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Abstract

The purpose of this study is to investigate how faculty members at Lund’s School of Economics
and Management experience language barriers within the workplace. The study focuses on the
relationship specifically between the language use of Swedish and English within the working
environment. Data for this research were collected by conducting 14 semi-structured interviews
with employees from the faculty. The participants ranged from Swedish natives to international
faculty members. The interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed. They then were coded
into the most relevant themes and categories. The data extracted is then presented through quotes
and excerpts from the interviews in relation to these themes. The results reveal that faculty
members at the school experience barriers to integration, issues in accessing higher-up
administrative positions and being constricted to bachelor-level teaching due to language. The
impact of the school's language policy on the experience of these barriers is examined.
Additionally, barriers to learning the local tongue are also discussed, along with anxiety and guilt
around the topic. On the basis of the results of this research, it can be concluded that subtle
discrimination and managerial relations can be obscured by this aforementioned guilt. The
results provide some support for existing research in the area, complementing the studies already
conducted in similar international industries. Although qualitative research cannot be broadly
generalised, we nevertheless believe that our study contributes to the important work regarding

workplace diversity.

Keywords: language barriers; exclusion; managerial implications; experiences; guilt; subtle

discrimination, language policy, domain loss; language clustering



1. Introduction

Universities are increasingly becoming centres of globalisation, diversity, and multiculturalism
on the world stage. Similar to the corporate sector, research indicates that diverse companies tend
to outperform others (Hunt et al., 2015). Additionally, top universities understand that
internationalisation helps positively influence the reputation of the institution (Delgado-Marquez
et al, 2013). However, recent studies have shown that this multicultural arena does not come
without difficulties, especially when it comes to language usage (Pudelko & Tenzer, 2019; De
Coninck & Verhulst, 2024; Neeley, 2013; Lonsmann, 2014). This is particularly important when
considering the role of English in relation to the local language. English has dominated the
modern business world and academia, taking the leading position as the global lingua franca
(Jenkins et al., 2011; Bolton & Kuteeva, 2012), a language used for communication between
people who do not share the same first language, for cross-country communication (Holmes &
Wilson, 2017). However, Sweden has strengthened the status of Swedish through a national
language policy that safeguards its position within public institutions (Riksdagen, 2009). This
leaves it up to the institutions themselves to decide on the guiding principle of using both
Swedish and English in parallel (Bolton & Kuteeva, 2012). This is a dynamic that an
international institution such as Lund University’s School of Economics and Management
(LUSEM) has to deal with on a daily basis. Through this research, we aim to explore faculty
members' experiences with language barriers in the workplace, with a particular focus on the use

of Swedish and English.

A working definition of language barriers is “obstacles to effective communication, which arise
if interlocutors speak different mother tongues and lack a shared language in which they all have
native proficiency” (Tenzer et al., 2014, p.509). Therefore, communication can be completed
within a work setting, however, even when an institute has a common working language, the
local language will still be used if a majority of a group has that as a native language (Tange &
Lauring, 2009). The language barriers in this study are attributed to the fact that English serves
as the common working language among all academic employees at the institution, whereas

Swedish is a skill not possessed by all faculty members. The concept of parallel languages holds



a significant place in Nordic language policy discussions, as investigated by Hultgren (2016).
They found that it revolves around the notion that no language should hold superior status over
another, particularly highlighting the coexistence of English alongside the official national
languages of Nordic nations such as Swedish. This strategy aims to mitigate "domain loss" and
has become increasingly influential in recent times, supplanting previous language policy

objectives.

Therefore, it became apparent to us that this topic demanded further investigation. On a personal
note, we wanted to touch upon this topic as we are both highly interested in linguistic use within
a professional setting, as we had both studied languages before. During this course, we were
deeply moved by the topic of diversity and wanted to seek methods in which to enhance its
management. As potential managers ourselves, we want to investigate how best we can handle
diversity and inclusion within our future careers, whether that be in the formal position of a

manager or being an individual with the skills and capabilities to manage these scenarios.

1.1. Research Gap

Much of the research in this area focused on the language barriers within the business workplace
(Tenzer et al. 2013; Neeley, 2013; De Coninck & Verhulst, 2024; Yusof & Rahmat, 2020;
Lonsmann, 2014) but very few analysed it from a working academic perspective. The most
relevant study was done by Pudelko and Tenzer (2019) that looked at how English and local
language barriers create boundaries to foreign management scholars’ careers, which is analysed
in detail in the literature review. Their study focuses on participants from Japan, Finland, Spain
and the United States and concentrates solely on the language barrier’s effects on career
advancement. Other studies have also examined institutions that have implemented an
English-only policy, preventing language diversity at the workplace (Peebles, 2005, Neeley,
2013). Alternatively, this study will be looking at a Swedish institution that has a multiple
language policy and focuses on the relationship between the languages of Swedish and English.
It will centre around the experiences of faculty members within the School of Economics and
Management at Lund University (LUSEM) from both Sweden and outside of Sweden and focus

on the barriers that using the two languages have on faculty members.



1.2. Research Purpose and Question

The purpose of this research is to explore how faculty members experience language barriers
within the workplace. It will aim to find out how having parallel languages, Swedish and
English, affects those working at the faculty. We hope to explore this dilemma in greater depth,
to understand how individuals feel in regards to language usage within the workplace. Through
our research, we hope to identify these issues so that a better understanding and communication
can be had around the topic of language barriers. In the end, we hope a path can be found
towards better management of these scenarios. This paper will solely focus on the use of
Swedish and English within the faculty. Therefore, our research question is: “How do faculty
members experience language barriers?” By posing this question, we hope to delve deeper into
the discourse within the faculty and examine the experiences that arise due to parallel language

use.

1.3. Structure of the Paper

This paper will be formulated firstly with the literature review in Chapter 2, which outlines the
relevant theory, helping us navigate the topic and see what has already been researched. In
Chapter 3, the methodology will be detailed to ensure the study can be replicated in the future.
Our data will be gathered by conducting semi-structured interviews with faculty members at
LUSEM. By analysing the interviews and implementing an analytical-qualitative framework
using coding, we will derive key themes, categories, differences and similarities between
experiences. Using the themes identified, we will closely look at specific segments within the
interviews in order to pinpoint examples of this behaviour and identify the forms in which
language barriers are experienced within the workplace. Chapter 4 will consist of presenting the
primary and secondary data collected. This includes statistics and policies of the University and a
presentation of the data received from the interviews through quotations. Chapter 5 will be the
discussion section, which will look in-depth into each of the topics and themes the participants
brought up, analysing them for aspects in how they experience language barriers. Results will be
derived from this in the form of common themes and reasoning behind the actions. Finally,

Chapter 6 will serve as the conclusion, in which we will outline our contribution to the research



on this topic and highlight potential avenues for future investigation to further advance this

research area.



2. Literature Review

Studies on the topic of language barriers within the workplace are extensive and complex,
however, the foundations of numerous research is based around the ideas of diversity
management and the impact of language policies. This approach provides a clearer
understanding of the significance of managing workplace diversity and how policies affect
employees. In the literature review, we explore the concepts of domain loss and language
clustering, along with social identity theory, to better understand employees' experiences.
Additionally, the elements and identification of subtle discrimination will be explored. We will
also examine language barriers in relation to career advancement and the guilt and anxiety
associated with these barriers. Finally, we look at managerial implications. The purpose of the

literature review as a whole is to help later identify and explain the results of the study.

2.1. Diversity Management

“Diversity management refers to organisational policies and practices aimed at recruiting,
retaining, and managing employees of diverse backgrounds and identities while creating a
culture in which everybody is equally enabled to perform and achieve organisational and
personal objectives” (Syed & Tariq, 2017, p.1). In other words, companies and organisations
need to create a space in which diversity can be managed to the extent that individuals can
accomplish their work and personal goals. Working across different linguistic, cultural and social
contexts requires organisations to embed diversity at the heart of internationalisation strategies
(Scott & Byrd, 2012). According to Scott and Byrd (2012), the benefits of leveraging diversity
are attracting and retaining human talent, flexibility and adaptability and thirdly, an improved
reputation as the company becomes an agent for change. Employees who are able to feel more
comfortable with those who are different and are able to build relationships across cultural lines

result in a more productive workplace (Chakraborty & Ganguly, 2019). When a company
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embraces diversity with the correct policies and practices, it can reap these long-term benefits.

Therefore, well-defined and curated policies are vital for successful diversity management.

2.2. Language Policies on a National Level and at the Workplace

Language policy and planning play a major role in shaping a company's culture. It affects all
parties within an organisation, whether directly or indirectly. How knowledge is transferred
within a company is vital in creating a competitive advantage for multinational corporations
(Thomas, 2007). Therefore, the importance of understanding if these language policies are
effective and helpful is crucial for the success of the institution or company. The role of Swedish
in Sweden is fundamental, and one reason for it is the language policy. The Declaration of
Nordic Language Policy was created to protect the position of Swedish as the main language
(Bolton & Kuteeva, 2012). The Language Act of 2009 or Sprdaklag 2009, (Riksdagen, 2009)
states that public institutions have particular responsibility for ensuring that Swedish is used and
developed and that Swedish terminology is available in different specialist areas (Spréklag 2009,
cited in Sundberg, 2013). The law itself states that in Sweden, Swedish functions as the main
language, and that the national minority languages and their usage in Sweden are also protected
by this law (Riksdagen, 2009). Worth mentioning is that English is not a national minority
language in Sweden. Notably, in 2020 there was a motion in the parliament that wanted to give
English the status of a minority language in Sweden because it would help the immigration of the
people who come to Sweden for work (Riksdagen, 2020). They acknowledged that English is
already used as the corporate language in many international companies and in universities, but

the motion was not passed.

As it happens, Lund University has outlined its own language policy and states that “parallel
language use means that Swedish and English are used side by side. Parallel language use is to
enable students and employees to function well at the University and in society, regardless of
whether or not they master Swedish” (Lund University, 2014, p.1). The usage of a parallel
language does not mean that the local language and the parallel language have the same status
but should be used when appropriately applicable. However, language policies are not always

beneficial to all parties. De Coninck and Verhulst (2024) in their study found that the formal

11



language policy in a Belgian company became problematic when language proficiency became a
criteria in job roles. They remark on the dilemma of advertising ‘equal job opportunities’ when
language does play a major part, with participants in their study commenting on the fine line
between justified discrimination and rejection. Karlsson & Karlsson (2020) discovered that the
Swedish language policy may cause issues in higher education institutions since only a part of
the staff is eligible for administrative and managerial positions due to the requirement of the
Swedish language. This then puts the Swedish-speaking faculty under the obligation to fill these
roles, taking time away from their research. As communicated in Lund University’s official
language policy (2014), a supportive environment for parallel language use helps attract
international staff and students, facilitating their integration and effectiveness. Prioritising
internationalisation and using English creates an appealing work environment for internationals

(Lund University, 2024).

2.3. Domain Loss

Domain loss can be defined as “the national language ‘losing terrain’ to English” (Hultgren,
2013, p.166). It is of notable concern to Nordic countries in the areas of higher education and
business (Hultgren, 2013). Dealing with this language threat naturally leads to discussions on
what is the best way to continue. Having a monolingual language stance can clash with diversity
and impede on one’s right to express their culture and individualism. Other studies have found
that even companies that set the corporate language as English with the purpose of standardising
the language practices, still found that English was not top of the organisational language
hierarchy (Sanden, 2020). Language hierarchies rapidly shift according to the communicative

needs of the participants (Sanden, 2020).

