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Presenting results from two research projects that have stud-
ied employees’ opinions on the use of English as a lingua franca 
in some Nordic companies, Ulla Paatola argues that Finnish 
and Swedish, on the one hand, and English, on the other, are 
not competitors for linguistic hegemony in these settings 
but rather coexisting and complimentary languages used for 
achiev ing different communicative goals. Thus the oft-debated 
risk of domain loss to English in professional sectors and 
high er education should in reality be seen as cases of domain 
sharing, which must be valued as an asset and a necessity 
in internationalized contexts. Polls and results suggest that 
employees already use English quite often in their workplaces, 
and have a positive view of English when used as an offi cial 
internal language in companies with branches in more than 
one Nordic country (often chosen for reasons of linguistic 
equality). Opinions do however differ between Finland Finns, 
Finland Swedes and Swedes, in the cases presented here. 

In a reply to Paatola that follows this article, Björn Melan-
der and Hedda Söderlundh give their view on English as a 
lingua franca in Nordic workplaces.

English is the “cool” language today. Growing num-
bers of Finns and Swedes need to know English to 
succeed at work. For some people this is positive and 

for some negative, and some – especially lingua franca users 
of English – think of it in more neutral terms. The aim of 
this paper is to describe the use of English in Finland and in 
Sweden with a particular focus on working life. In addition, 
the paper aims at describing how the Finns and the Swedes 
feel about English at Finnish and Swedish workplaces.

The spread and the use of English loanwords and Nordic 
people’s opinions on them and on English in general have 
been studied within the pan-Nordic project Moderne import-
ord i språka i Norden (from here on the MIN Project). Part 
of the focus of the project has been on people’s opinions 
on the fact that some Nordic companies have chosen Eng-
lish as their offi cial language. Simultaneously with the MIN 
Project, researchers at the Helsinki School of Economics 
have studied Finnish-Swedish business English within the 
project Interaction across the Gulf of Bothnia: Finnish, Swed-
ish or English? Internal communications in recently merged 
Finnish-Swedish companies (from here on the HSE Project). 
Both projects have been extensive and, therefore, the aim 
of this paper is only to raise a few topics that the projects 

have dealt with and shared – without, however, cooperat-
ing with one another.

English (at work) in Finland and in Sweden: 
Frequency and contexts of use

The MIN Project carried out an opinion poll in 2002 as re-
gards Nordic people’s use of, and opinions on, English. All 
in all, 1,000 Finland Finns, 500 Finland Swedes and 1,094 
Swedes were asked eight questions about their relationship 
to English. Three of the questions are discussed here. 

As the second question in the poll, the respondents 
were asked how many times they thought they had spo-
ken, read or written English in the week prior to the poll. 
Subsequently, they were asked to choose the most suitable 
alternative among six different reply options. The replies to 
the question show that people need and use English today. 
Somewhat more than 60 % of the Swedes and 54 % of the 
Finland Finns had used English in the week prior to the 
poll. Interestingly, Finland Swedes had used English more 
rarely than the Finland Finns: only about 47 % of the Fin-
land Swedes had used English in the past week. Accord-
ing to Mattfolk (2006), this could be explained by the fact 
that the Finland Swedish poll was carried out during a time 
when Finnish schools had their winter break and pupils/
students and their parents were on holiday and, thus, less 
exposed to English than they normally would have been.

In addition to looking at how many people had used 
English at least once in the week prior to the poll, it is 
also important to look at and compare the numbers of the 
respondents who had used English several times a day in 
the week prior to the poll. The results show that 15 % of 
the Swedes, about 12 % of the Finland Finns and about 10 % 
of the Finland Swedes had used English in the past week 
daily. Thus, it seems that English belongs to the everyday 
life of more than one tenth of all Swedes and Finns. 

The respondents of the poll were also asked about the 
contexts/situations in which they had used English in the 
week prior to the poll. Again, the respondents were asked 
to choose the most suitable alternative among six different 
options. The replies to the question are salient as a whole, 
but as this paper concentrates on English from the view-
point of work, I only refer to the poll respondents’ replies 
as they apply to working life. In sum, the poll shows that 
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between 34 % and 41 % of the Swedes, the Finland Finns 
and Finland Swedes, who had used English in the past 
week, had written and/or spoken English at work, at school 
or in relation to their studies. The quantitative analysis of 
the replies does not say how many respondents had needed 
English at work per se, as the question does not address 
work and study separately. Nevertheless, the results sug-
gest that a signifi cant number of all Finland Finns, Finland 
Swedes and Swedes need English to carry out their weekly 
work-related routines.

