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Abstract
Although language has become a central theme in international business and
management research, this stream still holds many unexplored research avenues.
One area that has attracted some attention, but lacks extensive systematic assess-
ment, is the connection between language and personal reputation. Qualitative
research has offered tentative insights suggesting that proficiency in key organiza-
tional languages increases the status of individuals over and above their functional
abilities. In this study, we use data from 171 pairs of expatriate academics and
their local academic collaboration partners. We asked the local academic peers to
rate expatriate academics’ reputation, their local and English language skills, and
collaboration performance. As expected, we found a positive association between
academic reputation and collaboration performance. In line with analyses from
qualitative research, we show a moderation effect of language skills, where high
common organizational language (English) proficiency compensates for a weaker
perceived reputation in predicting collaboration performance. Surprisingly, how-
ever, there was no moderating effect of local language skills.
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INTRODUCTION

Although language use and language management has
attracted significant attention from international business
and management scholars, there are a number of areas in
need of a more systematic validation. One such area is the
link between language and personal status in the organiza-
tion (Karhunen et al., 2018; Tenzer et al., 2017;
Vulchanov, 2020). In this regard, recent language-sensitive
research in international business and management has
proposed that an employee’s language capabilities have
implications for their functions and perceived qualifica-
tions in several ways (Lauring & Klitmøller, 2015). For
instance, proficiency in a key language, such as English or
a host country language, may allow employees to function
as bridging intermediaries between nationalities or linguis-
tic groups and thus to facilitate the utilization of human
resources (HRs) across boundaries (Andersen &
Rasmussen, 2004; Barner-Rasmussen et al., 2014) and

between organizations (Makowski-Komura et al., 2020;
Malik & Bebenroth, 2018).

However, languages have also been found to occupy
roles and functions in organizations, where the qualities
associated with the language may have implications for
how employees perceive and evaluate themselves and
their colleagues as speakers of the given language
(Lønsmann, 2017; Sliwa & Johansson, 2014). In relation
to this, the role, or status of a language, may be shaped
on an organizational level, through language policy, and
on an inter-organizational sectoral or societal level,
through language use norms. Thus, the organizational
role of a language may raise the personal status or power
of employees more proficient in the chosen language.

Given the dominance of English as a lingua franca,
proficient employees have experienced status gain in
organizations using English as a common language. It
has even been argued that the status gain could mask
lower professional competences, allowing the status of
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employees mastering English to exceed the status of their
nonproficient, but more technically competent, col-
leagues (Neeley & Dumas, 2015). On the other hand,
individuals disadvantaged by a common language policy
may experience status loss if their colleagues perceive
them as less competent when they are unable to commu-
nicate freely in the common language (Neeley, 2013).
The outlined influences on status may also occur under
other common language policies than English, as any sin-
gle language mandate rarely has the same implications
across an organization (Piekkari et al., 2005). As such,
proficiency in the local national language/s could further
provide an important key to the understanding of the
interplay between status and language (Zhang &
Harzing, 2016; Zhang & Peltokorpi, 2016).

In our model, we apply expatriate academics’ reputa-
tion in their field of research as a proxy for their personal
status and a predictor of local collaborators’ perceptions of
expatriates’ performance in their joint work (cf. Bader
et al., 2018; Stoermer et al., 2020). Based on theories of
social expectation (Burgman et al., 2011; Rummel, 1975;
Tiedens et al., 2000) and linguistic capital (Bourdieu, 1977,
1991; Zhang & Lauring, 2019), we test our hypothesis that
language proficiency takes the role of a vital boundary
condition that attenuates the effects of status in collabora-
tions between expatriate academics and local peers. More
specifically, we examine and compare the effects of two
languages that should be particularly relevant in the con-
text of expatriates—English as a lingua franca in academia
and the local language as a crucial system of communica-
tion in the host country.

We explore this in the context of university employ-
ment and have therefore collected dyadic data from expa-
triate academics and local collaborators. In the university
sector, the role of internationalization has changed aca-
demics’ work life during the last 30 years dramatically
and, as such, greatly affected the approach to management
in the area. This is not least based on the fact that in large
parts of the world, the number of international students
and researchers has doubled in the previous decade
(de Wit, 2020). This has made the ability to communicate
in the local and common languages an important issue in
the daily management of many academics in large parts of
the world (cf. Lauring & Kubovcikova, forthcoming;
Lauring & Selmer, 2015; Selmer et al., 2017; Wazir
et al., forthcoming). As high English proficiency among
non-native speaking early-stage scholars is becoming
increasingly common and expected, language skills could
also play a role in the competitive environments of univer-
sity departments, especially for nontenured scholars.
Therefore, the academic sector is well-suited for the eluci-
dation of our key research aim.

To summarize, this article makes two distinctive con-
tributions to the literature on language use among expa-
triates. First, it adds to general language-sensitive
research in international management and business by
quantitatively examining the influential role of English

language proficiency on employees’ evaluation of each
other. Second, we extend and specify research of lan-
guage and status in organizations, by comparing the
moderating roles of English proficiency and local language
skills in the relationship between personal status and per-
ceived collaboration performance. Apart from testing and
confirming ideas developed in qualitative studies, these
contributions can assist researchers in refining models of
the relations between common language, local language,
and status perceptions. Our findings indicate that profi-
ciency in the common, but not in the local language, can
decrease the effects of personal status. These insights could
be used to assess strengths and weaknesses in possibilities
for collaborative relationships, by, for example, mapping
the organization’s linguistic landscape.