Additionally, many smaller languages are at risk of extinction and even languages with hundreds
of thousands or a few million speakers can be considered vulnerable (Perlin, 2024). Dominant
languages like English have been called ‘killer languages’ as they have infiltrated the political,
economic and cultural landscape (Perlin, 2024). There is an imperative need for language
documentation, new methods, new policy initiatives and safeguarding strategies to enhance the

vitality of these languages, with the efforts of language communities, professionals, NGOs and

12



governments vital for countering this threat (Cenoz et al. 2011). Previous studies have looked at
lexicon borrowing from English into Nordic languages, however, they found it not an apt
metaphor to describe the current linguistic situation with the country's loss of native language
(Hultgren, 2013). Instead, the researchers in one study concluded that concerns about domain
loss can be seen as a reflection of anxiety over deeper social changes that come with
globalisation, with language-related issues serving as a symbolic representation of these broader

transformations (Hultgren, 2013).

2.4. Language Proficiency and Positions of Power

Numerous studies have shown that one’s language capabilities can have a significant effect on
their access to the hierarchy. A study done by Lensmann (2014) on a Danish company found that
for international experts, exclusion manifests as a lack of knowledge-sharing and the belief that
they cannot advance within the company's hierarchy. Therefore, when decisions are made in
informal settings and one does not speak the power language, they will most likely remain at a
disadvantage. The social interaction that happens after a meeting, during lunch hour or at a fika
break, plays an important part in the decision-making process. As seen in the above subsection
on language policies, in Karlsson & Karlsson (2020) and De Coninck and Verhulst (2024)

studies, accessing higher up managerial positions can be blocked due to language proficiencies.

Pudelko and Tenzer’s 2019 paper indicates that one’s academic career and the possibility to
climb the career ladder are highly affected by issues that might arise when a researcher at an
academic institution does not master both English and the local language. In practice, this could
be seen in promotions for example (Glick et al., 2007, as cited in Pudelko & Tenzer, 2019). In
other words, one’s ability to use either English, in an anglophone academic environment, or the
local language can have an effect on the career of an international researcher in a business school
abroad. In their study about the impact of language barriers in academic careers, Pudelko &
Tenzer (2019) found that even if mastering the local language is beneficial in order to apply for
grants for example, there are some downsides to learning the local language. One thing is that it
takes time away from one’s research and that it can make one’s teaching burden heavier. They

discovered that the academics who did not learn the local language did not have to teach the
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bigger bachelor-level courses and could focus on master-level courses and their own research.
The most issues the international staff recounted were with the administration since the local
language was often the main language (Pudelko & Tenzer, 2019). Pudelko & Tenzer (2019) also
found that faculties often used the local language when it came to higher-up boards and
committees, as well as that getting a managerial role would most often require knowing the local
language since the administrative tasks were in the local language. They discovered that not
everyone was bothered by this since having a higher-up role would take time away from their

research, which is often what academics want to focus on.

2.5. Language Clustering and Power Distribution

Language clustering has been observed in many workplaces and international institutions, where
employees gravitate towards their own language community. It is noted that “speakers of the
same language, identifying themselves with the same culture and having the same identity, may
find it important to socialize and communicate with each other in their own language in the
workplace” (Ahmad & Widén, 2015, p.438). Additionally, this affects informal communication
and has a negative effect on knowledge mobility (Ahmad, & Widén, 2015). Research was done
on two educational institutions, which found that students whose native language is Swedish,
while enrolled in English-taught courses, primarily communicate in their mother tongue when
interacting with both their peers and teachers (Lim Falk 2008; Soderlundh 2010 as cited in
Sundberg, 2013). Rebecca Marschan-Piekkari, Denice Welch and Lawrence Welch conducted a
study where they investigated the impact of language on structure, power and communication in
the Finnish multinational company Kone and its diverse subsidiaries (1999). They found that
various clusters formed, not based on geographical location but on language, which included the
five groups; Finnish, English, "Scandinaviska', German and Spanish. This resulted in a shadow

structure forming, which differed from the formal structure of management and hierarchy.

Therefore, language clustering not only affects everyday interactions but it also can control who
accesses power. Employees with a common language gravitate towards each other.
Marschan-Piekkari et al. (1999) found that although Kone had adopted English as their standard

company language, it did not remove the barriers to cross-border activities. Instead, the data
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suggest that language serves both as a barrier and a facilitator to inter-unit communication. Those
with relevant language skills may find themselves in more influential positions than they would
otherwise (Marschan-Piekkari et al., 1999). Similarly, Tange & Lauring (2009) conducted a
study on language clustering as an International Danish Company. They discovered that the
Danes naturally switched back to their own language, even if people who did not understand
Danish were present. The small talk during lunch was experienced as exclusionary to the
participants in their study since it was often in Danish and the participants felt like they were
missing out on important information. Lensmann's (2014) study found a similar result, indicating
that Danes are less likely to switch back to English when interacting with internationals who
have been in Denmark for more than a few months, as they are expected to have learned Danish
by that time. They concluded in their study that employees in this specific international
workplace need to be proficient in both the local majority language and English to access all
communicative events and integrate socially. On the topic of language learning, Palfreyman,
(2011) notes that understanding one's social network and in which ways they interact with their
target language can influence and improve their learnings. They look to the term ‘social network
theory’ and highlight that “the fact that languages (like other skills) are learned not just by

individuals but by families or communities” (Palfreyman, 2011, p.22).

This links to Bolman & Deal’s idea of the importance of informal communication at the
workplace, in their work on the manager as a politician (2021). They write that a key skill that
the manager as a politician exercises is that of networking and building coalitions. Informal
networks fulfil several functions that formal structures may perform poorly or not at all,
including advancing projects, transmitting culture, mentoring, and fostering "communities of
practice" (Bolman & Deal, 2021, p.210). To gain power, the manager needs to form channels of
informal communication. With a language barrier, this socialising can no longer take place,
leaving those without the relevant skills at a disadvantage. Therefore, international employees
who do not speak the local language do not have access to the informal local network that is

already there.
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2.6. Social Identity Theory

Social identity theory suggests that our sense of belonging to particular groups influences our
well-being and behaviour and our attachments to these groups also shape our self-esteem
(McKeown et al.,, 2016). Social identity theory infers that one wants to have a stable
identification for social order to be restored. The understanding of specific processes and
situations of identity construction in and around work and organisations is thus somewhat poor
and in a turbulent and multifaceted world, identity becomes destabilised (Sveningsson &
Alvesson, 2003). One crucial part of social identity is acknowledging the part language plays in
it. Language is an important part of one’s identity (Khatib & Ghamari, 2011) and the usage of a
specific language is often seen as a membership in a group (Holmes & Wilson, 2017). Studies
also show that not only is language important in one’s social identity but also culture plays an
important part in connecting the members of a group (Eastman, 1985). Therefore, the native
language is often important to a speaker. When a person is speaking in their second language, the
level of language will not be on the same level as the native language and this will cause them to
have a different identity (Khatib & Ghamari, 2011). This can have an impact on whether the

person can be a ‘member’ of a group.

A connection can therefore be made between social identity theory and language clustering. As
individuals seek out comfort in belonging to a group, they gravitate towards their own people. As
mentioned, language plays an important part in Social identity theory and so clustering due to

language is a natural way to create an in-group out-group dynamic.

2.7. Subtle Discrimination

Subtle discrimination refers to “forms of discrimination that pervade society, are less visible, are
often very ambiguous for those experiencing it and are not easily recognized as discrimination”
(Van Laer & Janssens, 2011, p.1205). Looking at the works of Van Laer and Janssens (2011),
they conducted a study on the experiences of ethnic minorities regarding subtle discrimination
within the workplace. Due to the challenge of readily recognising and identifying subtle

discrimination, victims often find it challenging to voice their concerns or determine whether
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their experiences constitute such discrimination. The authors adopted a perspective that focuses
on the experiences of the individuals exposed to it. By doing so, overlooked discrimination can
be pinpointed and illuminate seemingly innocuous or conventional phenomena (Van Laer &
Janssens, 2011). It involves interpersonal discrimination that frequently occurs without
awareness or intention, deeply rooted in everyday interactions. This can manifest as harassment,
jokes, incivility, avoidance, and various forms of disrespectful treatment (Van Laer & Janssens,

2011).

Additionally, perpetrators may remain unaware that their actions or words are being perceived in
this manner. Discrimination can also be broken down along the spectrum from interpersonal
discrimination to formal discrimination, where interpersonal discrimination can manifest as
disrespect, verbal and nonverbal harassment, and general rudeness or hostility toward minorities
and formal discrimination has rules, regulations, laws and policies in place to prevent it from
occurring or facilitating an appropriate response (Jones et al. 2017). Not only does the interaction
need to be rude or hostile, but it can also be a misconstrued compliment if worded poorly, for
example, complimenting someone on their language skills (Van Laer & Janssens, 2011). As Van
Laer & Janssens (2011) note, a comment like this implies a comparison is present, as here it can
be interpreted that the person giving the compliment did not expect the receiver's English to be

as proficient in comparison to other natives of their country.

2.8. Anxiety Due to Language Barriers and Managerial

Implications

Tenzer, Pudelko and Harzing (2013) conducted a study on the impact that language barriers have
on trust and its formation in Multinational teams (MNT). Their study was conducted on three
German automotive companies and demonstrated how MNT members’ cognitive and emotional
reactions to language barriers impact their perceived trustworthiness and intention to trust,
ultimately influencing the formation of trust. Tenzer et al. (2013) found that after analysing their
data, another language-induced and trust-related emotion they found was anxiety. They found

that those who personally thought that their language level was unsatisfactory feared being
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judged by their colleagues due to their low language competence. This made them hesitant to
speak up. In their study, they define their findings as various propositions, and on this subject
matter find that “the need to speak a foreign language in team communication creates anxiety,
particularly among those MNT members who perceive their command of this language as
insufficient” (Tenzer et al., 2013, p.526). A similar finding can be seen in Neeley’s (2013) study,
where they found that workers with low to medium language fluency worried that they would
appear incompetent to native-speaking colleagues. This led them to withdraw from conversations
and even avoid meetings. According to Neeley, (2013), “withdrawing from discourse and
avoiding meetings altogether are subtle, inconspicuous, and self-perpetuating coping
mechanisms that can go unnoticed by coworkers, because remaining quiet during a conversation
is often viewed as a normal default, and absence may be equally inconspicuous” (p.491). This is
echoed in the work of Harzing and Feeley (2008), as no one, particularly senior international
managers, wants to be seen as unintelligent, uninformed, or slow to grasp concepts. As a result,
managers frequently maintain an appearance of understanding, even when they have lost track of
the discussion, or they may stay completely silent. Tenzer et al (2013) conclude their study by
looking at the managerial implications regarding the barriers found in the workplace due to
language. They implore team leaders to become more aware of the negative effects language
barriers can create and to take specific steps to help lessen these problems and to help build trust
among the employees. This, in turn, will enable “a corporate culture that values diversity as a
source of creativity and consequently encourages open communication across language barriers
may support MNTs in their efforts to build a positive emotional climate” (Tenzer et al., 2013,

p.530).

