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Towards
a Competent Negotiator
in the Intercultural Context
Abstract: As intercultural negotiations appear frequently on the
business agenda and involve high-stakes investments, negotiators
are expected to possess appropriate competencies. The author opens
the article with the intricate nature of negotiations, describing their
underlying processes and strategies; subsequently, she discusses
the link between negotiations and culture, reviewing studies within
this area and underscoring the importance of developing cultural
intelligence. Finally, she offers insights into the framework of
negotiation competencies and negotiation pedagogy.
Key words: negotiations, intercultural communication, cross-cultural
management, management education

Introduction
Negotiation has been ranked among the most salient skills expected of
global managers, who, according to some estimations, “spend more than
half of their time negotiating” (George, Jones, & Gonzalez, 1998, p. 750).
Nowadays, contemporary businesses employ negotiators representing
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various cultures. Negotiation processes form a vital part of managing
change (Kochan, & Lipsky, 2003); moreover, they are an inseparable
element of international business management, paving the way for all
international business transactions (Budhwar, & Pathak, 1999) and, thus,
they offer immense potential for boosting an organization’s competitive
advantage (Băeș, Bejinaru, & Iordaceh, 2015). Hence, there is a burning
need for competent business people who are prepared to effectively
negotiate in intercultural contexts.

Negotiation
Negotiation is a communicative activity during which participants
strive to reach a set of goals (Keough, 2017). Negotiators specify ways
of working together or allocating resources (Brett, 2007, p. 1) through an
arduous process, the basis of which constitutes “reciprocal argument and
counter-argument, proposal and counter proposal in an attempt to agree
upon actions and outcomes mutually perceived as beneficial” (Sawyer,
& Guetzkow, 1965, p. 479). Intercultural or international negotiations
include individuals, groups, or organizations that come from different
cultures, defining their relationship, their goals or outcomes; they also
inform each other about shared and differing issues, interests, needs,
influencing and persuading each other so as to arrive at reciprocally
favorable decisions or agreements which will be eventually executed
(Moore, & Woodrow, 2010).
Negotiations may take place in a company, in a neutral venue,
such as a café, or virtually via email, instant or text messages, as well
as through videoconferences (Keough, 2017). In terms of e-negotiations,
we can distinguish synchronous and asynchronous modes of
communication (Harkiolakis, & Halkias, 2012, pp. 114–115). Apart from
bilateral interaction, negotiations may be conducted multilaterally
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(Narlikar, 2010) and with the help of interpreters (Talpaş, 2014),
representatives, or agents (Gelfand, & Realo, 1999).
The basis for understanding negotiations (Kochan, & Lipsky, 2003;
Sebenius, 2015) was laid by the ‘Behavioral Foundational Negotiation
Theory’ (Walton, & McKersie, 1965), which “has stood the test of time”
(Lipsky, & Avgar, 2007, p. 49), triumphing in spite of some criticized
aspects, including the imperfections connected with labeling its terms
(Sebenius, 2015); it has proven its applicability in various intercultural
contexts, including the importance of relationship building when
negotiating with China (Li, & Libig, 2001). Two twin processes, among
others, derived from its framework constitute ‘distributive bargaining’
(also known as a zero-sum game) and ‘integrative bargaining’ (or a nonzero-sum game) (Walton, & McKersie, 1965). The first is seen as a winlose negotiation tactic or a winner-takes-all approach as it is based
on pure conflict of interests. This form of negotiation is also referred
to as ‘competitive’ or ‘hard bargaining’ as it focuses on reaching the
result without trade-offs; it is often contrasted with the second type
of negotiation, which involves trade-offs for both sides to obtain gains
and can result in win-win outcomes (Weir et al., 2020). It emphasizes
the finding of a solution, which gives both parties involved a feeling
that they have received something fair in the business process or
settlement, and thereby it is also known as a cooperative approach,
calling for “expanding the pie” (Sebenius, 2015). While in distributive
bargaining (competitive approach) the parties are often characterized
by mutual mistrust, in integrative bargaining the parties’ relationship is
portrayed by high levels of trust, which is seen as important for forming
international strategic alliances (Jeive, & Saner, 2019).
When devising a strategy, negotiators take into account a set of
constituents. These may be found in ‘The Building Blocks of Negotiation
Strategy’ (Brett, 2007) which discerns: 1) parties, i.e. decision-makers
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or their representatives at the bargaining table, who identify 2) issues
to be negotiated; 3) positions (what is asked for) with interests (why
something is negotiated) and priorities; the fundamental source of
the negotiator’s 4) power, i.e. BATNA, describing ‘Best Alternative
To a Negotiated Agreement’ (Fisher, Ury, & Patton 1991), that is what
needs to be done if the offer is not accepted by the other party. BATNA is
often defined as the best option not included in the present negotiation
(e.g. when negotiating a deal, it might be reaching another seller). The
strategic framework also consists of 5) targets, or what is realistically
feasible to obtain in a negotiation. As Brett explains, “Having targets
helps negotiators increase their net gains. Setting targets is another
challenge, but BATNAs can serve as a guide” (Brett, 2007, p. 14).
As argued by Kochan and Lipsky (2003, p. 1), “The essence of
negotiation lies in identifying the interests of those involved and
satisfying mutual interests while finding efficient and equitable tradeoffs or compromises.” It is important to underscore negotiators’ endeavor
to reach a net value outcome, which means that an agreement is better
than no agreement. In view of that, being aware of the no-agreement
alternative motivates negotiators to explore the possibilities of arriving
at a settlement. The other party’s no-agreement alternative induces
negotiators to realize how much to ask for when they start negotiating
at the bargaining table. Thinking in terms of net value outcome helps
negotiators not to “satisfice”, namely to pursue the minimum outcome
being just a bit more satisfactory than the alternative, motivating them
to look for a much better option (Brett, 2007).

Negotiations and culture
Negotiators are inevitably embedded in social contexts, and “the social
context in negotiation is invariably culturally constituted” (Gelfand, & Cai,
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2004, p. 238). The concept of ‘culture’ “has so many definitions and facets
that any over-lap in this myriad of definitions might actually be absent”
(Yengoyan, 1989 cited in Baldwin, Faulkner, & Hecht, 2006, p. 4); it may be
viewed as “an evolving set of shared beliefs, values, attitudes and logical
processes that provide cognitive maps for people to perceive, think,
reason, act, react and interact” (Tung, Worm, & Fang, 2008, p. 61).
Cultural

differences

create

profound

difficulties

in

the

international negotiation process. The challenging decisions which
negotiators need to take are connected with the amount and form of
preparation; the emphasis on tasks vs. interpersonal relationships; the
dependence on general principles in preference to task-specific matters;
and the number of people present (including or excluding interpreters)
and the degree of negotiators’ power (Budhwar, & Pathak, 1999, p. 502).
Hence, the link between culture and negotiations has been
approached through different types of studies. For example, case
studies (e.g. Wilkins, & Le Nguyen, 1997; Blackman, 1997; Vuorela,
2005) provide us with emic perspectives and insightful explorations
of a particular intercultural or intracultural negotiation situation, but
lack, e.g. a common metric (Gelfand, & McCusker, 2002). Cross-national
comparative analyses (e.g. Graham, 1983; Graham, Evenko, & Rajan,
1992), in turn, pinpoint variances in the application of negotiation
tactics encountered in diverse geographic contexts; nevertheless, their
downside consists in surmising that culture represents the location of
the sample, which may give way to ambiguous theorizing about culture,
finding causal relationships, and drawing conclusions that might reflect
stereotypes. Cultural dimension approaches, on the other hand, inspect
negotiation behavior across cultures with the use of dimensions of
cultural variation (Gelfand, & McCusker, 2002).
The cultural dimensions appeared in the studies of Hofstede
(1980; 2001; 2011); first, they comprised the famous ‘five’: power distance,
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uncertainty

avoidance,

individualism/collectivism,

masculinity/

/femininity, long term/short term orientation, with the dimension of
indulgence/restraint added years later. In 2011, Hofstede – apart from listing
dimensions of national cultures – proposed dimensions of organizational
cultures, including process-oriented vs. results-oriented; employeeoriented vs. job-oriented; parochial vs. professional; open system vs.
closed system; loose vs. tight control; and normative vs. pragmatic.
An ampler approach to measure cultural values based on over
60 nations was offered by the GLOBE study and included: performance
orientation,

future

orientation,

assertiveness,

power

distance,

humane orientation, institutional collectivism, in-group collectivism,
uncertainty avoidance, and gender egalitarianism (House et al., 2004).
Such an extension, according to Hofstede (2011, p. 18), occurred for
“conceptual reasons.”
Schwartz (2006), in turn, having scrutinized data gathered from 73
countries, arrived at 7 cultural value orientations categorized within the
poles of the three comprehensive cultural value dimensions: harmony
and mastery; embeddedness vs. affective autonomy and intellectual
autonomy; egalitarianism and hierarchy.
Such studies constitute an attempt to construct universal
laws with validity-based generalizations across cultural contexts (cf.
Gelfand, & McCusker, 2002). As Schwartz (2006) notices, those cultural
value emphases are likely to be the core feature of culture, since they
articulate shared notions of the cultural ideals. The studied cultural
values may offer an important basis for activating the need for further
exploration of the opponent during the interaction and evoking readiness
to implement adjustments. “Common elements and repetitive cultural
patterns found in a group’s central cultural cluster should be looked
on as possible, or even probable, clues as to the ways that members of
a cultural group may think or respond” (Moore, & Woodraw, 2010, p. 6).
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Nonetheless, while culture may embrace clusters of individuals with
rather uniform attitudinal or behavioral patterns, every culture contains
“outliers—people who vary significantly from the norm and are outside
the cultural cluster” (Moore, & Woodrow, 2010, p. 6). And as Hofstede
himself argued, although culture is seen as a collective phenomenon,
“Within each collective there is a variety of individuals” (2011, p. 8).
Some individuals within a collectivistic society may have an allocentric
profile, i.e. exemplifying collectivism, while others may be idiocentric,
i.e. clinging towards individualism, which in turn might considerably
influence the manner of conducting negotiations (Caputo et al., 2019).
While India is profiled as a culture of high collectivism, and masculinity
(Hofstede, 2001), numerous Indians regard themselves as individualistic
and not masculine-oriented (Yoo, Donthu, & Lenartowicz, 2011). This
evidences that culture defined at the national level (e.g. collectivism) does
not have to translate into an individual’s cultural orientation.
As cultural dimension approaches used to explore cultural
values at the national level, Caputo et al. (2019) measured five
cultural

dimensions

(Power

Distance,

Uncertainty

Avoidance,

Collectivism, Long-Term Orientation, and Masculinity) at the
individual level, illuminating the relationship between cultural values,
cultural intelligence, and negotiation styles. The results evidenced
that individuals with high levels of power distance, collectivism, and
masculinity are more inclined to choose a competitive negotiation
style, while negotiators characterized by high uncertainty avoidance,
collectivism, and masculinity have a propensity for a cooperative
negotiation style. Such studies go beyond the practice of identifying
cross-cultural differences (e.g. in terms of styles or preferences),
proving that the “awareness of these differences makes a difference”
(Kray, 2005, p. 159) as knowing the other party’s negotiation style may
help to predict their behavior (Moura, & Seixas Costa, 2015).

15

16

Katarzyna Cybulska-Gómez de Celis

Cultural intelligence
Apart from underscoring individual cultural values as essential for
a cross-cultural negotiation, the study conducted by Caputo et al. (2019)
also highlighted the role of cultural intelligence (CQ), which is referred
to as “a person’s capability for successful adaptation to new cultural
settings, that is, for unfamiliar settings attributable to cultural context
(Earley, Ang, & Tan, 2006, p. 5). Moreover, four different components of
CQ may be distinguished (Ang, & Van Dyne, 2008, pp. 5–6):
•

Metacognitive CQ pertains to one’s degree of conscious

cultural awareness while interacting with an individual from other
cultures;
•

Cognitive CQ refers to one’s knowledge of norms, practices,

and conventions which underlie different cultures; such knowledge is
developed through educational and personal experiences with those
cultures;
•

Motivational CQ is one’s ability to focus on learning about and

performing in situations marked with cultural differences;
•

Behavioral CQ describes one’s ability to manage appropriately

verbal and non-verbal behaviors during the interaction with
individuals from different cultures.
There are specific types of intercultural experiences that
appear to influence and increase the levels of CQ. For example, in
line with Crowne’s (2008) study, both employment and education in
a foreign country topped the list. As far as education is concerned,
in the study of Li et al. (2013), who employed ‘Experiential Learning
Theory’ to scrutinize the learning process of 294 international
executives and graduate business students in China and Ireland, the
length of intercultural exposure turned out to be positively related to
CQ in those global executives who were characterized by a divergent
learning style. Thus, the authors recommend considering learning style
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in assessment and provision of developmental opportunities (such as
sending employees abroad to gain international work experience) so
that people who are selected for such activities will be most likely to
benefit from them.
Groves, Feyerherm, and Gu (2015) investigated CQ and its
impact on cross-cultural negotiation effectiveness confirming that CQ
prognoses negotiation performance in an intercultural setting; thanks to
cultural intelligence, the participants showed interest-based negotiation
behaviors in a context that required behavioral adjustment. In other
words, negotiators characterized by high CQ levels were found to be able
to “reconsider culturally bound thinking and revise their understanding
of cross-cultural negotiation contexts” (Groves, Feyerherm, & Gu, 2015,
p. 232) by way of challenging their own suppositions concerning the
other negotiating party.
In Caputo et al. (2019), cultural intelligence turned out to be
a significant mediator between collectivism, long-term orientation, and
competitive negotiation style, and it also mediated between collectivism
and cooperative negotiations style. Negotiators with high CQ have
greater flexibility in selecting their negotiation style when during
business encounters with negotiators from other cultures (Caputo et al.,
2019, pp. 32–33).

Negotiation pedagogy
The findings of the abovementioned studies boil down to practical
implications: business people sent abroad to accomplish goals connected
with negotiations should, among other competences, possess high CQ
levels. In addition to this, due to antagonistic interests or the state of
interdependence and the necessity to reach an agreement rather than
deadlock, being an effective negotiator indisputably requires a mixture of
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advanced competences and skills. ‘The Negotiation Competency Model’
(Smolinski, & Xiong 2020, p. 370) lists “categories of competencies in
which one must excel to become a master negotiator”; it groups negotiation
skills and attitudes into four categories (2020, pp. 371–383):
•

language and emotionality divided further into the quality of

expression, active listening, questioning, and emotion management;
•

negotiation intelligence (influencing the choice of concrete

skills and tactics), thorough understanding interests and options,
stage setting, making the first offer, managing concessions, searching
for trade-offs, generating creative options, using objective criteria,
post-settlement settlement (creating value via Pareto improvements),
strategic adaptability (strategy matching and behavioral adjustments), team performance (role division and decision support);
•

relationship building (the emphasis on the cross-cultural

nature of trust and relationship building and the understanding of
and dealing with the negotiator’s style); “a good negotiator must be
able to comprehend disparate behavioral norms motivated by different cultural mindsets” (Smolinski, & Xiong 2020, p. 378); also, such
an individual is expected to develop relevant attitudes and awareness
of cultural differences as well as to adapt the tactics and cope with the
differences showing tolerance and respect;
•

moral wisdom (empathy for partner’s interest and transparent

approach towards information-sharing).
Apart from underlying key skills, attitudes, and values, the
model sets comprehensive standards for negotiation pedagogy, which
may help managers acquire desired and success-oriented behaviors
and assess their performance. Thus, the authors offer a practical list of
observable behavioral indicators and each competency is divided into
different proficiency levels.
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It is certainly heartening to see a growing number of training
courses honing negotiation skills, which are organized at the academic
and corporate levels. There are continuous efforts to measure their
effectiveness (cf. Movius, 2008; Lewicki, 2014) and, in consequence,
various recommendations and implications are issued (e.g. Soliman,
Stimec, & Antheaume, 2014; Moreno Salamanca, 2018). For example,
Timura (2010) takes stock of the common methods used in teaching
negotiations: first, providing trainees with a set of heuristics for
scrutinizing conflicts and negotiation; second, making participants
ponder upon their own role in conflict and negotiation and concentrate
on the behavioral dynamics (personal and interpersonal); third, making
trainees apply heuristics and improve their negotiating skills by way of
role plays or simulations with a purpose to achieve training goals. For
instance, a simulation called “Luna Pen,” lasting one week, familiarizes
participants with the influence of culture upon international business
negotiation and portrays negotiation as a process. It is also crucial
to take into account the experience represented by the participants,
“Effective trainers can often exploit differences in the experience
and perspectives of those participating in role plays to highlight one
or more pedagogical points about the role of culture, power, context
in influencing the negotiation process and determining negotiation
outcomes” (Timura, 2010, pp. 159–160).
Smolinski and Kesting (2013) highlighted the importance of
organizing negotiation competitions and described their beneficial effects
upon negotiation pedagogy, such as the increased levels of participants’
commitment and gained experience in authentic cultural differences.
Melzer and Schoop (2016) underscored the need for personalized
negotiation training in the context of electronic negotiations by way of
integrating learning styles and negotiation styles. It is worth mentioning
that electronic negotiation support systems are used for simulating
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negotiations which enable participants to test different strategies;
context-sensitive negotiation support systems show only the information
and options which are based on their individual characteristics;
end-user training, in turn, adopts “information systems, integration
and evaluation of individual characteristics of learners and training
methods providing a personalized approach” (Melzer, & Schoop, 2016,
p. 1190). Ade, Schuster, Harinck, and Trötschel (2018) in their MindsetOriented Negotiation Training (MONT) suggested looking beyond the
learning of skills and knowledge and including mindset development.
Herlache, Renkema, Cummins, and Scovotti (2018) described the
application of a cross-cultural negotiation exercise with the participation
of two countries located in a collaborative learning setting supported
by web-based technology. The exercise took place after lectures on
cultural differences and team negotiations, and it included guidelines of
a fictitious cultural briefing.
It appears that nearly all negotiation courses contain theoretical
input (such as conceptual approaches, findings from studies or logs
written by practitioners) and practice (e.g. case studies, simulations,
role-plays, and application tools); even though instructional options
abound, it is still problematic to define ‘best practice’ (Lewicki, 2014,
p. 495). What is certain is that negotiation training directly influences
the performance of the participants, and the more time they devote to
training, the more practice of business negotiation will be accumulated,
all of which adds to the vital experience for the trainees and gains
for the firm they represent (ElShenawy, 2010).