THEORETICAL FOUNDATION AND
HYPOTHESES

Hierarchy based on status position is one of the most
common forms of social organization. Individuals and
groups may invest considerable efforts to fulfill the expec-
tations to a hierarchical position or even aim to exceed
expectations and rise to a higher level (Jones &
Pittman, 2014). A position in a social hierarchy is gener-
ally achieved as a result of the individual’s combined
“capital” in different life domains, such as economic,
symbolic, social, and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1990).
The different forms of capital can be perceived as differ-
ent types of instrumental (useful skills) and symbolic (sta-
tus/affiliation) resources that people hold in social
settings. This foundation for stratification can be found
in most types of groups and cultures throughout the globe
(cf. Miyamoto et al., 2018). Accordingly, based on
available instrumental and symbolic resources, humans
are under the influence of some type of social hierarchy,
which can be registered directly in their behavior (Mazur,
1973; Pratto et al., 2006; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999).
Individuals in high status positions, for example, are
known to speak more frequently and interrupt others more
(Ng et al., 1993). Individual behavior may thus reflect
expectations and self-conceptions linked to their social sta-
tus position. As such, social status can facilitate behavioral
variation as well as expectations to how persons of differ-
ent status positions should behave (Tiedens et al., 2000).

In line with the above, our study is based on theoreti-
cal developments within the area of psychology of social
expectations, which predicts that highly regarded individ-
uals will exemplify self-fulfilling prophecies by displaying
high-status behavior expected of their position in the
social hierarchy (Rummel, 1975; Burgman et al., 2011).
On the one hand, positive reinforcement may boost confi-
dence and favorable self-perception. On the other hand,
higher status could in itself facilitate positively evaluated
behavior through improved working conditions. As such,
individuals with high status in a certain field not only
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have well-regarded skills in their area, but they also have
privileged access to useful knowledge and opportunities
as a result of their advantageous position (Barley &
Kunda, 2006).

Although individuals highly esteemed by their col-
leagues are likely to perform better through self-
reinforcing mechanisms, there are factors that could
influence this relationship. For example, the inability of
high-status individuals to exercise expected high-status
behavior could damage the way they are perceived by
others. That is, the ability of individuals to display instru-
mental resources, such as, for example, skills in task per-
formance or language usage, affects how others perceive
their symbolic resources, such as position in the hierarchy
or affiliation with the group.

In this regard, the ability to interact and communicate
fluently with colleagues has been found to influence the
perception of an employee’s capabilities (Harzing &
Pudelko, 2014). This notion could be traced back to ear-
lier sociological thinking. As an example of this,
Bourdieu (1991) added linguistic capital to his model of
elements useful for achieving or maintaining a higher
position in the social hierarchy. He showed that
schoolchildren who mastered the language common to
higher classes were given higher grades regardless of their
actual performance.

Based on the aforementioned theoretical assumptions,
in our study’s context, we derive that social expectations
facilitate a connection between academic status
(as symbolic capital), language proficiency (as linguistic
capital), and perceptions of collaboration performance
(as an evaluative outcome) so that sophisticated linguistic
behavior affects the general perception of an individual’s
position in the group. In essence, one type of capital can
be “traded” for other types of capital in the social hierar-
chy (Bourdieu, 1977, 1990, 1991). Therefore, we

hypothesize that language proficiency can make up for
deficiencies in personal reputation, facilitating a more
positive interpretation of performance quality. The con-
ceptual model underlying this notion is depicted in
Figure 1 and provides the basis for the following hypoth-
eses to be tested empirically.

Academic reputation and current collaboration
performance

As a reflection of respect and admiration among peers,
reputation and group status are likely to positively boost a
person’s feelings of autonomy, control, and acceptance,
which are important determinants of performance at the
individual level (Anderson et al., 2001; Baumeister &
Leary, 1995). Consequently, individuals with a strong pos-
itive reputation also have more friends and are more fre-
quently included in others’ social activities (Thibaut &
Kelley, 1959). Further examples of high group status bene-
fits that may be considered advantageous in organiza-
tional work are access to collective resources, preferential
treatment, and influence in group decisions (Anderson
et al., 2001; Baumeister & Leary, 1995). In turn, favorable
conditions deriving from an organization member’s higher
standing among colleagues are likely to facilitate collabo-
ration performance. Not only can the implications of high
status act as enablers, the status itself could imply more
positive collegial perceptions and predictions of collabora-
tion performance (Barrick & Mount, 1991), as prescribed
by theories on social expectations (Burgman et al., 2011;
Tiedens et al., 2000). In other words, the right symbolic
capital in the specific domain will generally attract more
resources and favorable perceptions and consequently
yield higher evaluative outcomes (Bourdieu, 1990).
Accordingly, we present our baseline hypothesis:

F I GURE 1 Conceptual model
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Hypothesis 1. Expatriate academics’ reputa-
tion will be positively associated with per-
ceived collaboration performance.

The role of language

Language-sensitive research in international business and
management has provided extensive qualitative empirical
research of the link between language and status. From
an organizational perspective, proficiency in a language
that carries prestige or is of strategic importance in the
workplace has been found to relate to an individual’s sta-
tus. For example, Marschan-Piekkari et al.’s (1999) case
study of a Finnish multinational corporation using
English as the common language showed that parallel
language structures gave employees the opportunity to
perform higher status bridging tasks and access to richer
information, if they possessed the right language skills for
the given context. From a language ideology perspective,
common organizational language choices may benefit
users of that given language by setting a frame for legiti-
mate language use (Zhang & Lauring, 2019) and desired
linguistic attributes through policy (Lønsmann, 2014).
English is frequently the standard in organizations in
highly internationalized sectors, such as academia, where
specific tasks, such as publication, grant application writ-
ing, and teaching, may require high proficiency
(Pudelko & Tenzer, 2019). Thus, proficient employees
may more easily match the linguistic requirements laid
down by policy, appear more competent in their job, and
thus live up to expectations to high-status personnel.