2.9. Summary

The literature review has revealed how one’s connection to their own language can lead to
language clustering and can be attributed to the need to define personal identity and the fear of
domain loss. This, in turn, can affect the flow of information and create a power dynamic
between those who know the local language and those who don’t. It is clear from the literature
review that both national language policies and the language policies of the institution also play

an important role in the experiences of employees. This can be linked to administrative and
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managerial roles, which can affect access to the power structure within the workplace. Diversity
management has emphasised how important having the right language policies in place is for a
productive working environment. However, with that being said, one's own anxiety over their
own language proficiency can negatively affect their participation and stance within work group
settings. In conclusion, managers need to ensure they are aware of these barriers to help mitigate

their effects.
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3. Methodology

The methodology chapter will examine the steps undertaken to address the research question. It
will explain how we initially approached the topic and how we collected the data. The reasons
behind each of the decisions are discussed. It will continue on to detail how the data was
processed and analysed and in what way this was conducted. We will also explain the reasoning
behind our chosen framework for analysis and discuss the reliability, validity, and limitations of

the study.

It became clear that an inductive approach would be best suited for our exploration. An inductive
approach indicates a method where conclusions are derived from close analysis of the data
(Business Research Methodology, n.d.). Exploratory data analysis is more effective in
phenomenon detection within organisational sciences (Jebb et al., 2017). Furthermore, the
countless research topics within human resource management (and even management more
broadly) carry with them many important research questions that might benefit from a more
empirical and exploratory approach (Woo et al. 2017). Nevertheless, we aim to also incorporate
established theories into our analysis of the findings. Abduction theory, in particular, extends this
process by providing deeper insights and facilitating the development of explanations for
observed phenomena (Woo et al. 2017). Therefore, combining both inductive and abductive
methods will lead to a deeper understanding of the phenomenon. While case studies have
limitations in terms of generalizability, they provide comprehensive insights (Savin-Baden &

Major, 2013 cited in De Coninck & Verhulst, 2024).

3.1. Data Collection and Data Storage

We decided to conduct semi-structured interviews as, in general, interviews are seen as a more
intimate way of retrieving data (Edley & Litosseliti, 2018). Given that business is primarily a
social phenomenon, a significant portion of the data necessary for informed decision-making in
the workplace stems from human interactions (Sekaran & Bougie, 2016). Interviews are one of

the prevalent methods in business research, enabling researchers to gather diverse data from
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human respondents (Sekaran & Bougie, 2016). We decided on a qualitative approach as it fitted
the purpose of our research more closely and we wanted to conduct semi-structured interviews in
order to get as honest answers as possible. The interviews were semi-structured, and the
reasoning for this approach was to give the interviews some flexibility. Semi-structured
interviews are suitable for topics that can be seen as sensitive since they allow us to ask more
questions if we need clarification or more information (Barriball & While, 1994). Barriball &
While (1994) also state that if the participants in the sample group have different backgrounds,
this approach is easier to use. Utilising stories in the analysis is a way of seeing patterns and

insights that might otherwise be difficult to pinpoint (Magnusson & Marecek, 2015).

We conducted a pilot interview and met with a participant, without knowing our finalised set of
questions. Almost all the questions we asked during this interview were implemented in the
finalised guide. The participant brought up topics and examples of cases they had observed. This
particular interview gave us the opportunity to see what aspects of the topic should be taken into
consideration when looking into language barriers. After this interview, we decided on the
finalised structure of the interviews. The first and the finalised interview guide can be found in
Appendix A and B. The following interviews were conducted using the finalised interview
guide. Permission was given to record the interviews. The interviews were conducted
anonymously as when the anonymity and confidentiality of the participants are protected,
participants tend to be more open about their experiences (Kang & Hwang, 2023). In analysis
and discussion, we have decided to refer to the participants with letters and change specific

personal information about them in order to protect their anonymity.

To contact potential interviewees, we utilised email and LinkedIn. All of the faculty members
have a university profile on the website with their email. The process of finding people to
interview started with our supervisor. She recommended we speak with two faculty members
whom she thought we might find interesting due to their research and background. We started
with organising an interview with both of them. After these interviews, we got additional names
of people that might be relevant to the study and reached out to them. Various participants were
found through snowball sampling which is a method where participants are found through other

participants (Parker et al., 2019). Additional interviewees were contacted through email found on
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the LUSEM webpage. We reached out to employees we thought were relevant for the study,
which included reaching out to people of different ethnicities. We wanted to interview both
internationals and Swedish employees to get different perspectives, to hear the experiences of the
international faculty members as well as the opinions of the Swedes. We stayed within the limits
of those who were members of the LUSEM faculty but had a mix of individuals from the
different departments. To set the scene and help the reader understand the type of institution
where the study was conducted, we gathered statistics about the faculty as secondary data. We
felt it was necessary to examine the university's diversity information to gauge the extent of its
multiculturalism. Additionally, we researched the university's discrimination policy, and this

secondary data is presented in Chapter 4.1.1, along with all other secondary data.

We created a shared folder where we created a draft for an email, a separate document for all the
interviews, and a folder for the voice recordings. For data protection purposes, we ensured that
the files were stored without including names or personal information that could identify the
participant. All the research and possible sources were also stored in the folder. Once we had
finished all of our interviews, we utilised the transcribe tool in Microsoft Word so that we could
have a rough, initial outline of each of the interviews. We then listened to each interview in close
detail, changing any mistakes that were spotted in the script. We divided the interviews into two
groups, allowing each of us to review and edit seven transcripts. Afterwards, we cross-checked
by listening to the audio and reading the transcripts created by the other person, ensuring the
accuracy of each script. Once that was done, we went through each of the transcripts and
removed any personal information that could be linked to the participant to uphold anonymity.
Finally, we assigned each of the participants a letter and labelled the transcripts in accordance
with those letters. A consent form was written up, detailing that participation in this research was
voluntary and that each participant was free to withdraw from the research at any time. This was
signed by each of the participants, to ensure that the participant's voluntary participation was

clearly established.
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3.2. The Profile of Each of the Interviewees

In total, we interviewed 14 employees at the faculty of LUSEM at Lund University. Four of them
were from Sweden and ten of them were from outside of Sweden. In this study, we categorise
them as international employees. To keep anonymity, we have labelled the participants from A to
N. We have also indicated whether they are international or Swedish by adding the codes ‘Int’
and ‘Swe’ respectively. The aim of the table is to give the reader an understanding of who each
interviewee is and from what perspective they are coming from. It will also help indicate who is
speaking in the running text in Chapter 4. The excerpts from the interviews are written in italics

to clearly indicate when the interviewee is speaking.

When conducting the semi-structured interviews, we had a list of set questions that we asked in
every interview, to create a profile of each individual. We asked all of the participants whether
they considered themselves Swedish or International. This was noted down as so in the table. We
also asked if they could speak Swedish, to see if they could understand the language when it was
used within the workplace. Within Table 1, this has been labelled as Swedish Skills. The level of
Swedish skills among the individuals was self-reported, as we asked them whether they spoke
Swedish and if they felt comfortable speaking it in an informal setting. Those who answered
"no" to having Swedish skills do not necessarily lack Swedish skills entirely; rather, they do not
feel comfortable speaking it in an informal setting. Each of our interviewees was asked what
their position was at LUSEM, in order for us to understand their power position within the
institution, as well as if they had people responsibilities where employees might come to them
for help. To help aid anonymity, we simplified roles and positions down into more generic labels,
which still maintained a separation in hierarchical positions. The first is the manager. This refers
to anyone who is in a position like Head of Department, Deputy Head of Department, Director of
Studies or Dean. Next, professor, indicates anyone who is a senior professor, associate professor
or docent. Finally, a researcher is anyone who is a PhD student, Doctorate, PhD candidate or a

fellow.
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Interviewee Code Swedish/International Swedish Skills Job

A/Int Int Yes Manager
B/Swe Swe Yes Manager
C/Int Int Yes Professor
D/Swe Swe Yes Professor
E/Swe Swe Yes Researcher
F/Int Int No Researcher
G/Int Int No Professor
H/Int Int No Professor
[/Int Int Yes Professor
J/Swe Swe Yes Professor
K/Int Int Yes Professor
L/Int Int No Researcher
M/Int Int Yes Professor
N/Int Int No Researcher

Table 1; The Profile of Each of the Interviewees

3.3. Data Analysis

When analysing qualitative data, there are relatively few well-established and commonly
accepted rules and guidelines (Sekaran & Bougie, 2016). However, as suggested by Miles and
Huberman, there are generally three steps in analysing qualitative data: data reduction, data
display and the drawing of conclusions (Miles & Huberman, 1994, cited in Sekaran & Bougie,
2016). Data reduction is the process of selecting, coding and categorising data, data display is the
way of presenting the data, illustrating a pattern that may help the researcher to understand the
data and finally drawing and verifying conclusions (Sekaran & Bougie, 2016). Additionally, the
authors also emphasise that this is a nonlinear, continuous and iterative process (Sekaran &

Bougie, 2016).
The first process, therefore, is data reduction. This is done through coding and categorisation.
Codes are labels given to units of texts, that are grouped and turned into categories which is done

to help draw meaningful conclusions about the data (Sekaran & Bougie, 2016). In other words,
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identified themes, patterns and remarks were given labels in the transcript. This process is called
open coding, where the researcher examines qualitative data, selects a relevant segment of data,
and attaches a code (or codes) that capture the meaning or the aspects that are relevant to the
research question within that data segment (Roehl, n.d). We utilised Nvivo to complete this
stage, as it enabled the user to upload the transcripts and easily create and assign codes to the
text. The programme would also group together text with the same code for easy access. We
opted to tackle this stage individually to maximise the diversity of codes we could generate, free
from any mutual influence. We stayed consistent throughout and went through the same process
after each and every interview. The more we did it, the more we started seeing occurring
phenomena and categories of themes. The codes found were based on noting any aspect we
thought was relevant, including aspects that surprised us, aspects that the interviewee indicated
as important, words that appeared repeatedly and experiences that reminded us of a theory.

Below are two graphs, with one each of our initial analysis of the data.

Codes ‘ Search Project Codes Search Project
@ Name - @ Name
— O (RQ1) Forms of Discrimination + O (RQ1) Forms of Discrimination
(O Changing language to suit someone = O (RQ2) Exclusive Practices
(O Depends on who you talk to O Coming from Lunch
O Exclusion through language O Gender
(O Expressing yourself in another language O Job level Clustering
(O Forcing People to speak Swedish O No retention from faculty
(O Forcing Swedes to speak English O Officially the language is Swedish
O Jokes O Power & Language
(O language Clustering O Power and hierachy
O Language Tensions (O Differences in Departments
(O Nordic and Swedish language dilemma +-O Inclusion Practices
(O Not a barrier speaking Swedish = O Learn Swedish or miss out
(O Not facilitating for Internationals O Being 'forced' to speak Swedish
O One to change back (O Learn Swedish or Really miss out
O Prejudices and bias (O Not speaking up

Figure 1: Excerpt of Codes from the first round of coding using Nvivo.
For the second part of the coding, we decided on which codes were most important and created

categories by bringing several codes together. We did this stage by utilising both Nvivo, Google
Sheets and Microsoft Word. Researcher 1 used Microsoft Word and created a table and labelled
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each of the columns ‘clusters’. Researcher 2 used Google Sheets for the same process. They then

began inserting the various codes into the various boxes, grouping codes with similar meanings

or connotations.

