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Background 
The Edinburgh Exchange provides a forum to stimulate dialogue and ideas exchange between businesses 
and the University, with a view to defining and developing the attributes and mind-set that characterise 
capable students and effective graduate employees.   
 
The second Exchange forum focused on Multilingualism – Benefits and Challenges. Academics and 
employers were encouraged to consider the importance of multilingualism as a contributor to academic and 
career success. 
 
The event attracted interest from a good spread of academic schools, support services and the Students’ 
Association. We were joined by staff from the following organisations: Amazon, British Council, Clansman 
Dynamics, Cosmopolita Scotland, Edinburgh Acting School/Bilingual Theatre, Harvey Nichols, Iberdrola, 
Lingoflamingo, Rabbie’s Tours/Edinburgh Tourism Action Group, Royal Society of Edinburgh, RSA Scotland, 
Scottish Council for Development and Industry, Scottish Government, Scottish National Centre for Languages 
and Visit Scotland. 
 
Summary of presentations 
Professor Antonella Scorace set the scene, sharing that a lack of language skills costs the UK economy an 
estimated £48billion p.a. A quick tour of the research illustrated that languages not only improve 
communication, encourage trade with a greater number of international partners and help in the 
understanding of cultural differences, but they also bring specific cognitive advantages for business skills 
such as: 

o Better awareness of other people’s perspectives 
o Better control of attention and ability to handle conflicting information 
o More rational decision making and prioritising 
o ‘Soft power’ in negotiating 
o Ability to see things from others’ perspectives  

Ross Martin, Chief Executive of Scottish Council for Development & Industry highlighted the pressing need 
for language and intercultural skills to grow Scotland’s export markets which is currently hampered by a lack 
of these skills. Robin Worsnop, Chief Executive of Rabbie’s Small Tour Groups and Chair of Edinburgh 
Tourism Action Group, speaking as a small business owner and also on behalf of the tourism sector shared 
his frustrations in recruiting suitable multilingual staff. He identified cultural awareness and the ability to 
communicate in other languages as essential to attracting international tourists to Scotland and offers higher 
salaries to individuals with additional language skills.  
 



Caitlin Craig, an alumna in Developmental Linguistics, shared her experiences of developing language skills 
and a global mindset before and during her time at the University of Edinburgh, which she now makes full 
use of in her role at the Spanish Engineering firm, Iberdrola. The majority of her HR team are bilingual and 
the company strongly encourages workplace language learning using tools such as coffee breaks and team 
breakfasts in different languages. 
5 
Key points from round-table discussions 
The following represents a summary of the essence of the wide-ranging discussions: 

• Behaviours particularly associated with multilingual students/employees were identified as: 
o Collaboration 
o Open-mindedness 
o Adaptability, resilience 
o Confidence in new situations 
o Ability to bring a different perspective 
o Tolerance/patience 
o Communication skills (even in own language)/diplomacy 

 
• Benefits which multilingual students can bring to the University/workplace include: 

o Improved teamwork as multilinguals tend to be open to new ideas and to others’ 
perspective based on cultural understanding or willingness to learn about new cultures, an 
acceptance that there are other ways of doing things (culturally/ linguistically) and 
flexible/adaptable in lateral thinking and problem solving. 

o Increased resilience and ability to cope with/accept misunderstandings developed through 
speaking another language which inevitably involves making mistakes and being 
misunderstood/misunderstanding others.  

o Ability to use language and communication skills tactically. 
o Better business practice – when conducting business abroad, the formal meetings might be 

conducted in English but the social aspect (often most important part of making a deal) will 
be in local language – monolinguals may miss that chance. 

o Multilinguals notice and understand the vital non-verbal cues which can have different 
meanings in different cultures.  

Encouraging language learning 
• There is a shared responsibility for universities and the business community to promote cultural 

change and create a situation in which the real and direct need for another language in the 
workplace is an obvious and high priority. Potential hook for people to invest the required time and 
energy (and in some cases money) are the cognitive and employability benefits, which need to be 
made clear. 

• Need to “normalise” language learning and speaking. Some creative ways to do this include: 
o  “Celebrity” language endorsement – foreign languages endorsed/spoken by newsreaders, 

prominent people, e.g. in media and sport 
o Using informal learning methods which are practical and make people think (and speak) on 

their feet (e.g. bilingual drama sessions, Tandem Language programme at the University of 
Edinburgh where students meet over a coffee and take turns practising each other’s 
language). 



• Develop courses/products that help people get what they want from the language rather than 
imposing academic expectations, recognising that not everyone wants to pass an exam or become 
fluent. 

• Develop range of case studies which demonstrate how language skills can be acquired beyond 
living/working abroad (recognising that ‘immersion experiences’, such as work placements or 
internships abroad can present challenges, such as access for certain sectors of society as well as 
limited effectiveness in large groups).  

• Encourage students and employees to take risks. Reluctance to learn language, or to use existing 
language skills is often associated with a lack of confidence – need to promote message that you do 
not need to speak like a native to be able to communicate. 

• The capacity to learn other languages is as valuable as existing knowledge of other languages. 
• Important to ensure quality language teaching in schools – the University is introducing a new 

course in Primary School Teaching and German. 
• Encourage equal access to language learning by promoting opportunities for cultural/language 

exchange through free schemes, e.g. ERASMUS exchanges for students and town twinning 
programmes open to all. 

 
Supporting the development of multilingualism in students/employees 

• Organisations need to be explicit about the value they place in multilingualism, covering all 
languages, including those of ethnic minorities. This value goes beyond the technical ability to 
communicate in another language to other cognitive and cultural benefits. 

• Universities are ideally placed to encourage language learning in monolingual students thanks to 
their expertise in a broad range of languages and access to courses. Students are also more likely to 
be willing to engage with language activities whilst at university. 

• Offer free/subsidised language courses. (N.B. Office of Lifelong Learning courses are available at a 
discount to University staff and students but not in all languages. This may imply a perceived value of 
Western European and Chinese languages as opposed to community or minority languages). 

• Universities could consider setting additional languages as a minimum entry requirement on a par 
with English and Mathematics which would encourage widening children’s access to language 
learning in all schools. 

• Implement 1+1 language learning (all students learn an additional language to their native tongue) 
for all students across all disciplines. 

• Companies with multilingual staff could set up “tandem” programme where employees volunteer 
their time to teach others, ideally with some form of recognition and training for employees built in. 

• Introducing language through cultural awareness training may be more successful than straight 
language courses, offered in work time.  

• Create micro-cultures in the workplace or on campus with the aim of opening people’s minds to 
other cultures even if they can not learn a language (e.g. themed food nights, events with local 
communities etc.). 

• Employers could help by designing their recruitment publicity and processes to underline the fact 
that language gives an employability edge. 

• The University could help by getting the student to sell their language skills better – often 
undervalued and placed at bottom of CVs [see leaflet produced by Bilingualism Matters and the 
Careers Service: Selling your Language Skills to Employers]. 