English at Nordic companies:   Two case studies

One of the aims in the MIN Project was to chart the fre-
quency of the Finland Finns’, the Finland Swedes’ and the 
Swedes’ use of English and the situations in which the 
groups generally use the language. In turn, the researchers 
in the HSE Project have had a narrower focus. They have 
studied company-internal language choices and language 
use at two Finnish-Swedish companies whose current of-
fi cial language is English (Louhiala-Salminen, Charles och 
Kankaanranta 2005, Louhiala-Salminen och Charles 2006, 
Kankaanranta 2005b). In this paper, the companies are re-
ferred as “Paper Giant” and “PankkiBanken”.

After a merger that joined together a Finnish and a Swed-
ish paper manufacturer in 1998, Paper Giant immediately 
chose English as its offi cial language rather than Finnish or 
Swedish. Today, PankkiBanken – comprising a Finnish, a 
Swedish, a Norwegian and a Danish bank – also has English 
as its offi cial language, although this was not the case earlier 
when the company consisted only of a merged Finnish and 
Swedish bank (from 1997 onwards). In the Finnish-Swed-
ish phase of PankkiBanken, the common language of the 
bank was Swedish.

Although Paper Giant and PankkiBanken have English as 
their offi cial language today, this does not mean that all com-
munication in the companies takes place in English. In fact, 
Finnish and Swedish are used in them on a national level, 
and English is reserved a lingua franca role, as it is used when 
employees with different native languages and nationalities 
interact. However, as interaction across country borders in 
the companies is regular, English plays a central role. For 
example, Louhiala-Salminen’s (2002) questionnaire survey 
conducted at Paper Giant shows that, at least at the time of 
the survey, one fi fth of the company’s internal communica-
tion took place in English. In sum, the fi ndings of the MIN 
Project and those of the HSE Project support each other as 
regards the prominence of English at Finnish and Swedish 
work places: English is indeed needed and used.

People’s opinions on English as a working language

Since so many Finns and Swedes use English, a non- native 

language to them, on a weekly basis, it is important to ask 
what people think of using or having to use English in gen eral. 
From the viewpoint of this paper, it is even more im portant 
to consider what they think of the role of English in today’s 
workplaces and, further, what infl uences their opin ions. For 
some people, using English at work may be in teresting and 
positively challenging but for others it may cause anxiety 
– I have seen both kinds of views in my work as an English 
teacher in an institution of liberal adult education.

For my students, the use of English is usually restricted 
to occasional situations at work (or on holidays). However, 
as the cases of Paper Giant and PankkiBanken show, some 
Finnish and Swedish workers need to use English more reg-
ularly. To my knowledge, the employees of Paper Giant and 
Pankki Banken were (unfortunately) not asked what they 
thought of having to use English in pan-Nordic interaction. 
Nevertheless, several HSE studies suggest that the use of 
English as the offi cial language of the companies is viewed 
neutrally by many workers. PankkiBanken’s Finnish employ-
ees’ opinions after the company’s Finnish- Swedish merger 
in 1997 support this suggestion. Initially, the merged compa-
ny’s offi cial language was Swedish, which, accord ing to the 
Finland Finns, placed them in an unequal po sition in com-
parison to the Swedes: the Swedes could use their native 
lan guage, whereas the Finland Finns could not (Kankaan-
ranta 2005b). Now that the company’s offi cial language is 
English, no-one has the advantage of speaking their native 
language, and at least the Finland Finns are more content. 
Thus, English is neutral at least in comparison to Swedish 
(and to Finnish).

The MIN Project gives information on the Finland Finns’, 
the Finland Swedes’ and the Swedes’ general opinions on 
the fact that some Finnish and Swedish companies nowa-
days have English as their offi cial language. The respondents 
of the MIN Project’s opinion poll were presented with the 

Figure:  Opinions on English as the offi cial language of some 
Finnish and Swedish companies
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following question: “I en del företag i Sverige/Finland har 
man gått över till engelska som arbetsspråk. Vad anser du 
om det, är du positiv eller negativ? 1: Positiv, 2: Negativ, 3: 
Varken positiv eller negativ, 4: Vet ej (inte säker)” (Kristian-
sen & Vikør 2006).

