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About IPSOS: Founded in 1975, 

Ipsos is the third-largest market research 

company in the world, with offices 

in over 85 countries and research 

coverage in over 140 countries. Ipsos 

offers unparalleled local knowledge 

paired with a networked global approach 

to project management and quality 

control; its expertise spans advertising, 

customer loyalty, marketing, media and 

public affairs research, as well as 

evaluation, forecasting, modeling and 

consulting. The company’s full line of 

custom, syndicated, omnibus, panel, and 

online research products and services is 

guided by industry experts and bolstered 

by advanced analytics and methodologies.

About ETS: ETS serves individuals, 

educational institutions and government 

agencies by providing customized 

solutions based on rigorous research for 

teacher certification, English-language 

learning, and elementary, secondary 

and postsecondary education, and by 

conducting education research, analysis 

and policy studies. Founded as a 

nonprofit in 1947, ETS develops, 

administers and scores more than  

50 million tests annually — including the 

TOEFL® and TOEIC® tests, the GRE® tests 

and The Praxis Series® assessments — 

in more than 180 countries at over 9,000 

locations worldwide. For more than 

30 years, the TOEIC test has been the 

global standard for measuring workplace 

English-language communication skills. 

The TOEIC assessment family, including 

the TOEIC Listening and Reading test, the 

TOEIC Speaking and Writing tests and 

the TOEIC Bridge™ test are used by nearly 

14,000 businesses, organizations and 

government agencies in 150 countries.



About WhyEnglishMatters: 
In 2014, the creators of the ETS TOEIC® 

Program launched WhyEnglishMatters.com, 

a comprehensive online resource dedicated

to showcasing the impact of English 

proficiency on global business. From the 

Documentary Series featuring leading 

multinational companies to infographics, 

research and articles on English proficiency 

in the workplace, WhyEnglishMatters.com 

brings together helpful information in one 

convenient place in order to advance the 

conversation about the impact of English 

on organizations worldwide.



In today’s competitive global market, 

effectively communicating with 

colleagues, customers and partners 

around the world is often a necessity. 

Having an English-proficient workforce 

is increasingly viewed as a business 

imperative for international success. 

With this in mind, the creators of the 

TOEIC® Program partnered with Ipsos 

Public Affairs to conduct a global survey 

of multinational companies around 

the world to assess their perspective 

on business challenges to global 

expansion. ETS and Ipsos Public 

Affairs surveyed 749 HR leaders of 

large, multinational companies in 

13 countries: Brazil, China, Colombia, 

France, Germany, Hong Kong, India, 

Indonesia, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, 

Mexico, and Russia.

Introduction



Methodology

The global survey of senior human 

resources decision makers was carried 

out through the use of Computer- 

Assisted Web Interviewing (CAWI).  

Individuals were identified by job 

classification on Ipsos online panels  

as well as partner panels. These 

individuals had already opted in to 

participate in various research studies.  

Invitations to participate in the global 

survey were sent to the email address 

provided during their initial panel opt-in 

process, and potential participants were 

provided the option of opting out of the 

study and any further communications.

The email invitations achieved a click- 

through rate (proportion of potential 

respondents who clicked the link included 

in the email invitation) of 12.95 percent. 

Of that percentage, 70.2 percent met all 

screening criteria for the research study, 

resulting in a final sample of N=749  

complete surveys. Weighting was then 

applied to ensure equal representation 

of each country in the research study 

(weighted N=61 per country).



“Globalization has changed us 
into a company that searches 
the world, not just to sell or to 
source, but to find intellectual 
capital — the world’s best 
talents and greatest ideas.” 
-Jack Welch, former chairman of GE

 

“A world community can exist 
only with world communication, 
which means something more 
than extensive short-wave 
facilities scattered about the 
globe. It means common 
understanding, a common 
tradition, common ideas and 
common ideals.” 
-Robert M. Hutchins, American educational 
philosopher and chancellor of the University 
of Chicago 

Experts and observers are fond of  

using phrases like “global village” to  

discuss increasing globalization and  

the inter-connectedness that such a  

situation suggests. Many examples  

of the increasingly global nature of  

business, society and culture can be 

found — brands such as Google®, Apple® 

and Coca-Cola® all cross political, social 

and cultural boundaries. Economies and 

financial markets are linked tightly so  

that fluctuations in one country can have 

serious impacts in others. But the two 

quotes hint at a central challenge:  

A global mode of communication is 

needed to collaborate, build ideas and 

grow business throughout the world. 

English is the only language used widely 

enough in business to be a unifying  

force enabling this idea of world  

communication in the workplace.  

