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Francophone research

Laurent Filliettaz and Ingrid de Saint-Georges

Introduction

In the Francophone literature, the term ‘business discourse’ is seidom used to describe
the domam of applied linguistics devoted to the study of work {Bargiela-Chiappin et al.
2007). Instead, authors usually refer to thew area of research m 2 more general way, as
peing related to ‘language and work’ (Jangage et travail). This reflects the fact that research
on business discourse m the Francophone area tends to be affiliated with a disciplinary
field called “work analysis’ (anafyse du travaily or “activity analysis’ (anaiyse de Uacivité),
namely an mterdisciplinary domam of research and counselling practices not ongmally
linked to language sciences but to which lingmstics has contributed in an mmportant way
during the past few vears.

From a theoretical pomnt of view, “work analysts’ are primarily interested in under-
standing the complexities of contemporary forms of work. They also share an interest m
mmplementing orgamsational changes, and in contributing to the personal development
of workers 1n thetr professional environments, The orientation taken 1s thus not to study
work from a managerial perspective (with a focus on explicit rules or evalnations that
would be prescribed by the management), but from the potnt of view of ordinary workers
responsible for acting m the workpiace. :

The goal of this chapter 15 to introduce the area of ‘language and work’ (langage
¢t travail) developed within this Francophone tradition, and to discuss some of its
mam findings. To do so, we begin by contexualising the ‘language and work’ para-
digm historically. Next, we describe some of the methodological orientations of that
field and some of its findings. And finally, we discuss some of the methodoiogical
and epistemological implications of studying jomtly language and work for applied
linguistics today.

Erom business to work: the Francophone perspective

“Work anaiysis' is a label for a disciplinary field that began to develop 1n the Francophone
area i the early 1960s and encompasses researchy, training and consulting activities
tiat progressivelv proposed a renewed approach to the problem of labour, The field’s




424

assumption 1s that i order ro ‘transform’ situations at work which appear _uaoEancn"
researchers must first attempt to *‘understand’ these sitwarions 1 all their complexi-
ties (Guérin et al. 1997}, To reach such a detailed understanding, they draw concepts
and methodologies from psychology (Dejours 1999; Clot 1999), French ergonomcs
(Ombredane and Faverge 1955; Daniellou 1996;, economucs, sociology and linguistics.
They also study the Wworkers® activities as they are accomplished in concrete work envi-
ronments such as the Emzc@nm:lnm industry, the nuclear mdustry, or various service—
oriented firms or institutiong,
An important theoretical distinetion brought forth through this study of actuag Work

practices 1s the observation that a £ap pecessarily exists between ‘prescribed work’ (le
travadl preserity and ‘accomplished work’ (i travat! réel). “Prescribed work’ refers to a tagk
asitis supposed to be done and as it might be concerved by managers. In contrast, ‘accom-
plished work’ refers to real action as it s actually performed {or not) by workers in concrete
production conditions. Work analysts do ot aim at bridging the gap between these two
distinct potes and find solutions to help workers accomplish work as 1t 15 prescribed by
organsations. On the contrary, they view these poles as complementary elements of the

workpiace and necegssary components of the workers” personal or professional develop-

ment. In this perspective, work analvsts do pot privilege the work of MANAgIng mstances
or rely exclusively on the jdeq of *business’, Rather, trey focus on the workers and therr
ordinary activitics, examine the creatavity they show when faced with problematic situa-
tions, the strategies they deplov to adapt to orgamsational changes or the wayv they cope
with psychological strains,

We have outlined in, detail some salienr properties of the Francophone approach to

WOrK analysis because, since the 1980s, a number of lingwsts have begun to contribute

work in this dermaimn. It 1s 2 group bringmg together specialists from various disciplines
(Iabour psychology, organsational sociology, sociolingwstics, discourse analysis, anthro-
pology, economics) interested in the role of language in professional environments. The
contributions of this network can be found in several collectrve books, which summarise
the major results accomplished in the field so far {e.g. Boutet 1995; Grosjean and Lacoste
1999; Borzeix and Fraenkel 2001; Péne et ai. 2001). Interested reacers will find in Borzex
and Fraenkel {2001) the most recent and complete overview of the studies conducted so
far by this network,

Because of space constraints, the abundant research produced by this network cannot

be presented here 1n any exhaustive fashion. Four mportant OTientations can nevertheless
be highlighted. They are discussed beiow,

The status of language in contemporary work organisations

Through the detailed analysis of acuvity in workplace settings, the Language and Work
Network has investigated the changin .
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1 i sendin
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skills 1n the contexts of tramming programmes or a<m_:§5=. mnonan_ﬁmm. Mw: n:amw%c o
tions point to the increasing role of language m work activities and call for the study
functrons as a key dimension of professional practice.

ising in di Ings
Addressing concrete 1ssues and problems arising in different professional setting;

A 1 0 ¥ ¢ and Work
second promunent characteristic of the mﬁ“_um-_um:u: P H.Ownnﬁ by the H.Nﬂmc.um ( .
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field of lingwmstics and that of labour studies.