The Finland Finnish, the Finland Swedish and the Swed-
ish replies show that about 25–35 % of the respondents 
thought that it is positive that some Finnish and Swedish 
companies have adopted English as their offi cial language 
(cf. Figure). The most positive of the three language groups 
were the Finland Finns (about 35 %) and the second most 
positive were the Swedes (about 28 %). The least positive 
were the Finland Swedes (about 25 %). What is notewor-
thy here is the difference between the Finland Finns and 
the Finland Swedes, because these groups are thought to 
be similar in many ways and “to share a common cultural 
heritage” (e.g. Ringbom 1976: 1). Further, what is also note-
worthy to look at are the numbers of negative replies to the 
question as they show that people have reservations about 
English. The replies show that about 56 % of the Finland 
Swedes thought that the use of English in Finnish com-
panies is negative. Somewhat fewer Swedes (about 47 %) 
and even somewhat fewer Finns (about 41 %) had similar 
thoughts. All in all, the differences are not great but they 
are noticeable, especially between the Finns and the Fin-
land Swedes. Mattfolk (2005) and Nuolijärvi (2006), too, 
have noticed the difference between the two groups in Fin-
land. They do not have an explanation as such, but Matt-
folk (2005) suggests that since Finland Swedes often have 
to use Finnish (a non-native language to them) at work, 
another non-native language at work (i.e. English) might 
feel threatening to them. Not only are the differences in 
Finland noteworthy, but also the differences between Fin-
land and Sweden. This is so especially as it is often said that 
the Finnish and the Swedish societies are very similar, too. 
These results show that they are not so in all respects.

Overall, the results show that, on the one hand, there is 
a lot of negativity towards English as an offi cial language 
at Finnish and Swedish companies, which probably means 
that people are more comfortable working in their native 
language than in a foreign language. On the other hand, 
English is viewed positively by many. There is also a third 
angle that needs to be noted. As Hammermo (2006) points 
out, the neutral (i.e. neither positive nor negative) replies 
should not be left out of the discussion. It is noteworthy 
that about a fi fth (16–21 %) of the respondents do not 
op pose English, although they do not think of it in positive 
terms either.

Discussion

The cases of Paper Giant and PankkiBanken have made it 
clear that English is necessary in today’s Finnish and Swe-

dish workplaces, at least in cross-national interaction. It has 
also been shown by the MIN Project that about half of the 
Finns and Swedes seem to think of it as negative that some 
Finnish and Swedish companies have adopted English as 
their offi cial language. Nevertheless, about another half se-
em to look at the issue positively or neutrally. The cases of 
Paper Giant and PankkiBanken suggest that, whatever the 
general opinions on English are, English is at least viewed 
as a neutral medium of communication in relations across 
the Gulf of Bothnia.

The spread of English in Finland and in Sweden has 
been noticed by lay people, researchers and professionals 
alike, and it has awoken a lot of concern for the fear of 
what will happen to Finnish and Swedish. Whether the 
use of English is neutral or not divides opinions. Although 
English as a lingua franca theoretically creates equality bet-
ween employees of different native languages and natio-
nalities in a multinational company, Gunnarsson (2006) 
rightly reminds us that using English creates inequality bet-
ween employees whose English skills are not equally good. 
Another of her concerns is bad English which, according 
to Gunnarsson might damage a company’s public image. 
In addition, one should not forget to ask whether lingua 
franca English is a successful medium of communication 
overall. Do Finns, who speak English in a Finnish way, and 
Swedes, who speak English in a Swedish way, understand 
each other well enough? Studies on Paper Giant and Pank-
kiBanken provide an answer. They suggest that despite 
some differences in national communications styles, Finns 
and Swedes do understand each other and that through 
cooperation they have learnt to understand each other bet-
ter. Besides, both the national and the international success 
of Paper Giant and PankkiBanken suggest that the employ-
ees of a company do not need to use impeccable English for 
the company to succeed.

In addition to awakening concerns, the use of English 
has led to discussions on domain loss, as especially in the 
domains of business, education and research, English is 
often used today instead of a country’s national language 
(such as Finnish and Swedish). Although I understand the 
concerns that people have, in my view, we should remem-
ber that English is not used instead of Finnish and Swedish 
in Finland and Sweden but alongside Finnish and Swedish. 
Kankaanranta’s (2005) study supports my view: she points 
out that employees at Paper Giant reported that they use 
English in cross-cultural communication, not among the 
speakers of their native language. Therefore, instead of 
domain loss, we should perhaps talk about domain sha-
ring. Another issue that I refer to at this point is the MIN 
Project’s opinion poll. The respondents of the poll were 
asked what they thought of English as the offi cial langu-
age of some companies, but in my opinion the respondents 
were given too restricted a set of reply options. I feel that 
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some questions in the poll were too black-and-white. At 
least I would like to know why the respondents replied as 
they did and how they would have replied, for example, 
if they had been asked what they thought of English as a 
lingua franca alongside Finnish/Swedish.

