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‘English Only’ Rules and Other Languages Part 1
Q: I own a small business with a diverse workforce of about 20 employees, about half of which speak another language in addition to English.  They adhere well to my “English Only” rule near work areas and around customers.  However --whether in the break room or the hallway-- employees often use a different language. I’m bilingual myself, but my mother taught me that it was bad manners to speak a different language around folks who don’t understand it.  Any advice?

A:  This is a great question.  In fact, I am going to answer it in two parts. This week let’s address what to do about conversations among and between employees. Next week we’ll address the legal implications of an “English Only” rule in the workplace. 

The good news is, having a diverse workplace benefits business by enabling you to tap into different perspectives including styles of creativity and problem solving.  A diverse workforce can also be interesting and fun as it allows team members to learn about different cultures from co-workers

But when employees use a language other than English, it means someone is going to feel left out or slighted.  I think most people would agree with your mother that this practice is rude, even if unintentional. 

After all, how would any of us feel if suddenly co-workers start speaking in a language we don’t understand?   At best we’d feel shut-out of casual talk.  At worst, suspicious of a conversation we can’t understand.  This can create barriers, leading to mistrust and bad feelings among employees. Ironically, the offenders often do this inadvertently.

As we’ll see next week, employers can’t always dictate what language employees use in every area of the workplace.  In some circumstances there’s no harm done in speaking another language if the conversations are private; outside of earshot of others.  What offends is when language is used as a tool of exclusion, or is perceived as such. 

 Your best bet is to train your staff, raise awareness about how speaking a different language may come across as rude to others and how everyone benefits from courtesy and civility. 
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