The torms of language used at and about work

Tyl W 5 of oral
A m.w:.Q orientation has been concerned ith the textual MSQ _:um.r:mgn properties of o
for instance, focused on wor
place. Some studies have, u b d work
and written discourses mn the workpl
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tream Om.ﬁoﬁ erbal activities. Kel g ,
C] actual language use in the workplace, researchers have m:w:‘moﬂ vartous forms of
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menting 1 guag S
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The functions of language in the workplace

upon the
More generally, the Francophone Language and Work Zomnioﬂ_” has nmmwﬂmmﬁum HM e
k idi i : es ,
ding different taxonomies for these us
uses of language at work, provi . P -
Itaneousty fulfils prag y
1 t proposes that language sanul

2001). Briefly summarised, 1 : gt

naﬁmwaﬁa__ #elational and cognritive functions. First, language plays a pragmatic ro
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ﬁmcwwuhmnm  the sense that it allows workers to accomplish and evq)
of action. Language also fulfils ¢omtextual functions, enabling workers to interpret gr
h Situa-

environments, H.m:.m:mm..w has, moreover, retztronal funchons. Ir mediates social netw,
power relations or identity construcnon, Finally, it also fulfils cognittve fu Ton
n, i 1

& among others, collective reasoning, probiem-sotving, knowledge transmission
CONSLTUCLION, memorisation, znd the spreading of information, m

The initial founders of the Language and Work Network h

rescarchers have, however, contributed to 1ts development over the vears too. In th
NEXL section, we describe briefly some lines of m:émnmmugw pursued by : ‘

. this 1a
o:,n:w‘ow researchers. Their work often shares many epistemelogical assum s

claiming affiliation to it.

Some methodological orientations and empirical findings

O:.n Classical way 1o categorise research is to examing the types of lingwistac phenor :
which the authors focus. Do they focus on situations where fanguage 15 a central Q.Eanm o
of awﬁw% Or do they focus on research interviews or other methodologies fo, —
individual or collective representations of work? Depending on the _umnmwoo:é_, MH%MMMM@

) _

ton can be made between reges in * ’
rch mterested in ‘language 4¢ work’, language abost work®

and a Moﬁgsﬂ_cn of both. We explore these three dimensions 1n the followmg subsec.-
tions. Agam, the existing literature cannot be reviewed exhaustively in thig chapter. We
thus propose a few pointers for each orientation, detailing briefly ¢he methodoiogical toois

Researching the field of language “at’ worlc

.Om the three orrentations mentioned above, the field of language “at’ work has probab) ;
been the most fertile smee the Jate 1980s, Traditionally set within the frames of 2:<
noamn:on.osmw. sociolingnistics or the mcro-seciology of Erving Goffman, the _.omamnn_w .
aimed at devetoping a better understanding of the reiatons between &mnoman practices
and work activities. Different rssues have been addressed in this area. .

Coordination and Co-operation m collective activities

jdm theme has been mvestigated in a vast array of professionai settings, rangmg from
surgical operations (Mondada 2001, 2004a) to nursing (Grosjean and w.mncmﬁ 1999)
museumn design (Mondada 2005a), industrial prodiction (Filliettaz 2005a), team Emwﬂzmmu
ﬁ.zo.:nnam Nog._u. 2006; Filliettaz 2007) and research meetings agonnm.mmu 2005b}. These
studies have paid specjal attentron to the use of technological toofs m the moocu.ﬁc:mr[
ment of work. HS.E,n specifically, they have reflected on the complexities of professional -
practices when they are collectsvely accomplished. As shown empirically, coordinating

uate specific units’

netions, ajflow::;
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activities 1s a complex endeavour, for at least three reasons that have been clearly identified

by many Francophone authors:

1 Coordination resuits from the local and sequential argamsation of interactions,
and from the multimodal resources available to accomplish such interactions.
Studies show, for example, that workers cannot rely on verbal utterances alone
to coordinate participation at & local level. They need to combine a variety of
semiotic and material resources, such as gestures, moverrients in space, the
manipulation of objects ete. These resources do not necessarily exist prior to
their actual use but emerge as constructions that workers produce joantiy i and
through their situated interactions,