New codes were created by combining several codes. Initial codes that we

found in the next step were no longer relevant were dropped. These categories can be seen below

in the next two figures and show the individual work done.

Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3 Cluster 4 Cluster 5
Changing Jokes Language Language (RQ2) Exclusive
language to suit Tensions Clustering Practices
someone Prejudices and

Forcing People to
speak Swedish

Forcing Swedes
to speak English

Switching back to
English

Swedish Students
wanting to speak
Swedish

When you have to
Speak Swedish

Being 'forced' to
speak Swedish

Formal pressure
Nordic and
Swedish language

dilemma

Depends on who
you talk to

One to change
back

bias

Subtle
Discrimination

Tensions and
dilemmas

Resistance

Social tensions
through language

informal pressure

Not facilitating for
Internationals

Exclusion through
language

Coming from
Lunch (kind
connected to
language
clustering)

Job level
Clustering

Figure 2: A sample of the Subcategories of each of the coding themes from researcher 1
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Ianguage skills going back to swedish dversity

don't want anyone to wait | swedes stick together diversity

english | guilt language exclusion diversity
1 english | guilt ‘going back to swedish diversity
english | language use informal pushing more divers

swedish was never an isst indirect discrimination
Ianguage skills learn swedish

asking to change the langl learn swedish

don't want to be told what | subtle discrimination

changing
english

diversity
diversity

n english
english
dish with ive staff gender
diversity
diversity

guilt
supervision in a language you don't fully master

knows swedish but not well enough
guilt
guilt

diversity
diversity
guilt diversity
guilt

don't want to be labeled as the one with problems.
guilt

language skills

swedes leaming in english

reponsibility

quilt

age gap

internalizati

less swedes)

internalizati

international
international

english and
young and of

internalizati

exciusion IEErMING SWeISh IS Mot nel would not go to 1 bachelors teachang

inner circle you shouldn't learn swedis would not go to 1 knowing swedish is

should have stru not leaming swedish
|lznguage exclus informal pushing made hin would not go to t bachelor's
exclusion no need to learn the langu would not go to { english in bachelor's
‘talking to your m

exclusion naot forcing to leam swedis bachelor's degres

exclusion no need to learn swedish

not going to youl language skills.

dilemma

parailel ISnguag: lesn
parallel languag: swe

parallel languag: dom
language dilemn lean
parallel languags lear

parallel languags lear

mak

meetings in swe: no need to learn swedish
exclusion swedes don't make foreigners learn swedist stuck teaching bach

having & community of your own native language abroad
exclusion

exclusion
exclusion the other way around

exclusion the other way around
culture as part of exclusion
a divide between the swedes and the internationals

exciusion
exciusion

inner circle

exciusion

want to learn swedish
exciusion

inner cirche

teaching thru swedish —= doasn't represar

elor's, dilemma

inner cirche

Figure 3: A sample of the Subcategories of each of the coding themes from researcher 2

In the third part, we labelled and named the categories and decided which of them were the most

relevant and how they are connected to each other. Here, we were able to find connections in

which once an initial theme or observation was identified, other subcategories could be seen in

correlation to it, for example, once subtle discrimination was identified, it was more likely the

interviewee would mention power dynamics. The categories and connections are the main results

of our study. It is new knowledge about the world, from the perspective of the participant in our

study (Qualitative analysis of interview data: A step-by-step guide, 2013).

Workplace Division

Policies

Power Dynamics Caused by Language

Individual’s Experience

Managerial Implications

Exclusionary Practices

Table 2: The Themes Identified as Most Relevant to Answer the Research Questions

Coming back to Miles and Huberman’s second step, we discussed the best way for the data to be

displayed. This can be seen in Table 2 and will be displayed in Chapter 4. To draw conclusions
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from this data, a content analysis will be performed as it enables the researcher to analyse large
amounts of textual information and systematically identify its properties, such as the presence of
certain words, concepts, characters, themes or sentences (Sekaran & Bougie, 2016). It will be
analysed using a conceptual analysis which establishes the existence and frequency of concepts
such as words, themes or characters in a text (Sekaran & Bougie, 2016). This is used to make
inferences about the messages in the text, the effect or messages on the receiver (Sekaran &
Bougie, 2016). In this paper, the content analysis will be done by gathering various excerpts of
texts from the transcript which correlate or connect to one of the final themes identified. This

will create a narrative under each theme and show what the participants actually said.

3.4. Reliability and Validity

While retrieving data from personal experiences, it is important to note that people can
remember things differently, such as details, wrongly (Magnusson & Marecek, 2015). To take
into consideration as well is that “the what and the how of the story convey information about
the evaluative perspective of the teller” (Magnusson & Marecek, 2015, p. 106). Therefore, it
must be remembered that one view is not the absolute truth of the specific situation. The data can
only be extracted through analysing their words and therefore, we must take into account that
these narratives are personal experiences and are not a reflection of all faculty members at
LUSEM. However, we aim to get a better understanding of this context. In order to maintain
reliability, we phrased our questions as neutral as possible. Nevertheless, it's crucial to
acknowledge our relative novelty in conducting interviews, which raises the possibility that our

remarks or actions may have inadvertently influenced the responses provided by participants.

3.5. Delimitations

Firstly, this study is limited to the faculty of LUSEM at Lund University where we will conduct
interviews with faculty members not limited to any particular department within the school.
Gender, age or how long they have been at the faculty will not be taken into consideration. The
only criteria is that they are directly employed by the faculty. The cultural background has been

grouped into the category of international, as the scope of the research relates to the relationship
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between Swedes and non-swedes, as well as Swedish-speaking individuals and non-Swedish
individuals. This also allowed us to keep the anonymity of the participants. Additionally, we did
not formally indicate the level of the participants’ Swedish, as it was highly subjective in
accordance with the participants' opinions. Therefore, we let the participants decide for

themselves whether they felt capable of communicating with others in the language.
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4. Data Results

This chapter presents the findings in relation to the primary research question: How do faculty
members experience language barriers? The results are organised into two main sections:
secondary data and primary data. The secondary data was gathered from researching the Lund
University website and the LUSEM website. The primary data was collected by conducting 14
semi-structured interviews with faculty members at LUSEM. The sample consisted of both
international and Swedish employees. The results will be presented thematically with qualitative
insights from interviews. Initial analysis indicates a significant correlation between language
proficiency and the barriers faculty members face within the workplace, setting the stage for a

detailed exploration of these findings.

4.1. Lund University and its Policies

To fully understand the official stance of the workplace and the environment the participants of
this study are situated in, it is necessary to get an insight into the policies of the institution.
Therefore, in this section, the institution’s size and multiculturalism are discussed, along with the
school’s language policy and its guides to dealing with discrimination and harassment in the

workplace. The data has been gathered from LUSEM’s official website.

4.1.1. The Institution of Lund University’s School of Economics and Management

The institution of Lund University’s School of Economics and Management (LUSEM) has
internationalisation as one of its main strategies. At the university, 37% of the employees are
international and 57% of the researchers are international (Lund University, 2024). During the
terms 22/23 LUSEM welcomed 358 exchange students and sent out 586 students to universities
abroad (Lund University School of Economics and Management, 2024b). Lund University wants
to be perceived as an international institution that attracts students and researchers from all over
the world. The university also has the three crown accreditation that less than 1% of all business

schools worldwide has since it is “accredited by the Association to Advance Collegiate Schools
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of Business (AACSB), the EFMD Quality Improvement System (EQUIS) and the Association of
MBAs (AMBA)” (Lund University School of Economics and Management, 2024a).

In regards to how the faculty facilitates Swedish language learning, the school does provide
Swedish language courses for employees who are eager to learn the language. It is called
Swedish for university staff (SFU) and the programme involves levels ranging from 1 to 5.
According to the website, the course is paid for by the applicant’s department and they
recommend before they apply, to discuss it with their manager (Staff Pages, 2024).

4.1.2. LUSEM Guides to dealing with discrimination, harassment and victimisation

LUSEM has published two separate guides, one for students and one for staff, for dealing with
discrimination, harassment and victimisation (Lund University School of Economics and
Management, 2024d). In the staff guide, it details the difficulties in identifying discrimination, as
it requires the person who is experiencing it to categorise it as so. It also calls for the victim to
reach out to the perpetrator and communicate their interpretation of the situation. They ensure to
also note that in some situations, the offence is so evident that no clarification is required. An

excerpt from the staff guide is presented below:

The person who feels subjected to the behaviour is the one to determine what they
perceive to be discrimination or harassment. However, this does not mean that
others cannot have a different perception of the situation. The circumstances of
the event may entail the situation being legally categorised differently from how
the victim perceives it. In order for the case to be a question of harassment, the
action or behaviour must be unwanted. It is the person who feels exposed to the
behaviour who determines whether it is unwanted or not. According to the
Discrimination Act, the person who is harassing the victim must understand how
the behaviour is perceived for it to constitute harassment. It is therefore very
important that the person who feels victimised makes it clear to the perpetrator

that the actions are unpleasant and unwelcome. In certain situations, the offense is
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so obvious that no clarification is needed (Lund University School of Economics

and Management, 2024d).

Additionally, the guide also recommends that if you have experienced or have witnessed this
kind of behaviour, report so by telling your manager. If this is not possible, you can contact a
superior, such as the dean or equivalent or talk to a health and safety representative or union

representative for advice and support.

The staff guide and student guide differ slightly, with the student guide giving additional case
examples of everyday discrimination. In the student's guide, they list seven grounds in which
discrimination occurs. One of the grounds is on the basis of ethnicity. With each of the grounds,
they provide everyday examples of discrimination. The example given is about a student who is
excluded from group work due to his fellow classmates switching to Swedish constantly, a
language he does not understand. When he reaches out for help, his course director responds

dismissively of his problem. Below is the full excerpt of the example from the student guide:

Mattias was born and grew up in Germany and does not speak Swedish. He is
attending a course taught in English. In connection with group work, he ends up
with people who all grew up in Sweden. During their work, the group often
switches to Swedish which makes Mattias feel excluded and he finds it difficult to
take active part. Mattias asks his fellow students several times to speak English
while working so that he can understand and contribute. When he contacts the
course director, the response is that “it is important to be able to speak Swedish in

Sweden” (Lund University School of Economics and Management, 2024c¢).

Although this is given as an example in the guide for students and not for employees, it
illustrates what the faculty deems as discrimination within the institution. The reason we include
this excerpt from the student guide is that it gives an example that is similar to the experiences

recalled by the participants in this study.
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4.2. The Experiences of Each of the Individuals

In this section, the primary data from the semi-structured interview of the 14 faculty members
will be presented. Each sub-subsection correlates to a different barrier that occurs due to
language differences and is grouped through similar experiences. In this section, the results from
those interviews will be presented, highlighting the various themes and topics that participants
brought up in relation to their experiences with language barriers at the workplace. The quotes
from the interviews have been italicised for an easier reading experience. Firstly, the social and
cultural division between the faculty members is explored, where the barriers to the integration
of employees is discussed. This leads to the experience of being excluded from conversations
and meetings and the effect of negative remarks towards language use. Following on from this,
the experience of career advancement and how language can impede this is looked at, along with
the interesting observation of the disadvantage of knowing Swedish. Finally, how language
barriers cause feelings of guilt and embarrassment is looked at, leading to the managerial

implications of this.

