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1. Introduction 

1.1 The Great Divide: An Historical Overview of Language Conflict in Belgium  

Since securing its independence from the United Kingdom of the Netherlands in 1830, Belgium 

has been the scene of a language conflict between Northern Flanders and Southern Wallonia. The 

first few decades of the Belgian government were marked by heavy Francophonic dominance and 

reactionary conservationist campaigning by the underrepresented Flemings. As democratic ideals 

took hold, the divide only deepened, with the North veering towards conservative religiosity, and 

the South becoming steadily more liberal.  

The two World Wars saw Germany encourage the separatist movement and support the 

Flemings, most notably by building the first Flemish-language university in Ghent. The subsequent 

governmental post-war retribution against Flemish collaborators resulted in a reaffirmation of the 

Flemish identity and a demand for autonomy. In parallel, while Wallonia faced the collapse of their 

once-lucrative mining industry around 1960, Flanders had begun to capitalize on its coastline as a 

focal point for the growing oil and gas market, thereby gaining the economic upper hand 

(Dumoulin, 2006).  

Today, Belgium’s three official languages are French, Flemish, and German. The country 

is split into four ‘language areas’; the aforementioned three, as well as a bilingual area which 

corresponds to the Brussels-Capital Region. Though entirely located within Flanders, 88.5% of the 

population of Brussels-Capital speak good or excellent French, while only 23.1% speak Flemish 

at the same level. What’s more, 29.7% of Brussels-Capital residents speak good or excellent 

English (Janssens, 2013). This last statistic can be largely explained by Brussels’ status as capital 

and host of the European Union (EU), as well as the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). 

Ironically, while it has long been a point of contention between the North and South, and a platform 
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for heated linguistic debate, “Brussels is,” according to Robert de Primis, a political scientist and 

ex-advisor to the Belgian federal government, “The glue that is holding Belgium together.” This 

is perhaps true; but within the shared landscape, how uneasy is this linguistic coexistence? 

 

1.2 Organizational Outline  

The project proposed here seeks to explore the complex perceptions and attitudes governing the 

interactions between speakers of the French, Flemish, and English languages in the multinational 

workplace. To begin, I present an overview of relevant sociolinguistic studies, both in the interest 

of discovering a gap in the literature and as a baseline for methodology. In this section, I will 

prioritize commentary directly relevant to the present study. 

 

2. Background to the Current Study 

O’Donnell and Toebosch (2008) investigated “how many Belgians [spoke] what, where, and 

when” (2008: 161). In the highly politically-charged Belgian linguistic landscape, the authors 

observed that multilingualism was as much a divisive agent as it was a unifying one; and in light 

of this duality, deemed it essential to quantify this landscape as a baseline for understanding the 

resulting social implications. To do so, the language behavior survey by Janssens in 2001, as well 

as a survey by O’Donnell himself in 2000-2001, were used as a basis for O’Donnell and 

Toebosch’s discussion. Characteristically, the study focused on language usage, preference, and 

dominant languages in Brussels-Capital, rather than attempting to define and quantify levels of 

bilingualism. To begin, extensive background was provided regarding the sociopolitical and 

historical contexts of the study. Then, O’Donnell and Toebosch presented a qualitative 
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interpretation of the census data. They determined that “both Dutch1 and French speakers preferred 

English to the other major national language,” a finding which not only corroborated the French-

Flemish linguistic tensions, but also demonstrated the role of English as a lingua franca.  

Interestingly, O’Donnell and Toebosch elected to operationalize the concept of a dominant 

language by counting the number of linguistic domains where the speaker reported using the 

language. Though admissible in terms of removing the subjective opinion of the individual 

respondent, this definition did nothing to account for the relative importance of those domains. 

Furthermore, in a survey-based study where speaker preferences were at the forefront of analysis, 

there was little cause to functionalize language dominance when a single self-report would have 

sufficed.  

