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This chapter focuses on discourse in organizations and workplaces and will discuss 
a number of studies which explore the complexity and diversity of communication 
in modern working life. With a theoretical orientation towards sociology, organiza-
tion/network theory and social constructivism, researchers have sketched the 
macro-frames which in) uence discourse at various levels within organizations. 
Studies of the correspondence between organizational structure and discourse will 
be used as a background for presentations of analyses which try to grasp and under-
stand communication in the modern organization from different viewpoints and 
with a focus on different problem areas. The theoretical and methodological per-
spectives of these analyses include textlinguistics, ethnography, critical discourse 
analysis, interactional sociolinguistics and conversation analysis.

A relevant question for our understanding of modern working life is related to 
the effects of technological advance and globalization. The conditions for profes-
sional discourse have been in) uenced by a series of changes taking place in recent 
decades. Technological advances have facilitated a globalization of working life, 
while lifelong learning, ) exibility, mobility and diversity have come to be key val-
ues in the global economy. In organizations throughout the world, we - nd a wide-
spread use of technology and increased reliance on the internet for internal and 
external communication. Another striking feature, made possible of course by the 
technological advances, is the globalization of the business world and the job mar-
ket. Throughout the world, we - nd transnational companies which use English as 
their corporate language and employ multilingual people who can move between 
jobs, between branches and between countries. The workforce mobility and work-
place diversity which characterize a globalized economy also raise issues of multi-
lingualism and multiculturalism to the surface, both in relation to the organization 
as a whole and to workplace practices. For employees this new situation has come 
to entail different and higher demands for literacy and communicative skills.

The purpose of this chapter is to deepen our understanding of the discourse-
related problems facing managers and employees in the globalized economy. 
In the various sections of the chapter I discuss these problems from different view-
points. First, I explore the correspondence between organizational structure and 
discourse at a more general level, where I use examples from analysis of small 
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workplaces and large organizations. Secondly, I view organizational discourse from 
the point of view of the top-level management and discuss how an ‘organizational 
self’ is constructed by means of discourse, and the role of discourse for internal 
management and external marketing in the global economy. Thirdly, I view dis-
course from a workplace perspective to distinguish two types of multilingual work-
places: those which use English as lingua franca and the multilingual workplaces 
with a workforce diversity. Fourthly, I discuss workplace discourse in the ‘new work 
order’ with a particular focus on the consequences for the individual employee of 
technological advances and a globalized economy. Last, I will sketch some topics 
for future research.

7.1 Organizational Structure and Discourse

An important macro question, which is discussed here, concerns the correspond-
ence between the organizational structure and discourse. This correspondence is 
seen here as a two-way relationship. Creating texts (written, spoken, and compu-
ter-mediated) therefore forms part, and an important part, of an organization’s 
work. Texts1 are in) uenced by the social context, thus re) ecting the organization 
and its social structure, values, knowledge and culture. But texts also play a part in 
establishing the various social dimensions of the organization. They are not only a 
product of the social situation, but in their turn also shape it. We could therefore 
distinguish the basic traits of a sociolinguistic order of discourse which appear in 
varied forms depending on the size and structure of the organization.

7.1.1 The Sociolinguistic Order of Discourse in a Close-Knit Group

The - rst study I discuss provides an example of the simple sociolinguistic order of 
discourse, which we - nd in close-knit workplace groups. Gunnarsson (1997) 
presents a study of text production in a local government of- ce with 35 employees. 
The bulk of her data was collected by means of a survey given to all employees and 
in-depth interviews. This study also included an analysis of the ) ow of texts, i.e. all 
texts emanating from the of- ce during a - xed period were categorized in relation 
to sender, addressee and purpose.

In this workplace there was an obvious connection between the social and the 
communicative plane. The group structure was re) ected in the communicative 
structure: the hierarchical social structure was re) ected in communicative patterns 
relating to in) uence and supervision; the informal group formation was re) ected 
in informal joint writing efforts. The social organization at the of- ce was re) ected 
in the communicative organization: texts were produced as a collaborative effort; 
those involved in writing documents took a collective responsibility for the text 
and there was an obvious interaction between speech and writing. Another - nding 
related to the interaction between social and communicative factors at the level 
of content. In the interviews, the employees expressed a strong feeling of group 
identity, a ‘we feeling’ that distinguished this particular group from employees in 
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other local government of- ces. This group identity manifested itself in many ways, 
also in relation to writing. The interviewees made it plain that in this of- ce they 
not only had the right to cultivate a distinctive style, they made full use of this right. 
They regarded themselves as pioneers of a more informal of- cial idiom. One 
conclusion that can be drawn from this is that even small groups, such as a local 
government of- ce with 35 employees, consider that they have the right to be inno-
vative in their writing. The interviews also showed that language is an element in 
the build-up of the social group identity and culture. At this workplace, there was 
thus a two-way relationship between discourse and the organization, i.e. texts and 
discourse re) ected the social organizational patterns but also played their part in 
the construction of the ‘organizational self’, in the shaping of the organization.

7.1.2 The Multilayered Structure of Discourse in Large Organizations

Looking at communication within large organizations leads, of course, to a com-
plex and multi-dimensional picture of the correspondence between organizational 
structure and discourse. Large organizations function within various social frame-
works with different hierarchical structures, different values, different know ledge 
and different culture, and various sociolinguistic orders of discourse overlap and 
intertwine leading to a complex and multilayered structure of discourse. In order 
to understand communication in large organizations we must therefore consider 
the interaction between different levels: the local environment, the organization, 
the relevant local sector, the national sector, the national linguistic community, the 
sector worldwide.