Besides being a source of prestige or capital, several
studies have found rhetorical skills facilitated by common
organizational language fluency to affect existing status
(Hinds et al., 2013; Neeley, 2013; Neeley &
Dumas, 2015). The findings indicate that employees must
communicate professional expertise in a way that is
understandable and acceptable to the audience, in order
to be perceived as competent. The lack of sufficient lan-
guage skills may thus drive a status decrease. The man-
agement literature on language barriers stresses the
anxiety and inferiority individuals experience in the
workplace when faced with languages that they are
uncomfortable with (Harzing et al., 2011). This anxiety
could result in withdrawal or communication avoidance
altogether (Lauring & Klitmøller, 2015). In turn, when
employees communicate poorly or avoid meetings, the
perception of their competencies could deteriorate
(Neeley et al., 2012; Tenzer et al., 2014). On the other
hand, those employees proficient in the common organi-
zational language may experience that their language
skills compensate for lacking capabilities in other
domains. For example, Neeley and Dumas (2015) found

that an English common language policy made native
speakers and proficient employees experience “unearned
status gain” where they rose in the ranks but not based
on their professional competence or achievement.
Language-induced status evaluations may also be based
on accent, rather than actual English proficiency, as
Sliwa and Johansson (2014) showed in the academic sec-
tor. Furthermore, high English language proficiency may
have power-related advantages for employees who are
able to utilize linguistic resources and achieve desired
outcomes in different forms of interactions at the work-
place (Gaibrois & Steyaert, 2017; SanAntonio, 1987).

In terms of collaborative dynamics, extant research
has also found that foreign language collaboration puts a
cognitive strain on the team members involved (Volk
et al., 2014), also in English language interaction, where
English is a foreign language for both parts (van
Mulken & Hendriks, 2015). Therefore, within the English
language collaborative context of our pairs, the English
skills of the participants, and therefore their ability to
overcome the cognitive strain of foreign language collab-
oration, are likely to play an important role in the per-
ceived performance within their collaboration.

Accordingly, we propose that strong English language
proficiency functions as linguistic capital and moderates
the association between symbolic capital (academic repu-
tation) and perceived performance in collaborations. This
entails that academic reputation will be less crucial to per-
ceived performance at high levels of English language pro-
ficiency. As such, English language command will have a
buffering role and attenuate the link between academic
reputation and peers’ evaluation of expatriates’ perfor-
mance in their collaboration. This leads to:

Hypothesis 2a. The positive relation between
academic reputation and current collabora-
tion performance will be moderated (attenu-
ated), such that the effect of academic
reputation on collaboration performance will
be weaker when skills in the common organi-
zational language (English) are strong.

Apart from the common organizational language, profi-
ciency in the local language of the host organization
may, as useful linguistic capital, also influence the status
of the expatriate (Pudelko & Tenzer, 2019). It could be
expected that individuals with high positions in the social
hierarchy are also capable of communicating with exter-
nal stakeholders and thus being more embedded in the
local organizational context (cf. Selmer, 2006; Selmer &
Lauring, 2015; Zhang & Lauring, 2019).

Expatriate management research has emphasized the
importance of local language proficiency as a key expatri-
ate capability in foreign contexts. Several studies have
found a positive relation between strong local language
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skills and intercultural adjustment (Bhaskar-Shrinivas
et al., 2005; Kim & Slocum, 2008; Lauring, 2008), particu-
larly for expatriates in East-Asian contexts (Selmer, 2006;
Peltokorpi, 2007; Zhang & Peltokorpi, 2016). In this set-
ting, Zhang & Harzing (2016) showed the importance of
how host country nationals perceive expatriate local lan-
guage acquisition, as they found that willingness and abil-
ity to learn and use the host country language may
influence the relationship between expatriates and locals.
Language, however, may also play an important role in
other places of the world. For example, in a study of expa-
triate academics in the Nordic countries, Selmer and
Lauring (2015) found that the difficulty and complexity of
a local language positively affected how much effort was
invested in adjustment. This could mean that, apart from
English as a common language, the local language also
has some importance in the academic sector. This is not
least if the academic institution expects employees to
teach and disseminate in the local language. As an exam-
ple of that, the Danish political environment is requiring
universities to increase the percentage of Danish lan-
guage classes as to lower the cost of foreign students join-
ing the free Danish education system and subsequently
leaving the country.

Of particular importance to this article, Zhang and
Lauring (2019) explain the interrelation between lan-
guage and power by connecting it to the concept of lin-
guistic capital. They demonstrated that differential
effects of power between organizational and self-initiated
expatriates influenced how favorable the local language
skills were perceived by host country nationals in China.
More specifically, Zhang and Lauring (2019) showed that
Chinese nationals expected high-status western expatri-
ates to be well adjusted in the local context and display
developed local language skills. Accordingly, they argue
that the local language can also be perceived as an impor-
tant linguistic capital (e.g., Bourdieu, 1977, 1991). As
such, due to expectations and preferences, different lan-
guages may function as valuable linguistic capital in dif-
ferent settings.

On the basis of the above, we argue that in an interna-
tional organizational environment, due to elevated expec-
tations for high-status foreign individuals to adjust and
communicate in the new country, local language skills
may facilitate interaction and favorable connections
between foreign and local employees. In this way, host
country language proficiency can be regarded as valuable
linguistic capital when collaborating with locals and thus
compensate for the lack of status in the assessment of
expatriates’ performance in collaborative relationships.
We thus present our last hypothesis.