2 Workplace interactions are multifocused. In most professional settings,
warkers are constantly engaged wm multiple tasks, whether altermatively or
sunuitaneocusty,

3 Coordination does not occur exclusively m locally situated actions but also at
an 1mnstitutional level. Grosjean and Lacoste (1999) show, for example, that
while an 1mportant part of nurses’ work consists in engaging in situated joint
actions (such as caring for patients, having coordination meetings with other
nurses efc.}, their work 1avolves engagement beyond rthe local here and now. It
requires, ameng cther aspects, examinmg the frapectory of care for each patient
and weaving links between local situations and the history of the patient m the

nstitution.

Negotiation and decision-making

Grosjean and Mondada (2005) bring together studies describing negotiation proc-
esses n different professional environments (service encounters, public adminstration,
shops etc.). The collectve volume shows that deliberating practices are central in many
professional activities. It aiso stresses the importance of studying stuch practices from a
linguistic perspective. Other authors focus more specifically on the cognitive aspects of
decision-making within groups. Detailed analyses of verbal exchanges are used to describe
the mechanisms of collective reasonmng, Theoretically, these studics borrow tools and
concepts from interactional psychology, conversation analysis and speech act theory. The
data relates to the studv-of coordination meeting m industrial settngs (Grusenmeyer and
Trognon 1995), negotiations and decision-making i hospitai talk {Trognon and Kostulski
1996), and the study of genetic counselling sessions {Trognen and Batt 2006).

Interpersonal relatrons and identities

Studies addressing this theme focus primarily on service encounters, whether 1n retail
stores (Kervrat-Orecchioni and Traverso 2008; Kerbrat-Orecchion 2001; Traverso
2001; Dumas 2005; Doury 2001; Filliettaz 2002, 2004a, 2004b, 2005b, 2006), call centres
(Boutet 2006) or housing management (Ceoren and Robichaud 20086). They highlight the
view that interpersonal relations at work are often asymmetric and that language piays
an mportant role m managing this asymmetry (Laforest and Vincent 2006). Moreover,
researchers investigating this field often describe the difficulty for professtonals in enacting
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the role of expert in service encounters, particularly when clients challenge this expertise
or when contradictory mstitutional demands are made upon them. Another fruitful ares
1 the analysis of service encounters can be found in studies on politeness conducted at the
Umniversity of Lyon 2 by Catherme Kerbrat-Orecchiont and her ream. Studies concerned
with analysing mnterpersonal relations and identities have contributed to discuss the dis-
tinction between ‘functional communication’ and ‘relational communication’. Detailed
empirical observations grounded in various professionai settings show that exchanges that
appear to be primarily goat-oriented can also be seen as opportunities for the construction
of identities and the establishment of interpersonal retations. Conversely, exchanges that
might appear on the surface to be about establishing relations {chatting, humour ete.) can
serve other functional goals required by the situations at hand,

The lingwistic properties of talk at work

A few studies 1n 2 vaster field of investigation can be selected to iflustrate this ssue.
Boutet (2005) argues, for instance, that professional discourse genres differ from ordinary
tanguage use, and display specific linguistic properties on the syntactic, lexical or pro-
sadic level. Falzon (1989) and Condamimnes and Vergety (2005) examine such a genre
the ‘operational talk’ used in awrplane cockpits, highlighting some of the stable svntactic
patterns used by navigating staff in managing arcraft work, In a different context, Boutet
{2001) studies lextcal creativity shown 1 certamn professionai settings and examunes how
workers transform technical vocabulary specific to their professions through metaphor-
cal uses. Finally, Grosjean (1993) describes the prosodic features of midwives’ talk 1n the
delivery room. The findings in these articles stress the impact that work situations have on
the organisation of talk. They provide empirical evidence for the claim long made by vari-
atiomusts that linguistic codes are not homogeneous or ungversally shared entities. They
demonstrate that, on the contrary, linguistic forms are shaped by the uses that social and
professtonal communities make of them. '