In Gunnarsson (2004a, b), this model is used for analyses of communication in 
large, mainly national, European organizations. The results discussed are taken 
from analyses within the research project entitled Texts in European Writing Communi-
ties2, which studied texts and text production in four mainly national writing com-
munities – banks, structural engineering - rms, university occupational medicine 
departments and university departments of history – in three countries: Sweden, 
Germany and Britain. One purpose of the project was contrastive, i.e. a comparison 
of Swedish, German and English texts of similar kinds were made; another was soci-
olinguistic, which involved studying the relationship between national culture, 
organization and texts. The study comprised interviews, collecting texts, corpus con-
struction and textual analysis. Altogether, 70 executives and employees, responsible 
for or involved in information activities and the production of texts, were inter-
viewed. The team also collected samples of the types of texts produced in the envi-
ronment concerned, which were then used to form the basis of a corpus containing 
text types that occurred in several environments. In total the corpus consisted of 15 
different text types, e.g. annual reports, brochures, letters, press releases, reports, 
staff magazines. The textual analysis was multifaceted, comprising analysis at the 
cognitive, pragmatic and macrothematic levels of the texts as well as analysis of argu-
mentation, discourse markers and images and image creation in companies.

The results of the analyses of the interviews and the collected texts reveal inter-
esting differences between the sectors – between banks and structural engineering 
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companies as well as between occupational medicine and history departments – 
and also between texts produced in different national writing communities: Germany, 
Sweden and Great Britain. Another - nding of interest is the homogeneity within 
each organization. A fairly homogeneous picture could be drawn of each com-
pany, both based on the analyses of its texts and on interview data. To a certain 
extent this homogeneity could be related to the ideas steering each organization. 
In particular this became striking in relation to the banks in the study, which 
were guided by different ideas about organizational structure (hierarchical or 
) at organization) and marketing (strong belief in advertising or in individual 
interaction, i.e. service management). Part of the variation found in text patterns 
between the texts from the banks could also be related to this variation in ideas. 
Though the degree of importance of the national culture and the international 
community may vary from one enterprise to the other, the multilayered structure 
can be assumed to be fairly similar. In national as well as international enterprises, 
the simple sociolinguistic order of individuals forming a close-knit group is inter-
twined with various levels of other orders leading to a multifaceted and multilay-
ered disorder.

7.2 The Construction and Maintenance of an ‘Organizational Self’

From the point of view of the top management of large – national and interna-
tional – organizations, one problem area is related to the creation of external and 
internal images of the organization which can be accepted in various local settings, 
another is how to create a coherent organization working for the same visions. 
Texts, spoken discourse and computer-mediated communication are very impor-
tant in the creation of an ‘organizational self’ and also for the presentation of 
the organization as an attractive unit in the eyes and ears of those outside and 
inside it.

7.2.1 Internal Management and Marketing

Modern management theory talks about the need for internal marketing, e.g. 
as a means of creating and controlling the organizational culture (Peters and 
Waterman, 1982), and most top managers are fully aware of this. Discourse is at 
the heart of this internal construction of the company as a unique and attractive 
entity, and most organizations attach great importance to news dissemination and 
storytelling within the organization. Stories of success and failure are told and 
retold in organizations, thus disseminating knowledge of the behavioural patterns 
to be followed or avoided in the future (Linde, 1999). In the internet era, they are 
also found on the companies’ websites. Not only stories of the company and its 
history, but also of individual employees and successful customers are found on 
various sub-pages (Gunnarsson, 2008). Although their explicit goals vary, these 
stories all help construct an ‘organizational self’ intended not only to attract new 
customers, owners and prospective employees but also to help maintain the exist-
ing organizational culture.
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In modern organizations, the top managers devote a great deal of time to 
creating mission statements and organizational visions (Swales and Rogers, 1995; 
Isaksson, 2005). A problem, however, is that a top-down communicative strategy 
does not always mean that the same message penetrates the whole organization, 
and organizational visions are not infrequently interpreted by employees as unin-
telligible and insigni- cant. Johansson (2003) presents a case study which tries 
to probe this problem. Using a combination of methods, including participant 
observation, discourse analysis and interviews, she analysed the organizational 
communication about strategy in a Finnish–Swedish enterprise. Communication 
about the strategy followed a typical top-down model, starting at group level and 
ending on department level. She found that visions formulated by top managers 
met different realities constructed by managers at lower levels in the company. 
Managers’ attitudes, knowledge and interpretations were important individual 
factors that in) uenced communication about the strategy. Employees did not have 
the same detailed knowledge of the strategy as the managers, nor were they 
given the same opportunities to acquire it. Power structures, con) icts, individual 
attitudes and perspectives contributed to the successive distortion of the top man-
agement’s visions. Johansson’s study is interesting as an attempt to grasp the whole 
process.