Hypothesis 2b. The positive relation between
academic reputation and collaboration per-
formance will be moderated (attenuated),
such that the effect of academic reputation on

collaboration performance will be weaker
when skills in the local language are strong.

METHOD

Data collection

We identified expatriate academics via university
webpages. This approach is commonly used in the major-
ity of surveys on expatriate academics that we know of
(e.g., Davies et al., 2015; Jonasson et al., 2017;
Richardson & Wong, 2018; Maharjan et al., forthcom-
ing). Participants were recruited for this study by first
identifying names at university webpages that appeared
to originate from outside the given country.
Subsequently, screening questions in the survey sorted
away those with a host country nationality. The used
procedure, however, is likely to be more applicable
when targeting academics in the Nordic countries
compared with, for example, the United States or the
United Kingdom, where there is a larger and more
diverse immigrant population with a longer history in the
host country. We therefore focused on this region. More-
over, we mainly targeted university environments with a
known large percentage of international employees, such
as departments within the natural sciences.

We subsequently invited the identified individuals to
participate in our study by answering an online question-
naire with a focus on intercultural collaborations in aca-
demia. We collected a total of 1274 full observations
from this initial survey, which corresponds to a comple-
tion rate of 32%.

In the survey, participants were informed that we
were interested in obtaining information about a specific
collaborative relation between the expatriate and a local
collaboration partner in their department but that this
part of the survey was voluntary and that we were also
thankful for the individual response. We informed partic-
ipating expatriates that if they provided the name and
e-mail address of the local department member they had
collaborated the most with during the last year, we would
ask this person to rate different qualities of the work rela-
tionship and the expatriate as a person. It was mentioned
that this would provide us with more objectivity and a
different perspective in our analysis. We also stated that
no individual responses would be identified and that data
would only be analyzed in the aggregate. We thereby
made sure that respondents understood exactly what par-
ticipation as a dyad member meant in this study. As such,
our recruitment approach uses the procedures most com-
monly applied by relationship studies in psychology,
where dyads members often rate their relationship and
each other on a number of dimensions (e.g., Barton
et al., 2020).

LINGUISTIC CAPITAL AND STATUS 5



Eventually, 884 expatriates provided us with contact
information and permission for a second survey. In the
invitation letter to the local collaboration partners, we
described the procedures of the survey and mentioned
that their information (name and e-mail address) had
been provided by an expatriate collaboration partner,
because they were the local person that the expatriate
had worked with the most during the last year. It was
mentioned that the survey focused on the working rela-
tionship between them and the expatriate and that they
would be asked questions about the expatriate and the
nature of their work relation. Because it can be dis-
tressing to answer sensitive questions about close peers,
we stated that participation was entirely voluntary, that
all responses were confidential, and that the expatriate
would not be informed about their participation or non-
participation. We did not send reminders to this group
after the initial invitation as to not put any pressure on
them due to the delicate nature of our request.

The target population of this study consisted mainly
of academic expatriates in Northern Europe (Denmark,
Sweden, Norway, and Finland) who had experience with
international collaboration as a part of their daily work.
Because we focus on the elucidation of the effects of
English and local language skills in this study, we later
excluded expatriates in countries in which English is the
main language and collaboration partners who were not
of host country origin. Overall, we could match 171 expa-
triates with collaboration partners fulfilling all criteria.

Sample

The expatriate academics in the matched pair sample
were on average 42.14 years old (SD = 10.25); most of
them were male (70.8%), and more than half (66.1%) also
indicated that they were married. The expatriates had
spent on average 10.55 years of in the host country at the
time of the survey (SD = 7.36). On average, the expatri-
ates had been working for their current employer for
7.14 years (SD = 5.77). A large number of participants in
the study had a Western nationality and came from coun-
tries such as Germany (8.8%), the United States (8.2%),
or Italy (6.4%); 55% were in professorial ranks, that is,
full professor, associate, or assistant professor, or (senior)
lecturer, respectively; 14.6% were PhD students, and
21.6% were employed as research and/or teaching assis-
tants. The remaining individuals mainly worked as post-
docs (5.8%). Most individuals worked in Northern
European countries, such as Denmark (29.8%), Finland
(29.2%), Sweden (21.6%), and Norway (6.4%).

Instrument

Expatriates’ collaboration performance was measured via
the use of three items of the scale developed by

Earley (1987). Peers rated the performance of expatriates
in their collaboration on a 7-point Likert-scale, ranging
from (1) “Very poor” to (7) “Very good” (alpha = 0.85).
A sample item inquires about “Your collaboration part-
ner’s level of performance quality”.

Academic reputation was gauged through asking peers
the following direct question: “Within your immediate
work group’s research field how would you rate this per-
son’s academic reputation?” The responses to this ques-
tion spanned from (1) “Among the highest 1 percent of
the field’s researchers” to (7) “Lower than 86 percent of
the field’s researchers.” This variable was reversed later
so that higher scores on this scale would correspond to
the expatriate having a more favorable academic
reputation.

Language proficiency was captured by the use of a
four-item 7-point scale from Gallagher (2013). Peers
rated expatriate academics’ language proficiency on a
7-point Likert-scale, ranging from (1) “Very poor” to
(7) “Very good.” Sample items are “His/her general
English language skills are” and “His/her oral English
language skills are” (alpha = 0.94). The same scale was
applied to gauge local language proficiency. Items were
adapted accordingly to refer to the local language. A
sample item reads “His/her oral local language skills are”
(alpha = 0.96).

