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INTRODUCTION
Sri Lanka is populated with people from different ethnicities; Sinhalese being the majority along with Tamils of Sri Lankan and Indian origin and Muslims who form the significant minorities. Multilingualism has been a facet of Sri Lanka for centuries. However, with colonization, the English language, like in any other former British colonies has established itself as the language of the rulers and that of the elite. However, unlike the other British colonies in the region, Sri Lanka’s post-independence language planning is shaped largely by the 30 year long civil war which ended a decade ago. Geo political significance of languages, their recognition and the implementation of state language policies have gone through major changes since independence. In recent times, the use of the English language, which has been viewed in Sri Lanka as a ‘kaduwa’ that divided its population according to their ability to speak in English, has transformed into a tool of functionality. Now its use as a tool for communication and development is being emphasized, while Sinhala and Tamil bear the cultural identities of the country (Lim, 2013).
The research premise was set with the appreciation of multilingual societies in Sri Lanka where use of Sinhala, Tamil and English are often intertwined. Interlocutors share ideas, accomplish tasks and function on a day-to-day basis by shifting in and out of these languages using various communication strategies, deliberately or otherwise. The primary goal of this study was to comprehend the nature of language use in a service oriented urban work environment in modern day Sri Lanka and how individuals in that community maneuver different levels of competencies in multiple languages. Therefore, emphasis has been laid on understanding episodes of multilingual interactions so that the outcomes might be used to refine the success of future language learners.
Even though the role of English in Multi-National Companies (MNC) has been studied in depth in various international contexts (Gerritsen & Nickerson, 2009), an exploration of real time multilingual communication and strategy use of urban employees engaging in multi-party trilingual interactions as that encountered in Sri Lanka has not been attempted before.
Socio Cultural Theory (SCT) and Communication Accommodation Theory (CAT) provided conceptual lens to better understand the concept. SCT that was proposed by L. S. Vygotsky and further developed by Lantolf, Thorne and Poehner (2015) describe the symbiotic relationship between language and the significance of cultural activities in the society. CAT proposed by Gallios, Ogay, & Giles (2005) on the other hand delves into interpersonal and intercultural communication behavior. One of the key tenets of CAT is that, it is only during interactions that communication behavior is analyzed and adjusted. Hence, focusing on the interactional perspective of communication strategies, which is the premise of the current research context, Dӧrnyei and Scott’s (1995a, 1995b as cited in Dӧrnyei and Scott, 1997) recognition of strategies as a means of resolving problems and for the achievement of mutual understanding is of importance here. They claim that in the way of problem-solving, a major hurdle faced by a speaker is finding sufficient time to process information. Utilization of strategies is an effective way to manage such problems. Three central categories that have been formulated include: i) Direct - provides an alternative way to get the meaning across; ii) Indirect - instead of providing alternative ways to communicate, they pave the way for conditions that create mutual understanding; and iii) Interactional strategies - participants work cooperatively to troubleshoot and create mutual understanding.
This ethnographic case study attempts to address the following research questions:  
1. What are the communication strategies used by multilingual employees in the work setting?
2. How are multilingual communication strategies used for communication in a work setting?
METHODOLOGY
This is a multi-sited case study using quantitative and ethnographic methods for data collection in a service-oriented company which witnesses multilingual communication on a daily basis. Locations of different branches in a cosmopolitan city have been taken as diverse sites as opposed to different countries, which is common in studies pertaining to MNCs. This is because of the fact that the nature and requirement of the customers who walk into these locations show variations to a great extent.
Research Setting and Sites
The research was conducted in four different branches of an optometrist company located within a 20-mile radius of the Colombo city. The research sites are: HO branch which is located in a highly commercialized locality; CC and WE branches, primary centers (centers that provide facilities and services to a specific customer base) and RC branch, a premier branch (which sells only branded products and premium items) located very close to the HO branch.
Data Collection: Instruments, Methods and Procedure
Three sources were chosen for data collection, namely, observations, questionnaires, and interviews. A major portion of the data was acquired through field observations. Recorded observation of the research sites was completed over a period of several months. The practice of being an observant participant to observe an unfamiliar setting as an outsider (Brewer, 2000; Wei, 2008) was chosen to conduct the field observations. Field notes taken during the observations were elaborated into reports which encompassed all observations in the field including any conversations that happened on site and the researcher’s own reflections at the end of each observation. It was then fed into the qualitative data analysis software Atlas.ti (version 7) for codification.
Upon completion of the observations, a self-administered questionnaire was distributed on-site among the staff members who deal with customers in various capacities. The aim of the questionnaire was to gather participants’ patterns of language learning and use at work and home. The respondents were asked to answer a Likert style question set regarding the presumed use of communication strategies based on Nakatani’s (2006) Oral Communication Strategy Inventory (OCSI) while talking to people of different language orientation. The questionnaire was distributed among the staff who communicated with customers during testing, sales or delivery in all four sites.
Interviews were carried out with four selected participants. Since the aim of the research was to ascertain the significance of languages, participants with unique linguistic capacities were selected through purposive sampling. Based on the knowledge gained from observations and questionnaires, questions related to employees’ self-perception of their language skills, exposure to languages other than their first language, importance of language at work, and their implications on work performance were asked.