Conclusion
Intercultural negotiation is a multifaceted topic, and the studies hitherto
conducted reveal its richness. There are numerous challenges that

Towards a Competent Negotiator in the Intercultural Context

negotiators face and, thus, there is a variety of methods and techniques
specifying how to master adequate competences and skills. This
unequivocally means that there is a lot to expect from a well-versed
negotiator who needs to be prepared for inevitable intercultural
diversity in all contexts. Nowadays, an international workplace is one
to which everyone contributes through their own cultural values.
Recent studies show that negotiation skills training should be backed
up by the development of cultural intelligence which is among the
prominent characteristics expected of negotiators; individuals who
are properly trained or selected in terms of high CQ levels to conduct
intercultural negotiations will maximize the likelihood of accomplishing
corporate goals (Imai, & Gelfand, 2010; Groves, Feyerherm, & Gu, 2015;
Caputo et al., 2019).
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Elevating Leadership
Effectiveness by Building
Self-Awareness of Inner
Dynamics

Abstract: By improving self-awareness, leaders can elevate their
effectiveness. Focusing on one’s inner dynamics constitutes a practical
approach that offers a useful framework for leaders themselves as
well as all the others who support them on their path towards better
results for their teams or organizations.
The objective of this article is to outline two models that offer
such a framework. Both models can be regarded as hypotheses that
shed light on the key drivers of leaders’ behaviors and show their
impact on leadership effectiveness. These models are supported
by observations, interviews with leaders and their associates, and,
partially through statistical data derived from a 360 research tool.
One of the models, the Core Quadrants model created by a Dutch
consultant, Daniel Ofman, can be applied by everyone who focuses
on his/her self-development. In the case of leaders, its potential
usefulness is amplified as their self-development affects the
effectiveness of their teams and organizations.
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The second model, the Versatile Leadership, was created by US-based
psychologists, Robert Kaplan and Robert Kaiser, and focuses on
a specific concept of leadership.
In both models, inner dynamics point to psychological pitfalls that
are associated with leaders’ strengths. If positive attributes are applied
excessively, they become weaknesses that negatively affect leaders’
effectiveness. Better awareness of mechanisms and/or triggers
that are behind excessively used strengths help leaders minimize
associated negative impact on their relations and communication
with the people with whom they works on achieving collective and
individual goals. This results in improved leadership effectiveness.
Key words: leadership, core quadrant, versatile, inner dynamics

Your vision will become clear only when you can look into your own heart. Who
looks outside, dreams; who looks inside, awakes.
(Carl Jung (1973), Letters, Volume 2, Princeton University Press, p. 33)

Introduction
In a contemporary view on leadership, one of the key assumptions
states that one cannot be an effective leader without a great deal of
self-awareness. If you do not know what inner dynamics power you in
your relations with other people and your organization, then you simply
cannot be optimally effective in making things happen within the realm
of your responsibility.
In this article, I will focus on two specific models that help leaders
better decipher their inner dynamics and thus assist them on the path
leading to more effective leadership. In other words, they both have their
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practical ramifications and are applied by leaders and those experts,
be it coaches, business trainers, and Human Resources specialists,
who are involved in leadership development programs. Both models
can be regarded as hypotheses that shed light on important drivers
of leaders’ behaviors and their influence on leadership effectiveness.
These hypotheses are supported by observations, interviews with
leaders and their associates and, partially through statistical data
derived from 360 research tools.
In this article, a leader is someone who leads in a business
organization. He or she is in a managerial position, not necessary at
the executive level.
One of the models – the core Quadrants model – has a more
universal use, though its potential impact is more significant in the case
of those who are in charge of teams or organizations rather than those
who do not hold such responsibility. While the latter may benefit from it
as individuals (for their personal development and wellbeing), the former
can benefit from it both as individuals and as organization influencers
who are supposed to infuse others with the purpose, direction, energy,
and skills that bring about organizational outputs that serve clients and
the wider public. The model was created by a Dutch consultant, Daniel
Ofman, based on his experience working with thousands of people,
including numerous leaders.
The second model focuses on a specific concept of leadership, the
Versatile Leadership, that is based on the dynamics among attitudes
and skills that together explain, to a high degree, what leadership is
all about. The model was designed by two US-based psychologists,
Rob Kaiser and Bob Kaplan, who have tested it on tens of thousands of
leaders and managers, gaining some valuable statistical insights that
I briefly outline in this article.
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The Core Quadrant Model
Let’s imagine that a leader feels/thinks that there is a great deal of
determination in her. She observes that this has been so from the
times she could remember, i.e., from early childhood. She regards it as
something natural and expects it from others. People who know her,
appreciate this. The creator of this model, Ofman calls such a positive
characteristic, a core quality. One has possessed several core qualities
since early childhood; in a way, we are “born with them”. On the other
hand, we develop our systems of values over many years of being
influenced by one’s family, religion, education, various organizations,
and society at large. Values are beacons in our life; with various
degrees of success, we try to adhere to them in everyday life. In some
situations, a core quality of one person may be the value of another one.
For example, generosity or reliability could be either. Similarly, core
qualities differ from competences that people learn at various stages
of their lives. As in the case of values, sometimes a competence could
sound much like a core value. One can for example possess creativity
as his/her core value while someone else may learn certain creative
thinking techniques and thus regard creativity as his/her competence
(Ofman, 2015a, pp. 96–101).
Now the question is: do core qualities always serve the leader
well? In the Core Quadrant model, one can apply it excessively, thus
falling into one’s pitfall. A leader himself/herself tries to find the most
adequate word to describe his/her pitfall. Let’s assume that, in our
case, her (leader whose core quality is determination) choice is rigidity.
While a core quality is regarded as something positive by people who
co-operate with the leader, her rigidity is not well received by them.
The leader may not be aware that her behavior reflects something more
than her core quality. For her, this may still be (strong) determination.
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While others admire a leader’s determination they do not enjoy/like her
rigidity and this may negatively influence their engagement, enthusiasm,
energy, creativity thus hamper their effectiveness. The question is what
positive would supplement a leader’s core quality? People cooperating
with our leader might for example think that she could benefit from
using more flexibility in her dealings with them and, in general, with
the circumstance she faces. In Ofman’s model, this is an attribute that
represents a positive opposite to pitfall and is called a challenge. In
our case the leader may choose other words than flexibility to capture
her challenge (this could be e.g., openness, creativity); for the sake of
this example, I stick with flexibility though. A leader using this model
would recognize that to be a more rounded person (and a more effective
leader), she should apply more flexibility (or openness, creativity, etc.).
Our self-aware leader thus aspires to have more of her challenge and
realizes that her determination should be supplemented by flexibility.
The last missing part of this core quadrant is allergy. When there
is too much of a challenge, we arrive at the allergy. In our case, too
much flexibility might be fickleness. Someone such as our leader with
determination as her core quality abhors fickleness exhibited by other
people; in other words, she is allergic to fickleness and she would hate to
show fickleness herself.
The dynamics of the above core quadrant is summarized in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. An Example of a Core Quadrant

Source: Based on Ofman (2007, pp. 20–113).

The model as described above could be applied to anyone, though
as I put it, leaders could benefit from it the most.
Each of us could identify several core quadrants that form our
inner dynamics from which we cannot escape. This means that each
of our core qualities is accompanied by three other parts of the core
quadrant: pitfall, challenge, and allergy. From that perspective, one
could say that “we are as we are”.
What is then the development of leadership in this context?
According to Ofman, one can count on self-development, if he/she invest
in awareness and self-knowledge: it will follow as a matter of course.
There are some valuable benefits of this continues work.
Leaders can benefit from this awareness in his/her interactions
with people. This may mean:
•

Ability to departing quicker from his/her pitfall,

•

Recognition that an allergic reaction to someone’s actions/

/behavior may result from this person’s pitfall (which, in turn, is based
on one of this person’s core qualities!). For instance, the leader in our
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case may be allergic to fickleness that is evident in her colleague and
this, in turn, could be her colleague’s pitfall as his colleague’s core
quality is adaptability. The leader may thus develop a more positive
picture of his team members as he/she will seek core qualities that are
temporarily hidden in the shadow of their pitfalls (See Figure 2).
Figure 2. An Example 1 of a Double Quadrant: When a leader’s allergy is
someone’s else pitfall

Source: Based on Ofman (2007, pp. 20–113).

•

Better ability to drawing on his/her challenge. In fact,

according to Ofman, this is the essence of the development for anyone
who would like to benefit from his model. A recipe for a rewarding
life (and more effective leadership) is to build an ability to balance
one’s core quality with his/her challenge. In the above-described
example, this would be the ability to be both aware of the flexibility as
the leader’s challenge and the capability to drawing on this challenge
whenever this is useful or appropriate. This might also mean that the
leader would make sure that members of her team include people with
flexibility as their core quality (see Figure 3). Often leaders surround
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themselves with people similar to themselves as they are reluctant to
work alongside those whose core qualities represent their challenges;
leaders react allergically whenever such associates enter their pitfall.
In Figure 3, we see two core quadrants: one created by the leader
and the other by the member of his team. We can see that too much
flexibility (leader’s challenge) is fickleness (leader’s allergy) which is,
at the same time, his team member’s pitfall.
At the team level, a leader may ensure that, in a professionally
facilitated setting, each member creates his/her core quadrants and
confront them with those prepared by his/her colleagues. Conversations
that follow will lead to deeper mutual understanding and trust, improved
communication within the team, and thus make it more effective.
Figure 3. An Example 2 of a Double Quadrant: When a leader’s challenge is
someone’s else core quality

Source: Based on Ofman (2007, pp. 20–113).

What makes people fall in their pitfalls
(and worse)
Whenever someone is under stress he/she can fall into one of his/her
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pitfalls. For instance, if the leader from Figure 3 is under stress, she is prone
to show more stubbornness in her behavior and actions. In this case, being
aware of her inner dynamics may, for instance, lead to her taking a break
in a board meeting so that her pitfall does not cloud her clarity of thinking
and decision-making abilities.
Under severe stress, a person can start behaving in a way that is
allergic to him/her when he/she sees it in other people. In the case of
our leader, she may lose her determination entirely, instead of showing
fickleness in her behavior.
If we are often under stress, our core quadrants are likely to be
distorted and our behavior may be guided more by our pitfalls or we may
even start exhibiting behavior that is allergic to us. For a leader, this will
result in less effective leadership and this may, in turn, affect negatively
the business results of his/her team or organization. If our leader’s life
were filled with stress, her inner dynamics would be reflected better by
Figure 4:
Figure 4. Example of a Core quadrant distorted by stress

Source: Based on Ofman (2015b).

37

38

Witold Gotowski

The above stress-induced dynamics indicate that, in addition
to other psychological and psycho-physiological benefits, stress
management may lead leaders (and others) to limit behaviors associated
with pitfalls and allergies.

Versatile Leadership
“Practical Psychology” underlying
the Versatile Leadership Model
According to Kaiser and Kaplan, their model is based on practical
psychology that can shed light on the internal causes of some mystifying
performance problems among leaders.
One of the key concepts of practical psychology is “sensitivity”.
Sensitivities start the chain of causal reactions that result in leaders’
distorted actions, either overdone or underdone behaviors that are
detrimental to leaders’ effectiveness.
Sensitivities are what we casually call people’s hot “buttons” or
“issues” and more formally “a sensitivity is a set of emotionally charged
beliefs and expectations generalized from experience that serve to
protect the individual from repeating a painful injury—physical or
psychological”. “Sensitivities work by matching stimuli in the present
perceptual field with encodings from the past without us being aware of
this process” (Kaiser, & Kaplan, 2006, p. 466).
Below, in Table 1, are some sensitivities (by no means all) of
leaders’ underperformance that is manifested by deficiencies or
excesses. When some features in the leader’s circumstances remind
him/her of the past hurts, sensitivities are automatically triggered.
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This leads to an exaggerated assessment of the situation and either
overestimation of what is required to deal with it or underestimation of
resources at the disposal that is needed to protect one’s wellbeing. The
perception of being psychologically threatened leads to a stress-induced
response that resembles an instinctive” flight-or-fight” response and
manifests itself in automatic, self-protective behaviors that are received
as strange and peculiar by observers. If one takes a “fight” path, his/
/her behavior is regarded as aggressive overcontrolled reactions to
given situations. If a “flight” path is taken, a person’s reaction looks like
avoidance and overcontrol. People with personalities oriented towards
doing all to prevail will tend automatically to fight/overdone behavior
while others whose focus is on not provoking and avoiding dangerous
situations steer impulsively to flight/underdone behavior. Both
patterns of compulsive behaviors that take place beneath the surface of
awareness are represented by Figure 5.
Here are some examples of sensitivities that may result in possible
“underdo” and “overdo” leaders’ behaviors.
Table 1. Examples of Sensitivities and Related Distortions in Performance
Impact on performance
Sensitivity to…

Too little of a behavior –
do too little

Too much of a behavior –
do too much

Being/appearing weak

Doesn’t delegate or empower
Doesn’t praise or give
encouragement

Excessively talkative,
“knows everything”
Arrogance

Disapproval/rejection

Doesn’t stand his/her
ground
Doesn’t express dissatisfaction

Overreacts to constructive criticism
Indiscriminate with praise

Depending on others

Doesn’t delegate or seek
help
Reluctant to partner with
peers

Micromanagement
Too focused on own
team/unit

Source: Kaiser & Kaplan (2006, p. 469).
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Figure 5. Sequence of How Sensitivities Throw Off the Performance
of Leaders

Source: Kaiser & Kaplan (2006, p. 468).

The Versatile Leadership Model
The Versatile Leadership model is based on the assumption that a leader’s
effectiveness is related to his/her versatility which, in turn, is based on
the leader’s ability to apply four leadership styles (also called types) in
a manner that fits circumstances in which leader operates. “Versatility
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— which is the absence of imbalance— is also most usefully defined in
terms of pairs of opposing qualities and skills. Versatile leaders are able
to continually adjust their behavior, deftly applying the right approach,
to the right degree, for the circumstances at hand. These are people
who can pivot readily from forcing a tough issue to fostering harmony,
from holding a blue-sky session to digging into an immediate problem.”
(Kaplan, & Kaiser, 2003, p. 22)
Two of the four leadership styles are defined by the way a leader
cooperates with his/her subordinates.
The forceful style (Kaplan, & Kaiser, 2006) involves:
•

taking charge which means that a leader assumes authority,

gives direction, and steps in when problems arise;
•

declaring defined by decisiveness; taking a position and

defending it;
•

pushing which means high expectations and holding people

accountable;
The enabling style (Kaplan, & Kaiser, 2006) involves:
•

empowering defined by giving people room to contribute and

trusting others to handle problems;
•

listening which means inviting others to participate;

considering input from reports and being open to influence;
•

supporting which means treating people well, showing

appreciation, and being open to learning by mistakes.
The remaining two styles refer to the way leader functions in an
organizational setting.
The strategic style (Kaplan, & Kaiser, 2006) involves:
•

setting a direction that means looking ahead, taking

a big-picture perspective, and thinking strategically;
•

growth defined as being aggressive about growth, making

change, and seizing opportunities;
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•

innovation understood as questioning the status quo; trying

new things and encouraging creativity.
The operational style (Kaplan, & Kaiser, 2006) involves:
•

executing defined by managing the day-to-day details of

implementation and following up;
•

efficiency understood as being practical about change and

conserving resources;
•

order defined as being consistent; organized and methodical

and applying process discipline.
There is nothing wrong with using one or more of the four styles, if
this suits the situation in which the leader operates at a specific moment.
A leader can use each style too rarely and/or with too low an
intensity, optimally or he/she can overdo it, i.e., use it too often and/
/or with too much intensity. In other words, in addition to applying his/
/her leadership optimally, he/she can show some deficits or excesses in
applying leadership styles either of which reduces his/her leadership
effectiveness. Statistical data (based on over 20 thousand applications of
the LVI 360® tool) shows a very high correlation between the versatility
index and the assessment of a leader’s effectiveness (based on LVI 360®
report, first edition).
Let’s assume that one of the leader’s strengths is his ability to
generate an attractive and convincing vision for his organization or
team. This leader is preoccupied with building a long-term vision, talks
to his reports about a place where the organization will be in the distant
future. Everybody sees his ability to grasp a myriad of factors that may
shape future developments. At the same time, they realize that his
preoccupation with the long term distracts him and his associates from
here and now. In other terms, they think that his being a visionary is
excessive and this, in turn, is detrimental to organizational effectiveness.
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In another case, a leader is regarded as very good in including his
reports or associates in a decision-making process. Perhaps because
of his value system, he thinks that everybody who may be a potential
stakeholder here could have some relevant insight, deserves to be
consulted. This approach works well in some situations; however, in
some, it results in endless consultations that slow down the decision-making process so much, that when a decision is finally made, the initial
root conditions that called for a decision have changed and the decision
does not fit the new circumstance.

Measuring Leadership Versatility
The effectiveness of leaders can be assessed by their results, by expert
observations, or by asking for insight from people who cooperate with the
leader. Results may be influenced by so many factors that this method is
regarded as untenable unless the leader is at the helm for an extended
period and the organization continues to perform after his/her departure
for several years. This happens surprisingly rarely as Jim Collins illustrates
in his book “Good to Great” (Collins, 2001).
Often organizations yearn for a snapshot assessment of their
leaders with the possibility of verifying the degree to which they benefit
from development programs by a repeat assessment.
Observing how leaders function, even if this is done by experts,
produces distorted results as leaders adapt their behavior to what is
regarded by them as appropriate. In other words, when being observed,
leaders are not “natural”.
One of the best methods to assess leaders’ effectiveness is a good
360 assessment tool. Authors of the Versatility model designed a useful
tool called Leadership Versatility Index 360® (LVI 360®). It measures
the degree to which a leader’s coworkers (superiors, reports, peers, and
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other important associates) perceive 48 leaders’ behaviors selected to
measure the above discussed four leadership styles. For each behavior
measuring one of the styles, there is a complementary one that measures
an opposing style (forceful vs enabling or strategic vs operational). Each
behavior is assessed on a rarely used scale where 0 is a measure of
accurateness (i.e., regarded as perfectly calibrated by the rater), scores
below indicate a “deficit” and scores above zero mean an “overdone
strength” (see Figure 6 below).
			

Figure 6. The scale used in the LVI 360® Assessment tool

Source: Based on the LVI 360® report (2019, p. 4).

The LVI 360® report provides information on a perceived overall
Leadership Versatility (LVI 360® overall index) as well as Versatility
measures for each of the four leadership styles. The LVI 360® also
provides a single measure of the overall leadership effectiveness which
can then be compared to the LVI 360® overall index. It also allows
comparing the leader’s self-assessment with that of his/her raters.

Tentative conclusions based on over
20 thousand LVI 360® assessments
In additions to deficits, raters see many behaviors as overdone:
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Figure 7. Overused behaviors by leaders – norm rather than the exception

Source: Based on Kaiser & Kaplan (2009, pp. 57–76).
Table 2. Most Commonly Overdone Behaviors are measures of the forceful style

		
% rated
“too much”
by coworkers

Forceful: Doesn’t back down easily		
			
36%
Forceful: Speaks up						28%
Forceful: Assumes authority			
			
27%
Operational: Conservative about risk				
26%
Forceful: In control					 		24%
Sample of N = 21.559 senior managers, 				
Source: Kaiser (2019).

More than half of the rated leaders overused behaviors related
to theirs strengths and 90% percent of them neglected complementary
leadership behaviors.
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Figure 8. An overused behavior is usually associated with a deficit of an
opposite complementary behavior

Source: Based on Kaiser & Overfield (2011, pp. 89–109).

Of those who overuse their strengths, many leaders are unaware
of this and thus LVI 360® tool helps them face that reality. This is the
first step on the road of building their self-awareness and introspection.
Leaders who decide to continue on this path learn how to (among others):
•

detect the signals (e.g., physiological) of the onset of the threat

and triggering of sensitivity
•

neutralize the fight-or-flight reflex

•

manage one’s energy

•

take advantage of social support

If leaders are determined to achieve a profound and lasting
recalibration of their leadership by making it more versatile, i.e., toning
down their overdone strengths and/or reducing their deficits, they
should uncover and explore the underlying values and beliefs, make
behavioral experiments, systematically reflect on their experience
and form an expert support system, i.e., work with coaches, mentors,
or psychotherapists. All this for the sake of becoming more effective
leaders.
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Concluding remarks
Leaders can use their full potential if they have the awareness and
willingness that drive them to gain deeper self-awareness. Of special
values is gaining awareness of one’s inner dynamics that cover not only
so-called deficits in attitudes and/or skills but also traps that are related
to excessive use of one’s strengths.
In Ofman’s core quadrants model, inner dynamics are built on
ever-present core quality and associated pitfall, challenge, and allergy.
According to Kaiser and Kaplan, leaders’ versatility model alerts not
only to possible deficits in Leaders’ behaviors but also to potentially
overdone strengths.
Leaders who are aware of their inner dynamics can be more
successful if they decide on taking a self-development path that may
result in mustering early warning systems and/or calibrating one’s
behaviors. On a deeper level, behavioral transformation can be achieved
when the leader is assisted by coaching, mentoring, and – sometimes
– psychotherapy.
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Cultural Conditions of HRM
– 3D Model

Abstract: Organisational culture is one of the most complex and
ambiguous term which is not only difficult to define explicitly, but
also which meaning is constantly expanding and changing. Focusing
the development of economies on the use of the most modern
technologies causes that there is a systematic increase in the
interest among employers in acquiring employees with the highest
qualifications, because their knowledge, skills and creativity become
the key resource of the organization, influencing its innovativeness,
and thus competitiveness. In today’s economy, the management of
financial and material resources is becoming less and less important,
while the ability to use intangible assets is growing. These tendencies
influence the fact that the organisational culture plays an important
and increasingly significant role in the activities of the organisation,
because it is an important instrument supporting the efficiency
and effectiveness of the organisation’s functioning, which is
a consequence of correct/skilful use of human capital.
Taking into account the above considerations, the aim of the study
is to indicate the general conditions of human resources management,
resulting from the cultural premises of the organisation. The
research hypothesis of the study is to show the relationship between
the elements of personal function and dichotomous dimensions of
values (organizational culture), indicated by G. Hofstede, whose
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considerations and analyses became the basis of the adopted research
methodology.
Key words: organizational culture, human resource management,
conditions, modelling

Introduction
Organisational culture is one of the most complex and ambiguous terms,
which is not only difficult to define explicitly, but also whose meaning is
constantly expanding and changing (Williams, 1981, pp. 10–11). The reason
for this is the apparent similarity and even homogeneity of most values
and motives of people. Nevertheless, there is also diversity in this area,
which can cause misunderstandings, both in international and national
activities, resulting in increased costs (Curran, 2007).
Nowadays, culture is considered to be everything created by
a human being in both material and spiritual fields (Rohrscheidt, 2008,
p. 18; Kozielecki, 1988, p. 42; Sułkowski, 2002a, p. 47). On the other hand,
values, norms and cultural patterns developed and disseminated in
a given social community functioning in a given organisation are the
elementary components of organisational culture (Rohrscheidt, 2008,
p. 18; Kozielecki, 1988, p. 42; Sułkowski, 2002a, p. 47).
Targeting the development of economies on the use of the most
modern technologies causes a systematic increase in interest among
employers to find employees with the highest qualifications, because
their knowledge, skills and creativity have become a key resource of the
organisation, influencing its innovativeness and thus competitiveness.
In the modern economy, therefore, the management of financial and
material resources is less and less important, and the ability to use
intangible assets is more and more important.These trends influence the
fact that the organisational culture plays an important and increasingly
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significant role in the activities of the organisation, because it is an
important instrument that supports the efficiency and effectiveness of
the organisation’s functioning, which is a consequence of the correct/
/skilful use of human capital (cf. Sobocka-Szczapa, 2015, p. 121). Therefore,
the cultural approach to human resources management should cover
the diversity of functions performed by the organisational culture,
as well as searching for new ways of understanding the organisation
and economic life in the context of this management, especially in the
methodological sphere.
Taking into account the above considerations, the aim of the study
is to indicate the general conditions of human resources management,
resulting from the cultural premises of the organisation. The research
hypothesis of the study is to show the relationship between the elements
of personal function and dichotomous dimensions of values, indicated
by G. Hofstede, whose considerations and analyses became the basis of
the adopted research methodology.

