with their self-assessment codes. Seven informants were
excluded because they were interviewed in French. As
expected, the extremes were easily identified. How-
ever, for those whose fluency levels were questionable,
we recruited three linguists trained in phonology and
English speech to serve as expert raters (e.g., see Bren-
nan and Brennan 1981 for similar procedures). The lin-
guists completed Brennan and Brennan’s (1981) phonol-
ogy measures with items such as “simplification of final
consonant clusters where initial consonant is nasal or
liquid and final consonant is voiced stop, such as ‘world’
and ‘word.”” The linguists were also asked to catego-
rize each speaker into low, medium, or high fluency lev-
els based on their rate of speech, command of English
grammar, and pause structure (hesitancy). Last, each

linguist was asked to comment on any unusual speech
features. Interrator agreement was very high at 98%.

Intrapersonal Outcomes. Two categories emerged
from analyzing status loss perceptions as described by
informants: language performance anxiety and job inse-
curity. The first of these, language performance anx-
iety, refers to informants’ worries about their English
competence in an environment that demands its use
exclusively. Several informants expressed worries, for
example, about making communication errors or hav-
ing their English skills evaluated. The second effect,
job insecurity, refers to informants’ concerns about their
job advancement, revealed through comments such as
“What’s going to happen to my career?” I combed
through the data to capture any other intrapersonal
effects that stemmed from the perception of status loss,
but none materialized.

Language performance anxiety and job insecurity
were operationalized by parsing the data according to
the degree to which informants said they experienced
these two states. More specifically, I classified infor-
mants according to three levels: low, medium, and high.
The low level characterized cases in which informants
indicated experiencing minimal anxiety, for example, the
participant who said that he tends to be a passive lis-
tener to avoid language-related anxieties. The medium
level characterized cases in which informants indicated
that they experienced anxiety some of the time. The high
level characterized cases in which informants directly
expressed fears in their narratives, such as participants
who said that they are “really worried” about their
evolution at Frenchco because of their English ability.
A research assistant coded the data independently to
establish interrator agreement on the categories of lan-
guage performance anxiety and job insecurity yielding a
very high (90%) reliability.

Interpersonal QOutcomes. To examine nonnative
speakers’ narratives of how they interacted with others, I
flagged every instance in which nonnative lingua franca-
speaking informants mentioned interacting with cowork-
ers in the lingua franca. This analysis generated two
interaction categories: (1) interactions with other nonna-
tive lingua franca speakers such as those from Brazil,
Germany, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, and Switzerland,
and (2) interactions with native lingua franca speak-
ers such as those from the United Kingdom and the
United States. The first category surfaced themes around
the sameness in experience among nonnative speakers,
specifically, the comfort and ease that they felt dur-
ing interaction. The second category emphasized non-
native speakers’ attitudes toward their native-speaking
colleagues, which included feelings of resentment that
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native speakers were unaffected by the mandate and dis-
trust of native speakers who might take advantage of
nonnative speakers because of their superior linguistic
agility. Interrator agreement was very high at 98%.

Next, I looked for behavioral responses during inter-
personal encounters in light of status and fluency lev-
els. Three broad set of interpersonal strategies emerged,
which I labeled as assertion, inhibition, and learning.
Assertion consisted of instances in which informants dis-
cussed their tendency to assert themselves to counter-
act status loss by, as in the case of medium-fluency
speakers, proving their credibility during discourse with
native speakers, or, as in the case of high-fluency
speakers, status tempering by asking native speakers to
stop or slow their rhetorical dominance. Inhibition con-
sisted of withdrawing from ongoing discourse among
medium- and low-fluency speakers and avoiding encoun-
ters also common among low- and medium-fluency
speakers. Learning responses consisted of efforts to
improve English ability, a response found only among
high-fluency speakers. To establish reliability, a research
assistant independently coded the typology of responses
yielding very high intercoder agreement at 94%.

I now lay out the findings that emerged inductively in
two steps. First, I describe nonnative speakers’ shared
experience of status loss, resentment, and distrust toward
native English speakers and their contrasting comfort
and ease with nonnative speakers from other countries.
Second, I describe distinctions that emerged from the
data on the basis of nonnative speakers’ achieved status
characteristics (fluency) including nonnative speakers’
emotional responses (language performance anxiety and
job insecurity) and their behavioral responses (assertion,
inhibition, and learning; see Table 2 for a summary of
results across self-assessed fluency). I conclude with a
discussion of the theoretical contributions and implica-
tions of this study for our understanding of status and
achieved fluency characteristics in organizations.

Table 2 Summary of Results Across Self-Assessed Fluency

Fluency (%)

Low Medium High
Perceived status loss 71 56 44
Resentment 42 64 44
Distrust 85 76 66
Comfort with nonnative 71 88 77
speakers
Language performance 14 72 —
anxiety
Job advancement 42 56 —
concerns
Assertion — 48 66
Inhibition 100 52 —
Learning — — 55

Note. The percentages of informants who reported emotions and
behaviors by fluency level are shown.