To account for alternative explanations affecting the
performance of expatriate academics in collaborations,
we accounted for aspects specific to the relationship
between expatriates and their peers. Based on the infor-
mation provided by expatriates and their peers, we cre-
ated to additional variables and controlled for the
influence of gender (dis)similarity (0 = dissimilar,
1 = similar) and differences in age (years). Further, we
took expatriates’ work adjustment into account
(Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al., 2005). We used the three-item
work adjustment scale by Black and Stephens (1989).
One sample item refers to adjustment regarding “specific
job responsibilities” (alpha = 0.81). Expatriates rated
their work adjustment on a 7-point Likert scale, spanning
from (1) “Very Unadjusted” to (7) “Completely
Adjusted.” Moreover, we included tenure (years) and
duration of the collaboration (years) as controls. Finally,
we created a dummy differentiating between expatriates
from home countries in which English is a main language
(=1) and others (=0).

Preliminary analyses

Before conducting hypotheses tests, we carried out confir-
matory factor analysis (CFA) in AMOS using the maxi-
mum likelihood (ML) estimator. We defined English
language proficiency, local language proficiency, work
adjustment, and collaboration performance as first-order
structures. Factors were allowed to be correlated. The
results of CFA indicate that our measurement model fits
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the data well: CMIN/DF = 1.065; comparative fit index
(CFI) = 0.998; Tucker–Lewis index (TLI) = 0.997; root
mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = 0.019
(see, e.g., Byrne, 2001). Next, we tested convergent and
discriminant validity. The average variance extracted
(AVE) by each factor was above 0.5, which indicates suffi-
cient convergent validity (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). Like-
wise, the AVE was higher than any of the squared
correlations between factors, which suggests that factors
are distinct (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). To assess the influ-
ence of common method bias, we conducted Harman’s
single factor test. However, the majority of variance
accounted for by a single factor was only 35.34%, which is
below the threshold of 50%. To mitigate concerns related
to multicollinearity, we mean-centered variables involved
in interactions (Aiken & West, 1991). The highest variance
inflation factor (VIF) was 2.14 and is, thus, well below the
threshold of 10 (Field, 2013). This lends support that our
analyses are not distorted by multicollinearity.

RESULTS

Table 1 provides the descriptives for the variables
included in the present study. We tested our hypotheses
using hierarchical regressions in SPSS version 27. We
entered the control variables in Step 1. In Step 2, we
added academic reputation. In the following Step 3, we
included the moderators English language proficiency
and local language proficiency. In Step 4, the interaction
terms were entered into the model.

In Model 1 (see Table 2), only one of the control vari-
ables had a significant effect on the dependent variable
performance in collaborations (Adj.-R2 = 1%). In Step

2, we expanded the model with the introduction of our
independent variable—academic reputation. The inclu-
sion of this variable increased Adj.-R2 by 16%. Accord-
ingly, Model 2 explained 17% of the variance in the
dependent variable. Consistent with our prediction, we
found a positive relationship between academic reputa-
tion and collaboration performance (B = 0.30,
SE = 0.05, p < 0.001). Thus, H1 was accepted. Next, in
Step 3, we added the moderators—English language pro-
ficiency and local language proficiency. While a signifi-
cant relationship was identified between English
language proficiency and collaboration performance
(B = 0.44, SE = 0.08, p < 0.001), no association was
found for local language proficiency and collaboration
performance (B = �0.03, SE = 0.04, p = 0.48). The
Adj.-R2 for Model 3 is 29%. To assess the presence of the
contended interactions, the respective interactions terms
were included in Model 4. This led to an increase in Adj.-
R2 of 2% (Adj.-R2 = 31%). The inspection of the two
interactions terms shows that English language profi-
ciency moderates the association between academic repu-
tation and collaboration performance (B = �0.13,
SE = 0.05, p = 0.012). This supports H2a. In contrast,
the interaction term representing the presumed moderat-
ing effect of local language proficiency was not signifi-
cant (B = 0.01, SE = 0.03, p = 0.70). Thus, H2b was
rejected. To enhance the interpretation of the identified
interaction, we followed recommendations of Aiken and
West (1991) and visualized the interaction. We depicted
the relationship between academic reputation and collab-
oration performance at low (�1SD) and high values
(at the maximum of the scale, because +1SD would have
been 0.18 points outside the range of the scale) of the
moderator in Figure 2. As can be seen, in line with our

TABLE 1 Means, standard deviations, and Pearson correlations

Variables Mean SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10.

1. Tenure 7.14 5.77 1

2. Collaboration
duration

5.68 4.81 0.44** 1

3. Home language
English dummy

0.27 0.45 0.17* 0.14 1

4. Work adjustment 5.95 0.92 0.19* 0.23** 0.05 1

5. Gender similarity 0.65 0.48 0.11 �0.08 �0.10 �0.01 1

6. Age difference �5.34 14.77 0.39** 0.12 0.15* 0.10 0.15* 1

7. Academic reputation 4.44 1.35 0.16* 0.28** 0.14 0.19* 0.06 0.10 1

8. English language
proficiency

6.27 0.91 0.17* 0.17* 0.35** 0.19* �0.04 0.16* 0.36** 1

9. Local language
proficiency

4.14 1.74 0.23** 0.16* �0.11 0.05 �0.01 0.03 0.15 0.26** 1

10. Collaboration
performance

5.97 0.95 0.10 0.09 0.17* 0.01 0.01 �0.01 0.42** 0.48** 0.11 1

Note: N = 171.
*p < 0.05. **p < 0.01 (2-tailed).
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theorizations, the positive relationship between academic
reputation and collaboration performance is attenuated
at high levels of English language proficiency. At low
levels of English language proficiency, the relationship
becomes stronger.

