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Abstract: In a European context, where member states of the European Union share a common
language policy, multilingualism and foreign language (FL) learning are strongly promoted. The goal
is that citizens learn two FLs in addition to their first language(s) (L1). However, it is unclear to what
extent the multilingual policy is relevant in people’s lives, at a time when the English language is
established as a lingua franca. This survey-based study contributes insights into the relevance of the
EU multilingual policy in an intra-European migration context, by focusing on Swedish migrants
(n = 199) in France, who are L1 speakers of Swedish. We investigated the perceived importance of
skills in FL French, FL English, and L1 Swedish, for professional and personal life. The quantitative
analyses showed that participants perceive skills in French and in English to be equally important for
professional life, whereas skills in Swedish were perceived to be less important. For personal life,
skills in French were perceived as the most important, followed by skills in English, and then Swedish.
In conclusion, the European multilingual language policy appears to be reflected in Europeans’ lives,
at least in the case of Swedish migrants in France.

Keywords: European language policy; multilingualism; foreign language learning; English lingua
franca; perceived importance of language skills; France; Swedish migrants

1. Background

The value of language skills is continuously debated in a European context where
member states of the European Union (EU) share a common language policy. The language
policy promotes linguistic diversity and multilingualism among EU citizens (European
Commission n.d.a). With respect to foreign language (FL) learning, the EU objective is
that citizens learn two FLs in addition to their first language (L1). Multilingualism is not
only assumed to increase mobility and intercultural contact as well as educational and
professional opportunities, but is also identified as a key competence for lifelong learning.
Key competencies include “knowledge, skills, and attitudes needed by all for personal
fulfillment and development, employability, social inclusion, and active citizenship” (Euro-
pean Commission n.d.b). There are in other words—to say the least—strong assumptions
regarding the value and necessity of multilingualism for the individual European citizen.
However, some argue that there is a discrepancy between EU language policy and “the
reality on the ground” (Seidlhofer 2020, p. 390). While multilingualism and FL learning are
promoted and implemented in a top-down fashion, the English language has established it-
self as a lingua franca in the European context, in a bottom-up fashion (e.g., De Swaan 2002,
2004; Ferguson 2018; Seidlhofer 2020; Wright 2009). According to several scholars, English
has become the main medium of communication in the European Union on various levels
in people’s lives and in society (De Swaan 2002; Seidlhofer 2020; Wright 2009). English has
entered Europeans’ everyday lives through a number of channels, including social media,
online gaming, popular culture, and science (e.g., Seidlhofer 2020). Additionally, English
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is by far the most studied FL in EU member states. In a clear majority of EU member
states, over 90% of lower secondary school pupils study English (Eurydice 2017), and there
is a growing trend in non-English speaking countries to teach bachelor’s and master’s
programs exclusively in English (e.g., Murata 2019). Furthermore, English is the lingua
franca in many people’s professional lives as a result of the globalization process of national
economies (see, e.g., Gerritsen and Nickerson 2009; Sherman and Nekvapil 2018). Finally,
the increased movement of citizens within Europe is argued to help explain the widespread
use of English as a lingua franca. With increased mobility comes an increased number of
contact situations between speakers with different L1s, which accentuate the need for a
common means of communication (e.g., Seidlhofer 2020).

In view of this apparent contradiction between multilingual policy and reality, the
obvious questions are: How relevant is the EU multilingual policy in Europeans’ lives?
Are FL skills in English enough to live a life in a European context today? These questions
have not yet been thoroughly addressed. It seems crucial to make sure that educational
policy aligns with reality—so that education prepares its young citizens in relevant ways
(cf. Coulmas 1992)—yet, several scholars however point out the unwillingness to debate
this discrepancy (e.g., De Swaan 2004; Seidlhofer 2020; Wright 2009). For example, in 2009,
Wright (2009) discussed “the unresolved clash between top-down policy and bottom-up
practice, and the unacknowledged language problems this causes in both the European
institutions and the wider world” (p. 97). In 2020, Seidlhofer (2020) argued that “The
discrepancy between the ideal and the real has been largely ignored by both policymakers
and the academic mainstream, and only fairly recently have there been signs of any serious
debate on this important issue” (p. 394). To date, little is known about the importance of
skills in multiple languages in European citizens’ lives. This study begins to fill this gap
and aims to contribute knowledge about the relevance of EU multilingual language policy
(L1 + 2 FLs). It does so by providing data “from the ground”, i.e., by investigating how
important language skills are perceived to be from the perspective of European citizens
themselves. The study takes the case of Swedish migrants1 in France and investigates to
what extent they perceive skills to be important in FL French (the language of the host
country), FL English, and L1 Swedish, in their professional and personal life in France.