4.2.1. Learning Swedish and the Social Division between the Faculty Members

Given that a majority of the faculty are Swedish, both Swedish and international participants
commented that it was natural for them to speak Swedish with their colleagues. They observed
that Swedes tend to revert back to Swedish whenever they get the chance, noting that it feels
more natural and comfortable for them. However, there are two contrasting experiences when it
comes to integration between local and international faculty members. On one hand, Swedes are
widely recognised for their proficiency in English. However, this creates difficulties for
internationals to learn Swedish, as they do not get the opportunity to practise their Swedish at the
workplace. On the other hand, Swedes do also prefer to speak their native language when
speaking with other Swedes. The observation of an exclusive inner circle was mentioned,
inferring a connection between Swedes on a cultural basis that even those internationals who
learn Swedish cannot penetrate. The establishment of an official parallel language can, to some

extent, create a division between those who know the local language and those who do not. This
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topic was not included in the interview questions so was derived from individuals who brought it

up themselves.

A common opinion about the English skills of the Swedes is shared between almost all of the
participants. Participant N/Int states, “/ mean, the best thing about Sweden is that everyone
speaks English and pretty good English, right?” Similarly, Participant E/Swe notes, “ [Swedes]
are fairly good at English.” Aligning views come from Swedish-speaking Participant I/Int, “/
would say, generally speaking, Swedes are really good in switching to English, and the level is so
high that it's rarely at least kind of in academic environments, it's very rare that they struggle to
express themselves in English.” Therefore, across the board, the majority of participants
mentioned that Swedes have a good level of English. However, this factor acts as a hindrance for
those who want to learn Swedish, as Swedes are likely to switch back to English when
interacting with someone with lower Swedish skills. This has been a barrier Participant A/Int
has faced as they wished Swedish speakers would not switch so quickly back to English and

persevere a bit more through Swedish.

Numerous participants acknowledged the fact that one must work harder to communicate when
utilising a second language. Participant E/Swe says, “I think a lot of things get lost by
continuously speaking in a non native language. They also say that, speaking English, it is in a
way, it's a performance.” This refers to the additional effort required when speaking a non-native
language, as it doesn't flow as effortlessly as one's native tongue. Participant N/Int agrees, “/
think... they're more comfortable in speaking their own language.” Many value the ability to
speak in their native language, whether it's Swedish or English. Participant B/Swe, “I guess it's
always easier to talk about certain things in your native language.” However, the internationals
who speak Swedish do not feel excluded from these scenarios, “I think it has never bothered me
because I could always still follow what they were saying. I didn't really feel excluded there”,
says Participant I/Int. Hence, a notable dilemma emerges: while Swedes excel in English
proficiency, they tend to favour speaking Swedish among themselves, yet opt for English when
communicating with internationals. This preference poses a challenge for internationals seeking

integration or opportunities to practise the language.
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Division within the faculty was a theme identified during categorisation. This aspect can be
observed in a scenario recounted by Participant C/Int. They reflected on when they first arrived
at the faculty, “before, when I began in this department, we had all the old professors, and they
liked to have fika, and they provided a space for you to actually practise your Swedish”. They
acknowledge that the earlier environment created a better space for language learning. They go
on to say, “but that thing has disappeared. Because the older professors, they retired, and the
younger professors did not have the same tradition... [the older professors] were inviting and
then they helped me a lot to actually be able to learn Swedish back in the day. A shift can then be
observed from the changing of generations within the workplace, “but then professors who are
40s and 50s speak English so well, they don't really [see the need to speak Swedish to
internationals]. You can see there are two worlds.” Similar experiences were recounted by
Participant D/Swe when they talked about the fact English is often used with internationals and

they do not get to practise their Swedish.

There was a frequent mentioning of a divide between Swedes and Internationals, with language
being the main separating factor. An exclusive grouping of Swedes was observed and suggested
a situation where the internationals are not allowed to integrate fully. Contrarily, internationals
are not pushed to learn Swedish and there is no formal pressure to learn the language, as many
participants mentioned “Swedes speak so good English”. Participant D/Swe explains how a
friend of theirs wants to learn Swedish and be invited to dinners and social gatherings. They
mention that, “my friend said, I feel this [the wall between the inner circle and him] almost
physically. I will never, ever be invited in that small nuances, looks, stuff. I look at it, but I can
only be part of it.” They keep explaining that this is a common problem for internationals since
Swedes like speaking English, but it is easier to connect with a Swede in Swedish. Switching to
English with a non-native speaker who tries to learn Swedish, in their view is “a way of saying,
well, you're not really included”. Therefore, it could be argued that getting a Swedish friend can
be a difficult task. Participant I/Int shares this view, “if took a long time before they would
invite me for a dinner or something along those lines.” Participant D/Swe, coming from a
Swedish perspective, observes, “but I think that we have also become a bit better to invite people

[for dinner]” They attribute the difficulty in infiltrating the inner circle as a shyness in Swedes,
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saying, “Sweden is perhaps not the most inclusive and welcoming country in the world. Not

because we're evil, but a bit shy.”

A conundrum can be observed here in the discourse that Swedes are so good at English that there
is no need to learn Swedish to communicate within the workplace. However, naturally, they will
speak Swedish to their fellow colleagues when applicable as they are in a Swedish institution.
Nevertheless, those who would like to infiltrate the Swedish-speaking realm find it difficult to
practise their language skills at the workplace and even if they do, they may not be able to

infiltrate the informal community.

4.2.2. Being Excluded from Conversations and Meetings

Several of the international participants who could not understand Swedish experienced feelings
of exclusion in various informal interactions with colleagues. They were surrounded by Swedes
who maintained speaking in a language they could not understand. These instances were during
work meetings or during lunch or an event. There is an interpretation of resistance coming from
the Swedish side, where various international participants feel like there is a point being made
when Swedes do not switch to English due to the fact that the internationals, at this point, should

know Swedish.

Participant G/Int recounts a time when they were at a kick-off meeting with the department,
where the whole floor gathers together once a year to have lunch. The participant was sitting at a
table with many Swedes. The conversation ended up switching to Swedish and they knew that
Participant G/Int did not speak Swedish. “I've been in this situation where I felt excluded,
because people know perfectly well I cannot speak Swedish.” They do acknowledge that one
colleague tried to switch the language back to English, to “include me, but then some other
colleagues would switch back to Swedish.”” Reflecting on the experience, they say “I never felt so
uncomfortable my entire life with people speaking Swedish around me. And I was like during,
like 20 minutes and my colleagues would switch back to English and then they would always
switch back to Swedish.” They interpret that a point was being made by the Swedes to infer that
the participant should know Swedish by now.
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Participant N/Int had a similar experience of being subtly told that they lack language
proficiency. They were invited to a work event that was conducted in Swedish. Participant
N/Int emphasised that they knew Participant N/Int could not speak Swedish. In their opinion,
they felt like this was a purposeful invite, and they say, “they have this hidden innate tendencies
that they don't like the fact that, you know, people are not speaking Swedish.” They do
acknowledge that in an informal setting, such as getting a beer after work or at lunch, the
switching of language is more natural. At some point the language would switch to Swedish and
Participant N/Int acknowledged, like in the situation with Participant G/Int, that one
colleague spoke up for them and tried to steer the conversation back to English. They say, “But
also someone would remind them, hey, [they do not] speak Swedish. And they would start
speaking English, but after some time they would go back to Swedish. I think it's more
unconscious because it's more natural.” The participants perceive the experiences as something

that is natural for the Swedes to do, but as a result, they still feel excluded from the group.

However, various participants experienced the opposite of this, where Swedish was immediately
replaced by English when it was recognised that a non-native Swedish speaker was in the room.
In this vein, Participant H/Int states; “when there is a meeting and I am the only one who
doesn't speak Swedish, everyone is changing to English without even asking, or sometimes
asking, would you prefer that we do it in English or in Swedish?” Participant A has the same
experience, saying, “I think people here are very good at changing [back to English].”
Therefore, in every situation, the likelihood of switching languages largely depends on the
individuals present in the situation: whether they will naturally transition to English to be

inclusive or continue speaking Swedish.

4.2.3. Negative Remarks Towards Their Language Use

Exclusion can also be experienced in the form of comments from colleagues, due to
misunderstanding or turns of phrases attributed to language barriers. Irrelevant of whether it was
meant maliciously or not, the participants receiving the comments felt othered because of it.

Participant C/Int recalls a colleague commenting on their writing abilities, saying, “that s very
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sweet what you wrote” in response to something the participant was writing in Swedish. They go
on to say that they get the impression that some Swedes they have met will never see the
international’s Swedish on the same level as theirs. In a different capacity, Participant K/Int
remembers a colleague making a joke about language usage. Participant K/Int when they first
joined the faculty and did not speak Swedish, felt like everyone else was accommodating them
by speaking English. However, “repeatedly, Swedish people assured me that is not the case, ‘we
love to speak English’, and I didn't really believe them. And a couple years ago now, when [
could speak Swedish, one colleague joked with me that, something about, “oh, now we don't
have to switch to English.” It was really a joke, but I was like, I knew it”. Participant K/Int did

not interpret this in a negative manner but as an interesting observation and comment.

Participant M/Int recalls how a past colleague who no longer works there, who was an
international with dark skin, remarked that “Swedish is the only language I know of where you
lose in status when you speak it. He was dark, right? If he had been a German, he wouldn't have
said the same thing”. The inference here is that as a dark person speaking Swedish, they were
treated with less respect and regard as to someone who was also an international but was white.
Therefore, visual appearances can also affect other’s preconceived biases on a colleague's

language proficiency.

4.2.4. Career Advancement and Language

Throughout the narratives retold during the interview process, the topic of job position in
correlation with which language was used was a recurring theme. The hierarchy and seniority of
the person in the situation had influence over which language was used. The main backdrop to
this discussion is the fact that the University is a Myndighet, a public institution, and has
therefore responsibility to officially have Swedish as the main administrative language and to
make sure that the language is kept up to date and developed. Many participants remarked that

those in upper management utilised more Swedish.

Participant A/Int remarked that “on a managerial level, we're expected to speak Swedish, or at

least the meetings to be in Swedish.” They go on to say, “I mean, if you look at this department,
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there are not many people in a managerial position or a position of responsibility that are not
Swedes.” Participant G/Int confirms this observation, “/ mean, the information that is shared
at the department level, they are usually in Swedish...in the board meeting, so, like, the
documents are written in Swedish.” Participant N/Int has the same opinion about the matter,
“so these different boards, the director of studies, to be able to sit in them, because these
meetings are conducted in Swedish. So obviously it's not stated. But if you don't know Swedish,
you can't sit there. Right? Because they're not going to do it in English.” Participant E/Swe
adds “if you cannot take on those positions, then you probably cannot do that kind of a career. So

in that sense ... there is definitely power. [ mean, power in a very sort of tangible way.”

Participant I/Int, even though knowing Swedish quite well, stated, “/ have never been asked,
and that has been a little frustrating, for... years to take up some kind of a management role.”
They continue saying that taking upon a manager role would have been a natural continuum in
their career and that, “/ felt language ... was a factor there, and I ... think would have liked to do
that at some point, at least.” They continue saying that there is a known atmosphere where
internationals are expected to leave at some point anyway. When it comes to their career they say
that, “it's also not like they should have been giving me that opportunity. I think I could have
created that opportunity for myself as well by exposing myself more early in my career. So it's not

a complaint, but it is something that I think I've noticed.” Thus, knowing the local language,

Swedish, enables access to higher positions within the faculty, according to the participants.

