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___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
The present study explores the use of English in multinational corporations, with the aim of 

investigating employees’ attitudes and experiences of having English as their corporate 

language, as well as to see if the use of English has any effect on communication and work.  

It was carried out at two large Swedish multinational companies, with approximately 400 

participants in total, and the data was collected with the use of a questionnaire and interviews. 

The results show that the majority of the participants did not find the use of English 

problematic, and that there was an overall positive attitude towards having English as a 

corporate language. The problems that could be identified were mostly related to efficiency 

and difficulties discussing details, and were experienced by a sizeable minority of the 

respondents.  
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1 Introduction 
This is a study exploring the use of English in multinational corporations in Sweden, and its 

effect on employees’ communication and work. The spread of English as a medium of 

communication has for a long time been unquestioned and it has resulted in its status as an 

important global language (Crystal, 2003, p. 6). It has a prominent position as a lingua franca 

in areas such as business, economy, politics and science, and due to the increase of 

international trade and partnerships between corporations from all over the world, it has 

become common for corporations outside of English speaking countries to have English as 

their corporate language (Nickerson, 2005; Apelman, 2010; Mobärg, 2012 ). Sweden is no 

exception to this, and numerous corporations in Sweden are currently operating in English, 

having adopted English as their corporate language. However, while Sweden is generally seen 

as an advanced country in terms of English proficiency, it is important to distinguish between 

having the ability to socialize or writing messages in English, and to be able to produce clear, 

apprehensible English consisting of a considerable amount of work related terminology.  

 

Even though English is becoming increasingly common as a corporate language, adopted by 

management for several reasons, the use of it has still not been carefully studied (Welch, 

Welch, & Marschan-Piekkari, 2001; Johansson, 2006; Apelman, 2010). It is therefore 

interesting, as well as important, to see how employees experience working in English and 

what sorts of attitude these experiences generate. This is also the aim of the present study, 

which takes place at two large Swedish multinational companies, and besides exploring 

experiences and problems, it also aims to see whether English is appreciated as a corporate 

language. Both companies in the study operate in numerous countries all over the world and 

to be able to collaborate globally, employees and managers work in both local and global 

networks and teams, which means that English is a large part of many employees’ daily work.  

1.1	  Research	  questions	  

At the companies studied, what are the employees’ experiences of operating in English in the 

workplace?  

What are their attitudes towards English as a corporate language?  

Does operating in English generate any problems? If yes, what kind of problems?   
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2 Background 

2.1	  English	  as	  a	  global	  language	  	  

As scholars have pointed out, a vital factor in making international communication 

successful, or sometimes even achievable at all, is the presence of a shared means of 

communication (Hollqvist, 1984; Welch et al., 2001; Kankaanranta & Planken, 2010). The 

English language has, in recent decades, provided business professionals with exactly that: a 

shared tool allowing joint efforts across both linguistic and cultural borders. It has been highly 

beneficial for diversity and cross-country exchanges in international business, as well as other 

contexts not related to business (Angouri, 2013, p. 566), especially in “a small speech 

community” such as Sweden (Hollqvist, 1984, p. 18).  

 

Due to the prominent status gained by the English language, it has become one of the most 

common lingua francas, a term referring to a shared code for communication between 

speakers of different native languages (Rogerson-Revell, 2007, p. 104), especially in business 

contexts (p. 106). When discussing the use of English in business contexts, there are a number 

of different terms that can be applied, depending on context and participants. A frequently 

used term is Business English as a Lingua Franca (BELF), which is “a ‘neutral’ and shared 

communication code for the function of conducting business” (Louhiala-Salminen, Charles, 

& Kankaanranta, 2005, p. 2). BELF applies only when no native speakers are present, in 

contrast to the slightly broader term English for International Business, EIB (or IBE), which 

refers to business English communication between non-native speakers as well as native 

speakers of English (Rogerson-Revell, 2007, p. 105). Because the present study focuses on 

English communication between both types of English speakers, as well as speakers of 

English as a Lingua Franca, ELF, and employees with a shared native language, I will use the 

term English for international business, EIB, when referring to Business English.  

 

EIB is used extensively in global business contexts, with the purpose of facilitating 

communication, and much research has been done to both understand its role and improve the 

teaching of it (Rogerson-Revell, 2007). Charles and Marschan-Piekkari  (2002) suggest that 

EIB presents challenges for both native and non-native speakers of English (p. 9) and Van 

Mulken and Hendriks (2015) claim that there are benefits of including both native and non-

native speakers of English in communication, since it allows non-native speakers to take 

advantage of the native speakers’ English competence (p. 406).    
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2.2	  Adopting	  English	  as	  a	  corporate	  language	  

Because of its dominance as a language of communication, English is today the most 

common corporate language (Mobärg, 2012, p. 151), and due to mergers, acquisitions and 

international partnerships, an increasing number of companies in Sweden, and the rest of 

Europe, have adopted English as their corporate language (Apelman, 2010, p. 1).   

 

According to studies about adopting English as a corporate language, there are good reasons 

for doing so, as it enables the transfer of knowledge as well as allowing communication and 

partnership between employees and companies with different linguistic backgrounds. 

Additionally, it can increase flexibility in the event of expansion and internationalization of a 

company, and provide increased efficiency and control (Van Mulken & Hendriks, 2015, p. 

404).  

2.2.1	  Necessity	  of	  English	  competence	  among	  employees	  	  

The increase of English used as a corporate language entails an increased demand of English 

proficiency among business employees. In order for employees to be able to do their work in 

English, including establishing and maintaining international relations, they need to have, or 

develop, adequate English skills (Nickerson, 2005, p. 367, Rogerson-Revell, 2007). While 

studies have found that the use of English usually is higher on the managerial level 

(Johansson, 2006, p. 34; Apelman, 2010, p. 8), Apelman claims that adopting English 

possibly “has consequences for most employees in a company” (2010, p. 2), regardless of 

level, due to documentation, meetings, emails and such to some extent being in English. 

Furthermore, Johansson (2006) mentions that because both use of and proficiency in English 

tends to be higher on the managerial level, there is a possibility that managers have only 

limited understanding for employees who experience difficulties (p. 34).  

In many multinational corporations today, English competence, or competence in languages 

overall, is seen as an asset (Welch et al., 2001; Ehrenreich, 2010; Angouri, 2013), sometimes 

even more so than other types of competence (Rogerson-Revell, 2007, p. 108). For this 

reason, many companies provide their employees with language training, to ensure that their 

English competence is sufficient. Furthermore, Welch et al. suggest that when assessing a 

corporation’s linguistic competence, one must look at the individual competence of the 

employees, since “the foreign language ability of a firm is essentially the sum of the language 

ability of its employees” (2001, pp. 194-195), implying that every employee’s competence 
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can have an influence on companies’ success, regardless of whether the majority are highly 

proficient. 

All aspects of English competence can be considered important, but to different degrees. 

What aspect is considered most important can, naturally, differ depending on what 

communicative means are most frequently used, but studies have shown that proficiency in 

reading and writing is most crucial for all employees with frequent use of English (Hollqvist, 

1984, p. 62, 84; Mobärg, 2012, p.153). Having an adequate vocabulary is also mentioned as 

important (1984, p. 217).   

 

When it comes to assessing employees’ actual language skills, not much research has been 

done (Apelman, 2010, p.10), and asking questions regarding proficiency can be a sensitive 

matter (p. 31). Apelman claims that there is reluctance towards reporting a lack of skills, 

suggesting that “to admit that you have communication problems in English would mean that 

you also admit that you are not competent for part of your work” (p. 31). This can make it 

difficult to assess proficiency through self-assessment (Johansson, 2006, p. 33). In her study 

of Swedish speaking engineers’ use of English as a corporate language, Apelman found that 

while 90 % of her respondents reported to have adequate English skills for their work, almost 

50 % of them considered themselves to still need additional language training (p. 36).   