Shared Perceptions, Experiences, and
Attitudes

Status Loss

Irrespective of their self-perceived English fluency lev-
els, nonnative speakers viewed Frenchco’s mandate of
English as a shift in valued characteristics, which they
described as leading to their experience of status loss.
Workers who had viewed themselves as adequate bilin-
gual workers (e.g., native French and average English
language speakers) that aided a functional multilingual-
ism felt they had been relegated to the lower position
of second-language speakers of the lingua franca. They
spoke about feeling “stupid,” “diminished,” “reduced,”
and “devalued” when communicating and in achieving
their work goals, especially when a level of abstract
conversation or nuanced discussion was required. Infor-
mants stated that before the mandate, their ability to
leverage their other language skills in the context of
shared communication made their lack of fluency go
less noticed; everyone lacked fluency to a degree in
each other’s native language but worked together to
make each other understood. The lingua franca elim-
inated the many other native languages that speakers
used to convey their perspectives. Communication had
to occur singularly in English. Reactions to the univer-
sal use of English were similar regardless of informants
self-perceived fluency levels. For example, the following
excerpt from a low-fluency informant typifies feelings
of being devalued in the context of the exclusive usage
of English:

If you cannot express your ideas because you lack lan-
guage skills, the collaboration becomes a nightmare. You
lose interest to continue and you feel you are being
devalued.

Speaking of his loss of abilities, a highly fluent French
marketing manager explained,

I feel more of an expert in my natural language. Speaking
your own language helps you to master your communi-
cation. When you don’t speak your native language, you
are diminished because you lose a great proportion of
your abilities.

A medium-fluency informant stated,

Unless I am perfectly focused, when I have to speak
English, it pains me to have to reduce drastically what
I want to say because I lack the sophisticated language
skills. If I am fully focused and free of stress, everything
goes fine. But that’s rare.

This informant, who worked as part of an international
team that held biweekly teleconference meetings, clearly
experienced similar personal struggles to those of his
French coworkers.

Moreover, the vast majority of nonnative speakers
expressed their feelings of status loss compared to when
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they could communicate in their native languages, and
they consistently voiced frustration about their inability
to convey their ideas with the same degree of eloquence
in the lingua franca. This loss of status is consistent
with Bourdieu’s (1991) exhortations about the devaluing
nature of legitimate languages for those who are not pro-
ficient at a native level. Additionally, from the perspec-
tive of nonnative speakers, the salient nature of the lan-
guage difference heightened and legitimized the status
distinctions between them and native English speakers
(Tajfel and Turner 1979, Ridgeway and Correll 2006). In
particular, speakers communicated in English with vary-
ing accents that demarcated their second-language sta-
tus, and even the most advanced high-fluency informants
spoke with accents (Brown et al. 1985, Gluszek and
Dovidio 2010); in turn, the experience of status loss was
almost universally experienced by the nonnative speak-
ers I interviewed.

Resentment and Distrust Toward

Native English Speakers

Informant accounts suggest that after the lingua franca
mandate, they also came to experience misgivings about
their native-speaking counterparts who had mastery over
them in the daily language that all were asked to use
exclusively. Nonnative English speakers perceived native
speakers as having experienced an undue enhancement
in their influence and prestige, provoking resentment
and distrust. Many began to look askance at native
speakers’ motivation in interaction, with the expecta-
tion that native speakers might try to use their linguis-
tic advantage unfairly, and often took umbrage at their
unearned status.

Resentment. Rather than derogating native speak-
ers directly, however, nonnative speakers as a whole
expressed more subtle pejorative attitudes toward them.
The following quotes illustrate this point:

I’'m not really happy with English people thinking that
we don’t need any other languages, that English is the
most shared language...and they believe “we can go
anywhere and we can do better than you because at least
we are native speakers.”...It’s annoying. (High-fluency
informant)

English speakers think it is normal for everyone to
speak English, and they make no effort to speak other
languages. (Medium-fluency informant)

Arrogant natives [of the English language] who know
only one language do not understand difficulties of non-
natives. (Low-fluency informant)

We produce every document in English so that every-
one can read it, and when we work with non-French
speakers, we have to talk in English. This means that
English people don’t learn French: they don’t need to
learn French, and we have to speak to them in their
English language. .. . At one time, the company was pay-
ing for English speakers to learn French, but most didn’t

take the classes. Now they really don’t need to. (Medium-
fluency informant)

In short, nonnative speakers resented the fact that for
native speakers, business was still business as usual.

Distrust. Across the board, nonnative speakers
described feeling distrustful of native speakers, con-
cerned that native speakers could—and well might—
deceive them because of their superior language ability.
Although few informants described times when they
had actually experienced such deception, the majority of
them, regardless of their self-perceived English language
fluencies, feared the possibility of it occurring. For
example, a medium-fluency French accountant said that,
even in basic administrative matters, he never digressed
from the agenda he set for encounters with native
speakers because he felt that he must avoid any chance,
deliberate or otherwise, of a misunderstanding that could
lead him to get “stabbed in the back.” A high-fluency
informant who was part of a conference call with her
San Francisco counterparts twice a week said that she
found those calls stressful because of her self-imposed