However, although Swedish was not a requirement for any of the internationals, many observed

the benefit in having it. On this topic, Participant G/Int remarked:

“Yes. And I can see as well the fact that some people speak Swedish sometimes, as
non Swedish speakers, we can feel a bit excluded from. So it's not just the
conversation, but as well, like, from the promotions, when people get promoted,
we see that there's people who are from Sweden have maybe heard a little bit. [

have to be careful the way I feel, but, like, I feel that the potential favour. *
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It was remarked by various participants that those in a higher position were more likely to be
Swedish speakers. Participant G/Int said, “It depends on which level. So the professors, people
with higher status. Yeah, there are many more Swedish people.” Participant J/Swe says that,
“there are some meetings, and in particular, among the more senior faculty, it's still very
dominated by Swedish for different reasons.” They go on to say that this is due to the pure time
dimension in that speaking with a majority of Swedes in Swedish is more efficient than English.

They also mention the Myndighet and the requirement for board meetings to be in Swedish.

On the other hand, some also mention that sitting on the board is not everyone’s intention.
Participant B/Swe explains, “I'm not sure that it is such an attractive position to have.
Participant E/Swe shares the same opinion; academia is a bit of a strange place in terms of
what is sort of valued as an aspirational position. Top management positions are not necessarily

so aspirational for academics.”

Participant D/Swe brought up another aspect of this topic. They talk about how when they are
in an important meeting and speaking English, they worry that they are missing important
nuances of the words they use when making important decisions. “So, for instance, decisions
being made in English, because I'm a part of one board, and sometimes I'm not really sure. You
know, I think I know. And I know English to some extent, but I'm not really sure what are the
ramifications or the decisions I'm making now because I don't really, I can't grasp all the

nuances in the language.”

There is also the perspective of those who do not master English at all. Several participants
mentioned that the administrative staff do not speak working professional English. A thought
that was shared by Participant B/Swe, as they say “Because as I said before, the administrative
is, to a large majority, not that confident [when speaking English]. “They speak English, of
course, but they're not that comfortable to do that and feel that the quality of their contribution
to conversations becomes reduced even to the degree that they went step away from partaking in
conversations and discussions. ‘I can't really express anything here, so why should I even
bother.”” With this, they mean that if one does not feel like they can contribute to the

conversation, it could lead to them not saying anything. According to Participant B/Swe, the

40



official company happenings are in English. So for example, at the Christmas party, if you are
seated next to people who speak English, and you do not feel comfortable expressing yourself in

English, you might not say anything.

Participant M/Int says they are very conscious of the way they use the Swedish language.
When spoken, they are confident and have no issues in speaking to all their fellow
Swedish-speaking colleagues. However, when it comes to the written form, they have slight
insecurities. “I do not feel smaller when I talk in Swedish. But I do feel smaller when I write in
Swedish.” Therefore, when contacting someone new for the first time, they do not want to use
their Swedish as they may come across as not competent as a professional academic. In detail,
they say that they want to use written Swedish to a manager or colleague to demonstrate “well,
I'm Swedish. Even if I have grammar mistakes, when I write, it's almost a political decision. 1
write in Swedish and to educate them that you're still as competent, even if your grammar
lacks.” However, once they need to contact someone who does not know them and who does not

know that they are a good teacher, they switch back to English.

Participant G/Int also observed a situation where they felt that the Swedish speakers clustered
together and benefitted from the collaboration. It was during covid and the school still
encouraged workers to come into the university to work. However, many stayed home as the
national recommendation was to stay at home. However, according to the participant, “a group
of people speaking Swedish...starting to launch some project together.” In other words, they
were able to advance their academic research in this way. The coupling was attributed to them
being Swedish and the participant remarks, “And I felt it was. It was connected as well to the

)

language.’

4.2.5. Disadvantages of Knowing Swedish

A recurring narrative about language skills was mentioned. Many participants said that there is a
known problem with the fact that faculty who know Swedish, are ‘trapped’ teaching the bachelor
level, whereas faculty who do not speak Swedish, automatically get to teach the more interesting

master and PhD levels. Some participants stated that the bachelor-level classes are often bigger
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groups and that there is not so much interaction with the students. They also said that the topics
in master classes are often more interesting. Sometimes the skills do not match with the skills of
the teachers and this can then lead to tensions. Participant E/Swe joked that knowing Swedish is

almost a bad thing if you want to teach interesting classes.

Several participants brought up a power imbalance that happens when there are not enough
Swedish-speaking teachers. Various bachelor’s programmes are taught through Swedish.
Participant B/Swe remarks that there are more bachelor students than master's students and
there are administrative issues in filling all the teaching positions for the bachelors level. This is
due to a language imbalance in the skills of the staff. They say that due to the international staff
not knowing Swedish, they either cannot teach the lower degree classes or must conduct them
through English. “The fact that we sometimes actually deviate from this due to the fact that we
can't really support or resource, teaching resources to that programme. If we only took the
swedish speaking people there, it creates problem for us. So we have stretched it a little bit,
saying that, okay, sometimes we teach actually in English, but every examination must be in

Swedish.”

Some of our participants think that this creates a problem because the international teaching staff
will automatically get the more interesting and specific master courses, whereas the Swedes are
“trapped” to teach the larger and less academically complicated bachelor classes. Participant
E/Swe, ‘the majority of my teaching is on the a levels, which is, I mean, I enjoy teaching, but it
is, objectively speaking, the least attractive form of teaching.” They continue, “I mean, I don't
want to say that, but it is weird form of, I wouldn't go so far as to say it's some kind of
discrimination, but it is an issue, I think. Participant E/Swe also mentioned the teaching quota
that needs to be filled, one way or another, and if the ones who do not speak Swedish are signed
up for the master classes and PhDs that are taught through English, the ones who can speak
Swedish most often get the bachelor classes. Even Participant K/Int recognised the
Swedish-speaking faculty gets stuck teaching bachelors classes. They say that “I thought maybe
that's another kind of issue that might arise from having this blended language situation, and
that is that maybe this native Swedes or the people who are better at Swedish maybe get stuck

with teaching the bachelor levels rather than. Yeah, rather than the perhaps more interesting

42



masters level. They suggest that there is a lack of appropriate teachers in the bachelor

programme.

4.2.6. Language Barriers Cause Feelings of Guilt and Embarrassment

A recurrent theme in the interviews was an insecurity regarding language proficiency. Naturally,
the Swedes spoke Swedish and six out of the ten internationals spoke Swedish. Those who could
not speak Swedish felt an immense guilt around the topic, and blamed themselves for the lack of
knowledge. The internationals who could speak Swedish also reported that they think it is the
responsibility of the individual to learn. Interestingly, a few observations were made that those
who had a familial connection to Sweden with a spouse or child, were usually more likely to
speak Swedish. In contrast to this, it was also commented that Swedes have a very good standard
of English and there is no need to learn the local language. On the other hand, the loss of the
Swedish language also came up in a few interviews, with comparisons to this issue in other

countries.

Participant C/Int felt that it was the onus of the individual to actively integrate themselves.
They state that it is a matter of prioritisation, and your own initiative and motivation are needed
in the matter, “I believe that if you're here, you must learn Swedish. Some people don't do it,
because they believe that it takes too much time away from their research and from their work
and that's the reason why they don't do it.” They go on to say that a lot of the time the Swedes
will switch to English but not always. The international person has then put themselves in that
situation, “So sometimes [the Swedes]| might be inclusive, but they are not always like that. And

you can see when people feel excluded, but, you know, it's also, they also make that decision.”

There is also the discourse that ‘we’ are in Sweden, so we must respect that and speak the local
dialect. Participant C/Int remarks, “I believe that if you're here, you must learn Swedish. Yeah,
because, like, you know, I am the one coming here, so I have to understand that as well.” There
is an obviousness to speaking Swedish in a Swedish institution and Participant F/Int highlights
this by simply saying, “We are in Sweden. Lund University is a Swedish institution. So people

speak in Swedish.” However, currently for them, they mention that they do not have the existing
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capacity to take Swedish lessons due to workload and familial situation. Participant L/Int on
this topic notes that if they formally were obliged to learn the language, they would want the

courses to be included in the working hours.

Many participants mentioned that those who had a familial connection are more likely to have
Swedish skills. Participant J/Swe says, “Of course, there is also the idea that if you are
learning Swedish, maybe you do it for a reason. Maybe you are already more integrated. You
might have a spouse or something. That needs a language and those kind of things...I think it
helps when it comes to feeling fully integrated.” Participant G/Int, on the same topic, observes,
“But, yes, some managed to learn Swedish and now they can as well teach in Swedish. There are
often people whose partner is from Sweden.” Thinking about the topic some more, they go on to
remark, “So all my colleagues who didn't speak Swedish, like, as soon as they entered a long
term relationship with someone from Sweden, they started to learn Swedish. But otherwise
colleagues like me who don't have. I mean, either they have a partner from someone or another.
They don't.” Participant K/Int on a very similar line of thinking, added, “But I wouldn't say I
could really speak until I had my [child] and then I was on parental leave with [them]. And then |
mixed with...a lot of Swedish people and spoke to little children in baby Swedish.”

From an alternative perspective, Participant L/Int makes a connection with their home country,
where the national language is being overshadowed by English and as a result, some University
courses that were originally taught in the native language have been dropped. They say, “I do see
the relevance in wanting people that come here to learn the language, at least to like, a
rudimentary level, so to speak. I can understand that. Yeah. Because in the end, what I see in. [
mean, in [their country] as well, is that we're losing whole programs.” This links into the issue of
domain loss, where the threat of English overtaking Swedish on a professional level is a common
concern. When the topic came up in the interview with Participant J/Swe, they remarked, “/
mean, if you think that there is a value of preserving the Swedish language, so that, I think, is, of
course, a concern.” However, within the faculty itself, “it's not much discussion still about it.”
Participant D/Swe on the topic of domain loss stated, “If we allow...English to dominate, too,
for too long, what happens is that certain kind of domains are embedded? We lose the ability to

talk about politics and science in Swedish, which means that we don't understand really what it's
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all about.” They go on to say that the level of understanding within the board rooms will drop

and will in turn threaten democracy.

Contradictory, Participant E/Swe suggested that if they were in the shoes of an international
faculty member, they would not have invested the time to learn the language. They say, “/ mean,

if  would come in here, I probably wouldn't try to learn Swedish if I would be a foreigner.”

Multiple international participants answered that they were not required to know Swedish or
learn the language when applying for their current job position. Many were on the fence about
whether that is a positive or negative point. However, they were uncomfortable with the notion
of being contractually obligated to do so. Participant N/Int says they have experienced indirect
pushing when it comes to learning Swedish and that it has contributed to the fact that they have
not learned the language. They say, “I have this habit that I don't want to do what I'm told.”
Even Participant L/Int remarks that they would not react well to pressure from the school in
regards to language learning. Participant I/Int, who knows Swedish, also agreed that if they had
been pressured to learn faster they would have not liked it, “/ would have just maybe been, just
been annoyed about feeling that pressure at that moment.” But as mentioned, there is no push

from the university’s side to learn the language.