2.2.1.1	  English	  proficiency	  in	  Sweden	  	  

In Sweden, English proficiency is in general considered to be high, and Education First (an 

international education company ranked as the world leader in international education), 

placed Sweden in first place in 2015, when testing English proficiency in 70 countries where 

English is not generally a first language (EF English Proficiency Index, 2015). While Swedes 

generally do have good skills in English, these results might not be completely representative 

for the entire population since the test that measures the proficiency is considered to be more 

accessible to younger age groups, as well as those with a positive attitude to languages in 

general. However, the test is still administered to people of all ages (EF English Proficiency 

Index - About the EF EPI, 2015).  

 

In his article, in which he shares his experiences of working with language and 

communication training within business contexts, Haglund (2002) suggests that Swedes’ 

English proficiency is generally adequate for informal social situations and ‘small talk’, but 
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often insufficient in professional and business related contexts (p. 11). Furthermore, Haglund 

stresses the need for EIB competence and adds that Swedish businesses overall have a 

positive attitude towards language training. He also emphasizes Swedes’ willingness to speak 

English (p. 11). 

 

2.2.2	  Potential	  issues	  with	  using	  English	  as	  a	  corporate	  language	  	  

As much as a company can gain by adopting English as a common corporate language, it is 

also a complex and risky process, and there are potential issues that management should be 

aware of. Apelman (2010) discusses managements’ lack of preparation and investigation of 

possible risks before starting the process of adopting English as their corporate language 

(2010, pp. 2-3), and Johansson (2006) argues that there is a lack of knowledge about Swedish 

companies’ use of English (p. 30).   

           

In their article, Welch et al. (2001) identify another issue related to the process of 

internationalization in business, namely that “attempts to impose a common corporate 

language may hinder or alter information flows, knowledge transfer, and communication” (p. 

193). This can affect the quality and efficiency of the work. Welch and colleagues say that 

information and communication can be affected both by inadvertent changes of information, 

due to misunderstandings for example, made by employees with lower language skills, and 

deliberate changes of information, made by those who have the capacity to control 

information flows (pp. 198-199).  

 

Another problematic aspect is the one of power and proficiency. Welch et al. discuss the 

aspect of power in the work place, and claim that problems can go both ways. For instance, if 

an employee has a fairly low proficiency in the corporate language, or lower than the co-

workers’, it can result in disadvantages such as receiving less power, in terms of influence and 

responsibility among other things, than would otherwise be expected. Conversely, having a 

high degree of proficiency can involve personal advantages and more power. However, 

possessing a higher language proficiency than the majority can also lead to a higher workload 

and being burdened with tasks that are not included in the employee’s formal responsibilities 

(2001, p. 198).  
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In a study of language proficiency and attitude, Mobärg (2012) examined the English 

proficiency possessed by employees at a Swedish-British company, as well as their perception 

of and attitude towards a past merger. He found that those with a higher proficiency in 

English, both self-assessed and tested, had a more positive attitude towards mergers and an 

increased usage of EIB (p. 156). This can relate to what Welch et al. (2001) and Angouri 

(2013) suggest on the subject of linguistic power and imbalance, namely that less proficiency 

can lead to disadvantages.  

 

While it is important to acknowledge the aforementioned issues, in order to prevent problems, 

as well as address already existing ones, it is also important to remember that these are all 

potential risks, and do not occur as a rule at all corporations operating in EIB or with multiple 

languages. Pullin points out that the use of EIB can be, and is in fact, successful in many 

multinational corporations (2010, p. 457), which is something that Apelman (2010) also 

claims.   

 

Furthermore, even if there are existing problems, the use of EIB can still be considered 

successful by both employees and management. In the project Engelska som koncernspråk 

(English as a Corporate Language), Catrin Johansson investigated attitudes and the use of 

English as a corporate language. In one of her studies (Johansson, 2006), she included a 

sample of 200 respondents from 20 Swedish companies that had adopted English as their 

corporate language. Similar to the present study, it examined English use, employees’ 

attitudes to using English, and any experiences of problems among employees. Johansson 

found that a majority of the respondents had a positive attitude towards having English as 

their corporate language and that they, despite experiencing certain problems, did not find the 

use of EIB problematic (p. 34). More than half of her respondents claimed to never 

experience difficulties communicating their opinions; however, large numbers did in fact 

report problems: 78 % with style adjustment, 69 % with terminology, 33 % with decreased 

efficiency, and 20% with language nuances (pp. 33-34). 

 

Several respondents in Johansson’s study also added comments regarding drawbacks of using 

English, such as the loss of in-depth details in discussions, difficulties finding the right words, 

as well as decreased quality when using English rather than Swedish. On the other hand, 

comments regarding the necessity of English as a corporate language also occurred, and as 
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reported, the respondents still had a positive attitude towards English, despite perceived 

problems (2006, p. 34).  

 

As mentioned above, Johansson (2006) pointed out a lack of knowledge about the use of 

English in Swedish companies, and her study, like the present one, aimed to contribute with 

knowledge about how the use of EIB is experienced, comparing it to what is known.  

3 Methodology 
The present study is primarily based on quantitative data retrieved from self-completion 

questionnaires, constructed in Google Forms. Furthermore, to achieve a more comprehensive 

impression of the communicative situation at the two companies involved, the questionnaires 

were complemented by five semi-structured interviews conducted with managers, three at one 

company and two at the other.    

3.1	  Selection	  of	  material	  and	  respondents	  

The study was aimed at employees at two large international corporations situated in Sweden. 

Company 1 is a large international manufacturing corporation with approximately 15,000 

employees spread globally. Company 2 is a large international corporation as well, operating 

in the area of industrial technology. Their headquarters in Sweden has around 9,000 

employees.  

 

The initial contact with the companies in question was made by email, where a request for 

participation in the present study was sent to the directors of communications at each 

company. After they had both agreed to be part of the study, they decided which division or 

network to include in the group of those who were contacted, or what Bryman refers to as a 

“population” (2015, p. 187). 

 

The questionnaire was administered to all respondents by email, via the intermediary from the 

communications department at each company. It was aimed at those who in their line of work 

were required to use written or spoken English on a daily or weekly basis, and the 

respondents had approximately two weeks to respond. At Company 1, the population 

consisted of all employees at one of their three main divisions, 898 employees, who worked 

in a number of different sub-divisions. 321 of them responded, but 14 of these were later 

omitted to their not fulfilling the preconditions for participation, resulting in 307 valid 
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informants. At Company 2, the population consisted of 151 employees from a specific 

network, which included employees from various divisions throughout the company. Of 

these, 75 responded, but 4 of them were later omitted for the same reasons as described 

above, which resulted in 71 respondents.  

3.1.1	  Questionnaire	  	  

The questionnaire (cf. Appendix 1) was administered online for various reasons, such as 

allowing a larger population to be investigated, and giving the respondents the possibility to 

answer at any time, anywhere.  

 

The questionnaire consisted mostly of closed questions, meaning that respondents had 

alternatives of answers to choose from, in contrast to open questions where written responses 

are required (Bryman, 2015). A small number of the questions were open, however. The first 

few questions asked for information about age, gender, and division, with the purpose of 

enabling analysis in relation to biographical data. The first page also included questions as to 

whether the respondents were required to use English at work, and if yes, how often. This was 

to determine if a respondent was eligible for the study, and only the respondents who reported 

to use English weekly or more frequently were asked to fill out the remaining questionnaire.     

 

The rest of the questionnaire was divided into sections concerning different areas of language 

and communication. The first section asked questions regarding having adequate language 

skills in different situations. A group of 6 questions asked respondent to assess, on a scale 

ranging from “not important” to “very important”, how important certain language skills are 

to enable successful communication. They were then asked to self-assess their own skills, 

using the same type of scale, ranging from “very weak” to “very good”. For the idea to phrase 

these questions as statements to agree or disagree with (such as: For my communication to 

succeed I need to be highly proficient…), I am indebted to Louhiala-Salminen and 

Kankaanranta (2005). 

 

The second section had a number of filter questions regarding language-related situations at 

work, where respondents, provided they had experienced the type of situation in question, 

were required to follow-up their answer by either choosing from a number of alternatives, or 

explain further in an open answer. The situations included social aspects at work, problems 

understanding co-workers, as well as whether language was holding, or had ever held, the 
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respondents back at work by making them less efficient, preventing them from doing their 

work, and so on.     