While I feel that the threat of domain loss should be 
taken seriously in non-English speaking countries and that 
Finnish and Swedish should be used as active languages 
in all thinkable domains for years to come, I do not think 
that the use of English should only be seen as a threat, as 
is often done. For example, it is positive that the offi cial 
language of Finnish and Swedish companies who do busi-
ness across country-borders can be a language which is no-
one’s “own”. Further, an all-embracing avoidance of domain 
loss and elimination of English would make our societies 
poorer. If we wanted to avoid domain loss and eliminate 
English as the offi cial language of multinational companies, 
we would have to stop interacting outside our own country, 
which would make no sense to me and no sense from an 
economic and cultural viewpoint either. The world needs 
a lingua franca for business, education and spare time, and 
why should that lingua franca not be English?
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The question of English as a lingua franca in higher education 
and within companies in the Nordic countries has been debated 
for several years.To make room for alternate views, Multiethnica 
asked for a comment on Ulla Paatola’s article (see preceding 
pages) from two scholars who have both conducted research 
on the relationship between Swedish and English in higher 
edu  cation and taken part in the debate about the infl uence of 
Eng lish in Sweden. In contrast to Paatola they believe that even 
though there is a great value in the presence and use of English, 
reality is more complex than her article testifi es to. Several of 
her claims about the spread and use of English in workplaces 
can futhermore be challenged as there still is a need of research 
to support them. The authors also question whether a language 
foreign to all is the most rational and egalitarian alternative, and 
conclude with the reminder that less-than-profi cient Eng lish 
perhaps isn’t the most competitive tool when building suc cess-
ful business relationships abroad. 

Björn Melander is professor of Swedish language at the De-
part ment of Scandinavian Languages in Uppsala. Hedda Söder-
lundh is completing her thesis on Swedish and English in higher 
education at the same department.

We would like to thank the editors of Multieth-
nica for giving us the opportunity to comment 
on Ulla Paatola’s article on the use of English 

in Finland and Sweden. We agree with Ulla Paatola in many 
respects, but we think – quite naturally – that there also are 
some points that might be discussed.

The increased use of English as a lingua franca has been 
the subject of public debate in the Nordic countries over 
the last years. In particular, the position of English at inter-
nationally-oriented workplaces and institutions for higher 
edu cation has been noticed. As Paatola rightly points out, 
the debate so far has mainly treated plausible negative 
ef fects associated with the increased use of English, while 
po sitive outcomes of a shared lingua franca have attracted 
less attention. It is easy to agree with Paatola when she 
writes that there is a need for a lingua franca and that we 
today have few other candidates for that position than Eng-
lish. Indeed, the possibility to use English in international 
settings must essentially be regarded as an asset and not a 
problem.

The academic discussion and the public debate on the 
increased use of English have coincided to a large extent, 

and sometimes the public opinion is diffi cult to separate 
from specialists’ views. Researchers, in terms of being ex -
perts, possess a powerful position in this context. Their 
views and statements are often highly valued and their con-
tributions are likely to infl uence public opinion. Linguists 
themselves are of course not immune to infl uence from the 
general opinion, but it is striking how the experts’ ideas and 
judgement in terms of research fi ndings are part of the dis-
course that positions the particular phenomenon in society 
at large. For instance, the concept domain loss was probably 
not part of lay people’s vocabulary ten or twenty years ago, 
but is now quite frequently used in the public debate in 
Sweden. A search on the Internet shows that the term is 
par ticularly common in private blogs and Web forums dis-
cussing linguistic and cultural issues. In short: descriptions 
of English as a “threat” or “a cool language” do not only 
re fl ect researchers’ views on the language, but infl uence 
and reproduce the perception of English in society.

Bright picture of the use of English 

With respect to this line of reasoning, one can say that Ulla 
Paatola chooses to present quite a bright picture of the use 
of English in the studied companies. She opens the article 
by stating that “English is the ‘cool’ language today”, thus 
clearly positioning English in positive terms. Her interpre-
tation of the outcome of the study furthermore is that Eng-
lish not only is a must at work for Finns and Swedes, but al-
so that they are quite satisfi ed with the situation; according 
to Paatola, English is “indeed needed and used” in today’s 
Finnish and Swedish workplaces and “English is viewed 
positively by many”.