On a separate note, the survey design did rather cannily account for certain ideologies of 

its target population. Compared to Americans (for instance), Belgian people are by nature 

extremely polite, do not often volunteer information, and tend to keep to themselves; O’Donnell 

and Toebosch call this “innate politeness” (2008: 166). As such, Belgians are loath to directly 

criticize antagonistic parties; in the case of this study, the authors astutely predicted that their 

Francophonic respondents would have difficulty openly expressing dislike for Flemish, and vice 

versa. In a particularly representative example of this reticence, “One Francophone was so hesitant 

to declare a preference that, upon being probed, after an initially evasive answer, he stated ‘We 

prefer our maternal language.’” (2008: 166). In response to this potential obstacle, the authors 

designed the survey by scope and sequence, such that strictly factual questions pertaining to age, 

sex, and languages spoken, were gradually phased into more preference- and emotion-based 

queries.  

                                                 
1 Dutch is the official language of Flanders. However, the varieties of Dutch spoken in Belgium are referred to 

colloquially as Flemish.  
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The results of the study showed that, despite the economic resurgence of the Flemish north, 

linguistic defection was still more common among speakers of Flemish. In this way, many 

Flemish-speaking parents spoke only French to their children, but there was no equivalent trend 

for French-speaking parents. Indeed, “one Francophone explained his preference for French as his 

children’s dominant language with the following statement: ‘The reason is simple: Flemish is 

spoken by 6 millions [sic], French by 100 millions’” (2008: 166). Paradoxically, Francophonic 

parents were more likely to prefer equal French-Flemish bilingualism for their children, while 

Flemings wanted their children to know Flemish better than French. These contradictory trends, 

revelatory of the conflict between the relative economic usefulness and cultural relevance of the 

French and Flemish languages, required further investigation.   

In sum, O’Donnell and Toebosch provided a broad commentary of the linguistic landscape 

in Brussels that evoked deeper underlying French-Flemish tensions; they also touched upon the 

role of English in this landscape. However, both of these issues were confounded by the vastness 

of the study and require further attention. The next study, despite significantly widening its 

geographic umbrella, honed in on a linguistic milieu of interest to our project.  

In the 2014 study “And then we summarise in English for the others”: the lived experience 

of the multilingual workplace, Angouri and Miglbauer explored the challenges and opportunities 

of multilingualism at 12 European companies whose working language was English. Indeed, upon 

remarking that there was a “mismatch” between working language policy and an encouragement 

of diverse language use, the authors sought to probe the resulting gray area of linguistic fluidity. 

To do so, 40 in-person interviews were conducted with employees in senior- and junior-level 

management positions to investigate their perceptions of the roles of language in the workplace. 

The authors found that “language choice [was] dynamically negotiated between the interactants in 
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informal meetings and everyday interactions in the workplace” (2014: 147). Then, by probing the 

underlying ideologies at work, Angouri and Miglbauer discussed the major themes evoked by their 

participants.  

Angouri and Miglbauer’s methodology was limited in that it was exclusively qualitative. 

Indeed, the data used was obtained by “invit[ing] the interviewees to ‘talk through’ the linguistic 

landscape” of their place of work (2014: 154). Beyond a general assessment of the primary themes 

of discussion, a frequency count of topical buzzwords would have conferred quantitative validation 

to the analysis. In fact, the authors themselves acknowledged their influence on data elicitation and 

interpretation.  

Angouri and Miglbauer discovered several dominant discourses in their data, the first of 

which conflated the use of English with the multilinguistic workplace. This trend is revelatory of 

the perceived role of English as “the uncontested language of business” and a priority over local 

languages (2014: 155). Many interviewees referred to English as a ‘default’; even in cases where 

speakers in a group had several languages in common, conversing in the local language represented 

a marked choice.  