 

The third section included questions regarding the respondents’ attitude towards English as 

their corporate language.  

3.1.2	  Interviews	  

In order to paint a more comprehensive picture of the current language situations at the two 

companies, interviews with managers on different levels in the organizations were carried out 

(cf. Appendix 2). From company 1, three managers were interviewed: one was operating on a 

global level, one on a local level, and one on both a local and global level. All three managers 

were also included in the questionnaire population. From company 2, two managers were 

interviewed: one operating on a global level, and one on a local level. None of the managers 

at company 2 were included in the questionnaire population, since they were not part of the 

network that was sampled.   

 

To allow a more flexible approach, the interviews were semi-structured, which means that the 

same questions were asked to all managers, but followed up differently depending on the 

answers given (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 481). The contexts of the interviews differed 

slightly, with one interview being in person and the remaining four carried out over the phone 

or Skype. Additionally, all but one interview were carried out in English, with one interview 

at Company 1 carried out in Swedish. Due to subject digression, the length of the interviews 

varied, with four of them lasting around 15 minutes, and one of them around 25 minutes. The 

interviews were all recorded and then carefully transcribed.   

3.2.	  Analysis	  of	  material	  

The questionnaires, which were administered and filled out online, were analyzed both 

digitally and manually. They were then categorized and marked according to the following 

four categories:  

• Attitude 

• Problems understanding 

• Held back due to language 

• Advantages or disadvantages because of high or low proficiency 
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The respondents’ self-assessed competence was calculated by equating the assessment-scale 

with numbers, where “very weak” corresponded to a value of 1, and “very good” to a value of 

5. This meant that a respondent reporting average competence in all characteristics of English 

inquired about in the questionnaire would end up with a value of 6 x 3 = 18. The figures were 

then used to assess the arithmetic mean, or average competence, reported by the respondents 

to review and compare levels of self-reported competence in connection to attitude. This was 

done by dividing the sum of all values with the total number of values (cf. Bryman & Bell, 

2015, p. 338).  

3.3	  Ethical	  considerations	  	  

The study was carried out according to the ethical guidelines described in the Swedish 

Research Council’s guidelines on research ethics (Vetenskapsrådet, 2011). The questionnaire 

was introduced by an explanatory text, which informed respondents that their participation 

was entirely voluntary and that they could abandon the survey at any time. They were also 

informed that their responses would be handled with complete confidentiality and that their 

answers would not be traced back to them, unless they chose to give their email address for 

possible further questions. The text also informed respondents about the subject of the study, 

and what their answers would be used for.  

 

All the participants could not be guaranteed complete anonymity; for example, the name of 

the interview participants would of course be known to me. Instead, these participants were 

guaranteed that the material gathered would be handled with complete confidentiality, and 

that their names or personal information would not be published or released. Furthermore, all 

the informants were informed beforehand about the interview being voluntary and that they 

could interrupt their participation at any time. Additionally, the recordings of the interviews 

started only after the informants had given their consent to participate and to be recorded.      

3.4.	  Methodological	  set-‐up	  	  

In order to ensure the validity of any study, it is important to aim towards collecting a 

representative sample of participants, since a representative sample, according to Bryman 

(2015), “reflects the population accurately so that it is a microcosm of the population” (p. 

187). Since all employees at the companies did not get an equal chance to participate in the 

study, but only those belonging to a certain division or network, the sample can be 

categorized as a “non-probability sample” (2015, p. 187) when discussing English use in the 
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entire companies. However, the results of the study can be seen as an indicator for English 

use and attitudes within the companies, and because all employees from the division and 

network in question had an equal opportunity to participate, as well as the sample including a 

wide range of different ages, sub-divisions, teams, and so on, it can be considered to be 

representative for these two entities. Furthermore, the representativeness was strengthened by 

interview data supporting the data acquired from the respondents, and the fact that the study 

included respondents from two different companies.  

 

The questionnaire was administered in English, which can have had an effect on the response 

rate and the conclusiveness of the result. For instance, if there were individuals from the 

population who did in fact avoid or dislike using English or having English as their corporate 

language, they might not have followed through, or disregarded the survey altogether, due to 

their lacking interest or skills in English. This could have been prevented by the questionnaire 

being administered in all the languages spoken by the respondents, but since I did not know 

anything about linguistic variation among the employees at the time when the questionnaire 

was administered, this was not possible. To avoid the same risk when sampling the managers, 

it was optional for them to speak English or Swedish.  

 

Furthermore, not all individuals included in the population use English in their work, and 

might have chosen not to respond at all, since it was not relevant for them. This could have 

affected the response rate.   

 

To ensure that the questionnaire questions were comprehensible and relevant for the 

respondents, the questions were sent to the intermediary from the communications department 

at each company, which led to minor changes in the questions. Furthermore, for the same 

reason, the questionnaire was administered to two persons who met the study’s criteria but 

were not included in the actual study. After their input, additional minor changes were made.  

 

Moreover, the questions were given different characteristics, such as different formulations 

and scales in different directions, to avoid the risk of respondents simply getting caught in a 

particular response pattern. 
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4 Results 
In this section, the results from both the questionnaires (cf. Appendix 1) and the interviews 

(cf. Appendix 2) will be presented first for Company 1 and then for Company 2 and under 

four sub-headings for each, regarding the following topics: biographical data regarding the 

respondents, English use and attitude, competence, and problems. This is to connect the 

results to the research questions more clearly. The questions regarding socializing and 

language switching have been excluded from this report, due to its limited length.   

4.1	  Company	  1	  	  

At Company 1, the response rate was 35.7 % and, as mentioned in section 3.1, 307 employees 

met the criteria for participation. 88 % of these reported a daily use of English. 

4.1.1 Biographical	  data	  regarding	  the	  respondents	  	  

A total of 17 languages were reported to be spoken by the respondents, though the majority, 

275, were native speakers of Swedish. 2 of these were bilingual in Kurdish/Swedish and 

Farsi/Swedish, respectively. 7 respondents were native speakers of English, and 2 of these 

reported to be bilingual in Tamil and Arabic respectively, in addition to English. The 

remaining 29 respondents reported the following languages as their native language: French 

(4), German (3), Korean (3), Polish (3), Finish (2), Arabic (1), Bosnian (1), Chinese (1), Farsi 

(1), Greek (1), Hebrew (1), Italian (1), Kurdish (1), Portuguese (1), Thai (1), Vietnamese (1). 

 

As is shown in Figure 1, a majority of the respondents belonged to age groups 35-44 years 

and 45-54 years, representing 37.5 % and 31.9 % of the respondents respectively.  

   
Figure 1: Distribution of ages among the respondents at Company 1.  
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Regarding the level of English education, 60.8 % of the respondents reported high school to 

be their highest level, while 37.6 % reported university. Only 1.6 % of the respondents 

specified elementary school as their highest level of English studies.   

4.1.2	  English	  use	  and	  attitude	  	  

4.1.2.1	  Importance	  of	  English	  competence	  

Opinions as to what aspects of English communication were considered most crucial differed 

(cf. Figure 2), but all aspects were, to different extents, considered important. Understanding 

spoken and written English was regarded to be of highest importance for communication to 

be successful. A vast majority of the respondents, 97.7 %, considered the ability to understand 

spoken English well as important or very important. Similarly, 96.3 % thought the same about 

understanding written English well.  

 

The ability to produce written and spoken English was also considered to be important, but 

not as important as understanding English. 82.9 % of the respondents rated the ability to write 

English well as important or very important, and a vast majority, 93.7 %, regarded the ability 

to speak English as important or very important for successful communication.  

 

When it comes to pronunciation and vocabulary, the majority agreed on these to be of lower 

priority than the ability to understand and produce spoken and written English. Having an 

extensive vocabulary was rated as important or very important by 52.5 %, whereas 42.3 % of 

the respondents considered good pronunciation to be important or very important for 

successful communication.  