7.2.2 External Communication and Marketing

The role of discourse is no less obvious in relation to the construction of an exter-
nally addressed image which promotes success and growth. It is obvious that many 
enterprises have succeeded in spreading a uniform image of themselves which is 
accepted in a variety of countries and cultures. Logos, advertisements, shop design, 
stories contribute to this uniformity as well as the products as such. In some cases, 
the national origin of the company has come to be an essential part of its image 
and the construction of uniformity. A well-known symbol for American culture 
is McDonalds with its branches all over the world. Uniformity at every level – 
from the product to the design of its restaurants – characterizes this franchising 
company. In many countries, however, the image of McDonalds has come to be 
seen as representing the negative aspects of American culture at the same time as 
the company sells its hamburgers. A less ambiguous connection between national 
culture and corporate image has been created by IKEA. Swedishness has become 
one element in IKEA’s trademark, and it has obviously managed to turn Swedish-
ness into an image that sells. The company’s products are given Swedish personal 
names, like Bosse, Björn etc. One goal in its naming policy is to present an image 
of ‘trygghet’ (familiarity and security) to the Swedish audience, and an image of a 
Nordic product to the international audience. Names with the Swedish letters å, ä 
and ö are therefore not avoided, but in fact deliberately used to strengthen IKEA’s 
exotic image.3 The ways in which customers are addressed are also aimed at 
strengthening the sense of Swedishness. In countries like Austria, e.g., employees 
address customers in speech and writing using ‘du’ instead of the normal ‘Sie’. 
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As part of its Swedish image, in other words, IKEA wishes to introduce the more egal-
itarian and familiar language and forms of address that have been used in Sweden 
since the second person pronoun reform in the 1960s (cf. Gunnarsson, 2001).

Other companies have been successful in using strategies that permit greater 
cultural variation. An interesting model for text production is described in Jämtelid 
(2001, 2002). The concept of ‘parallel writing’ is used for the analysis of the multi-
lingual production of text in the Electrolux corporate group, where English is the 
of- cial language (cf. Gunnarsson and Jämtelid, 1999). This investigation, which is 
based on interviews and text analysis, reveals an interesting model for the balance 
between the local and the global. To provide a basis for company texts, e.g. bro-
chures for vacuum cleaners, a textual base in English is devised at the main of- ce 
in Stockholm, Sweden, and circulated to the sales companies in the other coun-
tries. The textual base then provides the raw material for the various consumer 
brochures produced in different languages and intended for different cultures. 
As Jämtelid’s analyses show, the different sales companies have chosen to incor-
porate different ideas from the textual base circulated by head of- ce. She also 
found marked differences in the arguments for the product presented in the bro-
chures, the choice of illustrations and the styles used. There were thus clear differ-
ences between Electrolux brochures written in different countries about the same 
vacuum cleaner and based on the same original. The differences found between 
the texts of the brochure in the various countries could indicate culturally derived 
differences (Jämtelid, 2002).

This text production strategy, which was established by the Electrolux group in 
the 1990s for the production of printed brochures, is interesting as it combines the 
need for top-down control and group unity with the need for local and national 
variation. In addition, it allowes for both linguistic and cultural variety.

In the modern technological business world, computer-mediated texts are, to a 
large extent, replacing printed texts for external purposes. Products are marketed 
on the companies’ websites and emails are replacing letters on paper. One impor-
tant difference between texts on a company’s website and printed documents is 
their accessibility. When a company places a text on its website, it has to count on 
multiple readerships. Global accessibility is a reality for texts on websites. The spec-
i- ed reader of the printed document is replaced by a potentially manifold reader-
ship: shareholders, staff, journalists, politicians, former and prospective customers 
in countries all over the world can view the company website. Although the com-
pany can, in theory, count on multiple readerships for the texts on its website, it 
does not mean that the actual number of readers increases, nor any rise in the 
number of individuals who feel themselves directly addressed by the company’s 
texts. The language used on a sub-page includes or excludes reader groups as does 
the cultural perspective and focus of the actual text.

One consequence of the increased reliance on the internet is that company 
policy on linguistic and cultural issues becomes salient and visible for different 
reader groups. From a critical analysis viewpoint, the company’s textual practices 
on its websites reveal, among other things, its interpretation of the concept of 
diversity – a key term in the modern business world. The languages used on the 
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company’s customer-oriented pages reveal the groups of readers to which they 
wish to sell their products, and also those that they make no effort to approach. 
Are the English speaking elite among the intended readers? Do the majority 
language speakers in a country belong to the intended readers? Are immigrants 
and other minority language speakers in a country also addressed in a language 
they fully understand?

Gunnarsson (2006) presents a study of the language practices of the websites 
maintained by - ve transnational companies: ABB, Astra Zeneca, Electrolux, Ericsson 
and Scania. All these companies claim to be world leaders in their - elds: ABB is a 
leader in power and automation technologies that enable utilities and industrial 
customers to improve performance while reducing environmental impact. Astra 
Zeneca is one of the world’s leading pharmaceutical companies, Electrolux is the 
world’s largest producer of appliances and equipment for kitchens, cleaning and 
outdoor use, Ericsson is the biggest supplier of mobile telephone systems in the 
world and supports all major standards for wireless communication, and Scania is 
one of the world’s leading manufacturers of heavy trucks and buses.