Writing 1n the workpiace

Three major strands of research can be highlighted here. A first orrentation conssts 1n
focusing on written communication between institutions and therr general audience.
Clerc and Kavanagh (2006) report, for example, on a research programme formulat-
mg guidelines 1o help the government of Québec communicate better with tts citizens
through the mmprovement of administrative documentation, websites, and other official
documents. A second orientation mcludes numercus studies analysing “procedural texts’
(e.g. prescriptions or instructions). Often associated with mternational standardisation
procedures (e.g. the Internanional Orgamsation for Standardisation ~ ISO) or oriented
towards quality control, procedural texts mcreasingly devetop 1n all kinds of work envi-
ronments, bevond the mdustrial field wiere they onginally appeared (Veyrac 2001; Péne
2001). More mnovative perhaps 1s a third orientat:on, which concentrates on the writings
workers spontaneously produce m the course of their activities, Fraenkel (2001) thus
shows that written tex1s are not static or fixed units 1n the workpiace. They are caught n
the dynamics of groups at work and undergo transformations in the course of the complex
trajectories to which they are subiected. Fraenkel thus reflects on the links between the
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‘acts of inscriptions’ and the “written forms” which are ieft as traces by these acts. Overall,
the study of the uses of writing 1 the workpiace 1s an mvitation to re-examine the rela-
tlons between texts and work. Texts have ceased to be viewed strictiy as external to work
activities {prescribing 1t, guiding 1t or supportng it). In fact, these studies show that they
are deeply Interwoven with professional practices and constitute one of the means through
which work 15 accomplished on a local and situated level.

Researching the field of language ‘about’ worlk

In addition to researching language *at’ work, an important group of Francophone authors
have also investigated the discourse of workers ‘about’ their work. Labour psycholo-
gists, for example, have used different wnfervieming methodologies n order to understand
workers’ professional practices better, or to induce changes m these practices, Different
interviewmng methodologies have been experimented with over the vears. They come with
different labels such as the ‘expianation mterview’ (Pentretten d'explicitation; Vermersch
1994), the so-calfed ‘instruction to a counterpart mterview' (Pinstruction an sosie; Clot
2001}, or the “self-confrontation wmterview’ (Pentretien en auto-confioutation sumple ou
crossée; Clot 1999; Faita 2001; Kostuiski 2004). These techmiques do not necessarily share
the same epistemological assumptions but they have certain common goals. For mstance,
they seek to produce one effect in particutar: self-reflexivity regarding one’s own practices.
Interviews conducted in this perspective are seen as momentis where, engagmng n self-
reflexivity, workers can become more aware of their own practices. This, in turn, 15 seen
as a source of learning and development for the worker, In such interactional settings,
workers become able to entertain alternative views about work practices, m particular
views that are seldom expressed in more routme workplace mteractions.

During the past few vears, the interviewing techniques mentioned above have been
applied in various professional settings (urban transportation system, the nuclear mdus-
try, teaching and education, public services etc.) and have led to several findings. First,
they have contributed to a stress on the idea that language functions as a key mediation for
representing and interpreting work. Considering that work 1s not & ‘transparent activity’,
mterviews are a tool for self-reflexavity. However, putting one’s work into words 1s rnot
an easy task to accomplish. Boutet (1995} notes from that point of view that the discourse
genres available to describe one’s own professional experience are very few compared,
for example, with the prescribing and evaiuative genres that can be found in managerial
discourse. Researchers interested in ianguage ‘about’ work thus msist that spaces of delib-
eration should be developed where workers can reflect on their practices with others, and
find how “ways of doing things’ might differ. Therefore, they endow language ‘abont’ work
with a unique mediating capacity to help groups and individuals learn from experzence.
For a more detatled discussion related to these interviewing techniques, we recommend a
collective book recently edited by Plazaola Giger and Stroumza (2007).

Cotbining multiple methodological orientations

Some studies combine an mnterest m both language at work and language gpout work, and
have developed specific methodologies to support 1t.
(Carcassone and Servel (2005), for example, are interested in the professional identity
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of insurance counsellors, and examine severat types of data to mvestigate 1t. They thus
compare the mmage of professtonal counsellors as it 15 dispiayed in institutional docu-~
ments, with the role msurers claim for themselves in mterviews, and the Toles they enact
i1 therr interactions with clients. Analysing the different mmages produced, the authors
show that while the roles counsellars claim for themselves in mterviews largely match the
identity profiles found in mstitutional docurments, thesr manner of enacting it with clients
differs considerably. The authors attribute the gap s their data set between represented
and enacted roles to change in progress 1 the mstitution stadied.

De Saint-Georges (2003) sumilariv combines analyses of various forms of discourse 1
her stucy of work 1n an mstitution providing traimng for low-skilled unemployed youth.
She exatrnines mstitutional decuments, video-recordings of situared activities, and audio-
recordings of meeungs evaluatmng the activities, with the aim of developing an under-
standing of ‘anticipatory discourses’ (plans, projects, intentions, prescriptions, scheduling
etc.) within the nstitution. Set within a critical discourse analvtical framework, the study
explores the roles of anticipatory discourses m furmelling or constraining actvities. It
explores the effects of anticipatory mechanisms on the local level of planming and enact-
g work, but aiso, on a larger scate, for professional conversion and re~engagement (de
Saint-Georges 2004), It discusses too how preferred organisational futares are negotiated
and undesirable ones are challenged (de Samt-Georges 2005).