 
Figure 2: The respondents’ opinions regarding the importance of 6 different characteristics 

of English language competence (Company 1). 
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4.1.2.2	  Attitude	  	  

4.1.2.2.1	  The	  necessity	  of	  English	  at	  company	  1	  

The data indicates that the majority of the respondents at Company 1 clearly considered it 

necessary to have English as their corporate language. Figure 3 shows that as many as 93.4 % 

considered English to have a necessary role in their company (i.e. picked alternatives 4 or 5 

on the scale). 

 
Figure 3: The respondents’ responses to the statement “I believe that it is necessary to have 

English as my company's corporate language” (Company 1). 
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Figure 4: The respondents’ responses to the statement “I like having English as my 
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In Figure 5 it is shown that for those who reported to like having English as their corporate 

language, the reason most commonly picked among those offered in the questionnaire was 

that English is beneficial for diversity and cross-country exchanges, which was chosen by 

84.4 % (i.e. 61.6 % of the total number of respondents). The second most common reason was 

that it allowed employees to improve their English proficiency. This alternative was marked 

by 50.4 % (i.e. 36.8 % of the total number) of the respondents, irrespective of their self-

reported proficiency. Most respondents who liked English as their corporate language gave at 

least two reasons. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: The reasons for the respondents liking to have English as their corporate language 

(Company 1).  
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All written communication that might be of global interest should be written 

directly in English I think. Don’t know how many e-mails originally written 

in Swedish that I have translated into English, much waste. (Respondent 

228)  

 

Another respondent, who reported to like having English as a corporate language, added a 

comment, saying:  

 

If you're on a high level of English, the language must be adapted to those 

on a lower level. (Respondent 248) 

 

As stated above, 23.2 % of the respondents were less positive towards having English as their 

corporate language, and 6.5 % even picked one of the two most negative alternatives (i.e. 

marked alternatives 1 or 2 on the scale). There were various explanations for this attitude (cf. 

Figure 6), with the most common ones relating to efficiency. 67.6 % (i.e. 15.6 % of the total 

number of respondents) said that operating in English resulted in less efficient 

communication, and 49.3 % (i.e. 11.4 % of the total number) said it led to less efficient work.  

 

 
Figure 6: The reasons for the respondents not liking to have English as their corporate 

language (Company 1).   
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themselves, as well as the claim that differing levels of proficiency lead to employees having 

trouble making themselves heard, which in turn creates an unequal workplace.  

 

The data suggests a general trend, where a negative attitude to English as the corporate 

language correlated with lower self-reported competence, as can be seen in Figure 7, but there 

were exceptions to this as well. There were some respondents with very good self-reported 

competence who reported to dislike English as their corporate language (i.e. marked 

alternative 2 on the scale), and respondents who reported to not like English at all (i.e. picked 

alternative 1) yet had a higher self-reported competence (in all skills but one: understanding 

written English) than those who did not dislike it as much (i.e. those who had marked 

alternative 2).  

 

 
 

Figure 7: The respondents’ average self-reported competence (vertical axis) in different 

English skills, in relation to liking or disliking English as their corporate language (Company 

1). 
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participants regarded understanding spoken and written English as the most important skills 

to possess, it was these two abilities that most of them considered themselves to actually 

possess (cf. Figure 8). Understanding written English received the highest score, with as 

many as 89.5 % of the respondents rating themselves as good or very good at it. Similarly, a 

majority, 85 %, assessed themselves to be good or very good at understanding spoken 

English.  

 

When it comes to producing English, the reported competence was slightly lower but still 

high: 74.7 % and 71.8 % reported to be good or very good at writing and speaking English 

respectively.   

 

Regarding pronunciation and vocabulary, the self-reported proficiency levels differed. A 

majority, 71.8 %, reported to speak English with good or very good pronunciation, while 

54.1% considered themselves to have a good or very good vocabulary. 

 

  
Figure 8: The respondents’ self-assessment of their current competence (Company 1).   
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picked alternative 4 on the scale). A sizeable minority thus found understanding co-workers 

problematic, with 26.6 % having problems understanding co-workers sometimes (i.e. marked 

alternative 3), and 15.7 % experiencing problems often or fairly often (i.e. marked alternatives 

1 or 2).  

 
Figure 9: The respondents’ responses to the statement “I have, or have had, problems 

understanding my co-workers because of the English language”(Company 1).   
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Figure 10: The reasons for the respondents not understanding their co-workers, with the 

percentages in relation to all respondents (Company 1).  
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Although 36.4 % of the respondents reported to find it problematic to understand co-workers 

due to pronunciation, and 27.5 % reported the same due to lack of vocabulary, not all of them 

considered the aspects of pronunciation and a wide vocabulary as very important for 

communication. Figure 11 shows that 38.7 % of those with problems due to pronunciation 

considered it only fairly important for them to actually have a good pronunciation when 

speaking English. 35.3 % did find it important, but only 9 % rated it as very important. 

Regarding vocabulary, 39.8 % of those with problems understanding found it important to 

have a wide vocabulary, and the same number found it only fairly important. 12.1 % regarded 

a wide vocabulary as very important.  

  
Figure 11: The importance of having a good pronunciation and a wide vocabulary, according 

to the respondents who reported regular problems understanding (having marked alternatives 

1, 2 or 3 on the scale of frequency), due to pronunciation and vocabulary. The vertical axis 

shows the percentage of respondents (Company 1).   
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Figure 12: The respondents’ responses to the question “Language has been a factor that has 

held me back at work. For example making me less efficient, giving me disadvantages 

because of lacking English proficiency, preventing me from doing my job, making me avoid a 

task, or delegate it, or not being able to socialize, etc.” (Company 1). 
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4.1.4.2.2	  Other	  communication	  problems	  	  

Communication problems, such as the risk of misunderstandings, as well as the risk of 

decreased quality of communication, were also reported. A handful of the respondents added 

comments regarding information flows being affected by both oral and written messages 

changing or being partially lost.   

 

Some of the respondents considered English to cause limitations in their work, and reported 

that discussions could become limited due to varying levels of proficiency. Furthermore, the 

struggles with finding the right words were mentioned, with one respondent finding tools like 

Google helpful: 

 

Luckily there is Google Translate. (Respondent 316)  

 

A number of respondents also claimed to not always feel equipped enough to discuss matters 

in as much detail as they wished, and that the level of analysis and preparations for 

discussions might be impacted. Additionally, one respondent said: 

 

When not using the native language, all people in the company are losing 

details and quality when writing or speaking to colleagues. (Respondent 

110) 

 

27 of the respondents who reported having felt held back said that it simply was easier to 

communicate in their native language. Approximately one third of them reported to be 

worried about not understanding important details and perspectives when communicating in 

English, and 16 reported to have difficulties making themselves understood. Furthermore, an 

additional 12 found it more difficult to argue their point, without being frustrated, in meetings 

where English was required, and another informant did not have the patience to do so. In 

addition, a handful of respondents also reported to find it difficult to be social in English.  

 

4.1.4.2.3	  Confidence	  

Another language factor mentioned that affected employees’ work was the lack of confidence 

in their English skills. 27 respondents reported to not feel comfortable speaking English 

around others, and half of these claimed to avoid it as far as they could, by refraining from 
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contacting co-workers and from certain tasks. A few respondents claimed to be afraid of 

asking too many questions, even if it meant not understanding everything fully. 8 respondents 

claimed not to participate as much as they wished in discussions, saying only what is 

absolutely necessary, which was supported by respondents commenting on their co-workers’ 

habits of hesitating in discussions.  

 

4.1.4.2.4	  Work	  related	  power,	  advancement	  and	  exclusion	  

A number of respondents commented on the advantages of having high English proficiency, 

claiming that a lower proficiency made it harder for an employee to advance at work. 

Additionally, one fifth of the respondents feeling held back experienced that native speakers 

of English sometimes tended to take over the discussions.   

 

Two respondents added comments regarding management and their handling of language-

related situations and issues: 

 

Some higher managers have not the patience to allow people to search for 

the best formulation. Some ditto have less language skills and react with 

defensive aggression. (Respondent 107) 

 

Sometimes odd words or abbreviations are used by management, to distance 

themselves from ordinary workers. (Respondent 114)  

	  

4.1.5	  Interviews	  

The interviews included managers operating on different levels in the organization and in 

charge of either local or global teams, or both, consisting of between 10 and 16 employees, 

including consultants. The questions asked primarily concerned the teams of employees that 

reported back to the managers, but the managers also got to comment on their own view of 

having English as their corporate language (cf. Appendix 2). 	  