In this study, which was carried out in September 2005, the focus was on the 
customer-oriented websites, i.e. the companies’.com–sites. All the companies have a 
.com-site in English, functioning as a start page. For all - ve companies, we also - nd 
the option of selecting a country on the start page. The number of country links 
varies among the - ve companies, which of course re) ects the global reach of each 
group: ABB has 112 country links on its webpage, Astra Zeneca 105, Electrolux 67, 
Ericsson 111 and Scania 39 links. The interest here relates to the language prac-
tices of the country websites. In which language(s) do the - ve companies present 
themselves and their products to customers in different regions of the world. 
Nine of the country links, namely those for Sweden, Finland, Norway, Germany, 
Switzerland, France, Spain, Brazil and Japan, were analysed.

Among other things, this analysis reveals that all - ve companies use the main 
language of the country to address customers, e.g. Norwegian on the website for 
Norway, Portuguese on the website of Brazil and German on the site for Germany. 
Nevertheless, there is a noteworthy difference between companies which address 
their customers only in the main local language, and those that use both that 
language and English. There is also a difference among the companies that offer 
language options for countries with several of- cial languages, e.g. both Finnish 
and Swedish in Finland, and both German, French, Italian and Rhaeto-Romance 
in Switzerland. However, only one of the companies, Scania, offers a choice between 
Finnish and Swedish for Finland, and only three, Scania, Electrolux and Astra 
Zeneca, a choice of both German and French for Switzerland.

There are sub-pages in English on all of Ericsson’s country websites. All the ABB 
websites use the main national language, but for - ve countries, namely Sweden, 
Finland, Switzerland, Spain and Brazil, there is a language-choice button offering 
English as a second option. On the country websites of Astra Zeneca, Electrolux 
and Scania, on the other hand, we only - nd the national language(s). On two of 
Scania’s sites there is a language-choice button that offers two national languages, 
and on one of the sites for Electrolux and AstraZeneca there is a similar button.
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None of the companies, however, provide any information in any immigrant 
language. As we know, there are large groups in many of these countries, who have 
a different mother tongue from the main national language. If we take Sweden as 
an example of the current language situation, statistics show that 11 per cent of 
the Swedish population and 22 per cent of the workforce (persons aged between 
18 and 64) were not born in Sweden (cf. Gunnarsson, 2005). These - gures might 
be even larger for other countries.

In theory, the internet offers global accessibility. In order to reach out to 
different reader groups, however, the company has to consider regional variation. 
The language used on a sub-page includes or excludes reader groups as does the 
cultural perspective chosen for the text. The balance between local and global 
concerns is thus related to policy and practice on linguistic and cultural matters. 
For the - ve companies studied, accessibility seems to be reserved for those pro-
spective customers who either speak the main language of the country or have 
mastered English. The companies’ claims to be global and international and to 
respect the value of diversity do not entail an interest in the mother tongues of 
the minorities within the different countries.

7.3 The Multilingual Workplace

The correspondence between organizational structure and discourse (cf. section 7.1) 
gets even more complex in large, global organizations where language and culture 
also become socially relevant issues. Although the multilingual workplace is not 
a new phenomenon, the growing workforce mobility in today’s economy entails 
workplace diversity of a varied and somewhat new kind. Issues of multilingualism 
and multiculturalism are brought up to the surface, as are issues of dominance and 
marginalization. In this section of the chapter, I dwell on problem areas related to 
two kinds of multilingual workplaces. First, I will discuss studies of multilingualism 
in large corporations which use English as their lingua franca. Secondly, I will dis-
cuss studies of workplaces which focus on the diversity issue at a more local level.

7.3.1 Multilingual Workplaces with English as Their Lingua Franca

Globalized economy means that transnational organizations, i.e. organizations 
which operate in countries with different languages, need to choose one language 
as their lingua franca. Not seldom, at least in Europe, English is chosen as the lin-
gua franca of these organizations. In countries where English is not the mother 
tongue, this creates different communicative problems, in relation to both outgo-
ing and internal communication.

A number of recent studies have analysed communication with English as the 
lingua franca in large, European, organizations and also focused on the various 
problems related to this practice4. I will here discuss some studies which view 
the problem from a Scandinavian perspective. For all the Scandinavian countries, 
English has come to be the natural choice of a lingua franca at an international 
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level: Swedish, Danish, Norwegian and Finnish are not understood outside 
Scandinavia, which indeed necessitates a lingua franca in external communication. 
In the past decade, English has also come to be used as a lingua franca in 
Nordic mergers, e.g. in the Finnish–Swedish company Stora-Enso. Kankaanranta 
(2005a: 42) describes the communicative practices within this company in the 
following way:

In practice, this language choice means that corporate-level documentation 
and all reporting is done in English, and communication between different 
units is mostly in English. This type of communication can be characterized as 
internal communication as it is taking place ‘in-house’ in contrast to communi-
cation between buyers and sellers in which foreign languages have been tradi-
tionally needed in international business. For an individual writer of an email 
message, the choice is a pragmatic one: anytime there are recipients whose 
mother tongue is not that of the writer’s, the message is in English. This means 
that a Swede (or a Finn) will receive an English message from another Swede 
(or a Finn) if the list of recipients includes non-Swedish speakers.

The use of English as a corporate language has also impact on the recruitment of 
the workforce. Gunnarsson (2009b) presents an analysis of job advertisements on 
the career-oriented web pages of - ve transnational enterprises: ABB, AstraZeneca, 
Electrolux, Ericsson and Scania. All these enterprises are large employers in 
Sweden, and her study focused on advertisements for jobs in Sweden. She studied 
the Swedish website of these enterprises, i.e. www.abb.se, www. astrazeneca.se etc. 
For each job advertisement, she noted (1) in which language the advertisement 
was written, and (2) what languages were explicitly mentioned as quali- cations for 
the job: Swedish, English or any other language(s). This study covered all jobs 
advertised on these websites in September 2005.