Assumptions of the Hofstede 3D model
G. Hofstede’s cultural model was created in the 1980s on the basis of his
researching over 70 countries around the world1. The result of these
analyses was an empirical separation of cultural dimensions of universal
character (Czerwonka, 2015, pp. 281–292). According to G. Hofstede,
the cultural dimension, i.e. the feature/value of culture, is a certain
aspect, which can be measured and allows to determine the position of
a given culture in relation to another (Hofstede, 2011, pp. 10–11). There
are three dimensions/values that are important from the point of
view of organisation: Power Distance Indicator (PDI), Individualism/
1. Originally the survey was conducted in 40 countries, where the sample was extended in
the following years (cf. Matsumoto, & Juang, 2013).
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/collectivism, measured by IDV and Uncertainty Avoidance Indicator
(UAI) (Czerwonka, 2015).
Distance of power – is the degree of social acceptance of various
possibilities of influencing others, as well as the way of organizing work,
organisational structure, control, and personnel policy. The distance of
power stretches between two poles: small and large distance. Superiors
and subordinates are to some extent dependent or closely dependent on
each other. The hierarchy in organisations results from playing different
roles. These inequalities are justified and desirable. Subordinates
should be dependent on their superiors. The hierarchy in organisations
reflects the basic inequalities between those at the bottom and those at
the top of the ladder. There is also a strong centralization, which means
slender hierarchical organisational structures, significant differences
in competencies and salaries, and strong control and supervision.
However, privileges and status indications are widely recognized and
accepted. In organisations with a short distance of power, people are
perceived as equal by nature and are opposed to any disparity in access
to power. It is characterized by flat organisational structures and highly
decentralized power, which allows for participation in the decisionmaking process. In addition, every type of work enjoys social respect,
which results in relatively highly qualified personnel, including the one
of lower level (cf. Sobocka-Szczapa, Banasiak, & Kamińska, 2019, p. 117;
Hofstede, & Hofstede 2007; Subocz, 2012, p. 42).
Individualism/collectivism is a dimension/value that means
managing an individual on the one hand and spontaneous and emotional
involvement in the life of an organisation on the other, expecting care
and security in return. Therefore, work can be both individualised, with
the predominance of individual decisions and responsibilities, where the
source of identification is an individual, and collaborative, with a focus
on interpersonal relationships, where the source of identification is the
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membership of social networks. In the case of offences, the consequences
in the first case are the feeling of guilt and loss of self-esteem, while in
the second case – shame and loss of face of both the individual and the
group, to which an individual belongs. In collectivistic cultures, diplomas
on which material status and self-esteem depend, guarantee access to
the groups of higher status (cf. Sobocka-Szczapa, Banasiak, & Kamińska,
2019, p. 117; Hofstede, & Hofstede, 2007; Subocz, 2012, p. 43).
Tolerance of uncertainty (degree of uncertainty avoidance) is an
indicator of society’s sensitivity to changes, situations which are new
and difficult to predict. Organisations characterized by a high degree of
uncertainty avoidance are equipped with numerous formal or informal
rules that concretize the rights and responsibilities of superiors and
subordinates. They are dominated by conservatism, extremism, law
and order and hostile attitudes towards young people. A low degree of
uncertainty avoidance means openness to change without fear and the
need to protect oneself from the future. These organisations do not have
many rights and rules and more often accept protests. These organisations
are tolerant, moderate and friendly towards young people. They are
dominated by a belief in common sense and the power of generalization.
At the same time, there is conviction that the beliefs of one group should
not be imposed on another and that no one should be persecuted because
of their beliefs (cf. Sobocka-Szczapa, Banasiak, & Kamińska, 2019, p. 117;
Hofstede, & Hofstede, 2007; Subocz, 2012, pp. 43–44.).
The above described dimensions/values of organisational culture
prove that diametrical differentiation can strongly influence the model
of personnel management. For example in individualistic societies
it is worth to apply such methods as (Sobocka-Szczapa, Banasiak,
& Kamińska, 2019, p. 117): management by objectives, motivation or
exceptions, characterized by controlling employees’ behaviour by
creating situations affecting their individual needs. In collectivist
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organisations and those with little power distance, management by
self-control groups, management by results and management by
communication can be used. However, in organisations with a large
power distance, it is suggested to introduce management by inspiration
or task formulation. Management by extrapolation, intuition, strategic
and bureaucratic management is recommended for environments
with high risk avoidance. In the case of organisations with low risk,
offensive tactics are suggested, possibly management by risk. However,
taking into account the fact that the organisational culture is a specific
“personality” of a particular organisation, the problem of selecting
methods of employee management should be considered individually
for each organisation (Kamińska, 2012; Perechuda, 1993).
In the characteristics of the dimensions, the other two dimensions
were deliberately omitted as unnecessary from the point of view of
the analyzed relationships. This assumption is fully consistent with
the concepts of multidimensional analysis of organisational culture
in entities preferred by other authors. In this case we can cite the opinion
of Sułkowski and other researchers (Sułkowski, 2012, pp. 103–105)
quoted by this author. It is also worth to emphasize the importance of
the opinions of Japanese psychologists, who recognized values, as being
an important element of organisational culture (Kamińska, 2012, p. 11),
and essential for the functioning of the organisation, its management –
also in the context of human resources management. Rules referring to
specific areas of social life in the organisation are often indicated while
defining organisational culture. This was clearly indicated by Schein,
Mullins, Cameroni and Quinn, Nogalski and many other researchers
(Table 1).
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Table 1. Definitions indicating the rules for specific areas of life in the
organisation

Schein (1985): „organisational culture is a set of reasonable rules
of conduct, discovered, established and developed by the group,
to deal with the problem of internal integration and external
adaptation, which, by working well enough, guide new members
to think and feel about these problems”.
Mullins (1993): „organisational culture is a set of values,
traditions, beliefs, attitudes which are the essence of everything
one does and thinks in an organisation; it is fuelled by
a system of customs, rituals, communication patterns, informal
structures”.
Cameron and Quinn (1998): „the culture of an organisation is
a set of values taken for granted, assumptions that are not
mentioned, common expectations, definitions, elements of
collective memory; it reflects dominant views, defines the sense
of identity of employees, provides unwritten and often not fully
conscious rules of conduct in the workplace, strengthens the
sustainability of the social system.”
Nogalski (1998): „...social standards and value systems
that stimulate employees, the right organisational climate,
management, shared meanings and symbols, cognitive patterns,
behavioural requirements”
Source: (Sobocka-Szczapa, Banasiak, & Kamińska 2019, p. 103).

The science of management assumes that culture has a large
impact on the functioning of an organisation and is often identified with
its effectiveness. This is connected with the so-called “development
trend” of an organisation, in which the value-oriented approach
dominates (Gilbert, Stoner, & Freeman, 2011, pp. 193–195).

Impact of organisational culture on
human resources management in
organisations
The implementation of a personal function in a particular organisation
depends on the influence of many factors, among which is also
organisational culture (Król, 2006, p. 34). Culture researchers, including
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Sułkowski, are of a similar opinion. He writes that organisational culture
is one of the rationales for the human resources management system.
He mentions, however, that other variables are equally important, such
as the specifics of a given activity or enterprise (Sułkowski, 2002b, p. 67).
He presented it in the example of his own typology of organisational
culture, in connection with the three most important elements of human
resources management (Table 2). Differences in proceeding/procedures
used in personnel management result from different organisational
cultures indicated.

Table 2. Types of organisational cultures and ways of personnel management
Types of
organisational
cultures

Recruitment

Motivation

Development

1. Knights’ Army

Search for
competent
units, managers
only

Managers
reward
individual
employees

Management
training in
specific areas

2. Mercenaries

Recruitment
of competent
and highly
competitive
units
Mechanisms
for rewarding
the best (bonus
regulations)

Mechanisms
for rewarding
the best (bonus
regulations)

Selfdevelopment,
limited internal
training in
specific areas

3.
Conquistador’s
Army

The leader
is looking
for potential
supporters
- the key is
determination
and motivation
to work

The commitment
and loyalty to
the leader is
rewarded

The training
is a process
of integration
around the
leader person

4. Mass Levy

Self-recruitment
- most
interested
parties can start
working

Reward
mechanisms
leading to
selection (the
weakest do not
earn)

Self-training,
limited
specialist
training
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5. Janissary
Army

Recruitment
of people
susceptible to
discipline and
loyalty

Rewarding
according to
bureaucratic
regulations)

Strong
indoctrination
and loyalty
building
training

6.
Revolutionaries

Recruitment
of people
vulnerable to
missionary
activity

Self-rewarding
leading to
selection (the
weakest do not
earn

Indoctrination
training,
network
promotion
mechanisms

7. Duke’s Team

Recruitment
of people who
want to function
in a strong and
loyal team

The commitment
and loyalty to
the group is
rewarded

Integration
training,
focused on the
management
team

8. Guerrillas

Recruitment
of people who
believe in the
idea and want to
implement it in
the team

Involvement
and loyalty to
the group and
the idea are
rewarded

Integration and
indoctrination
training include
managers and
specialists

Source: (Sułkowski, 2002b).

It seems, however, that the issues of the influence of organisational
culture on personnel management have been simplified here, because
in reality we often deal with several professional subcultures in a given
organisation, with opposing patterns of formal and informal culture and
with a variety of cultural patterns and norms (Sułkowski, 2002b, p. 67).
The importance of the personnel policy (cf. Sobocka-Szczapa, 2014,
pp. 30 p.n.) model used in an organisation should also be stressed here,
which is important for the relations indicated in the table.
Organisational culture is of great importance both for the
organisation itself and for its environment, and at the same time
in each of these areas it performs specific functions, which can be
divided into internal and external (Bańka, 2009, pp. 23–30; Zbiegień-Maciąg, 2008, pp. 33–37).
Among the internal functions of organisational culture the
following functions can be distinguished: integrating, cognitiveinformational

and

adaptive.

Organisational

culture

integrates

59

60

Halina Sobocka-Szczapa

members of the organisation, creates in them a sense of security
and stability and participates in building the identity of the whole
organisation. An important function of the organisational culture is also
providing knowledge (people staying together exchange knowledge,
experiences and skills). Organisational culture also provides learned
ways of dealing with life and thus contributes to reducing uncertainty.
However, external functions cannot be completely omitted in the
analysis, as they play an important role in the perception of the
organisation by its environment. They are based on the influence of
internal arrangements on external contacts (e.g. through the mission
and strategic objectives of the organisation) and on the influence of
factors coming from the environment (e.g. through the organisation’s
interactions with other organisations).
Let us take a look at the three selected dimensions of
organisational culture values according to G. Hofstede, in the context
of its internal functions, and the relationship between these dimensions
and elements of its personal functions. In this way, it will be possible
to expand the practices presented in Table 2, referring to types
of organisational culture.
In the employment planning process, the influence of the
organisational culture has primarily a qualitative dimension. Taking into
account the envisaged organisational structure and the organisation of
the teamwork in this process, is a consequence of the organisational
culture we are dealing with. Therefore, it can be assumed that all the
three dimensions of values (scheme 1) should be extremely important
for the employment planning process, because organisational culture
should indicate what kind of employee we would like to recruit from the
point of view of the expected organisational structure, work position,
as well as the functioning of the teams (the already existing principles
of cooperation). However, the main difficulty in this case is to be able to
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clearly define how an organisation will operate in the future. It is much
easier to determine the number of employees, their qualifications and
skills than their place in the structure of a business entity. It also results
from the fact that organisational culture changes over time, while the
personnel potential is a consequence of the adopted strategic plans.
Diagram 1. Relationships between the dimensions of organisational culture
and employment planning

Source: own study.

There is a much greater number of connections in the case of
employment, i.e. recruitment and selection processes, carried out in
the organisation. First of all, it concerns the kind of employees whose
type of organisational culture differentiates due to their character
features (competence, competition of individuals, determination
and motivation to work, discipline, loyalty, willingness to work in
a team, etc.). Recruitment premises, resulting from the character traits
of candidates, are the result of the organisational culture functioning
in the organisation, and thus they affect the possibility of recruiting
an employee. These premises should have a similar meaning to those
which influence the acceptance of an employee from the point of
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view of his/her qualifications, i.e. usefulness for the tasks assigned in
the organisation and his/her effectiveness. Moreover, the features
of character required from a potential employee should also be revealed
in the criteria of employee selection, because, for a potential candidate,
they are as important as qualifications (if not the most important) for
the positive course/outcome of the recruitment process. Organisational
culture also plays an important role in the adaptation of employees to
perform tasks in a given position. It is precisely the skilful introduction
of new employees that can have a significant impact on their further
behaviour and attitudes in the future (Kamińska, & Warzyński, 2011,
p. 127; see also Pocztowski, 2003, p. 171), and the type of organisational
culture forces the new employee to adapt to the rules and values already
existing in the organisation2.
Diagram 2. Relationships between the dimensions of organisational culture
and employee recruitment

Source: own study.
2. For more information on organisational culture factors shaping adaptive processes
of a new empoyee. See also Żarczyńska-Dobiesz (2008).
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Consequently, the organisational culture is important both
for the organisation and the employee (new work environment, new
people, new tasks). Similarly, the importance of the relationship
between the organisational culture functioning in the organisation
and employee evaluation should be assessed. What matters most for an
organisation from the point of view of the type of organisational culture
also matters in this case. An employee in an organisation should not
only perform the assigned tasks, but also accept the conditions under
which he or she performs them, because this leads not only to the
employee’s satisfaction, but first of all to his or her identification with
the company’s activities. Consequently, an employee can perform his
or her tasks in a much better, more effective way, and thus improve the
competitiveness of the organisation. In the employee’s opinion, the way
of evaluation is also important. It results mainly from organisational
culture functioning in an organisation, but also is connected with an
adopted management style. However, organisational culture usually
makes it possible to reduce the burden of evaluation processes for the
employee. Therefore, it can be concluded that organisational culture
influences the way information on assessment is provided, as well as the
possibility of verifying the assessment by the employee.
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Diagram 3. Relationships between the dimensions of organisational culture
values and employee evaluation

Source: own study.

In the opinion of employees, similarly as in other relations between
organisational culture and a personal function, some differences
may appear due to the type of organisational culture that exists in an
organisation. This diversity may result in difficulties in determining the
relationship unambiguously. Therefore, making such generalizations
should be treated rather as an attempt at systematization, carried out
for the purposes of the modelling process.
In the processes of motivating, the organisational culture focuses
primarily on the ways of motivating and mechanisms of rewarding
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employees. At the same time, it points to the basic criteria of employee
evaluation, thus enabling the introduction of features of their character,
conducive to shaping the identification of the staff with the company
and the tasks performed by it. The impact of organizational culture
on employee motivation begins with recruitment processes where
criteria for employing a job applicant appear for the first time. The type
of organisational culture implemented in the organisation allows us
to make decisions about who and why will be rewarded.
Diagram 4. Relationships between the dimensions of organisational culture
values and employee motivation

Source: own study.

Organisational culture plays an essential role in the processes of
training/improving employees, and it concerns first of all the choice of
the training method (who will conduct the training – internal, external,
self-development), its scope and mode and addressees. This choice
is important because of the costs of training, which are much higher
when outsourcing training to an external company. On-the-job training
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by a skilled worker is less costly. On the other hand, motivation of the
employee to undertake self-education reduces the most costs of the
education process. It is significant that such training is very rarely
subsidized by employers3.
Diagram 5. Relationships between the dimensions of organisational culture
values and employee development

Source: own study.

The above characteristics of relations between organisational
culture and human resources management indicate many relations
which are important for the human resources management realized in
organisations. By influencing the elements of this process, organisational
culture influences the degree of readiness to act and increases the
individual and group sense of security. These behaviors are energizing
activities, which means that they cannot be omitted in the set of elements
supporting the activity of the organization’s employees.
3. It results from surveys conducted in 2012–2013 by experts of Institue of Labour and Social
Studies (cf. Sobocka-Szczapa, 2013, pp. 109–138).
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Conclusions
In the case of relationships between elements of human resources
management and elements of organisational culture, we are dealing here
only with one-way relationships and the search for feedback is difficult
and may raise many doubts. This is confirmed by K. Konecki’s opinion,
who claims that human resources management is both the quintessence
of rules produced within an organisation and the value of the culture of a
given country. It is also an element of an organisational game, taking into
account the symbols of certain cultural phenomena (e.g. of ritual character)
(http://qsr.webd.pl/KKonecki/publikacje/publikacja12.html). However,
referring to the phenomenon of human resources management exclusively
to cultural issues related to society, seems to be a quite one-sided approach
which does not take into account the role that organisational culture
plays in contemporary companies. Considering, for example, the issue
of improving the efficiency of employees, it is culture and organisational
climate (which is its derivative) that create conditions conducive to the
cooperation of members of the organisation. They influence, among
others, the level of internal motivation to work (Mikuła, 2000, p. 33). It
should be mentioned that organisational culture and climate are concepts
often identified with each other, because both concepts concern the way
of interpreting organisational reality surrounding the employee. However,
organisational climate is a more subjective concept, partly resulting from
organisational culture (Mikuła, 2000, pp. 35, 37).
As it results from the conducted analyses, the model approach
to relations between organisational culture and human resources
management, having the character conditioning the correctness of this
process, is undoubtedly visible in its individual elements. Despite the oneway dependencies shown in the study, their influence on the human
resources management in an organisation cannot be overestimated. It
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determines not only the acceptance by employees of actions taken in
this area, but also affects the climate/atmosphere of an organisation, i.e.
subjective feelings of the staff. It is obvious that such a conclusion would
have a very limited cognitive value if other variables, namely: type of
activity, size of an organisation, social structure, etc., were not included.
However, undoubtedly, organisational culture determines certain
behaviours and activities in business4 , enabling the establishment of
contacts between employees, through the created communication
system, which facilitates the generation of behaviours that build and
maintain a positive climate at work, identification with the objectives of
the organisation, as well as acceptance of the system of remuneration in
connection with the system of appraisals, conducted educational action,
etc. Generally speaking, the consequences of organisational culture
understood in this way, connect people with the workplace and trigger
in them a sense of corporate identity, evoke the effect of “attachment”
and positive identification with the organisation. This translates into the
effectiveness of employees and teams, their loyalty and attachment to
the company (Kamińska, & Warzyński, 2011, p. 134; Ober, 2013).
Such an approach makes organisational culture an important
source of information about the behaviours preferred or not accepted
by the company, relating to the basic values, norms and principles
prevailing in a given team. At the same time, it is also a factor that
strongly influences the management model used by the superior.

4. I. Varner and L. Beamer enumerated in detail and elaborated more on issues of fundamental significance to understand organisational culture influence on a human’s actions
and behaviours in business (cf. Varner, & Beamer, 2010). Academic literature also provides a model referring to cultural diversity analysis probing the issue of communication
(cf. Hall, 2009).
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Weighty Words? Translating
The Biggest Loser for
European Audiences

Abstract: First shown in the United States in 2004, The Biggest Loser
is one of the most successful and enduring reality television shows.
The format has been exported internationally, and domestic variants
of the show remain extremely popular in many European countries.
From a translation perspective, however, the title of the show
provides a challenge, as the original English conveys not only the idea
of losing weight, but also the oxymoronic notion of a ‘loser’ ironically
being a winner. This contribution, therefore, provides an overview of
the strategies used to deal with this issue through examination of the
local titles given to The Biggest Loser in thirteen European countries.
An initial analysis aimed to ascertain if the title had actually been
translated into the local language, either fully or partially, taking into
account associated cultural implications regarding English language
proficiency. Subsequently, the titles were examined to see if aspects
of the original were present, such as wordplay and the element
of transformation. Finally, the titles were analysed to see if there
were any common geographical or linguistic similarities between the
various translation strategies.
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Introduction
With reality television programmes seemingly ubiquitous around the globe,
the issue of adapting generic formats to local languages, cultures, and
trends is well-attested in the literature (for example, see Moran, 2008, 2009;
Chalaby, 2011; Almaimam, 2012; Mikos, & Perrotta, 2012; Zimdars 2019). One
aspect that remains under-researched, however, concerns the translation
strategies of the titles of these programmes. Taking the title of the popular
reality television show The Biggest Loser as a point of departure, this
exploratory study aims to explore this issue in further detail. This analysis
will be conducted by examining the translation strategies utilised with
regard to the local titles of the show in thirteen different European countries.