But even as the use of English as the 

global language of business increases*, 

companies must be vigilant about  

assessing their current communications 

needs in the context of future growth.

Many 
examples of 
the increasingly 
global nature 
of business, 
society and 
culture can be 
found all across 
political, social 
and cultural 
boundaries.

Enabling World Communication in the Globalization Age

* Based on this survey’s findings and Harvard Business Review 
article “Global Business Speaks English,” May 2012.



Given this forward-looking perspective, 

companies need to ask questions that 

revolve around demands of the future. 

Rather than asking questions related to 

“where are we?” they must ask questions 

revolving around “where are we going 

and how are we going to get there?” 

By focusing on the future, companies 

can identify where shortfalls or gaps exist.

Since world communication enables 

operating in the global business 

community, it is particularly important 

that companies acknowledge and 

understand such communication gaps. 

To help understand the importance 

of communication in the international 

workplace, Educational Testing Service 

(ETS) and Ipsos Public Affairs recently 

conducted a global survey of multi- 

national companies in 13 countries 

to assess their perspective on business 

challenges to global expansion. More 

specifically, the survey investigated key 

questions about using English to  

achieve world communication and 

enable global business goals.  

In total, 749 senior human relations 

professionals at large multinational 

companies were surveyed. These 

individuals have a unique perspective  

on issues related to the use of English  

in the workplace, and how English may 

or may not meet current and future 

needs in the global marketplace. Their 

responses shed light on specific areas 

where gaps related to English-language 

skills in the workplace exist.

Overall, the results show that significant 

gaps exist in three key areas. Failure 

to address these gaps could hinder 

businesses from fully integrating into 

the global business community.  

These gaps exist in the areas of priority, 

proficiency and assessment. All of 

these gaps provide useful insights 

on the capability of large companies 

to more fully integrate into the global 

business community, and also shed 

light on the perceived costs and benefits 

associated with these gaps. Each one is 

discussed in turn here within.



One important gap identified relates 

to the priority placed on English- 

language skills in the workplace. 

This gap specifically addresses the 

extent to which companies are using 

English to enable global business 

activities. Overall, there is a strong sense 

that the need for English-proficient 

employees has increased over the past 

few years; nearly eight in 10 respondents 

(78 percent) globally report this 

sentiment. Even more respondents 

(81 percent) indicate that needs for 

proficiency will increase in the future.

However, fewer companies actively 

encourage their employees to improve 

English-language proficiency skills  

(62 percent). As such, the priority gap 

(the difference between the reported 

need and the demonstrated priority 

placed on meeting that need) is  

16 percentage points (Chart 1). In  

other words, at nearly one in five  

multinational companies, the priority 

placed on encouraging English-  

language proficiency among employees 

significantly trails the reported need for 

English-speaking employees.

How can 
businesses 
that do not 
sufficiently 
encourage 
employees 
to develop 
English-language 
skills truly expect 
to establish a 
workforce 
capable of global 
communication? 

Priority Gap
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Better allocation of 
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Perceived Bene�ts of English- 
Language Pro�ciency

Base: Respondents who exhibit
the priority gap

39%

41%

42%

44%

46%

51%

38%

38%

37%

36%

35%

34%

33%

31%

31%

25%

 

78%
62%Need for 

English– 
proficient 

employees has 
increased

Encourage 
English- 

language
proficiency

Priority Gap

Chart 1. Priority Gap

Base: All respondents (N=749)



This indicates a fundamental challenge. 

If the priority a business places on English- 

language proficiency lags behind the need 

for English speakers, the business could 

face short-term difficulties in integrating 

into the global business community due 

to problems communicating with clients 

and suppliers. More importantly, a lag in 

encouraging English proficiency could 

indicate that a business will increasingly 

fall behind competitors for whom English 

proficiency is a higher priority.

However, there is still a fairly clear 

perception that having an English- 

proficient workforce carries benefits. 

Roughly half of respondents with a 

priority gap believe that effective 

communication and better customer 

service are benefits of having employees 

with proficiency in English (Chart 2). To a 

lesser degree, these companies also see 

positive effects on the company brand 

and in attracting new clients.

Similarly, companies with a priority  

gap also see a number of potential  

business costs of having employees with 

low English language proficiency: loss  

of clients, misperceptions by customers,  

increased training costs and mistakes 

made on projects (Chart 3). However, they 

report these potential costs with  

less frequency than they mention the 

potential benefits of English proficiency. 

This suggests that for some companies, 

the potential benefits to the business  

are perceived to be insufficient to justify 

placing a higher priority on improving 

English proficiency.