As regards the - rst issue, 63 per cent of the advertisements were written in 
Swedish, 32 per cent in English and 5 per cent in both Swedish and English. 
Broken down by company, the analysis shows that all advertisements for Ericsson 
are in English, while for Scania they are all in Swedish. ABB’s adverts, too, are 
mainly in Swedish, while AstraZeneca has roughly similar proportions of Swedish 
and English advertisements. Electrolux also uses both languages to advertise jobs 
at Swedish workplaces. In fact, there are - ve advertisements that mix Swedish and 
English, i.e some parts of the text are in Swedish and some in English.

As regards the second issue, that is what language(s) are explicitly mentioned as 
requirements for the job, the results could be summarized in the following way: 
For the - ve transnational companies multilingualism means bilingualism, i.e. a 
knowledge of English and Swedish. Only 10 per cent of the advertisements men-
tion languages other than Swedish and English as a quali- cation. English, on the 
other hand, is explicitly mentioned in 70 per cent of the advertisements. Swedish 
- gures less prominently as a quali- cation, and is explicitly required in only 34 per 
cent of the adverts.
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Of course, the variation in terms of the quali- cations required depends on 
the nature of the job. At a general level, however, we can say that multilingualism 
is mainly related to knowing English and to a lesser extent the main national 
language, in this case Swedish. The various other languages spoken in Sweden, 
e.g. Finnish, Persian, Arabic, are not mentioned at all. Of the immigrant languages, 
only Spanish, Russian and German are mentioned in the advertisements 
analysed.

From these descriptions of the language situation in large organizations in 
Sweden, I will turn to some studies which focus on the various problems related to 
the use of English as a lingua franca. When Jämtelid interviewed people involved 
in writing at different levels of the Swedish Electrolux group, she found that they 
themselves referred to their corporate English as ‘bad English’ (2002: 44). A wide-
spread belief was that native speakers of English found their corporate English 
poor. The director of corporate communications, however, makes it clear that ‘bad 
English’ is not accepted in texts aimed at a wider readership. ‘Although a presenta-
tion brochure obviously has to be correct, it still has to be possible to send a mes-
sage or a letter or minutes to one another without them being a hundred per cent 
correct’. He also elaborates on the necessity for Scandinavians to speak up even if 
their English is bad:

Then of course the corporate language is quite clearly ‘bad English’. Otherwise, 
you easily end up with only Americans, Brits and well-educated Swedes talking 
at meetings, while Germans and Italians remain silent. What happens, rather, 
is that we deliberately avoid dif- cult words, and that people shouldn’t feel 
ashamed at all if they use bad grammar in an internal memo in English. (My 
translation.)

Another consequence relates to a levelling of cultural differences in favour of a 
more homogeneous style. In ongoing studies of Nordic mergers, the cultural issue 
has attracted attention. In her analysis of emails written in English by Swedish and 
Finnish employees of Stora Enso, Kankaanranta5 also looked at possible cultural 
differences. She was able to point to certain differences between the Swedish and 
Finnish writers:

In spite of the macro-level similarities, the messages written by Finns and Swedes 
also exhibited differences on the level of the moves, that is, the realization of 
the requests. Finns seem to favour direct requests in their writing, while Swedes 
use more indirect alternatives, thus supporting the notion of the more direct 
Finnish communication. (Kankaanranta, 2005a: 54.)

Nevertheless, her main conclusion relates to homogenization, in that her 
study suggests that ‘lingua franca interactions are characterized by a high degree 
of cooperativeness and a consensual style; together the communicators aim at 
smoothness, and together they construct the situational meanings’ (55).
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Other studies have been more negative about the levelling of cultural differ-
ences in international meetings. Fant (1992) on the basis of his analyses of cross-
cultural negotiations says that

If systematic longitudinal research had been carried out over the past, say, three 
or four decades in order to investigate the evolution of national patterns of 
doing business within what is commonly being referred to as the western world, 
the results would probably have indicated that, in the - rst place, things have 
changed a great deal globally, and, secondly, that national differences have 
diminished, yielding place to some sort of ‘Americanized’ style, which has served 
as a model to, and has reshaped, to a greater or lesser extent the local patterns. 
(Fant, 1992: 125.)

The same applies to Börestam (2005), who has analysed meetings within Nordea, 
another Nordic company with English as its of- cial language. Her study covered 
meetings held in different countries (Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden) 
and in different languages. Her conclusion is that the levelling of cultural differ-
ences which for instance relate to the overall structure of the meeting discourse 
tends to favour a more Americanized style (71). Fant’s and Börestam’s conclusions 
can thus be seen as pointing to a more general problem involving the consequences 
for small languages and small national discourse communities of the dominance 
of English and the American culture (cf. Gunnarsson, 2001).

A third problem relates to the consequences of the divide between those with 
mastery of English and those without. In many organizations, the local language 
dominates the spoken discourse, while the more of- cial documents are written in 
English. Language knowledge and language de- ciencies are likely to create new 
hierarchies and social orders. New communicative problems become salient: Who 
can communicate with the top management? Who understands which texts? Who 
can perform which job within the organization? Who can communicate with whom 
in the workplace?