4.1.5.1	  English	  use	  and	  attitude	  	  

All three managers reported a regular or daily use of English within their teams. They mostly 

confirmed what the respondents of the questionnaire had already reported, and stated that 

having English as their corporate language was beneficial for their company and a must for 
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international communication and cooperation. However, their attitudes and experiences 

differed slightly. Manager 1 reported a very positive attitude towards English, saying that 

operating in English did not affect them or their team in any way, nor creating any advantages 

or disadvantages for anyone in the team.  

 

Managers 2 and 3 were more neutral towards English, with Manager 2 saying that there were 

both positive and negative aspects of operating in English and that it did affect the employees 

included in their teams. The positive aspects mentioned by both Managers 1 and 2 were that 

English facilitates diversity, and the possibility to benefit from competence from outside of 

Sweden. The negative aspects mentioned were less effective communication and work, as 

well as less feedback and commitment from employees in meetings when they switch to 

English. Furthermore, Manager 2 added that when discussing technical details in English, 

employees’ attitudes probably become more negative since it becomes more difficult for 

everyone to express what they want to say, and sometimes when an issue is too complex to 

explain in Swedish, it becomes even more difficult in English. Manager 3 agreed that it was 

sometimes difficult for them and their employees to express thoughts and get the message 

across, but that in terms of technical details, English was beneficial. Moreover, Manager 3 

reported that their team members’ attitudes towards English were highly individual, and that 

their attitudes probably depended on what generation they belong to, with younger team 

members being more positive towards it.   

4.1.5.2	  Competence	  	  	  

When it comes to the English competence of the team members, Managers 1 and 2 reported 

that their employees had approximately the same level of English skills. Manager 3, however, 

said that it was individual, with one of the team members having studied English abroad. 

Furthermore, Manager 3 also connected the level of skills to the employees’ age, suggesting 

that older team members experienced more difficulties with the English language and 

consequently tried to speak Swedish instead, when possible.  

4.1.5.3	  Problems	  and	  solutions	  	  

The number of language-related problems reported by the managers differed. Manager 1 

reported to not have experienced anything but minor issues, such as choosing the wrong 

words at times, or using expressions with different meanings in different contexts and 

cultures. However, Manager 1, who was operating on a relatively high level in the company, 

also suggested that language-related issues were more common on lower levels within the 
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company. The employees working for the team leaders operating under Manager 1 were said 

to experience more problems than the members of Manager 1’s team were.   

 

Manager 2 mentioned that some of the employees in their team sometimes felt uncomfortable 

when speaking English, something that Manager 3 also addressed, and that this led to 

employees becoming more silent and showing less involvement and commitment in meetings. 

 

Another issue that was brought up by some of the managers was the problem of 

understanding co-workers in India and China, which was said to result in less successful co-

operation between global teams. Furthermore, Manager 3 said that this problem also had 

resulted in meetings being interrupted and finished early, due to the non-sufficient oral skills 

of some of their Indian and Chinese co-workers. Since the employees’ skills in written 

English communication was considered to be better than their oral skills, the problems 

following from interrupted meetings had so far been solved by changing the meeting context 

to a written one, and finishing them via email instead.  

 

To solve all current and potential issues deriving from a lack of sufficient language skills, all 

three managers spoke of English language training. They emphasized the importance and 

necessity of practicing oral skills rather than focusing only on writing skills, since oral 

communication appear to be more problematic than written communication. Manager 3 also 

mentioned that employees could sometimes be in need of improved confidence regarding 

their own ability to speak English, rather than further improving their actual English skills.  

  

 

4.2	  Company	  2	  	  

At Company 2, the response rate was 49.7 % and, as mentioned in section 3.1, 71 employees 

met the criteria for participation. 80 % of these reported a daily use of English. 

4.2.1 Biographical	  data	  regarding	  the	  respondents	  	  

Altogether, 8 languages were reported and the majority of respondents, 63, were native 

speakers of Swedish. 4 of these respondents claimed to be bilingual and besides Swedish, 

they spoke Serbo-Croatian, Spanish, English and Arabic. The remaining respondents reported 

Arabic (1), Bosnian (1), French (1), Spanish (1), and Urdu (1) as their native languages.  
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Figure 13 shows that a majority of the respondents, 53.3 %, belonged to the age group 25-34 

years. 21.3 % were 35-44 years old, while 18.7 % reported to be 45-54 years old.  

  
Figure 13: The distribution of ages among the respondents at Company 2.  
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the ability to speak English as important or very important, and 92 % considering the ability 
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Figure 14: The respondents’ opinions regarding the importance of 6 different characteristics 

of English language competence (Company 2).   

 

4.2.2.2	  Attitude	  
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As Figure 15 shows, the vast majority clearly considered it necessary for English to be their 

corporate language. 91.4 % of all respondents found it necessary or very much necessary (i.e. 

marked alternatives 4 or 5 on the scale). Only 8.6 % reported it to be less necessary (i.e. 
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Figure 15: The respondents’ responses to the statement “I believe that it is necessary to have 

English as my company's corporate language” (Company 2).   
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their corporate language (i.e. marked alternative a 4 on the scale), or like it very much (i.e. 

marked alternative 5). Only 10 % said to be indifferent (i.e. picked alternative 3) or dislike it 

(i.e. marked alternatives 1 or 2).   

 
Figure 16: The respondents’ attitude towards having English as their corporate language 

(Company 2).   

 

Figure 17 shows that for those who reported to like having English as their corporate 

language, the reason most commonly chosen among the questionnaire alternatives was that 

the use of English is beneficial for diversity and cross-country exchanges. This was chosen by 

80.3 % (i.e. 69 % of the total number of respondents). 65.6 % (i.e. 56.3 % of the total number) 

reported to like operating in English because it allowed them to improve their English 

proficiency, an alternative that was chosen by respondents irrespective of their self-reported 

proficiency. The 4.9 % (3 respondents) choosing the alternative “other” added comments 

stressing the need for English in any international company. 

 
Figure 17: The reasons for the respondents liking to have English as their corporate 

language (Company 2).   
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questionnaire alternatives was that it resulted in less efficient work. This alternative was 

chosen by 57.1 % of the respondents who were less positive towards English as their 

corporate language (i.e. 5.7 % of the total number). 42.9 % (i.e. 4.2 % of the total number) 

said that limited vocabulary was the reason.  

 

The alternative “other” was chosen by 14.3 % (1 respondent), who added a comment saying 

that because English was their “official” language, employees who did not have a need for 

English were still forced to use English.  

 
Figure 18: The reasons for the respondents not liking to have English as their corporate 

language (Company 2).    

 

The data indicates that attitude, in general, did not correlate to self-reported competence. 

Figure 19 below shows that those who reported to like having English as their corporate 

language (i.e. marked alternatives 4 or 5 on the scale) reported a higher competence in four 

out of six skills, while those who reported to not like it at all (i.e. picked alternative 1) 

reported a higher competence in the remaining two (pronunciation and understanding written 

English). Furthermore, those who reported to not like English as their corporate language at 

all had a higher self-reported competence than those who disliked it less (i.e. picked 

alternative 2) in all the skills.   
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Figure 19: The respondents’ average self-reported competence (vertical axis) in different 

English skills, in relation to liking or disliking English as their corporate language (Company 

2). 

 

4.2.3	  Self-‐reported	  competence	   	  

The self-reported competence of the respondents at Company 2 roughly corresponded to what 

skills they regarded as important for successful communication (cf. Figure 20). 99 % of the 

respondents reported to be good or very good at understanding both written and spoken 

English.  

 

When it comes to producing English, 88.5 % and 84 % reported to be good or very good at 

writing and speaking English respectively.   

 

Furthermore, pronunciation and vocabulary got the lowest scores in the self-reporting of 
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Figure 20: The respondents’ self-assessment of current competence (Company 2).   