This trend of ‘expatriating’ English and ‘English first’ revealed the underlying construct of 

this language as a cosmopolitan symbol, indispensable to the identity of the ‘global worker.’ The 

authors detailed how the concept of multilingualism as a marketable asset belonged to the new 

‘culture of the self’ so inextricably linked to successful advancement in today’s international 

network. The focus on internationalism brought to light an ideological schism – upon which the 

authors did not elaborate at length – between expatriates and local staff, which manifested itself 

namely via a perceived superiority of expatriate hires and a renegotiation of local identity in the 

frame of cosmopolitanism.  
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The variable definitions of language competency represented an additional point of 

contention. According to one school of thought, achieving the ideal of ‘the native speaker’ was 

indispensable to constructing a professional persona. In this context, “the key [was] pure 

communication,” and communication was largely subject to subtext and subtle cues (2014: 164). 

However, an equally represented perspective described the threshold of English competence as 

suitable for instrumental use in international business. To this regard, one interviewee asserted that 

their “English [was] very good for what [they’d] signed up for” (2014: 164).   

From this duality arose a method of compromise, where official business was the domain 

of English, while dissemination of finer details was performed in local languages. In one interview, 

an employee explained the system: “((laughter)) well that’s very common (.) for you it must be a 

pain ((laughter)) uhh oh well you know when we can we speak to each other in our own language 

and the funny thing is that then we summarise in English for the others (.) hmm it’s quite interesting 

I suppose” (2014: 164). In this statement, both the sudden self-awareness of the system (“hmm it’s 

quite interesting I suppose”) and the system itself revealed the spontaneity and inherent ease with 

which speakers were able to negotiate multilingualism in the workplace.  

Angouri and Miglbauer’s discussion successfully posited the importance of multilinguistic 

study in the international workplace. However, their highly qualitative methodology, while 

appropriate for an initial blanket foray into the perceptions of language roles in the workplace, 

lacked specificity, thus opening up the possibility for future attitude studies in a more focused 

linguistic landscape.  

Mettewie and Van Mensel (2009) also studied Brussels with the aim of identifying and 

quantifying the languages used at private companies in the Belgian capital. The authors also 

attempted to determine the extent to which Brussels’ characteristic multilinguistic fingerprint 
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affected employment rates, and more generally the fiscal value of language skills in the local job 

market. To this end, Mettewie and Van Mensel combined the use of an online questionnaire with 

structured interviews of recruitment experts and human resources representatives. The authors 

determined that French was the language of choice as well as the lingua franca at local companies, 

followed by Flemish and English. Additionally, multilingual speakers were found to be more 

numerous than French-Flemish bilinguals. Lastly, the interview data indicated that, while difficult 

to quantify, the costs of multilingualism on private companies resulted principally from 

linguistically exacerbated communication problems in group settings.  

The methodology of the study was comprehensive, namely as it employed a ‘mixed 

methodology’ where the authors complemented and nuanced the numbers obtained through the 

survey with an interview portion. Furthermore, due diligence was conducted to “match the 

economic reality of the Brussels region as much as possible,” so that company size and sector 

parameters were taken into account for data analysis; in this way, some level of representativeness 

was ensured.  

In line with O’Donnell and Toebosch’s findings, there was a remarkably low number of 

French-Flemish bilinguals. Mettewie and Van Mensel proposed that this discrepancy was the result 

of certain language attitudes, specifically negative regard French and Flemish speakers had for 

their regional counterpart. However, while the authors hinted that these negative attitudes led to 

an increased lack of mutual understanding, they neglected to further probe the underlying social 

factors at play – rather surprising for a Sociolinguistica publication.  

Another interesting result of the study was the discovery that in the private sector, English 

was not the most common working language. Rather, French was the lingua franca, with Flemish 

coming in second place. That is not to say that the classification of English as third string must be 
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ignored; indeed, at private companies where there was no official policy to promote 

communication in English – as opposed to international companies or public organizations –, it 

was significant that English was employed at the frequency reported.   

Finally, Mettewie and Van Mensel discussed the concept of ‘human capital.’ By their 

analysis, multilingualism was unanimously perceived as a marketable asset in the capital of an 

individual. In this way, the value of multilingualism gave multilingual job-seekers higher 

expectations for employment than monolinguals. Consequently, a gap in the job market was 

created, along with an overabundance of entry-level jobs – which nevertheless required the same 

linguistic skills as their higher-paying counterparts.  