Johansson (2003) presents a case study of communication on corporate strategy 
within a transnational company with its head of- ce in Sweden. She recorded and 
analysed the information ) ow relating to a strategy document produced at the 
top level of the company. The document was written in English and formulated by 
senior managers. Managers at lower levels were then supposed to present the con-
tents to the employees. Johansson interviewed top and middle managers and also 
employees and recorded meetings at which the strategy document was presented 
and discussed. Her conclusion is that the visions formulated by top managers 
were transformed by the middle managers in accordance with their attitudes and 
conceptions of reality. The employees who acquired their information via the 
middle managers did not have the same detailed knowledge of the strategy as the 
managers, nor were they given the same opportunities to obtain it. Johansson’s 
study shows, among other things, that the use of English for important internal 
documents might increase the distance between senior management and ordinary 
employees.
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In many cases, the divide between those with mastery of English and those with-
out increases the gap between native and non-native speakers. The choice of Eng-
lish as a lingua franca in the Scandinavian context is quite natural from the 
perspective of those who grow up there. Everyone attending school in Sweden, for 
instance, is taught English as their - rst foreign language. People growing up in 
Sweden have also been exposed to English every day, as programmes on television 
(news, movies, comedies etc.) use Swedish subtitles and the original (mostly 
English) sound track. English is also used in much of the pop music produced and 
listened to in Sweden. The increased use of the internet has also meant that many 
Swedes daily read and write English for various purposes. A new type of ‘elite bilin-
gualism’ is thus gradually developing in Sweden among young people and edu-
cated adults. For individuals who have moved to Sweden as adults, however, English 
is not always as easy as for those born in Sweden. Many immigrants have received 
their basic schooling (not uncommonly a very short one) in countries in the 
Middle East, Africa, Asia, South America and the former Eastern Europe, which 
means that they might not have been taught English at all, or at least not as their 
- rst foreign language. For them, the use of English as a lingua franca poses greater 
problems than for people who have received their basic education in Sweden. The 
foreign language they have to learn - rst, when moving to Sweden, is of course also 
Swedish and not English.

In organizations which use English as their of- cial language these individuals’ 
opportunities to advance are dependent on their acquisition of not only one 
foreign language, Swedish, but also English. Based on interviews with immigrant 
blue-collar and of- ce workers employed in a Swedish transnational company6, 
Nelson gives this picture of the need for language knowledge at different levels:

To be able to get an of- ce job with this company, you do not necessarily need to 
know that much Swedish, but you do need to at least understand English. On 
the factory ) oor, on the other hand, you would probably not only become lonely 
but also have problems if you did not speak Swedish. (Andersson and Nelson, 
2005: 34.)

7.3.2 Multilingual Workplaces with Workforce Diversity

All over the world, there are workplaces where some employees, mostly minorities, 
immigrants or unskilled guest workers, have to use their second, third or fourth 
language at work. In many organizations, knowledge of the dominant local lan-
guage is necessary not only for advancement and a career but also for social inte-
gration into the working group. Humour, jokes, stories, anecdotes form part of the 
workplace discourse and contribute to the establishment of friendship and collegi-
ality at work and also to the avoidance of unnecessary con) icts. Social workplace 
patterns related to friendship, power and dominance often re) ect linguistic and 
communicative skills7.

An ongoing Swedish research project focuses on the day-to-day communicative 
situation of immigrants employed in two different working environments: a major 
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Swedish company and a large hospital. By means of interviews, observations and 
analyses of spoken and written discourse, the project team is studying how the 
immigrant’s professional identity is constructed in the interaction with his/her 
fellow workers, and how discourse makes her/him an integrated part of the work 
team. With a methodological basis in interactional sociolinguistics, the attempt 
is to grasp the discourse strategies used by the immigrant and her/his colleagues 
to overcome communication problems and to establish a good working climate. 
A striking result is the communicative awareness of the immigrants; they are aware 
of their strength and weaknesses and have found ways to handle the various situa-
tions that occur during a workday. In the interviews they mention humour as a 
problem at work. Interestingly enough, however, the recordings show their ability 
to understand humour and also to tell jokes and stories themselves. Among other 
things, these studies reveal the collaborative character of workplace discourse. 
Language problems are overcome and humour and jokes are constructed in col-
laboration between the second language speakers and colleagues speaking their 
mother tongue.8

Though the link between workplace practice and organizational policy is not 
simple, the individual’s social integration or marginalization could be assumed to 
be related to more structural issues, e.g. what is made central in various types of 
organizational discourse. From a critical perspective, it thus becomes relevant to 
analyse how the organization pictures its ‘ideal’ employees: Who is chosen to rep-
resent the organization? Who is chosen as a role model for new employees?

Gunnarsson (2008) focuses on this issue by means of an analysis of transnational 
companies’ career-oriented web pages. All - ve companies studied – ABB, Astra 
Zeneca, Electrolux, Ericsson and Scania – have sub-pages presenting employees 
that are linked to their situations vacant pages. By means of this analysis, she can 
distinguish two groups among the companies. First, the international exchange 
made possible by their employment strategies is highlighted by three of the com-
panies, namely ABB, Electrolux and Ericsson. ABB features ten Swedes who are or 
have been working abroad, while Electrolux, through its success stories, constructs 
a picture of a company that gives its employees, who should know several lan-
guages, an opportunity to work in many countries and meet people from other 
cultures. Ericsson, too, highlights the opportunity for international exchange, i.e. 
the company offers its employees the possibility of working abroad. In contrast to 
Electrolux, however, it makes no mention of employees’ language skills.