DISCUSSION

The aim of this study was to explore how the language
skills of expatriate academics interacted with their per-
sonal reputation and what effect this interaction had on

TABLE 2 Results of regression analysis predicting collaboration performance

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Collaboration
performance

Collaboration
performance

Collaboration
performance

Collaboration
performance

Tenure 0.01
(0.02)

0.02
(0.01)

0.02
(0.01)

0.01
(0.01)

Collaboration duration 0.01
(0.02)

�0.01
(0.02)

�0.01
(0.02)

�0.01
(0.02)

Home language English dummy 0.36*
(0.17)

0.27
(0.15)

�0.00
(0.15)

0.07
(0.15)

Work adjustment �0.01
(0.08)

�0.07
(0.08)

�0.12
(0.07)

�0.11
(0.07)

Gender similarity 0.07
(0.16)

�0.01
(0.14)

0.02
(0.13)

0.01
(0.13)

Age difference �0.01
(0.01)

�0.01
(0.01)

�0.01
(0.01)

�0.01
(0.01)

Academic reputation - 0.30***
(0.05)

0.22***
(0.05)

0.23***
(0.05)

English language proficiency - - 0.44***
(0.08)

0.30**
(0.10)

Local language proficiency - - �0.03
(0.04)

�0.01
(0.04)

Academic reputation � English language
proficiency (interaction)

- - - �0.13*
(0.05)

Academic reputation � local language
proficiency (interaction)

- - - 0.01
(0.03)

Adj.-R 2 0.01 0.17 0.29 0.31

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. N = 171.
*p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.

F I GURE 2 Interaction plot of academic
reputation and English language proficiency
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peers’ perceptions of expatriate academics’ collaboration
performance. In line with our hypotheses, the empirical
study shows a positive relationship between academic
reputation and perceived collaboration performance but,
more crucially, that this relationship is attenuated by
English language skills. However, unexpectedly, we did
not find a moderating effect of local language skills.
Next, we discuss the implications of our findings.

General theoretical contributions

Our study contributes to theory in the language-sensitive
literature in international business and management
(e.g., Karhunen et al., 2018; Tenzer et al., 2017) as well as
expatriate management research (e.g., Bhaskar-Shrinivas
et al., 2005; Care & Donohue, 2017; Selmer &
Lauring, 2015). The developed model confirms outcomes
of the influence of language on work, by highlighting the
role of expatriate academics’ English language skills and
by expanding theory of the relationship between language
and status in organizations and between perceptions of
language proficiency and professional abilities (Sliwa &
Johansson, 2014; Zhang & Lauring, 2019). Earlier
research of expatriate language skills has mostly empha-
sized the role of local language skills in intercultural
adjustment (Selmer, 2006; Zhang & Peltokorpi, 2016).
However, we extend the scope to cover the influential
nature of English as a lingua franca, as well as outcomes
beyond intercultural adjustment of expatriates. We hence
extend the nomological network of language in the context
of expatriation.

In the neighboring international business and man-
agement literature, qualitative research has shown that
language skills may influence the status of employees
(e.g., Marschan-Piekkari et al., 1999; Neeley, 2013;
SanAntonio, 1987). However, to our knowledge, the
moderating effect of language skills has not been
explored as such, and none of the existing studies have
assessed the connection between language and reputation
on a larger scale, nor pitted the effects of English and
local languages against one another. Whereas prior
research of language and status indicates that employees’
common organizational language proficiency influences
how their colleagues perceive them, our findings suggest
that language skills may buffer the effect of existing repu-
tation on peers’ perception of current collaboration per-
formance. As a result, for individuals with high English
language proficiency, the effect of reputation on collabo-
ration performance becomes diminished.

Another important contribution rests on the fact that
we did not find any effect of local language skills, as com-
pared with the common organizational language. Few
studies have compared the effects of local and common
language proficiency. Our research demonstrates that
English as a common organizational language is more
important to master than the local language—at least in

an expatriate academic context. Although this may be
different in private businesses, many firms, particularly in
Northern Europe, are currently moving more and more
towards the use of English language in daily activities
and as such may experience similar effects.

Contribution to the literature on language and
status in organizations

Our study not only confirms but also extends prior
research of language and status in organizations, which
has mostly examined the direct link between the two con-
cepts (Neeley, 2013; Neeley & Dumas, 2015; Neeley
et al., 2012). Several studies have found that languages
carry status in organizations for a number of reasons.
Either a common language policy may stipulate which
language employees must use for internal communication
or certain languages are by default considered important
to know due to local contextual circumstances
(Lønsmann, 2014). In turn, knowing such a language
may become a key skill, or a form of capital, that an
employee must utilize in order to be regarded as compe-
tent among colleagues. Our findings specify this relation-
ship, by showing that skills in English, as the common
language in academia, diminish the effects of lower status
when peers assess the collaboration performance of their
expatriate colleagues.

Career advancement opportunities are a further
dimension that could explain our findings. Neeley and
Dumas’ (2015) study of “unearned status gain” following
an “English only” mandate in a Japanese organization
showed that native English speakers experienced “an
unexpected and unsolicited increase in the relative
esteem, prestige, or standing of individuals or groups
resulting from the organizational selection and elevation
of a specific characteristic as valuable” (p. 15). One of the
dimensions that the authors found to capture the experi-
ence of the native English speakers was anticipation of
career advancement linked to their fluency in the com-
pany language. English is also a key language in the uni-
versities that our data stem from, as being able to publish
and network internationally is gaining importance when
evaluating scholarly careers. This is in line with
language-sensitive research, which has found that com-
mon language knowledge, such as English, may facilitate
career advancement (Vaara et al., 2005; Latukha
et al., 2016) through high-status bridging functions and
tasks (Marschan-Piekkari et al., 1999). Here, too, one
may conclude that academics who display strong English
skills thus meet the expectations for high-status
behavior (Burgman et al., 2011; Rummel, 1975; Tiedens
et al., 2000). They are thereby perceived to have sufficient
qualities needed for advancement opportunities (Jones &
Pittman, 2014) and are valuable to academic institutions
that emphasize international scholarship. The opposite
may be the case for employees with low English skills.
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This may also be a result of local language skills not hav-
ing the same effect. In academia, linguistic capital derived
from English proficiency, compared with local language
skills, is higher and can thus better compensate for insuf-
ficiencies in other types of symbolic capital, such as aca-
demic status. This, however, could be different in other
types of organizations where the local language holds a
more prominent position and may function as more valu-
able capital (Pudelko & Tenzer, 2019). More research
comparing the effects of common versus local languages
needs to be conducted in order to draw conclusions with
greater certainty.