4.2.4	  Perceived	  problems	  	  	  

4.2.4.1	  Problems	  understanding	  co-‐workers	  

To the question of whether or not they experience problems understanding co-workers (cf. 

Figure 21), 30 % of the respondents answered that they did not experience problems at all, 

and of the 70 % that reported problems, 28.6 % said to experience them only rarely (i.e. 

marked alternative 4 on the scale). This suggests that a substantial minority found 

understanding co-workers problematic, with 24.3 % having problems understanding co-

workers sometimes (i.e. picked alternative 3), and 17.1 % experiencing problems often or 

fairly often (i.e. marked alternatives 1 or 2).  

 
Figure 21: The respondents’ responses to the statement “I have, or have had, problems 

understanding my co-workers because of the English language” (Company 2).     
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Figure 22 displays the reasons for respondents having issues understanding their co-workers. 

It shows that, regardless of how often they experienced problems understanding, 56.3 % of all 

respondents at Company 1 (i.e. 81.6 % of those experiencing problems) said that if problems 

occurred, it was due to the pronunciation of their co-workers. Approximately one tenth of 

these also added comments regarding Indian accents. Furthermore, 35.2 % of all respondents 

(i.e. 51 % of those experiencing problems) reported that their co-workers’ or their own limited 

vocabulary could cause problems understanding.  

 

 
Figure 22: The reasons for respondents not understanding their co-workers, with the 

percentages in relation to all respondents (Company 2).  

 

Although 39.4 % of all respondents reported to find it problematic to understand co-workers 

due to pronunciation (i.e. marked alternatives 1, 2 or 3), and 38 % reported the same due to 

lack of vocabulary, not all of them considered the aspects of pronunciation and an extensive 

vocabulary as very important for communication (cf. Figure 23). 50 % of those with problems 

due to pronunciation considered it only fairly important for them to actually have a good 

pronunciation when speaking English. 28.6 % did find it important, but only 14 % rated it as 

very important. Regarding vocabulary, 55.6 % of those with problems understanding found it 

important to have a wide vocabulary. 26 % regarded a wide vocabulary as fairly important 

and 11 % found it very important.  
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Figure 23: The importance of having a good pronunciation and a wide vocabulary, according 

to the respondents who reported regular problems understanding (having marked alternatives 

1, 2 or 3 on the scale of frequency), due to pronunciation and vocabulary. The vertical axis 

shows the percentage of respondents (Company 2).   

	  

4.2.4.2	  Language	  holding	  respondents	  back	  in	  their	  work	  	  

Figure 24 shows that a majority of the respondents, 73.2 %, answered that they never felt held 

back at work because of English, while 15.5 % reported to feel held back only rarely (i.e. 

picked alternative 4 on the scale). 11.3 % reported to feel held back sometimes or more often 

than that (i.e. marked alternatives 2 or 3).  

 
Figure 24: The respondents' responses to the question “Language has been a factor that has 

held me back at work. For example making me less efficient, giving me disadvantages 

because of lacking English proficiency, preventing me from doing my job, making me avoid a 

task, or delegate it, or not being able to socialize, etc.” (Company 2).    
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Only a minor number of the respondents reported to experience feeling held back because of 

language. The reasons were mostly related to reduced efficiency in work and communication, 

which was caused by lacking English skills, lacking confidence in English use, unclear 

pronunciation (Indian accents), less well performed work, and lack of vocabulary and relevant 

terminology. Furthermore, a few respondents felt limited and experienced difficulties in 

arguing their case, and one respondent added that having English as one’s native language 

was a clear advantage in terms of arguing points and being understood.   

	  

4.2.5	  Interviews	  

The two interviews included managers operating on different levels in the organization, and 

being in charge of either a local or global team of around 10 employees each. The questions 

asked (cf. Appendix 2) primarily concerned the teams of employees that reported back to the 

managers, but the managers also got to comment on their own view of having English as their 

corporate language. 	  

4.2.5.1	  English	  use	  and	  attitude	  	  

Both managers reported a daily use of English for the employees in their teams. Because 

Manager 4 operated on a global level, the use of English was more extensive in their team 

than in Manager 5’s team. As was the case for Company 1, the interviews mostly confirmed 

the findings from the questionnaires, and both managers stated that the role of English as a 

corporate language was beneficial for their company and a must for any international 

corporation. The attitudes of both managers and their teams differed slightly however, with 

Manager 4 reporting a very positive attitude and Manager 5 a more neutral attitude towards 

operating in English. Still, none of them saw English as a problem as long as employees had 

adequate skills, which Manager 4 pointed out by saying: 

 

Language is the least of all problems. Well, of course you need to speak 

fluently.  

 

The positive aspect mentioned by both managers was that English, with its extensive 

vocabulary and terminology, made work easier in some contexts.   
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4.2.5.2.	  Competence	  	  	  

When it comes to the English competence of their team members, both managers said that 

their teams had adequate levels of English skills, but Manager 4 reported an even level within 

the team while Manager 5 said it varied. Manager 4 also reported a higher level of proficiency 

within the team, due to them operating on a global level, clarifying that it was not possible for 

an employee to work with them, on that level, without having high English proficiency. 

Additionally, Manager 4 strongly emphasized the importance of having an adequate 

vocabulary in order to create the nuances necessary in the language, suggesting that 

pronunciation and grammar are of secondary importance: 

 

As long as you have a rich vocabulary, I think it [grammar and accents] is 

not a problem. Everyone accepts bad English, I’d say, that’s how we usually 

talk. But if you don’t have the words, I mean, you cannot express yourself 

properly and that will make your job very, very complicated . . . If you don’t 

have the words, you could actually sound pretty stupid. (Manager 4) 

 

4.2.5.3	  Problems	  and	  solutions	  	  

The only problem current at the time of the interviews, reported by both managers, was the 

issue of understanding the accents of those speaking Indian English. Manager 4 reported that 

there had been problems in their previous position as a manager, with a team member lacking 

adequate language skills. This had led to that team member avoiding international 

responsibility, an important part of their work, making the team member less efficient and 

suitable in their work role.  

    

When it comes to solving potential issues, both managers addressed English language training 

as an option. Manager 4 spoke about personal development plans being formulated once or 

twice every year, where language courses might be one of the personal targets set for an 

employee, if they lack language skills. Furthermore, language training in Swedish was also 

mentioned, and Manager 5 reported that one of their team members had been encouraged to 

take lessons in Swedish. 
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5 Discussion 
In this section, the results for Company 1 and 2 will be discussed together.  

5.1	  Discussion	  of	  result	  

Both groups of respondents did, to a large extent, report similar attitudes and experiences in 

response to most questions. For instance, 88 % and 80 % respectively from both companies 

reported a daily use of English, gave similar opinions regarding the importance of English, as 

well as competence, and around 58 % in both cases claimed not to have any problems 

understanding co-workers. Furthermore, the managers from both companies provided similar 

answers to their questions.  

5.1.1	  English	  use,	  attitude	  and	  competence	  	  	  

The results indicate an overwhelmingly positive attitude towards having English as a 

corporate language, and while a substantial minority did report to experience problems due to 

the English language, the majority of respondents reported positive experiences.  

  

When it comes to important skills, the respondents generally considered good English 

proficiency as an important parameter for successful communication, with the ability to 

understand written and spoken English as most important, and the ability to produce spoken 

and written messages as the second most important. This confirms Hollqvist’s (1984) findings 

from his study of three large Swedish companies, though this outcome could have been 

expected regardless, since the understanding of a language is essential for the ability to use it 

at all. However, Hollqvist found that vocabulary also played an important role in companies’ 

communication, whereas in the present study, only 52.5 % and 58.6 % respectively of the 

respondents regarded it as important or very important. This can seem slightly contradictory, 

seeing that a considerable part of the problems reported by both the questionnaire and 

interview participants was the problem of discussing matters in enough in-depth detail, 

resulting in a loss of nuances, something that, arguably, was related to a lack of vocabulary. 