Thematic analysis was carried out to investigate the language preferences of the participants. According to Braun and Clarke (2006), thematic analysis is a wise choice as it not only gives accessibility and flexibility but also teaches the researcher the mechanics of coding and analyzing qualitative data systematically. An inductive or bottom-up approach (Maquire & Delahunt, 2017) for open coding using constant comparing analysis (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2007) was used so as to avoid replication of codes. Recurring points were identified and coded appropriately, which led to the formation of sub themes. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Participants’ use of strategies were categorized into direct, interactional and indirect strategies based on Dӧrnyei and Scott’s (1997) framework for communication strategies. In terms of direct strategies, frequent prevalence of code switching, which complies with Gumperz’s (1972, as cited in Wei, 2008) situational and metaphorical variations, was observed. A conversation among a staff member, a mother, a father and their young child stirred interest because both varieties of switching overlapped. The father used Tamil over the phone keekuthaa naan kathaikurathu? (Can you hear me?), while switching among all three languages to his wife. The staff member appeared to be mirroring the customer’s language choice, namely, Sinhala or English. In this communication episode, moving from one language to the other seemed to be based on the interlocutor and the information that is being shared in that context. In other words, switching of languages happen based the situation. However, the child was always spoken to in English, for which replies were always given in English except for the one time when the mother used “both are same amma” (mother, in Sinhala and Tamil). What makes this fascinating is that the mother uses “amma”, an indicator for intimacy intertwined in a sentence constructed in English. Thus, she brings in a feature of metaphorical code switching as well, in a single communication episode.
In terms of interactional strategies, a deeper look into the premise of accommodation (Gallois, Ogay, & Giles, 2005) and non-accommodation (Giles & Gasiorek, 2013) revealed the following results. During an observation in the CC branch, a customer who was very fluent in English switched to Sinhala ‘hari ne’ (I am right, aren’t I?) due to a staff member’s inability to sustain an English conversation. When the determined staff member switched back to English, the customer readjusted her level of language and started using simple phrases like “what’s this? Brown? Grey?” Here, the participants seemed to be aware of the language difficulty and were ready to employ strategies like simplification of language, speaking in short phrases and trying to match the language competency of the opposite party to make sure that the communication did not break down. Non-accommodative interactions, interestingly, stemmed from me, as the researcher observing at, WE branch with the expectation of encountering predominantly Tamil speaking customers. The moment I entered the store, I was greeted warmly by a Tamil speaking staff. When she asked me “Tea ennamaavathu kudikuringala miss?” (Would you like to have some tea or something miss?), my instantaneous reply was “No, thanks”. I surprised myself by responding to her in English. She was the only worker who spoke to me in Tamil, my first language, during the entire data collection process. This reply given in English, in retrospect, I believe is an example of non-accommodative behavior by showing divergence in order to maintain my status as the researcher.
Indirect strategies are dissimilar to the other (direct and interactional) categories mentioned above because they are not meaning related.  Instead, they function as a means of keeping the communication channels open so that mutual understanding is created between the interlocutors. Use of fillers or discourse markers that allow the speaker to think of the right language was used widely during the interview. This could also be an unconscious effort to mend any break in the conversation. In Ananth’s and Chitra’s, whose interviews were conducted in Tamil, fillers were evident in the conversation. Interestingly, they both used different Tamil words ‘vanthu’ (roughly translated as ‘like’) and ‘enna solrathu’ (what do I say) to gain time.
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
A plethora of strategies was identified that were either directly or indirectly utilized to complete interactions. In general, the staff members were very conscious about what they said and how they said it. A key strategy that was used to compensate for language deficiency was code switching. It was employed whenever the content was related to their education, work and when the choice of interlocutors seemed to be prompting it. Another interesting dynamic was the way in which the staff moved from “we-code” to “they-code” while talking to different interlocutors simultaneously.
Paying attention to others was absolutely essential for the staff as satisfying customers was their primary goal to perform well at work. The customers too were aware of language issues and seemed to adjust to the level of the interactants. When facing predicaments like insufficient vocabulary, lack of fluency or inability to form complete sentences, staff used stalling mechanisms that allowed them time to process and find a suitable or a replacement word or phrase that would ensure ceaseless conversation. It was also noticeable that these strategies were not used singly. Direct, indirect and interactional strategies were used flexibly, in combination with non-verbal behavior based on the situational requirements by all parties involved. This was done with the sole aim of achieving the goal of the conversation.
Based on the observations and analysis of this research site recommendations for further development in pedagogy has been given. Educating the younger generation on communicative and functional aspects of language instead of merely concentrating on the theoretical or grammatical aspects will improve productivity at work. Following are some of the recommendations that could aid in creating an amicable work environment:
1. Designing industry specific course material which uses Communicative Language Teaching or Task Based Language Teaching.
2. Creating awareness of communication strategies and incorporating them in the curriculum.
3. Utilizing authentic job-related material in classrooms to provide practical and relevant training during activities.
4. Incorporating testing into job related duties in the form of continuous assessments so as to reduce educational burden while working.
5. Recognizing and rewarding language-oriented performance at least in the initial stages of career development to sustain motivation.
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