Second, two of the companies, Astra Zeneca and Scania, highlight the diversity 
of their Swedish workplaces. Of the 11 employees featured on AstraZeneca’s web 
pages, one is an immigrant to Sweden, born in Lebanon, and of the 14 featured on 
Scania’s site, one is an immigrant to Sweden, born in Iran, and one a visiting stu-
dent from Germany. Both these companies could be said to give a fairly good pic-
ture of the current Swedish job market. As regards Scania, it should be noted that 
the German master’s degree student is said to be ) uent in Swedish. The company’s 
monolingual Swedish culture is not therefore affected by the presence of this 
German girl.

Though all - ve companies explicitly stress various societal values, e.g. ‘diversity’, 
on their websites, the analysis of the ‘success stories’ on their career-oriented web 
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pages show a division between companies for which diversity mainly relates to 
global mobility (employees taking on jobs in different countries) on the one hand 
and others for which diversity relates to the local workplace (employees working 
in Sweden come from different regions of the world).

7.4 Workplace Discourse in the ‘New Work Order’

The conditions for professional discourse have been in) uenced by a series of 
changes taking place in recent decades. Technological advances have coincided 
with a globalization of working life and lifelong learning, ) exibility, mobility and 
diversity have come to be key values in the global economy.

The purpose of this section is to sum up research which has analysed workplace 
discourse in technological organizations and workplaces. I will also speculate 
about what consequences the ‘new work order’ might have for the individual 
employee.

7.4.1 Technological Advances and Workplace Discourse

In organizations throughout the world, we - nd a widespread use of technology 
and an increased reliance on the internet for internal and external communication. 
Text and speech in traditional forms are intertwined with computer-mediated 
communication, phone calls and video-conferencing in a way that gives presence 
and simultaneity a new signi- cance. Distance communication is increasing and 
reducing the importance of being at a certain place at a certain time. The extended 
access to computers and advanced technology at work have also led to an increased 
role for multimodality; words and visual elements are interwoven in most texts 
and professional talks are often given with both textual and visual support.

Every strand of workplace communication has, in one way or the other, been 
transformed by technology. Writing at work has been affected by technology, and 
new written genres and new writing processes have developed as a result of the use 
of fax, email and the World Wide Web9. The use of speech in the workplace has 
also been in) uenced by the technological advances10, and phone calls and video-
conferencing are intertwined with computer-mediated interaction leading to new 
interpretations of presence and simultaneity at work.

Multimodality is not a new phenomenon11, but technological developments in 
recent decades have prompted growing interest in multimodality as a phenome-
non, its function and impact on discourse. Text, speech, graphs, recorded sound 
and movies are interwoven in today’s communication in a way which was not previ-
ously possible12.

The technological advances have also given rise to different types of jobs 
and new workplaces13. Call centres and help desks may function in remote parts 
of the world, blurring the traditional concept of workplace and organizational 
connection. New genres and new communicative processes have developed at 
these workplaces14.
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Though these studies offer glimpses of the interlacement of discourse and tech-
nology at work and sketch methods to enable analysis, the next step should be to 
analyse the consequences for the individual employees of the various changes in 
the conditions for work which are found in the new, global economy.

7.4.2 The Individual Employee in the ‘New Work Order’

The term ‘new work order’ has sometimes been used to refer to the redistribution 
of roles, skills and knowledge in the modern global economy, (cf. Gee et al., 1996; 
Hull, 1997). The modern organization constantly needs to modify products and 
customize them in order to survive in the over-competitive global marketplace. For 
the modern organization, a decentralized and ) exible structure with temporary 
and rapidly changing networks is more valuable than stability and long-lasting 
structures. Organizations have fewer levels, which means that there are fewer mid-
dle managers and less administrative staff, while at the same time the unskilled 
jobs/tasks have disappeared. In terms of division of labour, this development has 
meant a downward shift of responsibility to the individual employees. The organi-
zations must - nd means to empower their workforces, for instance core visions 
and cultures should be shared by managers and workers alike. For the employees, 
this new situation means different and higher demands on literacy and communi-
cative skills.

Organizations competing on the global market need to be ) exible and able to 
learn also in relation to discourse. Compared to earlier organizations, the modern 
one is characterized by more meetings, more documentation and also an increased 
need for training and advice. The ‘ideal’ employee is a ) exible person who is con-
tinuously learning as she/he moves within the organization and between organiza-
tions, thus taking on new jobs and performing new tasks. Instead of unskilled 
workers performing routine tasks, organizations need staff who can act independ-
ently, plan their own work and take responsibility for their role in production. 
They should be able to communicate more or less directly with the top levels within 
the organization. The new work order is thus demanding greater ) exibility and 
responsibility from individual employees. Organizational structures based on 
workforce mobility and workplace diversity also make higher demands of the lan-
guage knowledge and cultural openness of the individual workers.