The Biggest Loser
The Biggest Loser was originally first shown in the United States in 2004,
where it was broadcast on the NBC network. The premise of the show is
simple; under the guidance of personal trainers, overweight contestants –
either in teams or as individuals – compete to lose the biggest percentage
of their overall bodyweight. Sequestered away at an isolated location,
contestants have only themselves and the personal trainers for company,
thus heightening the dramatic nature of the programme. Aside from
intensive exercise regimes, the format is livened up by a variety of
physical and mental challenges, guidelines on nutrition and healthy
eating, and also the competitive weekly weigh-in, where participants find
out how much weight they have lost in a given week. Following this event,
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participants choose a poorly-performing contestant to be eliminated from
the competition; nonetheless, the majority of eliminated contestants
continue their weight-loss journey at home. The culmination of each
series is the show’s finale. In front of a studio audience, the finalists are
weighed, and the participant who has lost the largest proportion of their
original bodyweight is awarded the title of “Biggest Loser”, as well as
a significant cash prize.
Despite its popularity with audiences, as demonstrated by the
eighteen seasons of the show that have been broadcast to date in the United
States, The Biggest Loser has been somewhat controversial. Concerning
the health implications, it has been argued that the programme promotes
an unrealistic and even unsafe portrayal of weight loss, with contestants
losing multiple kilograms per week, rather than the more modest
amounts typically recommended by health professionals (Hall 2013;
Klos et al., 2015). In addition to the speed of their weight loss, concerns
have been raised about the overall amount of weight lost by the winning
contestants, with some concerns that it may be unhealthy.
With regard to the original American edition of the show, academic
studies have also illustrated that the speed and amount of weight lost
during the programme can also lead to unwelcome and permanent
changes to the contestants’ metabolism, thus making their weight loss
unsustainable (Fothergill et al., 2016). Former participants, too, have
voiced their dissent about some of the weight-loss methods used as well
as the way they were treated during the programme (Fell, 2016; Hamann,
2016). The show has also been called out for fat-shaming, as well as for
promoting so-called “beach body” aesthetics rather than representing
a more inclusive discussion of body types (Silk et al., 2011; Domoff et al.,
2012; Gilbert, 2020). In addition, several studies have also argued that
aspects of the show increase weight bias and stigma against overweight
people (Thomas et al., 2007; Sender, & Sullivan, 2008; Yoo, 2013).
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Despite this controversy, authorised local versions of The
Biggest Loser have been made in around thirty countries worldwide
(Endemol Shine Distribution, 2020), and have enjoyed varying degrees
of success. In the European context, versions of the show have been
particularly popular in Germany (11 seasons), Sweden (9 seasons), and
Ukraine (9 seasons), and there have been also special celebrity-based
versions broadcast in Sweden and in Finland. However, the programme
has been less popular in countries such as Poland, Hungary, and
Romania, where just one season has been broadcast to date.

Translating titles
As Bobadilla-Pérez (2007, p. 117) states, the title of a given work represents
the “most imprecise, capricious and subjective component”; nonetheless,
however, titles contain essential and valuable information. In a source
language, the title can be divided up into either having a nominal, thematic,
or abstract function. As such, translators recontextualise the title, thereby
aiming to render the same effect in the target culture as in the source
language. In doing so, as Doyle (1989) illustrates, the translator can either
use three main strategies – the literal, the near-literal (word by word), or
the liberal ‘free translation’ approach, where the translator has greater
liberty in selecting a translation that is felt to be appropriate to a given
context. For Nord (1995), the translation of titles depends on three major
functions (the issue that a title is distinctive, phatic, and metatextual), as
well as three secondary ones (descriptive/referential, expressive, and
appellative). In addition, as Bobadilla-Pérez (2007) notes, the translation
choice of the titles of films (and by extension, television programmes)
can also essentially commercial, especially in this day and age where
merchandise and spin-off material can be financially lucrative, as well as
associated issues involving copyright and intellectual property.
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Regarding The Biggest Loser, a key translation issue is represented
by the multiplicity of interpretations that the original title conveys to the
native English speaker. Taking the noun ‘loser’, the Cambridge Dictionary
lists several definitions for the word, including not only a person who
“does not win a game or competition”, but also someone “who is always
unsuccessful at everything they do” or even, offensively, “a person
that you have no respect for” (Cambridge English Dictionary, 2020). As
also highlighted by Díaz-Pérez (2014) in his study of translating puns in
Spanish film titles, the translator’s task in dealing with this wordplay is
manifold and presents a variety of challenges. This is especially so given
the specific nature of attempting to render these complexities into each
local language and culture, as well as accounting for the preferences and
subtleties of the target audience.

Methodology
Building on the overview outlined in the previous two sections, it was
decided to base the current exploratory study on three main research
questions:
i. Has the title been translated into the local language (fully/in

part) and does this correlate with the general English language
proficiency of the country concerned?
ii. Are aspects (wordplay/transformation) of the original The

Biggest Loser title present in the translated version?
iii. Are there any common geographical/linguistic similarities

between the versions?
Following careful analysis of the list of approximately 30
countries worldwide where local versions of The Biggest Loser had
been made, it was decided to limit the scope of the current study. To
provide a manageable sample, the decision was made to focus on those
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European Union (EU) member states and candidate countries where
English is not an official language. In addition to providing a common
frame of reference, this was also linked to the researcher’s familiarity
with a range of European languages and cultures; however, the prime
determinant, was the availability of reliable statistics regarding English
language proficiency, as required by the first research question.
Although there are data from numerous English language proficiency
surveys available, the Eurobarometer surveys on Europeans and their
languages were chosen owing to the quality of their methodology and
large sample size. The surveys included relevant information on all EU
member states (European Commission, 2012) as well as on the candidate
countries (European Commission, 2006), thus ensuring the veracity of
the data obtained.
Regarding the titles of local versions of The Biggest Loser, the
associated Wikipedia page was used as an initial source (The Biggest
Loser, 2020). However, given Wikipedia’s collaborative nature, it
was also necessary to verify the information featured there through
other sources. The issue was complicated by the fact that television
programmes focussing on weight loss are popular in many countries,
and there are numerous shows, such as La Báscula in Spain (Canal Sur,
2020) which have a similar premise but nonetheless are not part of The
Biggest Loser family of programmes. Thus, it was necessary to conduct
further investigation, either by cross-checking information on the
websites of the television channels concerned or in local media of the
respective countries. However, this was not always straightforward,
particularly where local versions of the show were no longer made
and had disappeared from the websites of the television channels. In
addition, where photographs and video footage were available, this
was also utilised in order to confirm that these shows visually and
structurally adhered to The Biggest Loser concept.
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Results
As illustrated in Table 1, fourteen European versions of The Biggest Loser
were examined. These represented thirteen countries (12 EU member
states and 1 candidate country) and thirteen different languages.
Table 1. European versions of The Biggest Loser used in this study
Country

Language

Original title
(translation)

English proficiency
(Eurobarometer)

Croatia (HR)

Croatian

Život na vagi
(Life on the
scale)

49%

Finland (FI)

Finnish

Suurin pudottaja
(The Biggest
Loser)

70%

Germany (DE)

German

The Biggest
Loser Germany

56%

Hungary (HU)

Hungarian

A Nagy Fogyás
(The Big Weight
Loss)

20%

Latvia (LV)

Latvian

XXL

46%

The Netherlands
(NL)

Dutch

The Biggest
Loser Holland

90%

Poland (PL)

Polish

Co masz do
stracenia? (What
do you have to
lose?)

33%

Portugal (PT)

Portuguese

Peso Pesado
(Heavyweight)

27%

Romania (RO)

Romanian

Marele
câştigator (The
Biggest Winner)

31%

Slovakia (SK)

Slovak

Supertelo
(Superbody);
Najväčší vitaz
(The Biggest
Winner)

26%

Slovenia (SI)

Slovenian

The Biggest
Loser Slovenija

59%

Sweden (SE)

Swedish

The Biggest
Loser Sverige

86%

Turkey (TR)

Turkish

Yeni Bir Hayat
(A New Life)

17%
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Source: own elaboration, based on data from The Biggest Loser (2020) and
European Commission (2006, 2012).

As presented in Table 2, once the data had been collected and
analysed, the results were then divided up in accordance with the
research questions outlined in the previous section.
Table 2. Outline of strategies adopted when translating the title of The
Biggest Loser
Retained fully/
partially in
English

Near-literal
translation

Translation
but with
inversion of
concept

Free translation

(DE) The
Biggest Loser
Germany
(56%)

(FI) The
Biggest Loser
(70%)

(RO) The
Biggest
Winner (31%)

(HR) Life on the scale
(49%)

(NL) The
Biggest Loser
Holland (90%)

(HU): The Big
Weight Loss
(20%)

(SK-2) The
Biggest
Winner (26%)

(LV) XXL (46%)

(SI) The
Biggest Loser
Slovenija
(59%)

(PL) What do you have
to lose? (33%)

(SE) Biggest
Loser Sverige
(86%)

(PT) Heavyweight
(27%)
(SK-1) Superbody
(26%)
(TR) A New Life (17%)

Source: own elaboration, based on data from The Biggest Loser (2020) and
European Commission (2006, 2012).

As illustrated in Table 2, there was a strong correlation between
levels of English proficiency and the decision whether or not to translate
the title. In Germany, The Netherlands, Slovenia, and Sweden, where
over half the population possesses good English-language skills, the
title was retained in that language. Interestingly enough, despite the
Eurobarometer data showing high levels of English proficiency in
Finland (70%), the title of the local version there was in fact translated
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into Finnish. In general terms, though, the most popular translation
device was free translation, thus allowing the programme title to be
fully localised to the specific market concerned. In Romania and in the
most recent Slovak version, the translated version inverted the concept
of ‘loser’ to ‘winner’, an amendment which dovetails neatly with the
second research question.
With regard to the element of wordplay and transformation, the
complexity of translating the oxymoronic notion of a loser ‘winning’,
together with the other meanings of the word, has been already
outlined. For those countries with high Eurobarometer English scores
that retained the English title of the programme (Germany, The
Netherlands, Slovenia, and Sweden), it can be argued that the local
population is expected to have sufficient language skills to be able to
understand and interpret the multiple meanings of the word. In terms
of the Finnish, Hungarian, and Polish versions of the title, the focus
here is largely on weight loss. With regard to the Romanian, Turkish,
and both of the Slovak versions, the emphasis here is primarily on the
notion of physical transformation and of being a ‘winner’. The titles
of the Croatian, Latvian, and Portuguese versions, though, focus on
physical size.
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Table 3. Translated versions of The Biggest Loser arranged by language family
Germanic

Slavonic

Romance

Finno-Ugric

(DE) The Biggest
Loser Germany
(56%)

(HR) Life on the
scale (49%)

(RO) The Biggest
Winner (31%)

(FI) The Biggest
Loser (70%)

(NL) The Biggest
Loser Holland
(90%)

(PL) What do
you have to
lose? (33%)

(PT)
Heavyweight
(27%)

(HU): The Big
Weight Loss
(20%)

(SE) Biggest
Loser Sverige
(86%)

(SI) The Biggest
Loser Slovenija
(59%)
(SK-1) Superbody
(26%)
(SK-2) The
Biggest Winner
(26%)

Source: own elaboration, based on data from The Biggest Loser (2020) and
European Commission (2006, 2012).

As outlined in Table 3, there were some interesting results
in terms of similarities regarding translation strategies between
families of languages. For the versions made for countries where
other Germanic languages are spoken (Germany, The Netherlands,
and Sweden), the English title was maintained with the addition of the
demonym. It could be argued that this is due in part to the high level of
general English proficiency, as well as the close cultural and linguistic
relationship. Taking into account those Germanic languages spoken
outside of the EU, this approach was also espoused by the Icelandic
(Biggest Loser Ísland) and Norwegian (Biggest Loser Norge) versions.
For those versions made for Slavonic-speaking countries (Croatia,
Poland, Slovakia, with the notable exception of Slovenia), however,
there was a tendency to change the title, possibly due to English
proficiency being less widespread. A similar translation strategy was
also noted in the Slavonic-speaking non-EU countries, with both the
Russian (Взвешенные и счастливые люди, “Weighted and Happy People”)
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and Ukrainian (Зважені та щасливі, “Weighted and Happy”) versions
having noticeably different titles to the English version. With regard to
the Romance languages, it is perhaps interesting to note that to date no
French, Italian, or Spanish version of The Biggest Loser has been made.
For the Portuguese and Romanian versions, however, it is notable that
both of the titles differ considerably from the English original.

Conclusion
In terms of examining the translation strategies made regarding European
versions of The Biggest Loser, this exploratory study has illustrated that
there are indeed common features. As such, there is a general tendency
to either retain the original English title, or for the title to be translated
freely. The options of near-literal translation or inversion of the concept
of losing/winning are less popular. It was also noted that there is a distinct
correlation between those countries that retain the English title with
a Eurobarometer English language proficiency score of above 50%.
Regarding the wordplay inherent in the title, which is by its very
nature challenging to translate, most versions chose to focus on other
relevant aspects. These included the notion of physical transformation or
the participants’ size. Distinct geographical and linguistic similarities were
also noted; for those countries where Germanic languages are spoken, it
was observed that the English title was retained, whereas other countries
displayed a preference for the title to be translated into their own languages.
Building on these preliminary conclusions, it is important to note
that the current project is very much an exploratory study. As such, it
is planned to conduct further comparative research on the topic. The
aim, therefore, is to generate more widespread data on the translation
strategies utilised for the titles of reality television programmes, with
the intention of examining whether these findings are representative of
a wider trend in the European context.
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The Place of Writing
in English for Military
Purposes

Abstract: Since ESP language trainings are becoming increasingly
popular in professional communities and among university students,
their impact and therefore academic value seem to be enormous
nowadays. As a result, apart from the very general language training,
contemporary university education enables students to get access
to professional corpuses, often containing the terminology that is
simply unavailable in regular courses or at least limited to an absolute
minimum. However, apart from teaching the intended professional
terminology, ESP courses often require teachers to make their
students familiar with a wide range of skills, such as negotiating the
meaning or transferring specific cultural values from one language to
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another. When it comes to Military English, writing skills seem to be
even more important than speaking and other language aspects, since
it often requires military students and then soldiers to communicate
various cultural phenomena when contacting professionals from other
countries. This article focuses on the phenomenon of writing skills in
Military English, including the phenomenon of mediation as a variable
that often requires students to negotiate the meaning in order to
transfer specific information. As a result, the theoretical part of this
article presents the issues of ME from various perspectives, whereas
the empirical part reveals the attitude of the students of the Military
University of Technology in Warsaw towards the discussed issue and
therefore the possible suggestions concerning the use of this type of
a popular ESP framework.
Key words: writing, Military English, ESP, STANAG

Introduction
Whether it be a regular language course or specialised language training,
contemporary requirements in the field of university language education
seem to have modified the way teachers approach this phenomenon.
Therefore, apart from developing their general language competence,
university students often need go beyond what they have been used to and
thus become familiar with a completely different issue related to language
education, i.e. a particular type of a specialised language, characteristic for
their specific field of studies. Complex as the phenomenon is, maintaining
a united front and therefore a balance between the general and specialised
types of language competence seems to be vital in terms of students’
final success. Furthermore, in order to become highly competitive on the
contemporary job market and thus face an opportunity to choose from
among an array of job offers, the knowledge of specialised languages
seem to be the essence of what the modern entrepreneurs expect as well
as what language education has truly become.

The Place of Writing in English for Military Purposes

Since the above-described phenomenon tends to be highly
complex, multifaceted and thus based on a myriad of interrelated
factors and even social and economic regulations, this article focuses
on a specific type of an English for Specific Purposes (ESP) language,
i.e. Military English. According to Malenica and Fabijanić (2013),
Military English ought to be understood as the type of specialised
language that deals with the highly restrictive taxonomy of the
military lexicon and thus contains numerous abbreviations and lexical
terms characteristic for the military sector of the national identity.
Furthermore, Cannon (1989) and Lopez Rua (2004) pinpoint that
military typologies often contain multiple discrepancies that need to
be thoroughly analysed and accounted for in order to standardise them
and avoid inconsistencies when approached by particular language
users. Harley (2006) adds that the military lexicon also tends to reveal
a high degree of productivity, and it belongs to the so-called active
and living part of the entire corpus of English language terminology,
often enriched by a multitude of neologisms created on a regular basis
in order to meet the needs of the current situation. As a corollary, all
of the above-mentioned features contribute to the fact that Military
English constitutes a complex issue and thus needs to be approached
in a careful and detailed way.
However, when it comes to Military English and the four major
language skills, it is not speaking, reading or listening that poses
difficulties. As a result, writing tends to become the most problematic
skill, since it requires students to be specific, brief and as clear as
possible in order to avoid mistakes and potential misunderstandings.
Furthermore, when dealing with writing skills in military contexts,
students often need to negotiate the meaning and mediate with
international partners from such organisations as NATO or United
Nations, which often seems to be culturally conditioned. That is why
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students of military faculties need to be aware of a myriad of common
language features and military terminology as well as specific cultural
values and issues related to military contexts in the countries they
cooperate with, mainly in order to mediate successfully and thus reach
a consensus. Finally, writing is one of the major components as regards
the STANAG examination, i.e. the most respected military form of
language certification of the future professional soldiers.
This article deals with the issue of mediation in military
writing, and it consists of two parts. In the theoretical part, the authors
present various theoretical issues related to Military English and its
features, including the place of Military English in the ESP framework.
Furthermore, this part characterises military students and the
STANAG examination in terms of writing skills in order to introduce
the reader to the vital requirements regarding this component of the
above-mentioned type of examination. As far as the empirical part is
concerned, the authors aimed to investigate the participants’ attitude
towards military writing skills at particular stages of their language
training at the Military University of Technology in Warsaw as well as
their opinions regarding the features of military writing that posed the
biggest difficulties to them.

ESP courses and the place of Military
English
According to Long (2005), teaching general English seems to be similar to
the type of teaching that has no clearly specified purpose, which means
that teachers have a tendency to implement too many unnecessary items
in order to teach as much as possible within a particular period of time.
That is why it is highly recommended to introduce teaching for a specific
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purpose, since, according to Hyland (2002, as cited in Belcher, 2009, p. 1),
“commitment to the goal of providing language instruction that addresses
students’ own language learning purposes is what those who take an
English for Specific Purposes (ESP) approach see as distinguishing it from
other approaches to English Language Teaching (ELT).”
However, in order to understand the issue of ESP properly, it
seems to be worth analysing what ESP truly is. To start with, Hutchinson
and Waters (Donesch-Jezo, 2012, p. 2) define ESP as “an approach to
language learning which is based on learner need […] and in which all
decisions as to content and method are based on the learner’s reason
for learning”. Furthermore, Dudley-Evans and St. John (1998, p. 5)
maintain that ESP is the type of a language that reveals numerous,
unique characteristics, both absolute (specific needs and underlying
methodology, appropriate language elements) and variable (specific
disciplines, modified methodology allowed, designed mostly for adults
and advanced learners, partly based on the basic knowledge of the target
language). Plesca (2016) pinpoints that the term ESP refers to the type
of discourse implemented in a specific working environment in order to
suit the needs of the intended profession and facilitate the process of
information flow in a variety of professional contexts.
When it comes to ESP courses, officially developed and first
presented to the public in the 1960s, the teacher needs to conduct
a thorough analysis of the specific character of the ESP type of written
and spoken discourse before implementing and thus addressing their
students’ needs. In other words, the teacher needs to be aware of the
multiple character of ESP courses, i.e. their types and specific features.
As a corollary, Hyland (2006, as cited in Belcher, 2009, pp. 2–3) divided
ESP courses into the following two categories:
•

English for Academic Purposes (EAP), designed for university

students in order to address their academic needs, and
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•

English

for

Occupational

Purposes

(EOP),

designed

for an array of professional communities, such as lawyers,
businesspeople, doctors, etc.
There are also other, less-known categories of ESP courses, which
constitute hybrids of the above-mentioned types of ESP phenomena, and
these are EALP (English for Academic Legal Purposes) or EABP (English
for Academic Business Purposes), among others (Hyland, 2006, as cited
in Belcher, 2009, pp. 2–3).
As far as Military English (ME) is concerned, i.e. the subject of this
article, Orna-Montesinos (2013, pp. 87–88) claims that ME is the type
of a language that tends to be used in military contexts and constitutes
the vital outcome of the progressive process of “globalisation of
military conflicts” as well as “integration of armies in multinational and
multicultural coalition forces”. That is why, as a contemporary lingua
franca, English has become the major language tool responsible for the
“interconnection between individuals and organisations, between the
national and the international” as well as “between the local and the
global”. As a result, ME deals with an array of military areas, such as
day-to-day communication among soldiers, international cooperation,
military unions and treaties, armed forces, missions and weapons,
modern warfare, etc. Complex as it is, ME constitutes one of the most
attractive scenarios when developing the language skills of military
cadets, who aim to become professional soldiers and thus become active
and regular participants of international military communication and
instruction. When it comes to the place of ME in the ESP framework, it
has become an important part of the EOP taxonomy of language types
designed for particular professional communities; one of them is the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (commonly referred to as NATO).
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NATO requirements concerning Military
English
Together with the requirements of the Polish Armed Forces School of
Languages, the Standardisation Agreement (STANAG) provides all
NATO forces with a thorough description of language proficiency levels
(STANAG, 2009, p. 4) and thus allows the Department of Education of
the Ministry of National Defence to implement the so-called Framework
Programme established for English language education in the Polish
Armed Forces, herein ‘Ramowy Program Nauczania Języka Angielskiego
w Siłach Zbrojnych RP Edycja III’ (2019). As a corollary, it is a fundamental
tool applied through the process of writing curricula and syllabuses for the
Polish Armed Forces (Ramowy Program Nauczania Języka Angielskiego
w Siłach Zbrojnych RP Edycja III, 2019, p. 5).
When it comes to Military English, the second level of Ramowy
Program Nauczania Języka Angielskiego w Siłach Zbrojnych RP Edycja
III (2019) adopts an approach that contains an array of military topics
selected according to the intended military graduates’ ability to carry
out their official duties only to a limited extent (Ramowy Program
Nauczania Języka Angielskiego w Siłach Zbrojnych RP Edycja III, 2019,
p. 24). At the third level, on the other hand, the topics are selected in
a way that enables graduates to perform their duties at a minimum of
professional level (Ramowy Program Nauczania Języka Angielskiego
w Siłach Zbrojnych RP Edycja III, 2019, p. 35). Therefore, the military
topics at the above-mentioned levels are as follows:
Table 1. Military English topics

Military
English

Level 2

Level 3

Military ranks, all forces’
basic weapons systems

Military ranks –
nomenclature and
comparison
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Armed forces, services:
organization of a particular
type of armed forces,
equipment and armament
of soldiers of a particular
type of armed forces and
service, weapon systems of
a particular type of armed
forces and service

Armed forces, services:
basic organization of armed
forces, organization of
a particular type of armed
forces, basic equipment
and armament of soldiers,
equipment and armament
of soldiers of a particular
type of armed forces and
service, weapon systems of
particular armed forces and
service, nomenclature of
a particular weapon system

Military service: education
and training, military
career, basic instruction
and documents

Military service: education
and training, military
career, basic instruction
and prescriptive documents

Military exercises: basic
warfare, field training
exercises, multinational
exercises, basis of
commands

Military exercises: warfare,
field training exercises,
multinational exercises,
C4I – Command, Control,
Communication, Computers,
Intelligence, elements of
commands

International cooperation:
NATO and working abroad,
international military units,
peacekeeping missions,
humanitarian missions

International cooperation:
NATO and working abroad,
international military units,
peacekeeping missions,
humanitarian missions,
operations as part of
disarmament treaties

Basic abbreviations in military documents
Routine correspondence – written and conducted by
technical means of communication
Current, worldwide political
and military affairs
Weapons of mass
destruction – its operation,
international agreements,
current political and
military affairs
Source: Authors’ own elaboration on the basis of Ramowy Program Nauczania Języka Angielskiego w Siłach Zbrojnych RP Edycja III (2019).