Contribution to literature on language
management and multilingual organizations

Our findings also have implications for the wider litera-
ture on language management and multilingual organiza-
tions beyond considerations of status. The importance of
expatriate academics’ English language skills for perfor-
mance and the relationship between status and perfor-
mance highlight the potential individual use of linguistic
capital in responding to linguistic pressures in the work-
place. Thus, we confirm prior research of the potential
negative outcomes of a mismatch between employee lan-
guage skills and linguistic workplace requirements, either
through policy or informal contextual factors
(Lønsmann, 2014, 2017). Previous research of English and
other organizational language policies emphasizes the
importance of matching direct and indirect common lan-
guage expectations from employees with their abilities, as
an inconsistency may create challenges in internal commu-
nication (Fredriksson et al., 2006; Sanden, 2018; Swift &
Wallace, 2011). Studies of mismatches between language
policy and employee skills have found consequences such
as communication avoidance, anxiety, tension between
employees, and, as discussed earlier, status loss (Harzing
et al., 2011; Neeley, 2013). Research has also found infor-
mal contextual language pressures at the workplace to
have negative impacts on the careers of employees who
cannot meet them (Sanden & Kankaanranta, 2018).

When shifting focus from the role of English on an
organizational level, our study also has implications for
the actor-centric literature on linguistic agency and
power. Our findings are in line with research conceptual-
izing language as a social practice and attributing more
agency to employees, who are perceived to navigate the
linguistic organizational landscape with conscious strate-
gies (Gaibrois & Steyaert, 2017; Steyaert et al., 2011).
Here, employees may utilize their linguistic repertoire in
order to negotiate desired outcomes in different work situ-
ations. In the context of this study, English language skills,
as opposed to local language proficiency, appear as valu-
able linguistic capital and as a key individual resource,
which employees must master and use in order to perform
well and capitalize on the benefits of high status. In the

language as a social practice perspective, one may thus
alternatively focus on English language skills as a resource
rather than viewing them as a static factor increasing or
decreasing organizational power as a possessive.

Contribution to the literature on expatriate
performance and expatriate academics

The expatriate literature has long searched for the most
influential factors behind expatriate performance. A wide
range of organizational HR management, adjustment-
related, personal, contextual, nonwork, and cultural factors
have been proposed (Care & Donohue, 2017). Few empiri-
cal studies (Mol et al., 2005; Zhang & Lauring, 2019) have
tied language skills to performance, and most have found
links between language skills and various facets of inter-
cultural adjustment (Froese & Peltokorpi, 2013; Selmer &
Lauring, 2015; Zhang & Peltokorpi, 2016). By focusing on
English language, our study contributes to expatriate man-
agement theory by establishing the influential role of this
language in addition to local languages.

Expatriate management research has found expatri-
ates to operate in complex environments that require
them to possess a diverse set of skills. The requirements
will vary based on the type and length of expatriation,
but they often relate to the context that the expatriate
operates within (Tenzer & Schuster, 2017). Although
expatriate academics may differ substantially from the
categories traditionally researched in this field, they also
work in a foreign country, where the local language is
most often different from their first language. Studies
emphasizing the cognitive strain of working in a foreign
language suggest that academic work may be difficult in
foreign language contexts (Volk et al., 2014). However,
English language skills in our study appear as a facilitat-
ing factor. One could thus speculate that when English
proficiency is low, the cognitive strain is higher, thus
impeding performance, and vice versa.

Practical implications

The results of our study confirm the practical relevance
of language underlined in extant language-sensitive inter-
national business and management research (Tietze
et al., 2014). First, by demonstrating the relationship
between perceived language skills and performance, we
show that academic and other knowledge-intensive orga-
nizations would benefit from being aware which lan-
guages are prominent in their linguistic landscape and
influence workplace relationships and the productivity of
their employees. By mapping the linguistic landscape of
the workforce and identifying both the formal and infor-
mal language-induced pressures on employees, employers
will be better positioned to understand which linguistic
challenges may inhibit collaborative performance. Such
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an overview would also highlight the opportunities in a
multilingual international workplace and which areas of
work employees may be redirected to if there is a mis-
match. Linguistic pressures also vary between types of
expatriates with different interaction patterns (Tenzer &
Schuster, 2017), making it necessary to accommodate
managerial practices further. The inclusion of language in
employee talks and reviews could be a component of the
awareness outlined above. Language could thus function
as one of the items that low performance or workplace dis-
comfort can be traced back to. Furthermore, given our
finding that perceptions of language proficiency influence
employee perceptions of their colleagues’ professional abil-
ities, linguistic differences or mismatching common lan-
guage proficiency could be included as explanatory factors
when solving workplace disagreements.