In sum, Mettewie and Van Mensel’s study touched upon topical issues of perceived 

language value, French-Flemish tensions, and the role of English. However, the private sector 

provided only a limited perspective on the French-Flemish-English dynamic. If a similar study 

were to be carried out in a so-called international workplace, then, how would the dynamic between 

those three languages differ?  

Krizsán and Erkkilä (2014) sought to discover multilingualism perceptions and practices at 

EU institutions whose official languages are French and English. Specifically, the authors 

considered the roles and uses of ‘Euro-English,’ a variant of English purged for the most part of 

colloquialisms, saturated by jargon, and characterized by varied pronunciation styles. To this end, 

900 questionnaires were distributed, followed by 17 semi-structured interviews conducted in the 

mother tongue of the participants. Krizsán and Erkkilä determined that language ranges were 

greatest in speakers’ free time, followed by the workplace and the home. It was also discovered 

that Euro-English was a more complex and layered tool than expected. Finally, the authors found 
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that for the most part, EU employees were hyperaware of the relationship between language and 

power, and changed languages accordingly to mitigate uneven power dynamics.   

Krizsán and Erkkilä’s methodology was comprehensive, first in that it paid note to the 

many parameters influencing language use. Their survey questions touched upon nationality, self-

reported language proficiency, and time spent in Brussels, to name but a few. The questionnaire 

itself was offered in English, French, and German, so that this initial selection provided an 

additional data point. A second major strength of the study was the use of a ‘mixed methodology’ 

to obtain a more complete set of data, which were then systematically analyzed by SPSS Statistics 

software. 

Most shrewd was Krizsán and Erkkilä’s commentary on the roles and perceptions of Euro-

English. Despite its official status as the epitome of a neutral lingua franca, in many situations the 

use of Euro-English was inextricably linked to connotations of power or prestige. Across the board, 

the interviewees demonstrated a high level of awareness of this subtext. For instance, English and 

French speakers sometimes switched out of their native languages in a mixed group so that all 

speakers would be on a level playing field. This was described as the officious ‘gentleman’s rule’: 

“This ‘rule’ is an unwritten agreement that in case of interpreters not being available at a 

negotiation each speaker should present his or her contributions either in English or French, but 

not in their mother tongue. That is, an English native speaker in this context is bound to use French 

and a French speaker must perform in English.”  (2014: 214)  

Similarly, native English speakers – hailing mostly from the UK – acknowledged their 

inherent advantage. Moreover, several of the interviewees had received training in how to speak 

EuroEnglish, specifically with respect to “standardized pronunciation patterns, the slower pace of 

speech and the avoidance of British cultural idioms” (2014: 211). 
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In conclusion, Krizsán and Erkkilä’s study offered a nuanced look at the linguistic 

landscape at EU institutions, with a particular focus on the perceptions and uses of Euro-English. 

However, the breadth of their themes limited the extent to which they were able to probe any 

particular linguistic dynamic; thus, a follow-up study might focus on the interactions of a particular 

subgroup of languages. 

 

3. Interim: Mind the Gap  

As evidenced by the review above, there exist a great deal of studies examining multilingualism in 

Brussels. However, the current literature has several gaps. First, the majority of existing Brussels-

based sociolinguistic studies explored either EU or NATO institutions, or the local private sector. 

Second, these studies regularly investigated all domains of language use, from the workplace to 

the home, providing a comprehensive but undetailed representation of language use. 

   In response to these points, my proposed project will look at the Brussels offices of 

multinational companies, which are more likely than local businesses to have English as a working 

language, but certainly pay less regard to language policy than the EU or NATO. Consequently, 

multinational workplaces in Brussels represent an excellent platform for naturalistic, 

comparatively unchecked French-Flemish-English interaction. 