In many ways, this situation holds the 

greatest risk for companies attempting to 

broaden their reach in a rapidly changing 

global economy. If they want to do more 

than keep up, they will need to place more 

internal emphasis on improving English 

skills. Companies that acknowledge this 

need, but see no reason to address it,  

may find themselves unable to keep  

up with the challenges of operating in  

a global environment.
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At its core, the proficiency gap is  

defined by the difference between  

perceptions of the importance of English 

in the workplace and the proficiency level 

of employees. Overall, the importance of 

English is seen as nearly universal, as 

shown by our survey. Nearly nine in  

10 respondents (87 percent) believe  

that English-language proficiency is  

important for employees at their  

company. Conversely, about two-thirds 

(65 percent) of respondents believe  

that English proficiency among their 

employees is adequate (Chart 4).  

This difference (22 percentage points) 

means that nearly one in four companies 

surveyed indicate that adequacy of 

English-language skills among employees 

trails the level of importance.  

The existence of this proficiency  

gap may signal a warning that many 

companies are ill-prepared for increasing 

globalization; communication challenges 

may obstruct business growth; and  

insufficient English proficiency may  

actually make it more difficult for  

companies to fully integrate into the 

global business community.

The prevalence of this gap suggests 

that many HR professionals at large 

companies acknowledge a need for 

additional English-language proficiency 

among their employees. The vast majority 

of respondents (87 percent) agree  

that English-language proficiency is 

important. In addition, those responsible 

for hiring already view English-language 

skills as a business enabler — about eight 

in 10 (81 percent) anticipate an increasing 

need for English proficiency in the future. 

This suggests that senior HR officials 

realize that in order to facilitate business 

success in the global marketplace in the 

future, employees will need proficiency 

in English.

For those companies exhibiting a 

proficiency gap, the potential business 

benefits of English proficiency appear 

more salient than among those 

companies that do not exhibit a  

proficiency gap. Thus, companies  

whose employees are lagging in terms  

of English-language proficiency are more 

likely to see positive value in increasing 

levels of proficiency. This is particularly 

true in the areas of communication and 

reputation (Chart 5).

Additionally, companies with a profi-

ciency gap are more likely to associate a 

number of business costs with lagging 

English-language proficiency. This holds 

true for direct, bottom-line costs such 

as missed sales opportunities as well as 

general communication difficulties 

such as misunderstandings, mistakes or 

errors on projects, and poor customer 

service (Chart 6).

The existence of a proficiency gap 

may have significant consequences for 

deepening participation in the global 

business community and/or keeping 

up with the pace of globalization.

Without a sufficient base of English- 

proficient employees, communication 

capabilities could be hindered to  

the point of affecting global  

business opportunities.

Companies that exhibit this gap  

also appear to be acutely aware that  

this mismatch between adequate  

proficiency and the importance of  

an English-proficient workforce carries 

potential risks. At the same time, these 

companies understand that bridging  

the proficiency gap can potentially 

enhance their business and produce 

significant benefits. 

Nearly one 
in four 
companies 
surveyed 
indicate that 
adequacy of 
English-language 
skills among 
employees trails 
the level of 
importance.

Proficiency Gap
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important
English-language 

proficiency for 
employees is 

adequate

Proficiency Gap

Chart 4. Proficiency Gap

Base: All respondents (N=749)



In the short term, until companies 

successfully eliminate the proficiency 

gap, they may experience longer times 

to find and hire qualified individuals 

needed for international work. In the 

longer term, the business community 

(particularly in markets with large 

proficiency gaps) may need to develop 

stronger ties with educational systems in 

their home country to facilitate English 

education and ensure a more qualified 

talent pool for future hiring. However, 

companies that recognize a proficiency 

gap at their workplace see the potential 

costs of their current condition and can 

also attempt to tackle this challenge 

to reap the benefits of being able to 

communicate globally.

Miscommunication of key information leading to errors
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Missed sales opportunities

Misunderstandings

Increased training costs

Cultural insensitivity when dealing with overseas partners

Misperceptions and frustrations among external (dissatis�ed) customers

Mistakes made on projects

Chart 6.
Di�erence in Perceived Business Costs
Based on Pro�ciency Gap

Base: Respondents who exhibit the pro�ciency gap;
respondents who do not exhibit the pro�ciency gap
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The relationship of English-language 

training to English-language assessment 

is a final area that helps illustrate whether 

multinational companies are making 

progress toward building global  

communication capabilities to enable 

business growth. The assessment gap 

can be defined as the difference between 

companies that assess proficiency at 

the completion of training programs 

and those that do not. A relatively small 

percentage of companies (24%) are 

assessing employees’ skill levels at the 

conclusion of English-language training. 