7.5 Topics for Future Research

As has been discussed in this chapter, professional discourse has been in) uenced 
by a series of changes because of new technology and globalization. The ‘new work 
order’ has had effects on working life in general and on the working conditions for 
individuals employed in or networking with large or small organizations. A goal 
for future research into discourse in organizations and workplaces is to analyse 
the various ‘new’ problem areas as well as to try to sketch how dif- culties could 
be overcome. In this last section I dwell on a few topics which relate to the various 
issues discussed earlier in this chapter.
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Organizations in the ‘new work order’ are described as having fewer levels. 
Hierarchies are reduced and the structural connection between organization and 
workplace is blurred. Nevertheless we can assume that organizations will survive as 
uniform entities. One topic for future research would be to explore the new roles 
of discourse in the construction of an ‘organizational self’ in the global economy 
and for the maintenance of a social order in blurred contextual frames. How are 
large organizations constructed and maintained by means of the internet and 
distance-communication? What role do different types of discourse play for the 
formation of a uniform organization?

An important set of topics relate to the employees’ group af- liations in the new 
work order. Earlier studies have found that humour, storytelling and teasing are 
essential elements in the discourse of a close-knit workplace. In order to be a full 
member of a working group, you must, for instance, know what jokes are socially 
accepted and whom you can tease and in what way. A topic for future research is to 
analyse if similar socializing patterns are also established in working groups held 
together by means of distance-communication. What roles, if any, do humour 
and storytelling play in such communication? Do these elements play a role also 
in organizations which use English – or another language – as a lingua franca? Do 
employees who sit at home working on their computers feel integrated into a work-
place group?

Fewer levels and reduced hierarchies result in vagueness and tension for indi-
vidual employees. The need for workforce ) exibility also leads to a form of grow-
ing de-professionalization. Role relationships and identities have to be renegotiated 
and new ones formed over and over again. For the individual this situation is likely 
to create uncertainty and stress. A topic for future research would be to analyse the 
role of discourse in the (re)negotiation of job identities and job relationships 
within ) at organizations.

Another topic which would be worth looking into relates to the role of discourse 
for bottom-up in) uence. The physical distance between one workplace and another 
is a reality in large, global organizations, which indeed means that both top-down 
and bottom-up communication have to be less direct. A research question is 
whether this physical distance hinders bottom-up in) uence on the organization. 
By what type of discourse is democracy established – and hindered – in the ‘new 
work order’? How does the new worker get his/her voice through to the top man-
agement level? How does top management try to steer the shop ) oor workers? 
What role does language difference play for patterns of in) uence?

The new work order is also characterized by extended networking. Large com-
panies merge, but there is a framework of small group collaboration in the big 
concerns. An interesting topic related to power and dominance would be to ana-
lyse if and how small network partners manage to in) uence the decisions of large 
organizations?

In the global economy, organizations have to strike a balance between local and 
global concerns as well as between economic concerns and social-societal values in order 
to be competitive and trustworthy. The challenge for large organizations is to - nd 
a balance in policy and practice between these various considerations. Important 
topics for future research would be to analyse how discourse in organizations 
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and workplaces re) ect this balance. How is diversity constructed in workplace 
discourse? Who is marginalized and who is made central through workplace 
discourse? What societal values are expressed in of- cial documents and more 
informal discourse within organizations?

Notes

 1 In this chapter, I sometimes use ‘text’ for both spoken and written discourse.
 2 A number of studies on discourse in organizations and workplaces have been 

carried out at Uppsala University in Sweden. For presentations of the major ones, 
see Gunnarsson (2009a)

 3 Interview with a retail display designer working for IKEA (Språket, SR1, 6 September 
2005).

 4 Compare, for instance Nickerson (2000).
 5 A full description of this study is presented in Kankaanranta (2005b).
 6 In the Uppsala research project entitled The Communicative Situation of Immigrants at 

Swedish Workplaces, the initial step comprised semi-structured interviews with female 
and male immigrants working in a hospital and a Swedish major company.

 7 A number of studies on workplace discourse have been carried out in New Zealand 
within the Wellington Language in the Workplace Project. Among the large num-
ber of publications emanating from this group, I here wish to mention: Holmes 
et al. (1999), Holmes (2000), Holmes and Stubbe (2003), Marra and Holmes 
(2004), Holmes (2005).

 8 Preliminary results from this research project, entitled The Communicative Situation 
of Immigrants at Swedish Workplaces, are discussed in Andersson and Nelson (2005), 
Nelson and Andersson (2005), Andersson (2006) and Nelson (2007). A full pre-
sentation of the case studies of second language speakers at a Swedish hospital is 
found in Andersson (2009), which is her Ph.D. thesis. Nelson’s study of interaction 
at a Swedish major company will be presented in full in her forthcoming Ph.D. 
thesis from Uppsala University. 

 9 See, for instance, Louhiala-Salminen (1995), Bargiela-Chiappini and Nickerson 
(1999), Nickerson (2000), Luzon (2002), Kankaanranta (2005b).

10 See Pan et al. (2002).
11 Cf. John Swales’ analysis of a university building (1998).
12 See, for instance, Lemke (1999), LeVine and Scollon (2004), Norris and Jones 

(2005), Karlsson (2006 and 2007).
13 Interesting analyses are found in Sarangi and Roberts, (eds) (1999).
14 See, for instance, Culver et al. (1997), Landqvist (2001), Qvortrup (2002), Kong 

(2002), Oliveira (2004), Silva et al. (2004), Wiberg (2005).
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