When analysing the topics attributed to levels 2 and 3, it can be
pinpointed that the areas of interest are almost identical. However,
a significant difference lies in the fact that the topics maintained at level 3
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are substantially broadened. Therefore, they are not limited and contextreduced but a lot more complex and advanced. This factor determines
the level of STANAG examinations themselves and thus makes them
considerably much more difficult to pass. Another difference between
the above-mentioned levels of Military English topics is the fact that
level 3 exam evaluates whether cadets are knowledgeable enough about
military vocabulary, which seems to be essential when comprehending
political and military affairs.

STANAG exam and its major assumptions
The major aim of the STANAG examination is to assess candidates’
linguistic competence in accordance with the Standardisation Agreement
(Model egzaminu z języka angielskiego Poziom 3 STANAG 6001, 2018,
p. 6). However, this type of examination has been developed not only for
members of the Polish Armed Forces but also military related personnel
(Model egzaminu z języka angielskiego Poziom 2 STANAG 6001, 2019,
p. 6), which is why STANAG assesses candidates’ linguistic competence
regardless of the curriculum (Model egzaminu z języka angielskiego
Poziom 2 STANAG 6001, 2019, p. 6). There are five levels of linguistic
competence distinguished by STANAG 6001, and these are:
•

Level 0 – no proficiency,

•

Level 1 – survival,

•

Level 2 – functional,

•

Level 3 – professional,

•

Level 4 – expert,

•

Level 5 – higly-articulate native (STANAG, 2009, p. 5).

As far as assessment is concerned, STANAG measures candidates’
linguistic competence in terms of the four major language skills, i.e.
listening, speaking, reading, and writing. However, levels 4 and 5 are
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not implemented in the Polish Army, whereas level 5 examination is not
even available (Decyzja Nr 73/MON, 2020, p. 5).
Having taken the STANAG examination, a candidate achieves
a Standard Language Profile (SLP) depicted in the form of 4 digits. They
are inalterably listed in the following order:
•

Skill L, standing for Listening

•

Skill S, standing for Speaking

•

Skill R, standing for Reading

•

Skill W, standing for Writing (STANAG, 2009, p. 5).

As a corollary, a candidate’s profile defined as SLP 3231 ought to
be interpreted as listening level 3, speaking level 2, reading level 3, and
writing level 1 (STANAG, 2009, p. 5).
As far as the examination itself is concerned, candidates are
obliged to carry out particular tasks within the given time-limit as well
as to deal with an array of distinct tasks, especially when it comes to
reading and listening components aimed to evaluate a cadet’s level of
comprehension of specific types of texts. The speaking part, on the other
hand, aims to investigate a candidate’s readiness to have conversations
on particular topics. Finally, when it comes to STANAG writing skills, the
authors specify the requirements concerning this component in details
in the further sections of this article.
In order to pass the given part of the STANAG examination,
a candidate needs to score 70% (Decyzja Nr 73/MON, 2020, p. 4), which
means 14 points (out of 20) (Model egzaminu z języka angielskiego
Poziom 2 STANAG 6001, 2019; Model egzaminu z języka angielskiego
Poziom 3 STANAG 6001, 2018), and they retake only the components that
they have failed.
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Military students’ needs and requirements
The Commandant-rector of the Military University of Technology
provides cadets with proper language education in order for graduates to
obtain the profile determined as SLP 3232. (Decyzja Nr 73/MON, 2020,
p. 10). However, this cannot be considered and therefore treated as an
opportunity for students but rather a professional requirement, since this
condition must be met by all military students in order to take the officer
exam (Decyzja Nr 73/MON, 2020, p. 10).
The above-mentioned Standard Language Profile (SLP) reveals
that all students need to obtain listening level 3, speaking level 2,
reading level 3, and writing level 2. However, in order to understand the
needs of military students in terms of language education, the target
skills ought to be examined according to the official standards regarding
the STANAG examination. As a corollary, when it comes to the area of
listening, a candidate ought to comprehend (STANAG, 2009, p. 7):
•

a majority of formal and informal speech as regards practical,

social and professional issues, including particular interests and special fields of competence,
•

an interlocutor talking ‘with normal speed and clarity in

a standard dialect’, understood as the face-to-face type of interaction,
•

language at interactive meetings and briefings, including the

vocabulary related to unknown subjects and situations,
•

the essentials of conversations made by educated native spe-

akers, lectures on common topics and special fields of competence,
•

moderately clear telephone calls and media broadcasts,

•

language-related hypotheses, backing opinions, stating and

defending policies, argumentation, objections and elaboration,
•

abstract concepts through multi-topic discussions involving

such areas of knowledge as economics, culture, science, technology
and candidates’ professional fields,
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•

explicit and implicit information (spoken),

•

different stylistic levels,

•

humour, emotional nuances and subtleties.

What is more, military students seldom need repetition,
paraphrasing or additional explanations, and they can handle speech at
a fast pace of delivery, i.e. native speakers using slang, regionalisms or
dialects (STANAG, 2009, p. 7). As a corollary, when it comes to speaking
skills, a candidate ought to:
•

exchange verbal information in everyday social and profes-

sional situations,
•

characterise people, places and things,

•

narrate present, past and future events,

•

present facts,

•

compare and contrast,

•

give instructions and directions,

•

ask and answer expected queries,

•

hold conversations on various topics related to job procedu-

res, family, personal background, personal interests, travel and current events,
•

be able to handle detailed discussions regarding typical daily

communicative situations on such topics as personal and accommodation-related interactions,
•

‘interact with native speakers not used to speaking with non-

-natives, although natives may have to adjust to some limitations.’
As far as speaking and therefore sentence-related issues are
concerned, military students are also evaluated in terms of joining
sentences into paragraphs and thus controlling the proper usage of
the most basic grammatical structures. However, when it comes to
more complex forms, their usage seems to be a distinct issue, since the
terminology selected by the candidate is usually correct in common
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utterances, but it may be inappropriate in a multitude of other situations
(STANAG, 2009, p. 8).
When it comes to the area of reading skills, a candidate ought to:
•

comprehend various authentic texts related to general and

professional topics,
•

learn while reading,

•

comprehend various contexts related to the news, informatio-

nal and editorial articles in prestigious magazines for educated natives, personal and professional correspondence, reports and materials
in special fields of competence,
•

comprehend language-related hypotheses, backing opinions,

argumentation, clarification and elaboration,
•

relate ideas,

•

comprehend abstract concepts in multi-topic texts, usually

related to the areas of economics, culture, science, technology and
candidates’ professional fields,
•

comprehend explicit and implicit information (written),

•

comprehend an array of stylistic levels,

•

identify humour, emotional nuances and subtleties.

It is also worth mentioning that military students need to
interpret the written content accurately, which means that they may
sometimes require some assistance as regards various issues related to
uncommonly sophisticated texts containing rare idioms or numerous
cultural components. Finally, when compared with a native reader,
a candidate’s pace of reading may be much slower (STANAG, 2009, p. 11).
To conclude, after graduation from the Military University of
Technology, military graduates’ writing (to be discussed in the following
sections of this article) and speaking skills allow them to function
effectively in their professional environment. When it comes to reading
and listening skills, they are at a minimum of the so-called professional
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level. That is why the following paragraph of this article concentrates
on the issue of community of practice in order to provide the reader
with a myriad of definitions of this term and thus clarify the fact that the
Military University of Technology is one of the best instances as regards
effective language learning communities.

Military University of Technology as
a community of practice
Introduced by Lave and Wenger (1991), a community of practice ought to
be understood as a group of people who treat learning as a clearly social
process strengthened by a multitude of specific factors intended to make
it as effective as possible. In 1998, Wenger added that in order to establish
a community of practice, a group of people needs to have a similar goal and
share multiple similarities, such as the use of characteristic terminology,
practices, etc. In consequence, all the members follow similar patterns
and act in a way that defines them and thus distinguishes from among
other communities of practice. Finally, a single person can belong to
a number of communities of practice as long as the major rules, features
and goals are followed and sustained. Ostermann (2008, p. 1), on the other
hand, defines a community of practice as “a group of people who share
similar interests and objectives”. Furthermore, a community of practice
has a clear tendency to define their own language, intended practices and
artifacts they are planning to implement. It is also worth mentioning that
communities of practice establish links between individuals and groups of
people in the large network of social relationships in the public.
Li et al. (2009) pinpoint that the emergence and then existence
of each community of practice ought to be based on the three essential
components, which are mutual engagement, joint enterprise and shared
repertoire. As far as the initial one is concerned, it represents the
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entire paradigm of the interaction between the members of the target
community of practice. When it comes to joint enterprise, this component
resembles cooperation between the members in order to achieve their
common goals. Finally, shared repertoire refers to all the resources
a community of practice possesses, i.e. values, routines, behaviours, etc.
Holmes and Meyerhoff (1999) pinpoint another essential aspect
of communities of practice and maintain that they are living cells, and
their character is dynamic even though communities of practice are
rich in features and comprise complex structures. Modifications take
place due to practices, i.e. the experience and interaction between the
members and other communities of practice. Finally, it is necessary to
remember that entering a new community of practice is always based on
learning and assimilation of various aspects that are characteristic for
the target group. That is why the extent to which a person assimilates
the new framework determines whether the new member is going to
succeed and thus function properly and become a full member of the
intended community of practice. Similar views were also presented by
other researchers, such as Barab and Duffy (2012) or Hoadley (2012).
When it comes to Military English, one of the most valuable
and respected communities of practice is the Military University of
Technology in Warsaw, where professional soldiers and cadets aim
to pursue the same goals and thus share a myriad of characteristic
features that allow them to implement effective practices and succeed
in various initiatives.
Since military studies differ from civilian studies in a considerable
way, MUT’s cadets study military (one day a week) and technical subjects
(four days a week) simultaneously. Therefore, the military training aims
to prepare students for their professional service in the Polish Armed
Forces, and it is identical for all the students, regardless of the target
field of study. There are also two modes of the military training, i.e. the
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basic one, referred to as the Initial Entry Training, and the officer’s one.
Furthermore, as part of the military training, cadets have a wide range of
university classes, such as command and control, tactics, peacekeeping
operations, SERE (Survival, Evasion, Resistance and Escape), shooting
practice and theory, anti-aircraft defence, weapons of mass destruction
defence, fire support and medical support. Additionally, they take part
in numerous specialist training courses in military training centers
and army units, and they undergo an intensive training aimed to serve
as squat commanders and, finally, platoon commanders (https://www.
wat.edu.pl/ksztalcenie/rekrutacja/studia-wojskowe/zycie-studenta
podchorazego/ksztalcenie-wojskowe/).
Due to the fact that military studies are full-time, graduates receive
the professional title of Master of Science – engineer, and then they are
appointed to the rank of the second lieutenant (https://www.wat.edu.pl/
en/military-university-of-technology/mut/). What is more, since the
initial day of their studies, military students become active members of the
army, and they are accommodated at a military campus, where they have
various additional duties that are not related to their studies. Being a soldier
is also reflected in the fact that military students follow a strict military
discipline before and after their regular classes (https://www.wojskopolskie.pl/wat/studia-wojskowe-czym-roznia-sie-studia-wojskowe-odcywilnych/). They also need to be extremely fit, hence their day starts
with a morning run that covers 2–3 kilometres. However, the University
provides their cadets with a full access to various sports facilities,
such as a stadium and a swimming pool, sports halls, tennis courts, etc.
(https://www.wat.edu.pl/ksztalcenie/rekrutacja/studia-wojskowe/
zycie-studenta-podchorazego/przykladowy-plan-dnia/). That is why
all the above-mentioned issues contribute to the fact that MUT students
comprise an effective and community of practice that succeeds not only
in language learning but also a myriad of social initiatives.
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Teaching writing in military contexts
In contrast with teaching the military personnel at various residential and
remedy courses and thus considering each skill separately, cadets at the
Military University of Technology are always taught integrated language
skills, which means that the four major skills are properly balanced in order
to achieve the intended learning objectives (Ramowy Program Nauczania
Języka Angielskiego w Siłach Zbrojnych RP Edycja III, 2019, p. 39).
However, when it comes to teaching military writing at level 2,
there is no textbook for this skill and, as a result, teachers are forced to
use various materials selected on the basis of their practical experience.
Furthermore, in accordance with the syllabus of the MUT School of Foreign
Languages, there are individual classes devoted to military writing. It is
therefore determined by the STANAG examination requirements as well
as by the fact that this skill is the most time-consuming of all. Due to that
approach, the program’s recommendations as regards military writing
are fully respected (Ramowy Program Nauczania Języka Angielskiego
w Siłach Zbrojnych RP Edycja III, 2019, pp. 41–42).
In compliance with the program’s recommendations, STANAG
agreement requirements as regards teaching writing at level 2, and
PAFSL examination papers, writing classes are conducted in order to
teach students private and professional writing along with an appropriate
register and text organization. As a corollary, private letters, assessment
reports, incident reports, formal letters (a letter of complaint, a letter
of inquiry, a letter of application) are commonly practiced. As there is
no textbook for military writing at level 2, MUT’s language teachers
use a combination of general English textbooks for successful writing
and self-prepared materials for military reports. What is more, MUT’s
language teachers designed a specific e-learning course aimed to
develop writing skills for the STANAG 2 type of examination, and this
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course can be used either during classes or for self-study (https://e-learning.wat.edu.pl/).

Writing standards and exam requirements
According to the Standardisation Agreement (STANAG, 2009, p. 12), a leveltwo candidate ought to be able to deal with the following writing issues:
•

simple personal, routine workplace correspondence as well

as various documents related to everyday topics (memoranda, brief
reports, private letters),
•

stating facts,

•

giving instructions,

•

describing people, places and things.

•

referring to present, past and future activities, most com-

monly formulated in simple but complete paragraphs,
•

‘combining and linking sentences into connected prose.’

What is more, when evaluating writing skills, the teacher is
supposed to investigate whether the paragraphs written by a candidate
cohere with the other ones. In other words, students need to know how
to organise ideas in accordance with the main points of the target task
or simple sequence of events. That is why the teacher needs to evaluate
whether the ideas have been related clearly, and the transitions between
them are logical. This situation stems from the fact that candidates
usually control simple, commonly used grammatical structures, but
they face difficulties when practicing more complex structures and
thus refrain from using them. As far as vocabulary is concerned, it
may be used incorrectly, which means that students can make use of
a number of circumlocutions in order to compensate for their lack of
knowledge. Finally, there is a possibility of distortion of meaning due to
a candidate’s grammar, vocabulary, spelling and punctuation difficulties
(STANAG, 2009, p. 12).

The Place of Writing in English for Military Purposes

When it comes to assessment in terms of writing skills at level 2,
there are two tasks that need to be carried out within 75 minutes. As
a corollary, in task one, students need to write a private or official e-mail
(150–200 words), whereas in task two, students need to complete a report
(150–200 words). As far as instructions are concerned, they are issued
in Polish or English; however, all of the examination rubrics are written
in English (examples are not provided). The skills that are required to
pass this part of the exam are thanking, expressing opinions, refusing,
describing people, places and things, describing past, present and future
events, giving reasons, apologising, stating facts, giving information,
explaining, expressing dissatisfaction, making requests and inviting.
Finally, when it comes to the expected performance, candidates ought
to write about everyday life and job-related issues, and thus formulate
full paragraphs that consist of simple and complex sentences. However,
the task must be grammatically and lexically correct, logical and
coherent. The test is then assessed by two examiners, and in order to
pass it, a candidate must score at least 14 points (out of 20) for both tasks
(10 points for each task) (Model egzaminu z języka angielskiego Poziom
2 STANAG 6001, 2019, p. 9). The marking criteria (Model egzaminu
z języka angielskiego Poziom 2 STANAG 6001, 2019, p. 36) have been
divided into the so-called point bands, such as language resources,
accuracy, organisation, and task achievement. As far as candidates’
writing competence at level two is concerned, it is evaluated according
to the following criteria:
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Table 2. STANAG – level 2 writing criteria

Source: Model egzaminu z języka angielskiego Poziom 2 STANAG 6001 (2019).
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The above-presented table reveals that candidates’ performance
is assessed individually in each band, and the final result depends on the
lowest score achieved in a particular band. In other words, it is possible
that a candidate gets 10 points for language resources, accuracy and
organisation, but only 6 points for task achievement, and this means that
their final result is only 6 points. This makes the scoring system a unique
framework and thus forces candidates to treat their writing tasks as
a whole. Finally, it affects candidates’ individual paths of development,
as it requires practical knowledge and skills in order to perform and
pass the intended writing tasks.
Since the above-mentioned criteria seem to be relatively
restrictive, it is therefore significant to find out what cadets truly think
about the issue of writing skills as well as what their attitude towards this
part of the exam is. As a corollary, the authors conducted research at the
Military University of Technology in Warsaw in order to collect valuable
information as regards writing skills in terms of the STANAG examination.

The research
Methodology and aims
The aim of this research was to investigate military students’ attitude
towards Military English writing, which is one of the major components of
the STANAG examination and therefore a prerequisite for cadets in terms
of graduation from the Military University of Technology. As a corollary, the
authors investigated cadets’ feedback as regards the difficulty of military
writing itself as well as the potential obstacles faced when dealing with
this component during the STANAG examination session. Additionally,
the authors decided to find out more about the potential usefulness of
writing skills in the cadets’ future careers as well as the solutions that
might be implemented in order to deal with the exam more effectively.
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Finally, the authors compared the opinions and suggestions provided by
the cadets representing particular years of studies and military faculties
in order to evaluate their attitudes towards military writing skills before
and after the STANAG exam.
As far as methodology is concerned, the authors decided to make
use of the following research methods in order to raise the effectiveness
of the presented research:
•

the questionnaire method (aimed to collect data as regards

the cadets’ opinions in terms of military writing),
•

the comparative and contrastive methods (aimed to compare

and therefore contrast the obtained data, i.e. the cadets’ opinions and
information provided in the survey),
•

the individual case analysis method (aimed to analyse and

present each cadet’s feedback individually and thus reach additional
conclusions).