Among those companies who do provide 

training, less than half test participants  

at the completion of the program; 

at an aggregate level, only 24 percent  

assess English-language proficiency at 

the end of a training program (Chart 7). 

Based on this, the assessment gap is  

41 percentage points.

The existence of an assessment gap 

could lead to nonproficient employees 

being placed in situations where English 

proficiency is required and assumed, 

based on completion of a training 

program — and this could cause  

miscommunications, delays brought 

on by misunderstanding or even loss of 

business. Additionally, not determining 

the effectiveness of training could result 

in money wasted on nonperforming 

programs, and stunting the effectiveness/

growth that the training is intended to 

promote. It is not difficult to envision  

scenarios where negative business  

impacts occur due to a lack of English- 

language proficient employees.

However, more troubling is that among 

companies with an assessment gap, 

business costs and benefits are perceived 

as much less salient by the senior HR 

managers surveyed.

Across 15 separate potential business 

benefits that could result from having 

employees with strong English-language 

proficiency, companies that offer training, 

but not final assessment, are significantly 

less likely to perceive these benefits, 

trailing companies that do train and test 

by an average of 19 percentage points. 

The perceived benefits with the great-

est disparities include better customer 

service, working with diverse colleagues, 

building trust and relationships with 

clients and facilitating the sharing of 

information (Chart 8).

About two-thirds 
(65 percent) of 
HR professionals 
surveyed report 
their companies 
provide formal 
English-language 
proficiency 
training for 
employees.

Assessment Gap

65%
24%Provide formal

English-
language
training

Train and test for
proficiency at
completion of

program

Assessment Gap

Chart 7. Assessment Gap

Base: All respondents (N = 749)



Similarly, companies exhibiting an 

assessment gap are also less likely to 

perceive potential business costs that 

could result from having employees 

with poor English-language proficiency, 

trailing companies that both train and 

test by an average of fifteen percentage 

points (Chart 9). The largest differences 

in perceived costs exist with regard to 

loss of clients, misunderstandings, missed 

sales opportunities, poor customer 

service, and cultural insensitivity 

when dealing with overseas clients or 

colleagues. What does this mean for 

multinational companies? For those 

companies with an assessment gap, the 

relatively infrequent acknowledgment 

of potential business benefits and costs 

of English proficiency is more troubling. 

These companies do not appear to 

recognize how English-language 

proficiency can enable the broader 

capability of the company to compete 

and succeed globally, nor do they 

appear to perceive substantial levels of 

potential risk with inadequate English- 

language proficiency.  

This disconnect may explain why  

these companies do not currently  

test proficiency at the completion  

of training programs. But without 

assessing the outcome of training  

programs, these companies place  

themselves in the precarious position  

of trying to integrate further into the 

global business community without 

confirmation that their workforce is  

up to the task.
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Society, culture and business  

are increasingly global in nature.  

While the interconnectedness of  

individuals multiplies at a rapid pace, 

as Robert Hutchins states, “A world 

community can only exist with world 

communication.”  Communication is  

an enabler —it enables us to interact 

with others, share ideas and build  

communities. In terms of popular 

culture, brands provide a medium of 

communication.  In financial markets, 

exchange rates and stock prices  

provide a common context for  

communication. But in terms of  

business, English is the only language 

with a broad enough reach to facilitate 

global communication. 

As companies attempt to build up 

English-proficient employees to 

facilitate global business operations, 

many of them report shortfalls in 

various areas that relate to English-  

language usage, according to senior 

HR officials surveyed. Specifically, these 

shortfalls or gaps exist with respect to 

priority (company emphasis on building 

proficiency), proficiency (ability to  

effectively communicate in English) 

and assessment (testing for proficiency 

at the completion of training programs). 

Overall, these three gaps provide  

insight into corporate commitments  

to developing skills required to thrive 

in the global business community.  

Focusing on the importance of English, 

the prevalence of English-language 

usage in a business context, and  

English-language training are all valid 

in a business context, but this only 

answers the question of  “where are we?” 

In order to dig deeper and answer the 

question of  “where are we going and 

how are we going to get there?”  there 

needs to be a focus on identifying and 

resolving current shortfalls. Addressing 

these shortfalls today will allow compa-

nies to truly use English-language skills 

among their employees as enablers of 

global communication. Ultimately, the 

ability to communicate globally will 

help position businesses to compete 

and thrive in the global economy over 

the long term.

Conclusion





While every effort has been taken to verify 
the accuracy of this information, neither Ipsos nor the sponsor 

of this report can accept any responsibility or liability for reliance 
by any person on this white paper or any of the information, 

opinions or conclusions set out in this white paper.
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