Moreover, the second most common reason for not understanding co-workers was limited 

vocabulary, which was reported by 51.2 % (Company 1) and 35.3 % (Company 2) of the 

respondents. This indicates that vocabulary did have an important role in their 

communication, at least to some extent, even though some respondents did not seem to fully 

agree on that.   
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A reason for this disagreement could be that not all respondents required a wide vocabulary in 

order to communicate successfully. Depending on their work tasks, those who considered a 

wide vocabulary only fairly important or not important at all might not have been in need of it 

for their communication. However, this cannot be the only reason. Figures 11 and 23 show 

that part of the respondents who reported regular problems understanding co-workers due to 

limited vocabulary considered vocabulary to be only fairly important, or even not particularly 

important at all, and having had problems because of it indicates that their communication 

and work did require a wide vocabulary after all. Further explanations could be that some 

respondents interpreted the word wide differently, seeing wide as superfluous, or that they did 

not consider the problems related to vocabulary to be significant enough to really affect their 

work or communication. The estimate of the importance of vocabulary could also have been 

in relation to other skills, such as understanding English. When compared to understanding, 

having a wide (active) vocabulary can be considered secondary since understanding often can 

be accomplished with the help of context.     

      

Similar to what Johansson (2006) and Apelman (2010) found in their studies of English use, 

the respondents in the present study also had an overall very positive attitude towards having 

English as their corporate language. The most obvious reason for this, surely, was that only a 

minority reported to have frequent problems because of English, and together with the fact 

that the majority of the respondents also reported a good or very good competence in the 

language, at least with regard to those aspects that most considered to be most important, it is 

only reasonable that their attitudes should have been positive. This is supported by Mobärg 

(2012), who found that attitude and self-assessed competence correlate. However, in the 

present study, at Company 2, there was no clear correlation between high self-reported 

competence and positive attitude. In fact, the group that reported to not like English as their 

corporate language had a higher self-reported average competence in two of the categories of 

skills (understanding written English, and pronunciation) than the rest. Furthermore, at 

Company 1, where a correlation was found, some individuals with very high competence did 

not like to have English as their corporate language. Additionally, part of the respondents 

with a lower level of self-reported competence still had a positive attitude towards it, and if 

the number of respondents having a clearly positive attitude towards English are compared 

with those who reported to experience problems on a regular basis, it shows that part of the 

respondents who did report problems and disadvantages in the present study still had a 
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positive attitude towards English as their corporate language, with regard to both liking the 

language and considering it a necessity.  

 

This suggests that the attitude could be positive, or negative, regardless of self-assessed 

competence or of problems experienced, which is exactly what Johansson’s (2006) study 

suggested. The respondents in her study reported a very positive attitude, despite experiencing 

problems. One reason for the positive attitude in the present study, as respondents stated, was 

that they considered the choice to make English the corporate language as a chance to 

improve their proficiency in it. Here, the status and benefit of English in society as a whole 

might have influenced the respondents’ willingness to learn more English, and their positive 

attitude towards it. As Haglund (2002) mentioned, Swedes in general are positive towards 

using English but the attitude might not have been as positive if the question had been about 

another language. Furthermore, as mentioned in section 2.3.2, Welch et al. (2001) discuss the 

importance of focusing on individual competence, rather than a company’s linguistic 

competence as a whole, since the level of every employees’ English skills can influence the 

work of the entire company. If an employee with very high English proficiency experiences 

that their co-workers are not proficient enough, or that the efficiency or quality of the work 

declines, then they might not be exclusively positive towards having English as their 

corporate language, despite their own high competence. This seems to have been the case in 

the present study, since the most common reason for not liking English as a corporate 

language, regardless of self-reported competence, was reduced efficiency. 

 

Naturally, the positive attitude found in the present study can also be explained by the 

problems reported not being considered big enough by the respondents to have posed as a 

major issue, thus not affecting their attitude.  

5.1.2	  Problems	  and	  solutions	  

The majority of the respondents did not report any frequent problems. It is important, in this 

context, to consider what Johansson (2006) and Apelman (2010) suggest about employees’ 

possible reluctance to acknowledge problems and that “to admit that you have communication 

problems in English would mean that you are not competent for part of your work” (2010, p. 

31). However, this does not necessarily mean that the respondents in the present study have 

experienced more problems than they reported.  
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The problems that were reported in the present study correlate to those found or mentioned in 

prior studies (Welch et al. 2001; Johansson 2006; Apelman, 2010). Loss of efficiency, with 

regard to both work in general and communication in particular, was one of the problems that 

were most commonly reported in the present study, both as a reason for not liking English, as 

well as a reason why respondents felt held back in their work. Efficiency is an aspect that has 

been discussed by both Welch et al. (2001) and Johansson (2006) as a potential problem for 

companies adopting English as their corporate language, and it correlates to other problems 

reported in the present study, such as difficulties finding the right words, difficulties 

expressing nuances and details, and having to hold additional meetings and further clarify 

information. Additionally, it can result in decreased quality of both communication and work, 

which was also reported by a few respondents in the present study. The problems related to 

limited vocabulary, such as issues with terminology and language nuances, was found in both 

Johansson’s (2006) and Apelman’s (2010) studies, with Johansson stating that 69 % and 20 % 

respectively of her respondents had these issues. 

  

Another aspect discussed by Welch et al. (2001), as mentioned in section 2.3.3, is that of 

power in relation to proficiency, something that was brought up by respondents from both 

companies, who reported to experience personal disadvantages because of English. Some of 

the respondents at Company 1 stated that it was more difficult to advance and gain 

responsibility with low English proficiency, and to some extent, Manager 4 from Company 2 

supported this by adding that it was not possible to advance and work in their team without 

high proficiency. Additionally, respondents from each company also reported to experience 

disadvantages or advantages of some kind, because of English, and some considered it an 

advantage to be a native speaker of English, or to have a very high proficiency. One 

disadvantage, namely the issue of not speaking due to the lack of confidence and fear of 

asking questions, which some respondents from Company 1 reported, can be related to power, 

since these respondents felt that they were being held back and lacked influence in meetings 

held in English. Furthermore, the comments from two of the respondents from Company 1, 

regarding some managers not having enough patience to wait for employees to look for the 

right words, showing defensive aggressiveness and using the English language to distance 

themselves from employees (c.f. section 4.1.2.2.4), can appear as problematic when looking 

at the above mentioned problems of respondents hesitating to use English due to being 

uncomfortable or afraid. Johansson (2006) mentions the possibility of management not 

having enough understanding for employees who experience language difficulties, because of 
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their own high proficiency, and it is important to acknowledge every respondent’s experience. 

However, due to the fact that there were only two comments regarding issues with 

management, these problems cannot necessarily be seen as representative for the company, or 

for the sample for that matter.   

 

The aspect of misunderstanding and mistakes in communication, leading to loss or incomplete 

understanding of both oral and written messages, was brought up by some respondents from 

Company 1; an issue that Welch et al. (2001) say “may hinder or alter information flows, 

knowledge transfer, and communication” (p. 193). While “information flows” and 

“knowledge transfer” do not appear to have been significantly affected at either company in 

the present study, communication does seem to have been affected by misunderstanding, or 

incomplete understanding of co-workers. The most common reason reported for this was 

other accents, and an Indian English accent was mentioned in particular, by both respondents 

and managers, as well as a few others accents. 

 

Similar to vocabulary, pronunciation was only considered important or very important by a 

little over 40 % from both companies, which can appear contradictory seeing that 58.3 % 

(Company 1) and 56.3 % (Company 2) of the respondents said that they had problems 

understanding co-workers due to their co-workers’ accents. However, the question about 

pronunciation was about the respondents’ own pronunciation, which can mean that those who 

considered pronunciation to be less than important might either not have needed 

pronunciation in their own communication, or might have considered their own pronunciation 

as less problematic than other people’s, e.g. of those speaking with an Indian English accent.  

 

 

As a solution for current and potential problems, all the interviewed managers mentioned 

language training, with an emphasis on oral training. Seeing that the results indicate that 

problems sometimes could be caused by low confidence rather than lack of English skills 

(According to Manager 3), such training might need to be complemented by other measures.  