Instruments and procedure
In order to complete this research successfully and thus collect proper
data, the authors designed a questionnaire consisting of 14 questions
(6 of the questions dealt with the data regarding the participants’ general
information in order to profile them, whereas the remaining 8 questions
focused on various aspects of the investigated issues), both of the openended and closed-ended nature. Therefore, apart from choosing from
among the characteristics mentioned by the authors, the cadets had an
opportunity to provide their own explanations concerning particular
points of the questionnaire, which often contained valuable information
and thus enabled the authors to find out even more than it had been
expected. Additionally, it is worth mentioning that due to the COVID-19
pandemic, the questionnaire was distributed online.
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As far as the research questions are concerned, and therefore
the questionnaire itself, the initial six elements focused on such issues
as the cadets’ age, gender, year of studies at MUT, selected faculties,
knowledge of foreign languages as well as STANAG 2 examination, i.e.
its positive outcome at the time of this study. In other words, this stage
of the presented research allowed the authors to establish a certain
background as regards the subjects and thus proceed to the other stage
which aimed to investigate the target issues related to military writing.
As a corollary, the other 8 elements of the questionnaire investigated
the cadets’ approaches, attitudes and opinions regarding:
•

the importance of the four major language skills, i.e. reading,

writing, speaking, and listening, rated from ‘the most important’ to
‘unimportant at all’; the subjects had an opportunity to add their own
comments and opinions;
•

the significance of Military English writing skills during the

cadets’ studies at MUT; rated from ‘very significant’ to ‘difficult to declare’; additional comments might have been added;
•

the usefulness of the four major language skills in the cadets’

future professions; rated from ‘the most important’ to ‘unimportant at
all’; the subjects had an opportunity to provide their own explanations;
•

the usefulness of Military English writing skills in the cadets’

future professions; rated from ‘very significant’ to ‘difficult to declare’;
additional comments might have been added;
•

the usefulness of specific Military English writing skills (a pri-

vate e-mail, an office e-mail – asking for information, a formal e-mail
– a complaint, a formal e-mail – a covering letter, a military report –
an assessment report, a military report – an incident report) in the
cadets’ future professions; rated from ‘very significant’ to ‘difficult to
declare’; additional comments might have been added;
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•

the difficulties with Military English writing skills; rated from

‘I definitely agree’ to ‘I completely disagree’; the cadets had an opportunity to provide additional comments and opinions as well as explanations regarding the problems that they had already faced and how
they had solved them;
•

the difficulty of specific Military English writing skills (a pri-

vate e-mail, an office e-mail – asking for information, a formal e-mail
– a complaint, a formal e-mail – a covering letter, a military report –
an assessment report, a military report – an incident report) from an
individual perspective; rated from ‘very difficult’ to ‘hard to say’;
•

the areas of potential difficulties with Military English writing

skills when dealing with the STANAG 2 examination; the cadets had
an opportunity to choose from among such issues as general vocabulary, military vocabulary, grammar, time or type of task; additional
areas might have been mentioned by the cadets;
When it comes to the research procedure, it consisted of two
stages. Therefore, before the questionnaire was distributed to the
target group of participants, the authors had distributed a sample of the
intended instrument to a group of randomly selected MUT’s students in
order to validate it and thus confirm that the intended tool was properly
understood and, in consequence, fulfilled its aim. At the following, second
stage of the presented investigation, the questionnaire was distributed
via Google documents to the target group of participants, which allowed
the authors to analyse the target data effectively. Having collected the
necessary information, the authors conducted two independent pieces
of analysis, i.e. collective and individual, and then reached an array of
conclusions.
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Participants
As far as the participants are concerned, 38 respondents (36 males and
2 females) participated in this research. All of them were native speakers
of Polish, and they represented second-year, third-year and fourthyear military students who agreed to become active participants of the
survey. They were also students of an array of fields, i.e. mechanics and
mechanical engineering, mechatronics, safety engineering, construction,
and computer science. The choice of the respondents stems from the
fact that all of them had already taken part in the STANAG 2 examination
(at least once) and thus gained some experience in writing military texts
during the course of their studies.

Results and findings
In order to investigate the aims related to the issue of writing in Military
English, the authors decided to concentrate on the following aspects:
•

the importance of writing at university,

•

the significance of writing in the military students’ professio-

nal careers,
•

difficulties in writing,

•

obstacles encountered during the 6001 STANAG exam.

To start with, when it comes to the importance of writing skills
during the cadets’ studies, the authors obtained the following results:
•

100% of the second-year cadets found writing very significant,

•

79% of the third-year cadets found writing important,

•

58% of the fourth-year cadets shared the view that writing

ought to be treated as a significant language skill.
Those respondents who perceived writing as an essential skill (in
total: 79%) maintained that they needed this skill in order to pass exams,
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write reports concerning their missions abroad, make their future
careers easier, use writing at work, write reports and other documents,
and even get promoted. Furthermore, some of the cadets pinpointed that
writing is the main form of indirect contact, and it is a very useful skill
that should be possessed by any professional officer serving in the army.
Those who did not consider writing important (in total: 16%) claimed
that they would always use the Internet, which means that English would
probably not be treated as necessary at work.
When it comes to the importance of writing skills in the
respondents’ professional careers, the following results were obtained:
•

92% of the second-year cadets found writing very significant,

•

71% of the third-year students found writing important,

•

33% of the fourth-year students shared the view that writing

was significant.
It should also be stressed out that 33% of the fourth-year students
could not decide on the most appropriate answer, and this seemed to be
connected with the fact that the most experienced cadets were already
aware of the importance of military writing (in total: 66% of all of the
respondents), which was mainly applied when cooperating with foreign
countries and NATO armies, communicating with foreign soldiers and
writing reports. The other respondents pinpointed that military writing
made it easier for them to perform their duties, and Polish soldiers
ought to be able to communicate with NATO soldiers and thus follow
the requirements issued by this international organisation. However,
some of the respondents maintained that writing was not significant for
them since they could use the Internet, which then diminished the role
of English at their work. Additionally, their friends did not use English in
their working environment.
In the following part of this survey, the respondents were asked
to express their opinions regarding two specific aspects of the texts that
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are practiced during their Military English classes, i.e. their difficulty
and importance in the professional career. As a corollary, when it comes
to the issue of difficulty, the following results were obtained:
•

‘personal e-mail’ – not difficult for 82% of all of the respondents,

•

‘routine letter of inquiry’ – not difficult for 55% of all of the

respondents,
•

‘routine letter of complaint’ – not difficult for 55% of all of the

respondents,
•

‘routine letter of application’ – not difficult for 47% of all of the

respondents,
•

‘assessment report’ – not difficult for 48% of all of the

respondents,
•

‘incident report’ – not difficult for 47% of all of the respondents.

As far as usefulness is concerned, the results were as follows:
•

‘personal e-mail’ – important for 68% of all of the respondents,

•

‘routine letter of inquiry’ – important for 92% of all of the

respondents,
•

‘routine letter of complaint’ – important for 58% of all of the

respondents,
•

‘routine letter of application’ – important for 58% of all of the

respondents,
•

‘assessment report’ – important for 79% of all of the

respondents,
•

‘incident report’ – important for 66% of all of the respondents.

On the basis of the results presented above, the authors
concluded that the respondents perceived ‘routine letters of inquiry’
and ‘assessment reports’ as the most useful military texts in their
professional careers. It is therefore an important piece of feedback for
teachers because military students are much more aware of what might
be necessary in their future work.
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The following question of the presented survey concerned the
most common obstacles faced by the cadets when dealing with Military
English writing. The results were as follows:
•

42% of the second-year cadets faced no difficulties when dealing

with Military English writing; however, 25% of them could not decide,
•

86% of the third-year students faced no problems,

•

75% of the fourth-year students shared the view that writing

was not problematic.
Those who found writing difficult maintained that their problems
arose from a lack of vocabulary and ideas as well as difficulties with
grammar. However, according to the respondents, various solutions
ought to be taken into consideration in order to deal with the potential
obstacles, and these were ready-to-use expressions or phrases and parts
of compositions, to be learnt by heart.
Another issue investigated in the survey focused on the
difficulties encountered by the respondents when taking the STANAG
6001 writing examination. As a corollary, the subjects mentioned such
examples of obstacles as general vocabulary, military vocabulary,
grammar, time-limits and types of tasks. When it comes to details, the
results were as follows:
•

‘general vocabulary’, selected by 26% of all of the respondents

(second-year – 33%, third-year – 0,1%, fourth year – 42%),
•

‘military vocabulary’, selected by 47% of all of the subjects

(second-year – 67%, third-year – 21%, fourth year – 58%),
•

‘grammar’, selected by 34% of all of the respondents (second-

-year – 50%, third-year – 36%, fourth year – 17%),
•

‘time-limits’, indicated by 0,1% of all of the subjects (second-

-year – none, third-year – 0,1%, fourth year – 17%),
•

‘types of tasks’, indicated by 0,1% of all of the participants

(second-year – 25%, third-year – 0,1%, fourth year – 0%).
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On the basis of the above-mentioned data, the authors concluded
that general vocabulary, military vocabulary and grammar posed
major difficulties. This piece of information seems to be of particular
significance, as it may help substantially when attempting to overcome
students’ language difficulties and thus aiming to master their
writing skills.
Finally, in order to obtain a much wider and therefore complete
picture of the outcome of this study, individual results of all the
participants have been presented below:
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2

2

2

1

2

3

important

important

important

Year Importance
of
of writing
study during
studies

Subject

important

It results from
important
close cooperation
with other
countries

a) important
b) important
c) important
d) important
e) important
f) important

Importance
of types of
composition in my
future job:
a) private email
b) letter of enquiry
c) letter of
complaint
d) letter of
application
e) assessment
report
f) incident report

It results from
NATO

a) not important
b) important
c) do not know
d) important
e) important
f) important

I would like to go a) important
on mission abroad b) important
c) important
d) important
e) important
f) important

It will be my base
language

Importance reason
of writing in
my future
job

To communicate important
with soldiers from
other countries

To pass English

reason

What problems?
What could help
you to solve
them?

Assessment of
difficulty of types
of composition:
a) private email
b) letter of enquiry
c) letter of
complaint
d) letter of
application
e) assessment
report
f) incident report

I do not
agree

do not know More military
vocabulary

a) not difficult
b) not difficult
c) not difficult
d) do not know
e) not difficult
f) not difficult

a) not difficult
b) difficult
c) difficult
d) difficult
e) difficult
f) difficult

do not know I have problems a) difficult
with grammar
b) difficult
c) difficult
d) difficult
e) difficult
f) difficult

I have
problems
with writing
in Military
English

Vocabulary
military vocabulary
grammar

grammar

When taking Writing
STANAG Exam I had
problems with
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Table 3. Individual results of the participants

2

2

2

2

2

4

5

6

7

8

important

important

important

important

important

To pass exams

It is a very useful
skill

Documentation
in the army is the
most important

Not
important

important

important

These days English important
is very important
and I like this
language a lot

important

Majority will work
in Poland and will
not have contacts
with foreign allies

It is a very useful
skill

Maybe I will use it
at work

a) important
b) important
c) important
d) important
e) important
f) not important

a) important
b) important
c) important
d) important
e) important
f) important

a) important
b) important
c) important
d) important
e) important
f) important

f) important

a) important
b) important
c) important
d) important
e) important

a) important
b) important
c) not important
d) not important
e) important
f) important

Write more

I do not have
problems but I
could be better
at writing

Learn a lot of
vocabulary and
phrases

a) not difficult
b) not difficult
c) not difficult
d) not difficult
e) not difficult
f) not difficult

a) not difficult
b) not difficult
c) not difficult
d) not difficult
e) not difficult
f) not difficult

a) not difficult
b) not difficult
c) difficult
d) difficult
e) not difficult
f) not difficult

a) not difficult
b) not difficult
c) not difficult
d) difficult
e) not difficult
f) difficult

I rather agree Poor knowledge a) not difficult
of military
b) difficult
vocabulary
c) not difficult
d) difficult
e) difficult
f) difficult

I do not
know

I rather
disagree

I rather
disagree

I rather
disagree

Military vocabulary

Vocabulary
military vocabulary
grammar

Vocabulary
military vocabulary

Military vocabulary
type of task
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2

2

2

2

3

9

10

11

12

13

important

important

important

important

important

important

important

important

It may be useful at important
work in the army

This vocabulary
may be useful in
the future

Maybe I will
have to fill in the
documents in
English

I will use it at work important

Every soldier
should know
English

a) important
b) important
c) important
d) important
e) important
f) important

a) important
b) important
c) important
d) important
e) important
f) important

a) not important
b) important
c) important
d) not important
e) important
f) important

It may be useful at a) important
work in the army b) important
c) important
d) important
e) important
f) important

It is possible that
I will have to
contact sb from
abroad

I will have to write a) not important
reports and other b) important
documents
c) not important
d) important
e) important
f) important

Poland is a
member of
NATO and it is
very important
to communicate
with our allies

Every soldier
should know
English

Ignorance of
some words

I strongly
disagree

I strongly
agree

More practice

I rather agree Grammar
mistakes,
incorrect forms

I rather
disagree

I rather agree I have problems
with grammar
and thinking
up problems
to write
about. Model
compositions
and model
problems
(paragraphs) will
be useful

a) not difficult
b) not difficult
c) not difficult
d) not difficult
e) not difficult
f) not difficult

a) not difficult
b) not difficult
c) difficult
d) difficult
e) difficult
f) difficult

a) not difficult
b) difficult
c) difficult
d) difficult
e) difficult
f) difficult

a) not difficult
b) difficult
c) difficult
d) difficult
e) difficult
f) difficult

a) not difficult
b) difficult
c) difficult
d) difficult
e) difficult
f) difficult

Vocabulary
military vocabulary
grammar

Military vocabulary
grammar
type of task

Military vocabulary
grammar

Type of task
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3

3

3

3

3

14

15

16

17

18

important

Not
important

Not
important

important

Not
important

Because of
STANAG

I can always use
the Internet or
literature when I
need to write

We speak mainly

Speaking is more
important, I can
use the Internet
when I have
problems

important

I do not
know

Not
important

important

Not
important

a) do not know
b) important
c) important
d) not important
e) important
f) important

f) important

a) important
b) important
c) important
d) important
e) important

a) important
b) important
c) not important
d) not important
e) important
f) not important

To google
problems

a) important
b) important
c) important
d) not important
e) I do not know
f) not important

It was not
a) not important
explained why we b) not important
need it exactly
c) not important
d) not important
e) not important
f) not important

We speak mainly

Speaking is more
important, I can
use the Internet
when I have
problems

Writing more
compositions
together with a
teacher

vocabulary

I strongly
disagree

I strongly
disagree

a) not difficult
b) not difficult
c) not difficult
d) not difficult
e) not difficult
f) not difficult

a) difficult
b) difficult
c) difficult
d) difficult
e) difficult
f) difficult

a) not difficult
b) not difficult
c) not difficult
d) not difficult
e) not difficult
f) not difficult

netflix

a) not difficult
b) not difficult
c) not difficult
d) not difficult
e) not difficult
f) not difficult

Focus more on a) I do not know
unassisted work b) I do not know
c) I do not know
d) I do not know
e) I do not know
f) I do not know

I rather agree I do not know

I do not
know

I rather
disagree

grammar

grammar

Vocabulary
military vocabulary
grammar

Military vocabulary

The Place of Writing in English for Military Purposes

121

3

3

3

3

3

19

20

21

22

23

important

important

important

important

important

important

All skills are
important

To pass exams

It will be a useful
skill during my
career

important

important

important

It is a basic form of important
non-direct passing
information. It
is important to
develop it.

My spacialisation
includes dealing
with American
equipment

Probably I will
have to deal
with foreign
equipment, take
part in exercises,
trainings

Cooperation with
foreign countries

To write reports

Because of a
large number of
potential missions,
exercises, trainings
abroad

I may need it in
the future when
cooperating with
NATO armies

a) important
b) important
c) not important
d) not important
e) important
f) important

a) important
b) important
c) important
d) important
e) important
f) important

a) important
b) important
c) not important
d) important
e) important
f) important

f) important

a) important
b) important
c) not important
d) important
e) important

a) I do not know
b) important
c) important
d) not important
e) I do not know
f) I do not know

I strongly
disagree

I rather
disagree

I rather
disagree

I strongly
disagree

I rather
disagree

Broader
knowledge of
vocabulary

consorting

I can not think
up stories,
concocting is a
problem

a) not difficult
b) difficult
c) not difficult
d) not difficult
e) difficult
f) difficult

a) not difficult
b) not difficult
c) not difficult
d) not difficult
e) not difficult
f) not difficult

a) not difficult
b) difficult
c) difficult
d) difficult
e) difficult
f) not difficult

a) not difficult
b) not difficult
c) not difficult
d) not difficult
e) not difficult
f) not difficult

a) not difficult
b) difficult
c) I do not know
d) difficult
e) not difficult
f) not difficult

Military vocabulary

Misunderstanding
a task

grammar

time-limit
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3

3

3

4

4

24

25

26

27

28

important

important

important

important

important

important

important

I may need it at
work

It will be useful
during my career

Not
important

important

It is required when Not
communicating
important
with foreign
soldiers

It will make my
life easier in the
future

To submit
written reports
on missions
efficiently

Probably the
majority of
documents will be
in Polish

To communicate
with foreign
countries
unproblematically

The majority of
the documents
will be in Polish

It will make my
career easier

I count on
missions abroad

a) important
b) important
c) not important
d) important
e) important
f) I do not know

a) I do not know
b) important
c) important
d) important
e) important
f) important

a) not important
b) important
c) important
d) important
e) important
f) important

f) important

a) important
b) important
c) important
d) not important
e) important

a) not important
b) important
c) important
d) important
e) important
f) important

I rather
disagree

I rather
disagree

I rather
disagree

I rather
disagree

I rather
disagree

Lack of
vocabulary

I do not like
thinking up
stories

a) not difficult
b) difficult
c) not difficult
d) not difficult
e) difficult
f) not difficult

a) not difficult
b) difficult
c) difficult
d) difficult
e) difficult
f) difficult

a) not difficult
b) not difficult
c) not difficult
d) not difficult
e) not difficult
f) not difficult

a) difficult
b) difficult
c) difficult
d) difficult
e) difficult
f) difficult

a) not difficult
b) not difficult
c) not difficult
d) not difficult
e) not difficult
f) not difficult

vocabulary

Vocabulary
military vocabulary

Type of task

grammar
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4

4

4

4

29

30

31

32

Not
important

important

important

I do not
know

important

important

Not
important

Probably I will not Not
need it during my important
military career

It the element
required for
promotion

I may need it
during career, but
general English
will be more
important than
military

I doubt if I will
have write
commands or
describe military
incidents at work

Reading is more
important,
because a lot of
instructions are
written in Polish

It is probable that I
will have to write a
letter or a report in
English to my CO

I will need
writing in military
English for sure,
but genera;
English will be
more common,
however military
English may be
also useful

I will not serve in
the army

a) not important
b) not important
c) not important
d) not important
e) not important
f) not important

a) I do not know
b) important
c) not important
d) not important
e) important
f) important

a) not important
b) important
c) not important
d) not important
e) important
f) not important

a) important
b) important
c) important
d) important
e) important
f) important
I need to apply
myself more
to writing
and spend
more time on
writing because
when writing
I focus on my
handwriting not
on grammar,
etc.

I strongly
agree

I do not know

I rather agree I have problems
with grammar.
Some courses
or individual
meetings with a
teacher may be
helpful

I do not
know

I rather
disagree

a) difficult
b) difficult
c) difficult
d) difficult
e) difficult
f) difficult

a) not difficult
b) not difficult
c) not difficult
d) not difficult
e) difficult
f) difficult

a) not difficult
b) not difficult
c) difficult
d) not difficult
e) difficult
f) difficult

a) not difficult
b) not difficult
c) not difficult
d) not difficult
e) I do not know
f) I do not know

Grammar
time-limit

Vocabulary
grammar

Military vocabulary
time-limit

Military vocabulary
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4

4

4

4

4

33

34

35

36

37

important

important

Not
important

I do not
know

Not
important

I do not
know

I want to be able
to write

important

Writing reports is I do not
very useful during know
military career

I have not needed I do not
it so far
know

Writing is not
important

So far I have not
Not
needed writing
important
during service.
On the contrary,
I have needed
speaking, listening
and reading.