Second, our findings suggest that universities and
other white collar organizations could actively mitigate
the linguistic pressures through available HR and policy
tools. After having identified the linguistic landscape in
the shape of workforce profiles and context requirements,
it is crucial that the formal language policy and HR mea-
sures actually help employees towards fulfilling the
requirements. Language courses and language-sensitive
recruitment have been suggested in the past (Dowling
et al., 2013), but scholars have also proposed more com-
prehensive bottom-up approaches (Tietze et al., 2014).
For instance, when including language skills require-
ments in recruitment, organizations would benefit from
adapting these requirements to the linguistic domains
that the potential recruit is expected to operate within.
Thus, the balance between international multilingual and
local language interaction in one expatriate’s responsibili-
ties may be taken into account when assessing whether
an employee meets the language-related requirements of
their position. In academia, this may be the balance
between teaching tasks in the local language and interna-
tional research collaboration.

Third, the results of our research indicate that personnel
management in the academic sector and other international
organizations should invest in assessing the linguistic needs
of their employees when providing language training. As
such training may be a costly investment, employers would
benefit from maximizing the intended effect of language
courses on employee collaboration through context-
informed training packages. In this study, the host country
language proficiency does not seem to have much influence
on how individuals are perceived in a professional collabo-
rative relation. However, this may vary according to lin-
guistic pressures on employees in different organizational
and national contexts.

Limitations and further research

The following limitations should be considered in our
study. First, although we included variables from both

expatriate and collaborating local peers, both the foci
predictors and outcome variables originated from the
same source. Therefore, we cannot fully exclude that
the direct effect may to some extent be influenced by
common method bias. We tried to remedy this through
using a scale for the independent variable with a differ-
ent and somewhat more “objective” response category
assessing the functional position in the academic hier-
archy. Further, the results of Harman’s single factor
test imply that common method bias is not a severe
problem. For the moderation effect, we even have
fewer concerns as it has been established that interac-
tion effects are unlikely to be caused by common
method bias (Siemsen et al., 2010).

Second, the current study was conducted on expa-
triate and local academic researchers. Hence, the gen-
eralization of our results to other types of expatriates
has to be considered cautiously, as the type of posting
may influence how organizational members perceive
status. Although it has been argued that the differences
between the academic sector and the private sector
have diminished (Lauring & Selmer, 2011), the role of
language needs to be explored further in future studies.
The connection between language and personal status
could be examined in different contexts in further
research. Apart from the cross-cultural domain, inclu-
sive language management (Jonasson et al., 2018;
Lauring & Klitmøller, 2017) and openness to language
diversity (Lauring & Jonasson, 2018; Lauring &
Nygaard, 2022) are emergent themes in international
business and management as well as in expatriate
research. We therefore also urge scholars to explore the
role of language and status under different conditions
of linguistic inclusiveness.

Third, when using matched pairs for the analysis of
a relationship, there are limitations as well as advan-
tages. While there could still be biases connected to how
the ego rates the alter, and how the ego sees this rela-
tion, evaluations made by others tend to be less subjec-
tive than self-ratings. This is generally perceived as a
major advantage for overcoming validity problems for
self-report studies, not least connected to social desir-
ability bias (Kenny et al., 2020). For example, a person
would often be likely to exaggerate his or her own lan-
guage skills and reputation. However, in addition to
advantages of using peer ratings, the employment of
dyads could create a somewhat skewed sample, as those
with a positive relation to each other are more likely to
accept participation in such a study—what has often
been label the “selection effect” (Barton et al., 2020). It
is therefore likely that the mean level of the variable col-
laborative performance is higher than it would have
been had the total population of local collaborators
been included. However, in our analysis we have
focused only on correlations between variables and not
on mean levels. As such, a somewhat positively skewed
sample should not represent a problem for the
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interpretation of our results. We, therefore, argue that
the method applied is sufficiently strong to provide a
solid foundation for theory development.

Fourth, we identified expatriate academics by solely
using names and screening questions. Although this is a
common method for collecting samples in this field, there
could be some limitations. For example, some expatriates
may not be detected during this process if their name is
similar to those used in the local population. This could
yield a bias in the sample towards expatriates whose
names subjectively appear substantially different from
the common host country names (e.g., Asian names).
This, however, does not seem to be a large problem in
our sample as many expatriates in our study had a West-
ern nationality.

Finally, an additional limitation could be our interest
in person-to-person interaction. Whereas we have
focused on the micro level of language use and interper-
sonal collaboration, further studies could delve into
strategic partnerships between teams of academics similar
to what has been done in an inter-organizational
context (Malik & Bebenroth, 2018; Makowski-Komura
et al., 2020). Here, it is likely that different national
groups based on their language skills could gain or lose
status in cross-border collaboration. However, as acade-
mia is often a multicultural field with culturally diverse
teams, this would probably be more relevant to study
within private businesses. Using a different method to
further explore the findings of the current study may also
be a worthwhile endeavor. Here, it is important to note
that our quantitative data do not provide insight into the
details and contextuality of how language skills influence
the effect of status on performance. Qualitative or mixed-
methods case studies would provide more interactional
data on the conditionality and individual perceptions of
the importance of common or local language skills
(Karhunen et al., 2018). For example, qualitative
research is useful for assessing the processual dynamics of
the interplay between personal abilities, peer perception,
and interaction frequency (i.e., vicious or virtuous cycles).
Hence, the relationships indicated in our research could
be explored further using a qualitative design. For
instance, our correlational results may be applied as a
point of departure for developing a process model of the
interaction between different mechanisms for individual
social status change through language use in interna-
tional workforces. This research could, for example,
explore how dynamics in the relation between spoken
language in formal and informal situations, on the one
hand, and peer contact, on the other hand, affect the indi-
vidual’s position in the group.
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