4.2.7. Not Going to their Manager when Experiencing Language Barriers

One of the questions asked in the interview was, “Would you go to your Manager if you felt like
you were experiencing language exclusion?” The answer across the board was a resounding no.
The reasons for this are as follows; Two participants remarked that they did not have a manager
above them that they could go to. Others answered that they would not go as they would
approach the person excluding them directly and confront them in person, not needing to go to a
higher-level manager. The majority felt it would be an embarrassing issue to go to their manager
for. Several of the internationals commented that they are in Sweden, so they should be able to
speak Swedish. Additionally, they believed that Swedes had the right to speak Swedish in their

own country. It was their own fault they were being excluded for not learning Swedish.
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Participant F/Int was given a group of students to supervise where the students were Swedish
and the participant only had rudimentary Swedish. They felt that they could not go to their
manager as their manager is also an international and has dealt with a similar situation in the
same manner. The manager said it was ok to speak in English to the group they were supervising
and the students would reply in Swedish. However, Participant F/Int has insecurities around
their language skills. Participant F/Int shares, “It's simply [them] sharing [their] experience, but
it's, it's making it hard to voice those, you know, your insecurities or your doubts or your,
whatever it is. A guilt.” They go on to say that they are very happy with their manager and, ““/
would go to [them] with most things.” However, on the topic of language insecurities, they

would not.

Participant G/Int shared the same sentiment as Participant F/Int. They also felt a personal
guilt about their Swedish language skills. When asked the same question, they replied, “I mean, 1
think I could tell [them), but I feel I would be ashamed going there because I know they will
judge. They will still judge me and think that even if they don't say it openly, I'm sure [they] will
not tell you directly to me that you should speak. But, like, I would prevent myself to go talk to
[them] directly because I know that.” Participant G/Int talks of an underlying sentiment they
have, where they speculate that the manager would think that they should know Swedish after
being in Sweden for so long. However, they would never voice this opinion out loud. “Yeah,
inside [their]| reaction, [they]| would say, yeah, but you should be able to speak Swedish after
being here for so many years.” Participant N/Int shares the feeling of guilt. Their answer to the
question is, “no, because most people here are Swedes...what will I really say that they're
doing?” They continue telling us that there is a sort of person that would actually take the
language issue to the manager. “I'm not that kind of a person. So I wouldn't want to cause trouble
or I don't. I mean, because, you know, the university is so. It's such a small environment. |
wouldn't want to be the one who has problems with these people's language here and I wouldn't

want to be identified as that.”
Participant K/Int, who now speaks Swedish, says that when they did not have a good demand

of the language in earlier days, they would not have gone to their manager about it. They state,

“When I didn't speak Swedish, I can't imagine that I would have gone to my manager and said, [
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feel excluded and can you do something about it? Because I feel like the solution there is to learn
to speak Swedish.” When reflecting on their previous remark, they go on to say, “Like, yeah, I
know this is some sort of, I've got some weird, like, victim blaming loop going on here, maybe
now, but I definitely would have felt that the solution was on me there to be better at Swedish.”
Participant I/Int is in a similar position, an international who now speaks Swedish. However, in
reflecting back to before they acquired the language, they reply, “no, no, I would, I would blame
myself” and then laughs it away. They do see the importance of communicating issues with one's
manager, however, in this case, they see it more appropriate if the individual went straight to the
perpetrator. They say, “so, I mean, so I don't see it necessarily something that you would need to
address with your manager. It could, you know, rather be something that you would, if you would
have people you're closely working with, something that you could directly communicate.”
Likewise, Participant E/Swe would take a possible issue directly with the person in question
instead of going to the manager. The same goes for Participant H/Int, “of course I could. But

actually, I can just say, “what did you say?” And people would go to English and they would

explain”.

4.3. Integrative Summary of Findings

These narratives integrate together to demonstrate the experiences of the faculty members when
it comes to language barriers. Language is tightly intertwined with social and cultural practices,
causing a divide between the international faculty members and the Swedish faculty members.
As a direct barrier to collaboration at the workplace, participants recount experiences of being
excluded from conversations and meetings, implying an implication that it is a pushback to them
not knowing Swedish. Also, comments that have been made regarding their language abilities
and the language barrier in accessing the hierarchy. This links in with feelings of guilt and
perceived embarrassment, that a majority of the international participants feel. As a result, many
would not go to their manager if they were experiencing language exclusion. The difficulties in
learning the language of Swedish and how language requirements affect formal job positions. In

the next Chapter, the findings will be analysed along with the concepts from the literature review.
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5. Discussion

The previous chapter has presented the data gathered, illustrating the experiences that the
participants have faced due to language barriers within the workplace and presenting the policies
of the school. The following section will discuss these findings in relation to the concepts
defined in the literature review. The purpose of this discussion is to gain a deeper understanding
of how Lund University’s language policies affect those at the university and if the parallel
language use causes a divide between the faculty and between their managers. It also discusses
how fears in domain loss or language insecurities contribute to the experiences within the
faculty. Guilt is one of the barriers preventing a discussion from arising around the various issues
that arise. While it is clear that those without Swedish skills are at a disadvantage, the present
discussion looks at both how Swedes and Internationals experience language barriers. Each of
these recountings of events is of an individual's experience and does not represent those of their
colleagues. However, the findings may help us to better understand these language barriers and

contribute to the studies in this area.

5.1. Division Between Groups

A clear take away from the interviews was that Swedes feel more comfortable in speaking
Swedish with their fellow native colleagues. They observed that Swedes tend to revert back to
Swedish whenever they get the chance, noting that it feels more natural and comfortable for
them. They likened speaking English to putting on a performance. A possible explanation for this
might be found by looking to social identity theory. As Khatib & Ghamari (2011) state, language
is a big part of one’s identity. Speaking Swedish at the faculty can be seen as a way for Swedish
speakers to feel included in the group of Swedes (Holmes & Wilson, 2017). It is also important
to mention that culture plays a significant role in being included in these groups (Eastman,
1985). Both international and Swedish faculty members noted that speaking their native
language feels more natural, not to exclude anyone, but to maintain a stronger connection with

their identity.
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A strong relationship between social identity theory and language clustering has been reported in
the literature. A natural cluster will form because of this as in language clustering, individuals
are attracted to comfortability and what they know. As Tange and Lauring (2009) found in their
study conducted in Denmark, the Danes ended up reverting back to their own language, as
similarly seen in the data of this study. Their study points out that the informal conversation that
happens during lunch can be important in information sharing and not just for socialising. It is
important to understand that language clustering is not motivated by a wish to exclude others.
Rather, it comes from a natural desire to speak one's native language, which is deeply connected
to personal identity. However, even if the clustering happens without a mindset of excluding
anyone, it does not mean it is any easier to the internationals. It is worth noting that the clusters
should not be encouraged to form, since the Lund University language policy clearly states that
any employee must be able to fully function at the university, even if they do not master the

language of Swedish (Lund University, 2014).

Prior studies have also noted the importance of mentioning domain loss around this topic,
especially within a Nordic setting (Hultgren, 2013). Domain loss, as defined in the literature
review, is a concept of losing vocabulary in a specific language to English (Hultgren, 2013).
Even if the academic Swedish faculty are proficient in English, their switching back to Swedish
could be attributed to the underlying fear of English taking an overbearing dominant stance at the
institution. As explained earlier, there was a motion to add English to the group of national

minority languages in Sweden, but the motion was not approved (Riksdagen, 2020).

Nevertheless, this behaviour of the language switching has caused several of the participants to
observe a separation between the two groups: the Swedes and the internationals. This study
found that even those who learn the language will never truly be accepted into the Swedish’
inner group. As seen in the literature review, being a native speaker of a language can be more
influential than if one learns it as a second language (Khatib & Ghamari, 2011). An invisible
boundary was observed, with a polite relationship at work but a more intimate relation was not

possible.
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5.2. The Difficulties in Learning Swedish

Our results indicate that learning the local language of Swedish is difficult for internationals, as
the high English proficiency of Swedes naturally makes them quick at switching to English when
needed. There appears to be no current work culture that allows for a learning experience during
working hours. This outcome is contrary to that of Tange and Lauring (2009) and Lensmann's
(2014), who found Danes are more inclined to remain speaking Danish to internationals.
However, similar to Lensmann's (2014) study, the sentiment that internationals should at this
point learn the local language was there. From the interviews, there was a resounding agreement
on the topic that internationals should learn Swedish while they are here, apart from one Swede
who commented that they would not learn Swedish if they had moved here, due to the high use
of English. Many mention that it depends on an individual's own situation. Those whose partner
is Swedish or those who have children here are more likely to learn the local language than those
who do not have similar connections. This aligns with the concept that the more outlets in which
the language learning can interact with the target language, the more beneficial the learning
experience (Palfreyman, 2011). Within the workplace, it very much depends on who you speak

with whether they will switch immediately to English or stay in Swedish.

Additionally, the participants mentioned the time limitation in learning another language. Again,
this depends on one’s familial situation and whether they have a family to look after after work.
The language classes that the university provides, as presented in the secondary data called SFU,
are also not accounted for in the working week and must be done in the person’s free time or

during time that could be spent on research.

5.3. Career Advantages to Knowing Swedish

The data is broadly consistent with the major trends in the literature regarding how knowledge of
the local language helps to advance one’s career (Pudelko & Tenzer, 2019). When asked about
the power dynamics between the utilisation of English vs Swedish, all of the participants noted
that the higher-up positions go mainly to Swedish-speaking staff. The reasoning behind this is

attributed to official documents being in Swedish and therefore a non-Swedish speaking person
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cannot take up this role, similar to the reasoning found in Pudelko and Tenzer’s (2019) study.
Most notably, some of the Swedish participants remarked that this disadvantage is not
problematic as they believe academics do not find managerial positions particularly attractive, a
sentiment echoed in Pudelko and Tenzer's (2019) study. Interestingly, this view was mentioned
only by Swedish participants, not by the international staff affected by the language barrier.
Comparison of the findings with those of other studies confirms that access to higher managerial
positions can be hindered by language proficiency issues (Karlsson & Karlsson, 2020; De

Coninck & Verhulst, 2024).

Not only is the formal barrier for administrative work mentioned, the international participants
mentioned how networking and socialising through the local language is also highly beneficial.
These results concur with other studies that show how networking can affect the hierarchy within
the institution. Like in the works of Marschan-Piekkari et al. (1999), a networking web could be
identified between employees that spoke Swedish. One participant mentioned how over covid, a
group of Swedish speakers met up and worked on a project together, advancing their research

during a difficult time. The participant attributed this group forming due to language similarities.

5.4. The Disadvantages of Knowing Swedish

The most striking observation was in the fact that Swedish speaking employees felt
disadvantaged in knowing the language, as the choice in degree level teaching was limited. This
links back to the same phenomenon that Pudelko & Tenzer (2019) talked about where faculty
members who know the local language must teach the larger bachelor classes that are conducted
in that same local language. As can be seen from our interview guide in Appendix B, the
questions about bachelor teaching were not part of it, but brought up as a barrier by staff
themselves. This issue creates a language-based barrier in teaching. Swedish-speaking staff are
the only ones capable of teaching in Swedish. As a result, English-speaking staff primarily teach
master's and PhD levels, which are usually taught through English. Thus, this issue presents a

reversed language barrier in teaching.
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Several participants also mentioned that there are administrative staft that do not speak English
to a high professional level, which can create problems with communication. Lund University
has chosen to have English as a parallel language in order to be internationally attractive (Lund
University, 2014). This means that some faculty do not speak Swedish and some do not speak
English. Since official events, such as Christmas parties are held in English, the ones who do not
speak English can feel excluded from the conversation. The dilemma at LUSEM comes from the
fact that even though the Language Act of 2009 does not mention parallel language use, the
university has made their own policy about having English as a parallel language. As mentioned
in the literature, language policies are not always beneficial to all parties (De Coninck &
Verhulst, 2024; Karlsson & Karlsson, 2020). The issue with having a parallel language is that not
all staff at the faculty will have English and Swedish skills, meaning that communication

boundaries are inevitable.