As far as domains of use, this project will focus on the work environment exclusively, with 

the aim of more deeply exploring the nuances of language attitudes in a business setting. 

Additionally, it is expected that as the workplace itself comprises a large range of formality and 

tone, so will language practices and perceptions. 

   In short, while broad, census-type studies are instrumental in creating a context for more 

specialized investigation, they require significant resources and do not allow for in-depth 
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exploration of more specific sets of sociocultural circumstances. The current study aims to 

considerably narrow the scope of investigation and propose a research question which fills a gap 

in the current literature: What are the perceived roles and attributes of the French, Flemish, and 

English languages and speakers at multinational companies in Brussels? 

 

4. Field Project Proposal  

4.1 Methodology 

This project is designed as a language attitudes study with a mixed methodology (as demonstrated 

in Mettewie and Van Mensel, 2009). First, I will establish partnerships with the human resources 

departments of two Brussels offices of a multinational Fortune 500 company2 whose name is 

withheld here. I will carry out informal interviews with approximately 10 employees between these 

two sites. Second, I will cold-call eligible offices in Brussels requesting permission to disseminate 

a short online survey to their employees, with the aim of collecting 80 to 120 responses. 

 

4.2 Questionnaire Design 

The questionnaire will be disseminated via email to potential participants, accompanied by a short 

disclaimer and an option to opt out at any time, including upon completion of the survey. It will 

be available in English, French, and Flemish; the preliminary translations will be drafted by myself, 

and verified by native speakers of each language, preferably fluent bi- or trilingual speakers.  

The survey questions can be broken down into five categories corresponding to themes of inquiry. 

First, three scale-based questions probe the respondent’s level of association of English, French, 

and Flemish with adjectives pertaining to the relative formality, modernity, and internationality of 

                                                 
2 Company name withheld. 
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each language, respectively (Fig.1). These adjectives were selected to evaluate the professionalism 

as well as the temporal and geographical relevance speakers attribute to each language. The second 

section contains several short questions about self-reported language proficiency, native 

language(s), and homeland identification. These questions are designed to establish a basic 

linguistic profile of the respondent. The third set of questions explore domains of language use, 

with regard both to location of use and native language of interlocutors. The goal of this section is 

to highlight inconsistencies between the language(s) a respondent would prefer to use in a 

particular context – in a business meeting, for instance – and the language(s) they actually end up 

using in that context. The fourth section aims specifically to probe respondents’ perspectives on 

the Flemish language. Finally, the last section asks respondents about their perceived role of 

English in the workplace (Fig.3). 

 

4.3 Data Analysis 

Survey responses will be categorized by self-reported native language of the respondent. Then, the 

answers of native English, French, and Flemish speakers can be directly compared. I will 

investigate whether respondents’ self-reported proficiency in, and attitudes towards, English, 

French, and Flemish correlate with their language practices and preferences.  

 The data set will be sufficient to highlight descriptive trends, with the possibility of 

obtaining statistical data in a later study. 

 

5. Conclusion 

This project proposal, written in Fall 2016, outlined a field study that was conducted in July 2017. 

The initial results (from 12 interviews and 93 survey responses) indicate a complex pattern of 
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language perceptions and attitudes at the companies surveyed. Respondents generally selected 

English as a more modern and international language than French or Flemish. For the most part, 

respondents also readily agreed that English was the first business language, and that 

businesspeople should be able to speak it at least adequately. On the flipside, most respondents 

were wary to explicitly confirm that Flemish was threatened or in decline – many even skipping 

the question – but demonstrated an awareness of the phenomenon all the same; indeed, when 

prompted to suggest a cause of this possible decline, nearly a quarter of respondents mentioned 

English. For full results, see Foster 2017. 

 

6. Appendix 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Fig. 1 Scale-based question probing respondent’s perception of the relative modernity of English, 

Flemish, and French. 
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Fig. 2 Multiple choice questions comparatively exploring respondent’s actual versus preferred 

domains of use. 
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