To write, for
instance reports

I do not know if
I will use military
English

It depends on my
assignment

I do not know
where I will work

a) important
b) important
c) important
d) important
e) important
f) important

a) important
b) important
c) not important
d) important
e) not important
f) not important

a) not important
b) important
c) important
d) not important
e) not important
f) not important

e) important
f) important

a) important
b) important
c) I do not know
d) not important

My friends have
a) important
never written
b) not important
anything in English c) not important
d) not important
e) not important
f) not important

I rather
disagree

I strongly
disagree

I rather
disagree

I strongly
disagree

I rather
disagree

Write more

More readymade formulas

a) not difficult
b) not difficult
c) not difficult
d) not difficult
e) not difficult
f) not difficult

a) not difficult
b) not difficult
c) not difficult
d) not difficult
e) difficult
f) difficult

a) not difficult
b) not difficult
c) not difficult
d) not difficult
e) not difficult
f) not difficult

a) not difficult
b) difficult
c) difficult
d) not difficult
e) not difficult
f) not difficult

a) not difficult
b) not difficult
c) not difficult
d) not difficult
e) not difficult
f) not difficult

Military vocabulary

Military vocabulary

grammar

Vocabulary
military vocabulary
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38

4

important

I think that an
officer should
know military
phrases and
be able to use
them when
writing reports or
memoranda

I do not
know

I think that writing
skill will be
useful mainly on
missions abroad

a) important
b) important
c) I do not know
d) not important
e) I do not know
f) I do not know

I rather
disagree

Lack of
vocabulary

a) not difficult
b) not difficult
c) not difficult
d) not difficult
e) difficult
f) difficult

Military vocabulary
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Source: Authors’ own elaboration on the basis of the conducted research.
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Conclusions and implications
Taking into consideration all the responses concerning the importance
of Military English, it seems to be clear that cadets mainly aim to pass
the STANAG 6001 examination and thus graduate from the academy
and get their commissions. However, what should be emphasised is the
fact that numerous military students consider this issue from a broader
perspective and thus treat writing as a useful skill itself. Furthermore,
for those soldiers who take into consideration various missions abroad,
writing plays a significant role in communication and their ability to
perform professional duties.
From the authors’ point of view, the approach that rules out the
possibility of using English at graduates’ work is not entirely justified
and desirable. First of all, such an attitude may contribute to lower
motivation when learning to write effectively. What is more, as military
graduates are not decisive in terms of their future assignments, whereas
cooperation between the Polish army and NATO members gradually
increases, opportunities regarding international encounters and
contacts should not be doubted.
When it comes to self-assessment as regards the respondents’
writing difficulties, the results obtained in the survey are satisfying, as
military students’ confidence in their writing skills increases over the
course of their studies. The more experience they get, the more selfassured they become. What is more, the authors also assume that the
cadets’ positive attitude towards this ability influences their willingness
to practice it. However, the most qualitative data provide information
concerning the students’ solutions and expectations regarding their
writing problems. As the respondents were mature and experienced
learners, they were undoubtedly aware of their language and educational
needs, including language learning styles. That is why the respondents’
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opinions as regards the possible ways of dealing with writing problems
constitute essential pieces of feedback.
Finally, the results obtained by the authors indicate what military
students’ needs are, and they can be guidelines for military teachers when
it comes to the areas that ought to be practiced more intensively. Writing
always poses a challenge for students, as it requires extensive application
of various elements of students’ knowledge, such as grammatical
rules, appropriate vocabulary, etc. Only when all of these elements are
combined can the target text meet the proper writing standards and thus
become coherent and correct. The better the students are prepared to
tackle their writing problems, the better their writing performance can
be. As a corollary, this might be the fundamental role of Military English
teachers, i.e. to equip their students with successful writing strategies,
focus on students’ needs as regards general and military vocabulary,
and grammar practice. In other words, knowing students’ writing issues
may not only hasten the learning/teaching process but also contribute
to the development of students’ writing skills.
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Two Sides of Fear – Gothic
Terror in Neil Gaiman’s
Coraline

Abstract: This article is an analysis of Neil Gaiman’s children’s novel
entitled Coraline, which rests on the premise that it enacts two
different types of Gothic terror. This book has gained two types of
audiences, who have experienced it in very distinct ways. The first
group (children) perceive the story as an adventurous tale of bravery
and courage, whereas the second one (adults) read it as a terrifying
tale, riddled with disturbing details.
The source of fear for the first group is the cautionary Gothic terror,
the aim of which was to teach children important life lessons, as well
as to keep them safe from the dangers of the outside world; the
second is classic Gothic terror, aimed at adult audiences and realised
in the form of the Freudian concept of the uncanny. The purpose of
this article is to analyse the structural elements responsible for both
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perceptions and to demonstrate how each of them realises different
types of Gothic terror. The analysis also covers the literary context
of the fairy tale genre which Coraline belongs to, as well as the ways
in which Gaiman’s novel transcends its generic boundaries, being
partially a horror story for adults.
Key words: Gaiman, Gothic, terror, children’s fiction

Introduction
Given Neil Gaiman’s knowledge of literary conventions and his experience
in writing, it is no surprise that his works have reached audiences of all
ages and backgrounds. Equally enjoyed by both children and adult readers,
Gaiman’s works, crafted with a plethora of stylistic devices and literary
allusions, keep serving and entertaining readers all over the world. And
even though there is no novelty in seeing his texts being read by readers
from different backgrounds, it is rare for them to be perceived in markedly
different ways, as was the case with one of his best known works, Coraline.
Published in 2002, the novel quickly gained worldwide recognition
and received some of the most prestigious awards for the genre, such as
Bram Stoker Award for Best Work for Young Readers, Hugo Award for
Best Novella and Publishers Weekly Best Book, to name a few (Neil’s Work:
Books: Coraline). Soon afterwards, however, apart from its generic mastery,
another feature came into focus: a strange dissonance between the
perception of Gaiman’s work by its readers. As described by Wagner et al.:
Although [Coraline] sounds a little like The Lion, the
Witch, and the Wardrobe, or Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland,
[…] Gaiman’s novella is far darker, far stranger, and far more
threatening than those books; it is in fact, a work that many adults
find too scary to read. As Gaiman states on the Harper-Collins
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Web site, “It was a story, I learned when people began to read it,
that children experienced as an adventure, but which gave adults
nightmares. It’s the strangest book that I’ve written […]” (Wagner
et al., 2008, p. 350)

The difference in perception depended solely on the maturity of
the readers: while children experienced the novel as an entertaining
piece of fiction, adults found it a thoroughly terrifying tale.
Nevertheless, no matter how different the impressions of the book
may have been, what remained constant in both of these receptions was
the presence of Gothic terror. While Coraline is full of literary allusions
and motifs, Gothic terror seems to be the most conspicuous trope
among all of them. The way it was woven into the text as an omnipresent
principle, yet simultaneously perceived by its audiences in entirely
different ways, speaks highly of the author’s mastery and craftsmanship.
The whole structure of the novel, its narration, characters and plot
create a certain sense of ambiguity – that way Coraline can be read as
a piece of children’s fiction and a horror story at the same time.
The purpose of this article is not only to place Coraline in the
general context of children’s fiction but to track and analyse the reasons
for duality of its perception. The analysis will focus on a theme present
throughout the whole novel i.e. the concept of Gothic terror, either
cautionary or classic one. The structure of the novel, as well as certain
artistic devices used by the author, will be analysed in terms of its affinity
with these different kinds of Gothic terror and their role in establishing
the dualistic perception of the text.1
This article is by no means an alternative interpretation of
Gaiman’s novel, nor does it seek to uncover a second, more disturbing
1. This article is a modified version of the author’s BA thesis entitled Gothic Terror in Neil
Gaiman’s Coraline, written in the Department of British Literature and Culture of the University of Łódź (2019)
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meaning of the work which underlies the original text. Its focus is placed
solely on the reader’s different perceptions of the book and on providing
possible explanations for these occurrences, on the basis of different
literary contexts.
Gaiman’s novel tells a story about a little girl named Coraline,
who moves with her parents into one of the flats of an old house. Soon
afterwards she discovers that one of the doors leads to the other world
which is a mirror image of her own home. There she encounters her other
mother and the other father, who look just like her real parents with only
one exception: they have buttons instead of eyes. The other parents
pamper her with delicious food and amazing toys, which to Coraline, who
is used to her parents ignoring her, is a dream come true. In order for this
dream to last, Coraline must let the other mother sew buttons into her
eyes. Terrified, the girl declines the offer and goes back to her own world,
only to discover that the other mother has kidnapped her real parents.
In an attempt to rescue them, Coraline goes back to the other world and
“challenges and defeats the Other Mother [sic] at an exploring game
[…] rescuing her parents and the souls of other children who have been
trapped in the other world for centuries” (Wagner et al., 2008, p. 351).

Gothic in children’s fiction and the rise
of cautionary Gothic terror
What distinguishes Coraline from other pieces of modern children’s fiction
is the extent to which it follows the characteristics of the classic fairy tales
(e.g. the works of Brothers Grimm) not only in terms of structure but also
in terms of the Gothic mode – especially the cautionary Gothic terror.
Contrary to popular belief that children’s fiction has always looked
as gentle and peaceful as its modern adaptations, one may be surprised
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to find out that it was actually the Gothic trope – its aesthetics and terror
– that has always been a crucial part of children’s fiction. The vastness
of the context in which Gaiman’s Coraline is placed as a modern fairy tale
is perfectly summarised in Jadwiga Węgrodzka’s analysis of children’s
literature and the presence of the Gothic terror in this particular genre.
As described by Węgrodzka, the Gothic in children’s literature
of the eighteenth century often took the form of “mysterious sounds
and touches” and the motif of fear and death, as well as strange and
eerie settings like the cemetery at night-time (Węgrodzka, 2014,
pp. 172–173). Still, even though the Gothic was present in children’s
literature, it was never used simply as an aesthetic device. Since the Age
of Reason had quite specific views on the existence of the supernatural,
Gothic elements in children’s literature (i.e. magic, witchcraft etc.)
were either omitted or had to acquire a cautionary feature, since they
were “definitely out of place in texts for children within the rationalist
paradigm.” (Węgrodzka, 2014, p. 173). The general approach at that time
to realise the cautionary feature, was to scare the children senseless in
order to teach them a lesson. Given the popularity and the effectiveness
of this method, this rule can be considered characteristic for the whole
genre. It is also the reason why the original Brothers Grimm fairy tales
were so full of gruesome details. The most effective way to prevent
children from misbehaving (or to teach them certain worldviews as
is the case with stories discussed by Węgrodzka) was to familiarise
their imagination with possible consequences of their actions
by conveying them in a story.
This helps explain how cautionary terror was born – a set of
literary devices, aimed at teaching young audiences how to keep safe
from the dangers of the outside world. Its defining characteristic is the
use of fear as a means of achieving the educational effect – after all, it
was terror that kept children at bay after hearing gruesome details of
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most fairy tales. With the popularity of Gothic fiction Gothic tropes –
the supernatural, darkness, gloomy atmosphere and terror – began to
seep onto fairy tales. Because of their frequent appearances, as well as
the extent to which they were used, the term “cautionary terror” may be
appropriately replaced with “cautionary Gothic terror”.

Coraline as a modern fairy tale
As a modern re-writing of a classic fairy tale, Coraline can be placed in a very
specific literary context. Not only does it mean that its structure resembles
one of the classic fairy tales but also that the same structure and generic
characteristics have been adapted to fit the modern literary standards.
The structural characteristics of a classic fairy tale, as can be seen
in the example of the works by Brothers Grimm, can be divided into the
ones of narration, commentary, child protagonist(s) and villain(s), with
each of them contributing in their own way to the overall realisation
of the cautionary Gothic terror. All these elements serve the purpose
of realising the cautionary Gothic terror’s intentional aim: to keep the
children safe from any danger. Gaiman fully realised these features
firmly anchored in the genre of a classic fairy tale in his novel Coraline
roughly 200 years later.

Narration
Classic fairy tales are characterised by a narration that is simplistic and
usually delivered in the third person. It avoids the usage of complex
grammatical structures and details considered unnecessary from the
point of view of a young reader, while simultaneously it aims to provide
children with a plot that is both clear and easy to follow, even for the
youngest of audience.
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In terms of narration, Gaiman’s novel possesses all the
characteristics of a classic fairy tale’s narration. It also omits difficult
grammatical structures by using direct repetitions of phrases for the
sake of style, as for the example “said Coraline,” instead of “she said” in
a sentence “’It’s Coraline. Not Caroline. Coraline,’ said Coraline” (Gaiman,
2003, p. 12). The narration also mimics a child-like perception, both by
dialogues between the main character and adults, and by other devices,
such as using food as means of measuring time (Gaiman, 2003, pp. 62–63).
Because narration resembles a child-like perspective and
is adequate to the children’s level of comprehension, cautionary
Gothic terror can effectively influence even the youngest of readers.

Commentary
Commentary, i.e. the moralistic elements of the story, is the only thing
that Coraline lacks in terms of cautionary Gothic terror on the structural
level. That is not to say, however, that the story does not have any moral –
instead, it simply lacks the pompous moralistic tone of a classic fairy tale
in delivering it. In a classic fairy tale, the moralistic elements are either
addressed to the reader in a direct manner or by repeated elaborations
on the moral throughout the story. However, the way of delivering the
moral in Coraline, is very different indeed. Instead of directness, Gaiman
actually lets the main character find and describe it herself, as can be seen
in her confrontation with one of the other mother’s creation, who tries to
convince the girl to stay in the other world forever:
‘[…] The world will be built new for you every morning. If you stay
here, you can have whatever you want.’
Coraline sighed. ‘You really don’t understand, do you? she said.
‘I don’t want whatever I want. Nobody does. Not really. What kind of
fun would it be if I just got everything I ever wanted? Just like that,
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and it didn’t mean anything?
‘I don’t understand,’ said the whispery voice. (Gaiman, 2003, p. 139)

This is an example of how Gaiman modifies classic fairy tales: the
way that the moral of the story is delivered has nothing to do with how
classic fairy tales used to do it. Gaiman adapted this particular literary
device to fit modern standards, while simultaneously managing to
preserve the educational value of the story.

Child protagonist(s)
Looking at the main characters of the classic fairy tales, it is no surprise to
find nearly all of them to be children. This strategy ensured the relatability
of the character, which helped the young audience perceive the hero’s
struggles as their own. Because of that, the moralistic message of the
whole story was easily imprinted in the readers’ minds.
However, in Gaiman’s novel, age is not the only relatable feature
that the character possesses. The way that Coraline communicates
(or rather tries to communicate) with grown-ups has the same effect.
Because of her experience with being ignored, talked-over and not taken
seriously, young readers – many of whom share the same experience in
real life – can relate to her on a personal level.
Another factor is Coraline’s change in terms of character: from
being a constantly bored, selfish girl at the beginning of the story,
she eventually transforms into a courageous, resourceful and strong
heroine, full of empathy and selflessness – a perfect role model for
young readers. The change of character that she experiences is most
noticeable in the concluding parts of the novel, where she comes home,
having saved both her parents as well as the children the other mother
had captured before.
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The sky was a robin’s-egg blue, and Coraline could see trees and,
beyond trees, green hills, which faded on the horizon into purples
and greys. The sky had never seemed so sky; the world had never
seemed so world. […] Nothing, she thought, have ever been so
interesting. (Gaiman, 2003, p. 158)

Instead of complaining about never having enough, she learns
to appreciate what she already has. Because Coraline sees the world in
a new, different way, her surroundings seem to her to be more alive; it is
emphasised linguistically by repetition of words, i.e. nouns functioning
as verbs. And because young readers relate to the main character, they
absorb the moral of the story as if it was the result of their own experience.

Villain(s)
In the genre of a classic fairy tale, the villain is as fundamental to the story
as the protagonists themselves. No matter if or how the main character
will defeat them, the villains always play a crucial role, acting as the
embodiment of the dangers of the outside world (e.g. stranger danger in
Little Red Riding Hood).
In Coraline, the antagonist of the story (the other mother) is
a re-writing of the classic fairy tale character of the witch (HarperCollins
Publishers , 2011). Nevertheless, only after analysing Gaiman’s novel

along with one of the most famous fairy tale witches of all times (i.e. the
witch from Hansel and Gretel by Brothers Grimm), the resemblance is
truly striking:

141

142

Karolina Kordala

Table 1. Comparison of the character of a witch in works by The Brothers
Grimm and Gaiman
Hansel and Gretel
(Grimm, & Grimm, 2008)

Coraline (Gaiman, 2003)

She took them both by the hand,
and led them into her little house.
Then good food was set before
them, milk and pancakes, with
sugar, apples, and nuts.

They sat at the kitchen table and
Coraline’s other mother brought
them lunch. A huge, golden-brown
roasted chicken, fried potatoes,
tiny green peas. Coraline shovelled
the food into her mouth. It tasted
wonderful. (p. 39)

Afterwards two pretty little beds
were covered with clean linen,
and Hansel and Gretel lay down in
them, and thought they were in
heaven.

[the bedroom’s] colour scheme was
an awful lot more interesting than
the one in her own bedroom. There
were all sorts of remarkable things
in there […]. A whole toybox filled
with wonderful toys. (p. 41)

She was in reality a wicked witch,
who lay in wait for the children,
and had only built the house of
bread to entice them there.

This is all she made: the house,
the grounds, and the people in the
house. She made it and she waited.
(p. 85)

When a child fell into her power,
she killed it, cooked and ate it […]

[said by one of the children the
other mother has captured before:]
She kept us, and she fed on us,
until now we’re nothing left of
ourselves […] (p. 101)

Witches have red eyes, and cannot
see far, but they have a keen scent
like the beasts, and are aware
when human beings draw near.

The other mother was huge — her
head almost brushed the ceiling
of the room — and very pale, the
colour of a spider’s belly. Her hair
writhed and twined about her
head, and her teeth were sharp as
knives... (pp. 148–149)

Note: own elaboration. Data for Hansel and Gretel from The Brothers Grimm
(Grimm, & Grimm, 2008) and for Coraline from Gaiman (2003).

Similarities between these characters focus around two themes:
their ways of luring children to stay with them and their supernatural
appearances, the aim of which is to terrify the young audience. By
giving them certain physical characteristics that distinguish them from
humans both characters fall into the Gothic category of the supernatural,
therefore contributing to the cautionary Gothic terror.
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Modern audience
Having discussed the presence of cautionary Gothic terror in Gaiman’s
work, it is clear that Coraline is indeed a modern re-writing of a classic fairy
tale. Making use of narration, commentary and stock characters, each to its
own extent, perfectly adjusted to suit modern literary standards, Coraline
has proven to be a part of the fairy tale genre. However, it is not only the
structure of the story that differs from the original texts – the same thing
happens with the audience it is intended to reach.
As might be expected, the experience of today’s young readers is
different from that of an eighteenth and nineteenth-century audience.
Back in the day children would be scared senseless by stories of ghosts,
witches and monsters, most probably due to the fact that folklore beliefs
like these were considered real by their respective communities. Their
modern peers, however, come from quite a different background.
Having been exposed to both fictional as well as real-life gruesome
stories from a very young age, the children nowadays do not experience
fear in the same way their predecessors did. Moreover, being already
familiar with the literary conventions of the genre i.e. the supernatural
as the antagonist, good triumphing over evil etc. they do not experience
the same level of anxiety regarding the plot of the story. Because of that
fact, the fear that contemporary young readers may experience while
reading does not last long after the book ends. Rather than focusing on
the scary parts, children simply follow the story of a relatable character
without treating the supernatural themes of the story as a source of fear
– instead, they recognise these features as a regular canon of the genre
they are already familiar with.
What is even more significant, is the fact that the idea of being
in danger is perceived by modern children as something absolutely
exhilarating. To quote Coraline herself: “In danger? […] It sounded
exciting. It didn’t sound like a bad thing. Not really.” (Gaiman, 2003, p. 31)

143

144

Karolina Kordala

Despite the fact that nowadays young readers do not experience
fear in the same way that their counterparts did in the eighteenth or
nineteenth centuries, it does not mean that the cautionary Gothic terror
in Coraline is not realised. The aim of cautionary Gothic fear is to teach
children important lessons by means of a story – and Coraline does it in
a subtle yet effective way, with young readers remembering the moral of
the story rather than internalising the fear.
Having met all the structural criteria, the novel is still a fairy tale –
the only difference being the extent to which young audience nowadays
may experience fear.

Classic terror in Coraline
As has been mentioned before, despite being a piece of children’s fiction,
Coraline has struck a chord with adult readers as well – their perception
of the story was, however, entirely different. Being already familiar
with different genres and having experienced many literary concepts
themselves, it is no surprise that adults do not experience the effects of
cautionary Gothic terror nearly as much as young readers do. So instead
of focusing only on the adventurous or moralistic parts of the plot, adult
readers additionally notice the elements of the story that remain elusive
to children readers i.e. themes that are never fully realised in the novel –
an eerie and disturbing undertone that lingered on the adults’ imagination
long after they put the book down.
Since terror experienced by adult readers derives from the
supernatural (just as cautionary Gothic terror does) it also falls into
the category of Gothic terror. However, unlike the cautionary one, this
type can be classified as the classic Gothic terror on the basis of David
Punter’s definition in which terror: “[…] has more to do with trembling,
the liminal, […]; [it] consorts with a certain withholding of the occasion
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of fear” (Punter 2009, p. 245). This type of terror is what keeps the adult
readers on the edge of their seats at all times, in an anxious anticipation
of something horrifying about to happen.
The terrifying elements of the story responsible for this can be
ascribed to different realisations of Freud’s concept of the uncanny,
in the heimlich-unheimlich juxtaposition, the revelation of something
hidden, the automaton and the fear of castration. Whereas Gothic terror
is a trope that the novel is based on, the uncanny acts as a means of
realising it in the adult readers’ minds.
That is not to say that Gaiman has used these concepts deliberately
in order to give the adult readers a good old fright. Coraline has appeared
the strangest book he has ever written even to the author himself
(Wagner et al., 2008, p. 350), but it is hard to say to what extent he actually
planned it to happen. It can be assumed that the sole act of triggering
the classic Gothic terror in the adult readers’ minds can be ascribed to
the Freudian uncanny because of the psychological nature of the terror
itself, rather than to say that Gaiman planted it there intentionally, using
it as direct guidelines for the story.
Freud described the idea of the uncanny as “a particular area of
aesthetics” that “belongs to the realm of the frightening, of what evokes
fear and dread” (Freud, 2003, p. 123). In other words, the uncanny is a set
of elements (be it real-life or fictional ones) that trigger a haunting and
disturbing emotional response. The theme centres around the idea of
disturbing familiarity, unnatural animation of things and many other
motifs, the common feature of which is that it always triggers in the
audience the sense of fear.
And Coraline once again met all of the above.
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Heimlich-unheimlich juxtaposition and
the revelation of something hidden
The first occurrence of the uncanny in Coraline is the juxtaposition
of the heimlich-unheimlich (German for “homely-unhomely”) – the
disturbing familiarity of something alien. It is shown literally, in the form
of an unfamiliar mirror-imaged flat inside Coraline’s own home. When
the girl first enters the other world, she immediately notices “There was
something very familiar about it” (Gaiman, 2003, p. 37). The strangeness
of this occurrence is what triggered the sense of the uncanny in the very
first pages of the novel – and while the main character was able to shake
it off quite quickly, adult readers could not do the same. The uneasiness
connected with the discovery of the other world, so close to one’s home
would be enough to put any adult reader on edge. Yet Coraline, being just
a little girl, failed to see the possible dangers of her venturing inside.
Together with the heimlich-unheimlich juxtaposition, the
revelation of something hidden is another uncanny motif connected
with the idea of the other world. As Freud stated, “[…] the term “uncanny”
(unheimlich) applies to everything that was intended to remain secret,
hidden away, and has come into the open” (Freud, 2003, p. 132). That is
why the discovery of the mirror world would be perceived as an uncanny
situation – the instance of finding another dimension, mirroring one’s
own in reality would immediately trigger an inner sense of agitation and
unsettlement. It would also hint on the fact that the safety of the one
place we should feel secure and peaceful in has been compromised. The
closeness of the other world, as well as the fact that it is located in one’s
own house also suggests that danger is omnipresent and therefore even
more threatening.
Both of these themes (the heimlich-unheimlich juxtaposition and
the revelation of something hidden) complement one another. Because
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of the discovery of another dimension mirroring one’s own world and
its closeness which compromises the sense of security of a home, the
classic Gothic terror is fully realised. The uneasiness connected with
these two motifs tricks the adult reader’s mind into thinking about the
possible danger at all times throughout the story.