However, as one can see from a close reading of the text, 
the results of the studies are not particularly clear on this 
point. One aspect is that the HSE project reports that one 
fi fth of the international company’s internal communica-
tion took place in English. Transformed to working time, 
this means that the employees use English one day a week 
or about one-and-a-half hours a day. Had the debate been 
about strengthening English in the Nordic countries, the 
same number would probably have been regarded as far 
too low and viewed as an obstacle for the workforce to 
develop a suffi cient command of English. Before drawing 
any conclusions about the spread of English in particular 

D E B A T E

Language beyond English – A Reply to Ulla Paatola
HEDDA SÖDERLUNDH & BJÖRN MELANDER 



30  multiethnica

nr 31 (2008)

companies, in-depth studies on the companies’ language 
situation and language-choice patterns must be conducted. 
Since we lack knowledge about individuals’ actual language 
use in specifi c settings, it is too early to decide whether we 
should talk about domain sharing or domain loss. 

A second aspect is that Ulla Paatola does not seem to 
be completely consistent in her argument with respect to 
whether English is viewed positively by many, or not. She 
admits that “there is a lot of negativity towards English as 
an offi cial language at Finnish and Swedish companies”, but 
she also claims that “English is viewed positively by many”. 
In the discussion section, she pushes the argument a lit-
tle bit further and states that “about another half [of the 
Finns and Swedes] seem to look at the issue positively or 
neutrally”.

Our understanding is rather that the attitudes revealed 
in the studies could best be described as neutral or even 
negative. The negative replies are the most frequent in all 
three groups (Finns, Finland Swedes and Swedes). And 
even though it must be granted that the twenty percent 
that are neither positive nor negative must not be left out 
of the discussion, it seems somewhat one-sided to use these 
replies to substantiate a claim that half of the respondents 
do not oppose English. 

Imagined profi ciency and illusive suffi ciency

When discussing the results, one might also take into ac-
count the general prestige of English in present-day society 
and the fact that it is a widely spread idea that Scandina-
vians are very capable in English. Isn’t it from that point 
of view rather striking that the negative replies dominate? 
While it cannot be denied that many people in the Nor-
dic region have a comparatively good command of English, 
perhaps the level is not quite as high as we think it is. Niels 
Davidsen-Nielsen, former professor of English at the Co-
penhagen Business School and present director of Dansk 
Sprognævn has said – somewhat tongue-in-cheek – that the 
aim for teaching English in Denmark ought to be that the 
Danes become as profi cient in English as they themselves 
believe that they are. Whether or not this holds also for 
Finland we cannot say, but for Sweden it certainly seems 

a relevant statement – it is an important part of our iden-
tity that Swedes master English well. Considering this, the 
number of positive replies doesn’t seem high, but rather 
the opposite.

It is furthermore easy to understand that the Finns think 
that using Swedish puts them in an unequal position in 
comparison to the ones who have Swedish as their moth-
er tongue. Nevertheless, doesn’t that fact also imply that 
there is a cost involved for not working in one’s mother 
tongue? English may in this case promote equality among 
the various employees. But are also effi ciency and accuracy 
in communication promoted by making non-native English 
the common language of the company? 

As a fi nal point, we would like to stress that while it is 
obvious that English is the leading language of business, one 
should not forget that skills in other languages also are a valu-
able asset. In 2006, the European Commission pub  lished a 
report called Effects on the European Economy of Shortages of 
Foreign Language Skills in Enterprise, carried out by the UK 
National Centre for Languages.1 The report points out that, 
beside English, other languages – such as Ger man, French, 
Spanish, Russian, Arabic, and Mandarin – are used exten-
sively as intermediary languages and are need ed if business 
relationships are to be built successfully. One should not 
believe that lingua franca English is the best solution in all 
circumstances. Instead, a multilingual approach may prove 
fruitful also in hard economical terms.

To sum up: We fully agree with Ulla Paatola that the use 
of a lingua franca offers a number of positive outcomes in 
situations where the speakers do not share a common lan-
guage. In today’s world, English is the most likely language 
to serve this function. However, when describing the posi-
tion of English today, one must be careful not to overesti-
mate the values associated with its usage. In the long run, 
such perceptions probably harm rather than benefi t real 
values associated with the use of a lingua franca.

Note

 1. Stephen Hagen et al., ELAN: Effects on the European Economy 
of Shortages of Foreign Language Skills in Enterprise (Brussels: 
European Commission, Dec. 2006).