Research in the Language, Action, Trammg (Langage, Action, Formaion) team at the
Unuversity of Geneva has also been very productive in combining an mierest i inves-
tgating the role of language both “at” work and ‘about’ work. Under the supervision of
Jean-Paul Bronckart, the team’s focus over the last few vears has been on understanding
the role piaved by language mn accomplishing and interpreting work m various profes-
stonal settangs, such as nursing, the pharmaceutical industry and teaching (Bronckart et
al. 2004a 2004b, forthcomng; Fillietraz and Bronckart 2005; Revaz and Filliettaz 2006).
At each site, the researchers have cotlected several types of data: procedural documents,
audio-video-recordings of actual activities, interviews with workers before or after their
productive activities. Anaivsis of the data has identifiec recurrent patterns of talk about
work and details of its linguistic features, It has aiso shown that mstances of such talk
{e.g. describing situated actions, describing recurrent practices ete. ) cut across the three
professional settings examined and appear in a vanety of discourse types. On a more
general level, the research conducted in this area has contributed 1o discussmg mn a more
detailed way the relations between discourse competencies and professional skills (Bulea
and Bronckart 2007).

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have mtroduced the reader to some of the mam questons and
approaches existing 1n the Francophone arez of research on language and work. While
we have only been able to provide a few ponters to a vast literature, this brief review has
allowed us to discuss some of the possible links between the Francophone tradition and the
Angio-Saxon field of business discourse. For some aspects, the two fields overlap. They
address similar 1ssues (coordination, identity, power relations, professional discourse
genres etc.) or rely on similar methodological frameworks for data analysis (conversa-
tion analysss, interactional soctolinguistics, speech act theory, pragmatics etc.). But the
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two traditions also differ quite importanily, as when the spotlight 15 cast on “workers
primarily, on ther first person account of their activities rather than on ‘husiness’ and the
nstitutional level of orgamisations.

To sum up, three additional bservations can be made following the review of the most
salient Francophone research on language and work:

,

¢ One mportant accent nught be on how the concept of faction’ has structured the
theoretical discussions m the Francophone literature. Many studies have high-
fighted the usefulness of studying organisations through a senuology of action,
which deseribes orgarusational activities in terms of actien unuts. The importance
of the concept of ‘action’ may be linked to a more general nnderlying tnterest
which cuts acrass the Francophone body of research: beyond investigating the
complex functionng of modern workplaces, researchers show a more global
\nterest in better understanding human activity.
2 Generally speaking, the studgy of professtonal settings has also greatly renewed
the themes and issues addressed by applied lingusstics. If linguists are mcreas-
ingly focusing attentron on topics such as polylogues, gestures, muliimodality,
multiactivity, temporal dynamics etc., 1118 partly because these issues constitute
promunent fearures of professional practices. Goffman {1959) warned us long
ago that the classical model of face-to-face mteraction 1s not complex enough to
account for ordinary verbal exchanges, and invited researchers to focus instead on
the study of richer ‘social encounters’. One just needs to observe work-in-action
to be made aware of the fact that s;implified theorisations of social interactions do
not account adequately for the complexities found in work environments. The
Francophone research, by analysing work in its lingmistic dimensions, has also
contributed to renewing the theoretical and methodological discussions about
language 1n general.
Finally, in their analyses of professional environments, Francophone researchers
have often gone beyond descripuve approaches to worl practices. Instead, they
have sought to contribute to the transformation of professional settmgs by USING
research findings as a means to mduce orgamsational change and transformation.
Boutet (2005, 2006) remincs us that taking a ‘transformative’ approach requires
carefial consideration of the ethical implications. Workers hold positions and
develop in their professional environments. Angkysing their activities thus puts
them and the groups they belong to 1 the spotlight. In this context, the role of
the lingwist cannat be that of the mere observer. Participation i the work sphere,
whether as an actor o an cbserver, neccssarily contributes to the construction
of non-neutral relationships, which also have social implicatsons, This critical
dimension has been recentiy discussed by many authors 1 the field of business
discourse (Bargiela et al. 2007: 23ff). Iv1s equally important in the Francophone
area of research on language and work.

La
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