  

5.2	  Discussion	  of	  method	  	  

Since the study focused on subjective experiences, rather than objective facts, a questionnaire 

and interviews were considered to be the best alternatives for gathering data. However, there 
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were some aspects that could have been done differently. Since some of the results had to be 

excluded due to the study’s limited length, it would have benefited from being based on a 

more focused questionnaire, addressing fewer aspects of English use and instead going deeper 

into some of them. An interesting question could have been what the respondents considered 

adequate skills and if they considered their own ability to be enough.   

 

Furthermore, it might have been a good idea to add the possibility for comments at the end of 

the questionnaire, something that was brought up by two respondents in the space intended 

for email addresses. This could potentially have allowed more perspectives on the use of EIB 

that did not emerge in connection with the questions. However, the processing of open 

questions can, in general, be “very time-consuming” (Bryman, 2015, p. 258), and such a 

feature could also have resulted in irrelevant comments, taking time from the analysis of the 

relevant data.   

 

As mentioned in section 3.4, since the questionnaire was administered in English, those 

individuals who have a negative attitude towards that language might not have answered at 

all. This can have affected the reliability of the result, as those who avoid English might be 

those who experience problems or have a negative attitude towards it, and it would have been 

preferable if the questionnaires had been available in more languages than English.  

6 Conclusions  
The findings of the study show that some of the participants did experience problems, but that 

the majority had good experiences of operating in English. Their attitudes were 

overwhelmingly positive, despite problems, which can be due to a combination of the status 

of English, participants’ high self-reported competence, as well as the fact that they did not 

perceive English to generate sufficiently frequent or serious problems. The problems that did 

occur correspond to those addressed in previous research, with reduced efficiency, problems 

understanding, and lack of nuances and details in discussions as the most common ones. To 

solve these problems, managers said to use language work training, but also highlighted the 

importance of enough confidence to speak and not hesitate. However, language training alone 

might not be sufficient. 
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Much of the earlier research that has been discussed in this text has only focused on the use 

and experiences of having English as a corporate language, something that has been examined 

in the present study as well. In view of the fact that a sizeable minority of the respondents in 

the present study, for various reasons, found operating in English problematic, a result that is 

not unique to this particular study, it would be relevant for future studies to address and focus 

also on the managing of these specific problems and investigate what solutions that, besides 

language training, are being used. What are the solutions, are they seen as sufficient, and what 

else can be done to eliminate problems as far as possible are questions that future research 

could, and ought to, explore.      
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Appendix 1 - Questionnaire 
The following questionnaire is part of a study investigating experiences and use of the 

English language, and it’s role as a corporate language. It will take about 5 minutes to fill out, 

and the questions are about your experiences with the English language at work.  

It is entirely voluntary to participate, and you can abandon the questionnaire at any time, if 

you wish to do so. Your answers will be handled with complete confidentiality and will not be 

traced back to your name, unless you choose differently. The acquired data will be used only 

for this specific study.  

Your participation is a crucial part of this study, and I highly appreciate you taking the time to 

answer. 

Thank you! 

 

Gender  

☐ Male  

☐ Female 

☐ Other/ Prefer not to disclose  

 

Age 

☐ Less than 18 

☐ 18-34 

☐ 25-34   

☐ 35-44 

☐ 45-54 

☐ 55-64 

☐ Prefer not to disclose  

 
 
My native language(s) is/are  
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………… 
 
My highest level of English education is 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
I work in the following division 
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…………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

I am required to write or speak English at work 

☐ No 

☐ Yes, daily. The majority of my work is in English 

☐ Yes daily. Part of my work is in English  

☐ Yes daily. A small part of my work is in English 

☐ Yes, daily. But only for social reasons 

☐ Yes, multiple times every week 

☐ Yes, every week 

☐ Yes, every month 

☐ Less often than every month 

 
 
For my communication to succeed… 
 
it is important that I understand written English well 
 
Not important at all 1_____2_____3_____4_____5 Very important 
 
 
it is important that I understand spoken English well 
 
Not important at all 1_____2_____3_____4_____5 Very important 
 
 
it is important that I am a good writer of English 
 
Not important at all 1_____2_____3_____4_____5 Very important 
 
 
it is important to be able to speak English 
 
Not important at all 1_____2_____3_____4_____5 Very important 
 
 
it is important that I have good pronunciation when I speak English 
 
Not important at all 1_____2_____3_____4_____5 Very important 
 
 
it is important that I have a wide vocabulary in English 
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Not important at all 1_____2_____3_____4_____5 Very important 
 
 
My current competence in…  
 
understanding written English is 
Very weak 1_____2_____3_____4_____5 Very good 
 
 
understanding spoken English is 
Very weak 1_____2_____3_____4_____5 Very good 
 
 
writing English is 
Very weak 1_____2_____3_____4_____5 Very good 
 
 
speaking English is 
Very weak 1_____2_____3_____4_____5 Very good 
 
 
pronunciation is 
Very weak 1_____2_____3_____4_____5 Very good 
 
 
vocabulary is  
Very weak 1_____2_____3_____4_____5 Very good 
 
 
 
 
To be able to socialize as much as I want to at work, it is important to be able to speak 
English  
Not important at all 1_____2_____3_____4_____5 Very important 
 
I am able to socialize as much as I want to at work, without language holding me back 
No 1_____2_____3_____4_____5 Yes 
 
 
If you answered “4” or lower on the previous question, it is because of…  
Check all options that are accurate for you 

☐ My limited grammar skills 

☐ My limited vocabulary  

☐ My pronunciation 

☐ Others’ limited grammar skills 

☐ Others’ limited vocabulary 
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☐ It is not related to language  

☐ Other …………….. 

 
 
I have, or have had, problems understanding my co-workers because of the English 
language 
Yes, often 1_____2_____3_____4_____5 No, not at all 
 
If “3” or lower, it is/was because of… 
Check all options that are accurate for you  
☐	 Their limited grammar skills 
☐	 Their limited vocabulary 
☐	 Their pronunciation  
☐	 My limited grammar skills	 	 
☐	 My limited vocabulary  
☐	 Other…………… 
 
 
Language has been a factor that has held me back at work  
For example, making me less efficient, giving me disadvantages because of lacking English proficiency, 
preventing me from doing my job, making me avoid a task or delegate it, or not being able to socialize, etc.  
Yes, every day 1_____2_____3_____4_____5 No, never  
 
If “4 or lower”, describe the situation/s 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
I believe that it is necessary to have English as my company’s corporate language 
No, not at all 1_____2_____3_____4_____5 Yes, very much 
 
 
I like having English as my company’s corporate language  
 
No, not at all 1_____2_____3_____4_____5 Yes, very much 
 
If “3 or lower, it is because of… 
Check all options that are accurate for you 
☐ Limited grammar skills 
☐ Limited vocabulary 
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☐ My pronunciation 
☐ Less efficient communication 
☐ Less efficient work 
☐ Personal disadvantages  
☐ Other…………… 
 
If “4” or higher, it is because of… 
Check all options that are accurate for you 
☐	 I have high English proficiency  
☐	 I get personal advantages 
☐	 I get to improve my English proficiency 
☐	 It is beneficial for diversity and cross-country exchanges 
☐	 Other…………… 
 
 
 
I always switch to English if someone who does not speak my native language is present  
Yes, always 1_____2_____3_____4_____5 No, never  
 
 
If my native language is different from my co-workers’, they switch to English when I 
am present  
Yes, always 1_____2_____3_____4_____5 No, never  
 
 

I am open to the possibility to be contacted if any follow-up questions become 

necessary 

☐	 Yes 

☐	 No 

 

If yes, my email address is……………………………………………………… 
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Appendix 2 - Interview guide for managers  
What do you think about having English as your company’s corporate language? 

Does it affect your and your employees’ work? 

 

How do you perceive your employees' use of English?  

Do your employees seem positive, negative or neutral toward English?  

 

How do you perceive the level of English used by your employees? Do employees differ in 

terms of proficiency?  

 

In your opinion, if the proficiency differs, are there any advantages for the employees who 

have a higher proficiency, or disadvantages for employees with a lower level of proficiency?  

 

Have you experienced that employees have had any issues related to language? If yes, 

describe it. How did you solve it?  

  

Do you have a language policy? If yes, how carefully do you follow language policies?  

 

Do you ever discuss language use with your employees?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