The automaton
According to Freud, the uncanny effect of the automaton can be described
as “[…] automatic – mechanical – processes that may lie hidden behind
the familiar image of a living person” (Freud, 2003, p. 135). Nowadays,
the most common interpretations of the automaton motif are all kinds of
humanoid lookalikes, including dolls, androids, mannequins etc. However,
it is important to mention that unlike adults, children fail to be bothered
by this particular theme. As Freud noticed: if the children’s toys suddenly
came to life, they would greet this occurrence with nothing but delight
(Freud, 2003, p. 141). Children’s desire to see their inanimate playmates
come to life impair their ability to comprehend the actual eeriness of
experiencing the same thing in real life.
Even though the automaton was not explored in the novel as extensively
as in its 2009 movie adaptation, it still played an important role in the story.
Nonetheless, taking into consideration Gaiman collaboration with the
film’s director, Henry Selick, on the making of the movie, the adaptation
itself should be considered as equally important as the original text. The
author also approved of the method of shooting which was stop-motion
animation. As he later explained:
There is a very, very different nature to reality in stop motion. […]
because these are not human, because these are dolls, there is
something intrinsically distancing. […] and I am so pleased that it
didn’t happen in live action, […] (Empire Magazine, 2009)
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The stop-motion animation proved to be a perfect way of realising
the uncanny effect on the audience, since moving dolls are the very
essence of this uncanny motif. And even though the movie adaptation
elaborates on the automaton to a much further extent than the novel, it
does not mean that the original text is completely deprived of it:
Coraline hesitated. She turned back. Her other mother and other
father were walking towards her, holding hands. they were looking
at her with black-button eyes. Or at least she thought they were
looking at her. She couldn’t be sure. (Gaiman, 2003, pp. 58–59)

The artificial appearance and behaviour of the other parents is
what would cause the adult audiences to experience a sense of uncanny.
With their familiar, human-like exterior and alien animation the other
parents fully realised the motif of automaton, unsettling the adults’
imagination with the classic Gothic terror.

Fear of castration
No matter how disturbing the adults found all of the uncanny instances
mentioned above, it goes without saying that the most visible, most
disturbing and most haunting uncanny element of all is the buttons for the
other parents’ eyes.
It is worth noting that this particular theme can be considered
a representative of bodily horror. Unlike terror, which only hints on
the presence of something dangerous and creates an aura of fearful
anticipation, horror takes a tangible form, which shocks the reader
with its realism. Because of that Coraline’s theme of sewing buttons
into eyes strikes adult audiences as something horrifying. However,
since it is never fully realised in the novel, it simultaneously acts as an
example of classic Gothic terror, only enhancing an eerie and unnerving
atmosphere.

Two Sides of Fear – Gothic Terror in Neil Gaiman’s Coraline

According to Freud “the fear of damaging the eyes can be traced
back to the fear of castration; one finds it understandable that so precious
an organ as the eye should be guarded by a commensurate anxiety”
(Freud, 2003, pp. 139–140). And no matter how relevant the problem of
castration itself may appear to the reader, the problem of damaging the
eyes (which is a realisation of that theme) is present throughout the story.
It may seem bizarre that the same element that haunted the adults’
imagination and was strictly connected to the possibility of bodily harm,
was mostly indifferent to young readers. How could such a horrible and
terrifying thing not bother them at all? The answer to that has been
already discussed with the motif of the automaton and the kids’ secret
desire for their toys to come alive. Since most of the toys, especially
dolls, have buttons or beads for eyes, the idea of a person that would look
like that does not appear strange to children readers. Coraline herself is
a perfect example of the children’s perspective: when she first met the
other parents, despite noticing their different appearance, she would
still treat them as regular adults. The adult readers, however, when met
with the same description, would imagine it in an anatomically correct
way – with buttons sewn on top of the actual eyes.
Even though throughout the story Coraline’s perspective resembles
that of a child, there is one instance of the adult-like perception on her
side. When she is asked to let the other mother sew buttons in her eyes,
unlike all the previous children, the girl declines the offer (Gaiman, 2003,
p. 57). And even though it is not explicitly stated in the book, the reader
gets the impression that she must have done it out of fear. In this moment,
she responds to the danger like an adult would; Coraline is terrified of the
pain that button-sewing may bring and is frightened of the sole idea of
it; that is because she, just like any adult reader, is able to visualise this
process. In this way the main character shows her affiliation to both sides
of the readers’ spectrum – children’s and adults’.
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Nevertheless, the very idea of having buttons for eyes is what
terrified the adult readers the most. In one of Screen Rant’s Pitch
Meeting videos on YouTube, Ryan George satirically reconstructs
Coraline’s meeting, impersonating both a person wanting to sell the
movie adaptation and a CEO of Focus Features LLC, discussing the
details of the film:
‘Anyway, Coraline’s other parents have buttons sewn into their
skulls where their eyes should be.’
‘[…] What was that about the buttons?’
‘Oh, they all have buttons sewn into their eyeballs and Coraline’s
other mother has a history of stealing children’s eyeballs and
sewing buttons in their places.’
‘Oh my god.’
‘With needles so sharp you can barely feel them.’
‘Oh, I thought I heard you say it was a kids’ movie.’
‘Yeah, yeah, yeah, kids are gonna love it.’ (Screen Rant, 2018)

The video was jokingly confirmed to resemble the real one by one
of Gaiman’s tweets (Gaiman, 2019), therefore admitting not only the fact
that the button theme of the story is disturbing to adult audiences but
also the duality of the novel’s perception.

Conclusions
To conclude, Gaiman’s novel has been perceived by both children and
adult readers in very distinct ways. By making use of two different kinds
of Gothic terror, Coraline could be read in two different ways – either as
an example of children’s fiction or as a deeply disturbing story for adults.
Young audiences are subjected to the cautionary Gothic terror
(a characteristic feature of the classic fairy tales), the aim of which is to
teach them to be safe from the dangers of the outside world. By providing

Two Sides of Fear – Gothic Terror in Neil Gaiman’s Coraline

the story with the same structural characteristics as the original fairy
tales and adapting them to fit modern literary standards and audiences’
expectations, Coraline realised cautionary Gothic terror to the full extent
in terms of narration, commentary and stock characters. And despite the
fact that contemporary children audiences experience fear in a different
way than their counterparts in the eighteenth century, the effect of
cautionary Gothic terror remains the same.
Adult readers, on the other hand, were faced with classic Gothic
terror realised in the form of the Freudian concept of the uncanny, namely
the heimlich-unheimlich juxtaposition, the revelation of something
hidden, the automaton and the fear of castration realised in the form
of damaging the eyes. These motifs haunted the adults’ imagination
while simultaneously they managed to escape the children readers’
notice. By making use of these themes, adult audiences were subjected
to the perfect realisation of the classic Gothic terror by experiencing the
uncanny elements in the story.
These two types of Gothic terror are responsible for the
dissonance between both children’s and adults’ reception of the novel.
By appealing to different groups of readers, Coraline has proven itself
to be a true masterpiece, surpassing the characteristics of the genre
of children’s literature, as well as showing its plasticity in terms of the
audiences’ experience.
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Tackling the question of who we are in the organization is not an easy
task. Even though the answers may be changeable and dependent on the
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myriad of situations encountered in the professional environment, the
quest for them is definitely indispensable in the era of globalization and
multiculturalism. It is, thus, never exhaustive to study and deepen the
understanding of employees’ identities and emotions, for they are in flux
as individuals interact with each other in work-oriented settings. Studies
into such interactions are offered in Volume 13 of Research on Emotion in
Organizations entitled Emotions and Identity. The volume was published
in 2017 under the editorship of four internationally recognized experts,
namely Wilfred J. Zerbe, Charmine E. J. Härtel, Neal M. Ashkanasy
and Laura Petitta, specializing in management, organizational studies,
emotions, organizational psychology and organizational behaviour.
It is worth noting that the publishing series Research on
Emotion in Organizations dates back to 2005.

Over the span of

15 years, the authors have explored a wide spectrum of diverse
theoretical paradigms, methodologies and topics revealing the
pervasive and fundamental role of emotions in varied aspects of
organizational life. In this context, Volume 13 dedicated to Emotions
and Identity impresses with its unity of thematic scope as well as
with the introduction of a leading theoretical concept of identity in
its multifarious appearances.
The authors present mutual influences between identities and
emotions, which are evoked against the backdrop of organizational
changes, political incidents, plurality of corporate logistics, caring
professions and people-oriented work environments, private sector,
entrepreneurship, male-dominated global companies, workplace
friendships and engagement, leadership development, and nonpreferred work tasks. In this way, the publication offers multicultural
insights of an interdisciplinary nature into organizational life and
individuals enacting multi-level roles while being exposed to varied
emotional stimuli in their professional environment.
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The texts in this volume form a balanced compilation as they come,
on the one hand, from the 2016 International Conference on Emotions
and Organizational Life (EMONET X) and, on the other hand, from
invited authors. The contributions are divided into four main sections,
i.e. 1: Identity, Anger, Diversity; 2: Public Sector Settings; 3: Gender,
Emotions and Identity; 4: Emotions and Identification with Work.
The first section ‘Identity, Anger and Diversity’ comprises
three chapters. It opens up with a text that will already motivate the
reader through a very inspiring topic. The theoretical underpinnings
of the study draw upon positive organizational identity, emotional
identification and emotions. The authors focused on a rather challenging
environment, i.e. an acquisition/ integration process between two
companies and carried out a qualitative single case study comprising
32 semi-structured interviews. The new profile of the merged/
/integrated organization offered more extensive possibilities, such as
“bigger budget and potential continuum and increase of success” which
in turn functioned as triggers of positive emotions in the interviewees
(Raitis et al., 2017, p. 11). The character of this particular acquisition/
/merger was described by the authors as “a friendly deal” and “the main
motives were to ensure growth and internationalization,” and “looking
for complementary assets” (Raitis et al., 2017, p. 8), all of which certainly
played a role in the type of emotions evoked. The value of the text is that
it concentrates on identifying the triggers of positivity during major
changes. This may help and guide managers to construct and develop
stronger organizational identities and lead to employees’ identification
with the organization.
The second chapter, in turn, touches upon the issue of leadership
effectiveness and the importance drawn to relations formed between
leaders and their subordinates. The study involved 112 Malaysian citizens
who responded to an online questionnaire concerning organizational
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justice and were expected to react to a publicly-frowned-upon incident
involving a high political figure and a government-owned company in
Malaysia. It appeared that the perceptions of injustice exhibited among
those surveyed were significantly related to anger they felt towards the
leader. The anger, however, was found to be significantly related to their
readiness to take up collective action. The authors have confirmed that
emotions, especially anger and its identification may predict intentions
to react collectively against perceived injustice. Very correctly,
however, they also draw our attention to the fact that what was taken
into consideration here was the intentions to partake in a collective
action rather than real steps taken in an actual collective undertaking.
What is more, we need to remember that injustice is perceived, and
there are different mechanisms that steer it. Leaders’ authenticity and
transparency in communication, not only in this particular sociopolitical
context but in any workplace, have definitely an important role to play.
In Chapter 3, what emerged was the significance of exploring how
researchers or academics face institutional logics. In their qualitative
study carried out at a Finnish university, the authors applied the
Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis for the purposes of portraying
and investigating experiences of workers in the pluralistic context
of a higher education institution. In this way, they also expanded the
ongoing research on organizational institutionalism. The study was
based on semi-structured interviews with individuals from diverse
organizational levels. It is an interesting exploration into how such
aspects as social position, disposition, emotions, and even apprehension
concerning plurality influence one’s reaction to changes in the
institutional logics of the university.
Section two of the book consists of only two texts. Anger is the
central focus of the fourth chapter. The author applies the Interpretive
Phenomenological Analysis, the methodology which we already
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encountered in Chapter 3 to analyze the ‘moral anger’ of British
nurses. The study offers an excellent review of a complex role of
anger expression within organizations, typical triggers of workplacerelated anger, and factors involved in suppression or expression of
workplace anger. What is discussed here is the pro-social aspect of
anger expression and, in particular, the case of the so-called ‘moral
anger’ triggered while witnessing another employee’s incompetence,
invasion of client’s autonomy or organizational malpractice. We can
find a detailed description of beneficial consequences of this type of
anger as well as the promotion of positive outcomes at individual and
organizational levels leading to conflict resolution and problem solving.
The chapter also offers a presentation of a qualitative study consisting of
6 interviews with nurses from different organizations and from diverse
specialties. The text provides rich and in-depth insights into subjective
emotional experiences disclosing the core aspect of being a nurse: care
and compassion. Interestingly, this chapter may be re-read in the context
of the next section, dealing with the role of gender in organizations, as
nursing is still predominantly a female profession in the UK.
Chapter 5, however, underscores the problem of maintaining
balance between emotional concern and detachment as professionals
interact with their clients/patients. The ‘Detached Concern’ concept
consists of two distinct components: concern – defined as empathetic
compassion for the feelings of the client or sympathy, and detachment
– defined as boundary management, striving to maintain an emotional
distance from the client or patient and enabling professional service.
The data was obtained from self-reports collected through a survey. The
huge sample of 1,411 professionals interacting daily with their patients/
/clients included various human service professionals: teachers,
nurses (including hospice nurses), physicians, social and kindergarten
employees, psychologists, psycho- and physiotherapists. Moreover,
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43 physicians agreed to distribute questionnaires among their patients,
taking account of patients’ perception of the degree of satisfaction
concerning the physicians’ care. As it has been established, the balanced
workers, i.e. those with high scores on concern and detachment, reach
lower burnout levels. It is worth noting that these human professionals
also display “the most positive feelings of competence and successful
achievement in their work with people” (Lampert, & Unterrainer, 2017,
p. 127). Moreover, patients appeared to be more satisfied with the
medical treatment offered by the physicians representing the balanced
type. It is definitely a very valuable study which serves as a great example
of how identification and work-related engagement may contribute to
one’s professional identity construction.
The third section deals with ‘Gender, Emotions and Identity’. It
consists of three chapters providing reports of empirical culturallydiverse quantitative studies dealing with identity aspects related to
gender-roles and their relation to prudently chosen variables important
in professional environments.
In chapter 6, the author scrutinizes the level of emotional
intelligence of senior Indian managers in light of biological sex and
gender-roles, measured by the classical Bem Sex-Role Inventory. Even
though the data shows that emotional intelligence does not differ
between men and women, interesting differences are found between
people characterized by diverse types of gender-roles, with especially
intriguing results of androgynous managers (people scoring high on both
masculinity and femininity scales of stereotypical gender-roles). This
chapter is an important paper addressing the issue of sex stereotypes
which still play a role in decision-making processes in organizations.
The next chapter also addresses the issue of sex-roles, and it
offers an exploration into the sense of success in business amongst
Greek entrepreneurs. The data shows that the higher the results on
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femininity and/or masculinity scales were, the higher the sense of
success in business of the respondents was. The same results concerned
both men and women. It is a pity, however, that no statistical analyses
were carried out for the androgynous type of sex-roles, as the results
suggest that the high sense of success might be specifically related to
this category. On the other hand, surprisingly, the authors include not
only stereotypically masculine perspective but also feminine values
while defining the concept of ‘subjective entrepreneurial success’. They
characterize success not exclusively in terms of objective factors (e.g.
financial indicators), but they also stress the role of personal subjective
factors (fulfilment, community impact, anticipated feeling while
imagining the final success in business).
What we consider as being of particular value are the insights
found in the final chapter of the ‘Gender Section’. The authors of the
chapter 8 offer a very different methodology and address the sensitive
issue of prejudice and discrimination in a male-dominated workforce.
Interestingly, this study is not focused on a particular culture but probes
data from a global male-dominated industry (consulting, engineering,
technologies, information systems etc.). The strong point of this research
consists in the use of an ‘implicit measurement test’, which is a more
laborious method to tackle prejudice than self-report inventories; this is
due to the fact that direct questions concerning prejudice do not provide
reliable data as the respondents tend to manipulate the results by
providing more socially appropriate answers. The selected tool requires
participants to judge pairs of stimuli: pictures (e.g. man, woman) and
words (e.g. good, bad). The indirect indicator of prejudice is the reaction
time to such pairs. People who attribute negative values to women
will have shorter reaction times for pairs comprising female-negative
associations as compared to the female-positive ones. The results
suggest that in male-dominated professions women, and more precisely
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individuals self-categorizing as females, have prejudice toward their
own gender much more frequently than men or individuals with male
self-categorization toward their gender. Here, however, the authors left
us with an unsatisfied need to have a more precise description of the
operationalization of the self-categorization variable. This particular
text seems to be noteworthy as it not only answers theoretical questions
but – through a profound analysis of interrelations between emotions
(anger and contempt), self-concepts and attitudes – might also shed
some light on the way to prevent or better manage discrimination
in the workplace.
The fourth section of the volume entitled ‘Emotions and
Identification with Work’, encompassing three chapters, is perhaps the
most diverse one. The ninth chapter exemplifies the prominence of
friendship in the professional setting and its function in the formation
of self-identity. It is mainly a theoretical analysis, illustrated by a short
description of a case study of friendship in the workplace as experienced
by a female bank personal director in the UK. The value of this study lies
in the fact that, similarly to one of the chapters of the Gender Section,
it focuses on stereotypically feminine values and brings into light
a broader range of sources of subjective sense of professional success
and fulfilment. The paper offers a perspective of viewing employees as
humans and not only in terms of their productivity.
The tenth chapter is an applied study of educational practices
promoting leadership skills in higher education. Rooted in the ‘Intentional
Change Theory’ and offering a good review of literature, it is directed
toward practical aims. An academic center in Italy developed a program
to promote and support emotional, social and cognitive skills relevant for
leadership in students. On the way to building their self-awareness and
identity, the students are trained in basic skills of emotional intelligence:
to recognize, express and regulate their emotions, as well as to discern
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and understand the emotions of other people. The study provides
quantitative data concerning two groups envisaging entrepreneurial
or managerial career paths. Here, a deeper evaluation of the efficacy of
the educational program in question would have helped the clarity of the
paper. Nevertheless, the study deserves recognition as it undertakes the
issue of leadership formation relatively early in life.
The last chapter of the book, the eleventh one, is the only one
which is purely theoretical. It provides a deep study of the phenomena
called ‘non-preferred work tasks’ and their relationship with emotions
and strategies aimed to preserve resources while dealing with work
stresses. It is an excellent preliminary analysis and a first step to
develop, as mentioned in the conclusions, an instrument to measure
subjective perceptions of non-preferred work tasks and their impact on
employees’ well-being and performance. The authors offer a definition
of non-preferred work task in terms of individually perceived lack of
enjoyment derived from discrete tasks among those pertaining to one’s
job role. In order to look at the problem from diverse perspectives,
they analyze examples from various professions and roles, including
academics. The description is grounded in ‘Conservation of Resources
Theory’, and a good review of empirical evidence is provided. The
authors, quite convincingly, expect that employees who frequently deal
with non-preferred work tasks are less willing to identify with their work
and to demonstrate ‘extra-role engagement’, i.e. volunteering to carry
out activities that are not formally required.
Fundamentally, the collection of papers published in the Volume
13 of Research on Emotion in Organizations opens up fresh perspectives
on the interplay of a range of emotions and diverse aspects of identities
in heterogeneous organizational and cultural settings. Emotions and
Identity consists of a collection of works of various authors applying
diverse methodologies, grounding their analysis in distinct theoretical
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backgrounds. Naturally, this constitutes a challenge for readers who
are required to adapt to different styles of narration from paper to
paper. However, we believe that the strong point of the collection lies
in such diversity. We are sure that reflections evoked after reading the
volume will offer inspiration for researchers and interesting insights for
practitioners aiming to induce positive changes in their organizations.
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