5.5. A Guilty Conscious

A significant finding from the interviews was the topic of guilt. Similar to the works of both
Neeley (2013) and Tenzer et al (2013), there is a harsh personal evaluation of those who are not
native-Swedish speakers. They feel that either their Swedish skills are not good enough or they
are ashamed of not having the competence in holding a conversation in Swedish. The data
reveals a strong, pervasive fear of being judged by colleagues. This is either being seen as
professionally incompetent or a disapproval of having not learnt the language after living here
for a certain number of years. Like in the works of Harzing and Feeley (2008), these highly
qualified academics do not want to be perceived as incapable of performing their job and as a
result, not being taken seriously. As seen in the literature review, remaining silent and not
speaking up is a consequence of aforementioned fear of being judged and therefore many of the
participants would not go to their manager if they were experiencing this issue. This also links
into the subtle discrimination discussion, where participants find it difficult to speak up when

surrounded by Swedish speakers and rely on another to speak up for them.
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5.6. Ambiguous Experiences and Subtle Discrimination

The exclusion of the two faculty members due to Swedish speakers always switching back to
their native language can be interpreted as subtle discrimination, albeit the participants not
labelling it as such. These results align with the work of Van Laer and Janssens (2011), who
discuss how everyday discrimination is concealed within daily work practices. On these
occasions, the participants were left out of the conversation and left feeling excluded and their
presence unwanted. They interpret a resistance from their colleagues on the grounds that they at
this point should know Swedish as seen in the findings of Lensmann's (2014) study. To
complement this, the LUSEM harassment and discrimination student guide, as shown in the
secondary data chapter, on this subject describes a very similar case of a student experiencing
discrimination. Both the participants voiced their opinion in saying that they felt that the Swedish
speakers knew that the participant did not speak the local language, however they still reverted
back to Swedish. Whether this was on purpose or purely just out of habit, it left the participant

feeling left out of the discussion.

The joke one participant remembered could be recognised as a form of subtle discrimination,
delivered in the form of humour. In recounting this scene, they did not interpret this as
discrimination or harassment, which is one of the rules which needs to be fulfilled in the LUSEM
guide for it to be labelled as so. However, perhaps a different employee could have had a
different interpretation. Even if the person who delivered the joke meant it purely as a humorous
comment, perhaps there was a sort of relief not having to constantly switch back to English, and
that they can now comfortably express themselves more clearly and be themselves. Similarly
regarding the comment on how “sweet” the participants' Swedish is, complementing an
individual on their language skills can be misconstrued negatively if the compliment itself is
worded poorly (Van Laer et al. 2011). This is belittling behaviour that would, in turn, deter an
employee from engaging in learning Swedish and practising it at the workplace. Therefore, this

individual experienced language barriers in the form of subtle discrimination.

Our findings show that participants are recounting situations with clear sightings of subtle

discrimination however, many of them are not interpreting them or recognising them as so. Many
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participants ensured to ‘balance’ out the story by adding at the end a sentence in the essence of,
“Well, it is my fault for not knowing Swedish.” The most likely explanation of the finding is that
they cannot interpret the discrimination due to personal blame or guilt for their own
inadequacies. They are accepting this behaviour because they think it is due to them and the
Swedes are in the right to say so. The institutional policies are also making it difficult for them to
define the problem and are making the line between a throwaway comment and subtle
discrimination impossible to decipher. As seen in the student guide example in 4.1.2., where the
German student was being excluded due to language barriers, this was a common situation many

of the participants found themselves in, but no one labelled it as subtle discrimination.

Just like how Jones, et al. (2017) differentiate, formal and interpersonal discrimination cannot be
documented in the same way. LUSEM does have policies that protects employees from formal
discrimination, however, due to the ambivalent nature of interpersonal discrimination that can be
seen in the data of this study, it is hard to outline these behaviours in a policy. Like in the work of
Tenzer et al (2013), this study has shown that it is up to all employees within the organisation to
ensure that this type of behaviour is not tolerated and to call out another colleague when
witnessing or experiencing this kind of behaviour. For various reasons the victim may not
interpret a situation as unwanted and to some extent may see it as being deserved. However, this
is not the case and situations like this need to be called out and stopped by others in a position to

do so.

5.7. Managerial Implications

The participants acknowledge that they would not go to their manager if they were experiencing
issues regarding language barriers. This was due to feelings of embarrassment, the fear of being
judged, internal guilt and also not having a clear appointed manager in which they would bring
this matter to. As acknowledged in the works of Tenzer et al. (2013), those who regarded their
own language skills as poor feared being judged by their colleagues. This is preventing the issue
from being discussed between colleagues and preventing them from going to their managers with
this issue. Nearly every participant expressed that they would not go to their manager for fear of

being judged and being embarrassed to admit they were struggling in this matter.
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Additionally, many of the participants mentioned how they did not have a direct or formal
manager, and how there is a dean or head of department but they do not have much contact with
them. In the LUSEM discrimination guide handbook, as shown in the secondary data retrieved
for this study in chapter 4, it is indicated to bring any issues pertaining to harassment or
discrimination to a manager or equivalent. However, if there is a lack of a relationship between
the manager and the employee, they may not feel comfortable going to these representatives with
such a sensitive case. Improving this relationship between manager and subordinate is imperative
to fostering a healthier workplace. As in the research of Tenzer et al. (2013), promoting a culture
of open communication that bridges the gap between language barriers will lead towards a goal
of having a positive emotional climate. Linking back to diversity management, by working
towards bridging this gap, the institution as a whole can have an improved reputation and the

employees can better accomplish personal and professional goals (Syed, J. & Tarig, M., 2017).

5.8. Summary of the Findings

This study has shown how faculty members experience language barriers within the faculty of
LUSEM. The findings suggest that native language plays a crucial role in shaping one's identity,
leading individuals to naturally cluster with others who share the same language and cultural
experiences. Despite learning Swedish, non-native speakers often struggle to fully integrate into
these groups due to the deep cultural connections tied to the language. Furthermore, the high
proficiency in English among Swedes makes it challenging for internationals to practise and
learn Swedish effectively, although there is a general consensus on the importance of learning the

language.

A significant finding of the study is that higher managerial positions within a Swedish University
are predominantly occupied by Swedish speakers, creating a language barrier for those who do
not know Swedish. This barrier is further emphasised where Swedish-speaking staff are more
likely to be assigned to teach bachelor-level courses in Swedish, as many international staff
members cannot speak the language. Language policies, while intended to facilitate

communication, often have the potential to create barriers instead. Everyday discrimination in

55



the workplace is difficult to identify due to its ambiguity and the subjective nature of personal
interpretation, making it challenging to address explicitly in policy documents. Additionally,
feelings of guilt surrounding language proficiency issues can strain managerial relationships and
hinder the identification of subtle discriminatory behaviours. Managers have a responsibility to
foster an open dialogue on language-related topics, and all employees are responsible for calling
out exclusionary behaviours in the workplace. By encouraging inclusivity and addressing
language barriers, the faculty of LUSEM can create a more equitable and supportive

environment for all employees.

5.9. Research Limitations

First and foremost, the sample size is small, but we were faced with a time limitation and were
restricted by the availability of the interviewees. However, our 14 in-depth interviews still paint a
picture of the work culture at LUSEM and are valid and relevant for this research paper.
Additionally, the topic is one that is very personal and individual and the opinion of one person
may not be reflected in the whole faculty. Individuals may have certain underlying biases that we
cannot know or attain during a singular interview. This also links to people’s honesty during the
interview and whether they were telling the truth or lying or exaggerating a situation, or simply
were not comfortable telling us a personal situation. Some scenarios recounted were from a few

years ago and may not be remembered with complete accuracy.

5.10. Further Research

Due to the sensitive nature of the topic, much was done to help anonymise the participants,
which included removing ethnicity and generalising them into just international. This prevented
an investigation into how those from within Europe and those from outside of Europe experience
language barriers differently. A study in this area could create a better understanding of how the
different ethnic groups experience language barriers. Additionally, an investigation into how the
different genders experience these barriers could also be studied. Also, we believe that more
research should be done into the various languages used within a Swedish institution, especially

the minority languages that are protected by the national language policy. This could be done
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alongside an analysis on how effective the Language Act of 2009 is on preserving minority

languages within universities.
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6. Conclusion

The findings of this study clearly suggest that the faculty members experience difficulties within
the workplace due to language barriers. These experiences are highly affected by language
policies, language clustering and difficulties in learning the language. It is important to note that
phenomena such as language clustering do not stem from a desire to exclude others. Instead, they
arise from a natural inclination to speak one's first language, which is closely tied to one's
identity. While exclusionary practices might not be intentional, non-Swedish speakers need
better support navigating the bilingual workplace. Challenges such as calling out subtle
discrimination may be difficult, however, ensuring there is an open dialogue around the topic is
essential to ensure a more inclusive and diverse workplace. Having this open dialogue should, in
turn, help mitigate the guilt and embarrassment felt around the topic and should aid employees in
speaking up when feeling neglected. We hope this study contributes to the understanding of
workplace interactions around the topic of language use, and that the identified barriers can be
recognised when they present themselves. Further research is needed around this topic,
especially in the area of parallel languages within the Nordic countries, as a high English fluency

of a nation does not necessarily indicate inclusivity and the absence of language barriers.
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Appendix A

The first interview guide.

- In your research, have you come across any language barriers for ethnic minorities?

- Have you found issues with companies that say their company language in English but
the minorities feel excluded during social/lunch time?

- How have you collected data for your research?

- How have you analysed the data?

- What analytical tools did you use?

- What is your take on diversity inclusion at LUSEM?

- Do you speak swedish?

- What is your position/role at LUSEM? Do you have any people-responsibility? If so, how
do you face the challenges that come with a multinational team?

- How do you find your manager reacts in these situations?

- How long have you lived in Sweden?

- Has Lund changed over the past years you have been here?

- Have you found this an issue at LUSEM?

- Have you ever felt excluded from LUSEM?
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Appendix B

The finalised interview guide.

- Are you from Sweden?

- Do you speak Swedish?

- How long have you lived in Sweden?

- How long have you worked at LUSEM?

- What languages do you speak?

- What is your position/role at LUSEM? Do you have any people-responsibility?

- Has Lund University ever asked you to learn Swedish?

- Were you required to know Swedish to get your job?

- Do you have any examples of cases where you experienced or observed exclusion?

- Have you observed a power dynamic between the use of English and Swedish?

- How do you face the challenges that come with multinational colleagues?

- Do you feel like you can go to your manager regarding this? How do you find your
manager reacts in these situations?

- What is your take on diversity inclusion at LUSEM and have you found this an issue at

LUSEM?
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