The reason for choosing a migration context is that language is an inevitable aspect
of the migration experience. If the multilingual policy (i.e., skills in two FLs in addition
to the L1, whereof one FL is typically English) is relevant, we believe that the perceived
importance of skills in different languages should be revealed in a migratory setting where
English is not the official language, and where adults need to set up a new life with all the
responsibilities that come with such a project. Considering the framework of analysis, the
Swedish population is interesting to study, given that Swedes are known to be among the
most proficient FL users of English in Europe (European Commission 2012). In 2014–2015,
there were approximately 30,000 Swedish migrants in France (Svenskar i Världen 2015).
Typically, Swedes migrate to France out of their free will, because of an attraction to, or
interest in, the host culture and or language (see Forsberg Lundell and Bartning 2015),
and may therefore be characterized as “lifestyle migrants” (Benson and O’Reilly 2009) or
“cultural migrants” (Forsberg Lundell and Bartning 2015). While some stay long-term
in France, others stay for a limited period of time. France is a linguistically interesting
context to analyze because it presents a contradiction between mono- and multilingual
ideals (see Section 3). Nevertheless, attitudes towards the English language are generally
positive among the French people (European Commission 2012), and the nation has become
increasingly globalized over the last decades (KOF Swiss Economic Institute n.d.). This has
assumingly strengthened the status of English as a lingua franca also on French territory,
as in the rest of Europe (see, e.g., Seidlhofer 2020). Before presenting the study, we will
provide a literature review, followed by a presentation of the French context.
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2. Literature Review
2.1. Theoretical Underpinnings

Asking language users to indicate to what extent they perceive skills in languages x,
y, and z to be important is asking them to make an evaluation, to attribute a value. When
talking about “value” in a linguistic context, the language economist Grin (2019) reminds
us that it is important to consider “at what level or from whose perspective value is being
examined” (p. 711). He explains that the value of languages and language skills may be
studied or attributed at the level of society or the individual. In the former case, we talk
about the “social value”, and in the latter case, about “private” value. This research takes
the perspective of the individual and investigates the perceived value of skills in a given
language, in professional and personal life, and is thus concerned with the private value of
language skills. In this context, it is important to clarify that we do not imply that a given
language would be inherently more valuable than another, but what is at stake here, is the
value that the “possession of a language” (Coulmas 1992, p. 57), i.e., skills in a language,
is perceived to have. Naturally, the value of skills in a given language will vary between
individuals (Grin 2019) just like linguistic needs vary between individuals (Krumm 2012).
Furthermore, languages can be considered valuable for a number of reasons (Coulmas
1992). To better understand what criteria tend to be involved when people attribute value
to skills in a given language, we will turn to sociolinguistic and multilingual literature.
Sociolinguistic theorizing of the “value” of language is directly influenced by economic
theory and terminology, and often draws on the sociologist Bourdieu’s conception of
the “linguistic marketplace” where languages are valued to different extents and possess
different “symbolic capital” (Bourdieu 1991).

Scholars describe people as rather rational when attributing value to skills in a given
language. One of the primary criteria is assumed to be a language’s functional potential
in a given setting (Coulmas 1992; De Swaan 2002). The functional potential is linked
to the perceived utility of the language, primarily determined based on the number of
speakers that skills in a given language enable an individual to interact with, but also
on the number of domains that the language is used for, such as administration, science,
commerce, religion, etc. (Coulmas 1992). Naturally, the functional potential of a given
language is heavily context-related (Coulmas 1992). Interestingly, it is assumed that there
is a limit to the functional potential of a language, at least from a labor market point of
view, where the offer and demand principle governs (cf. Coulmas 1992). By this logic, skills
in language x may become banal with time, and changes in the economy may lead to the
need for skills in a language that is only known by a minority (Coulmas 1992; Grin 2019).
For example, some predict that the competitive advantage that English language skills
have historically presented will recede, as skills in English are becoming more and more
taken for granted (see, e.g., Graddol 2006, p. 15). The value of skills in a given language
may also be determined based on cultural or aesthetic criteria (Coulmas 1992; Lehmann
2006). For example, skills in a given language may be valued because of its link to a literary
and cultural tradition, to a religion, or because of the aesthetical experience it offers, if the
language is judged particularly beautiful by an individual. Furthermore, the literature
suggests that attributing value to skills in a given language may be tied to individuals’
ideologies. For example, some individuals who have migrated view skills in the host
language (HL) as a vital part of the integration process, as a key to understanding the host
culture, and as an essential aspect of citizenship (see Forsberg Lundell et al. 2022). Finally,
the value of skills in a given language may also be attributed based on emotional or identity-
based criteria. This is supported by multilingual research, which has shown that different
languages are experienced to allow for different levels of self-expression and that for some
multilinguals, switching to another language provokes a sense of “feeling different” (e.g.,
Dewaele 2016). In general, the L1 tends to evoke stronger emotional reactions and be
perceived as more emotional than FLs (Dewaele 2010; Dewaele and Pavlenko 2001–2003;
Harris 2004; Harris et al. 2003). However, an FL may become more emotionally significant
through life events or through social relationships experienced in the FL, if these involve
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strong emotions (e.g., De Leersnyder et al. 2011). In the case of migration, Krumm (2012)
argues that the L1 is typically perceived as particularly valuable to migrants, on the basis
that the L1 would constitute an essential component of their identity, and a link to their
origin and the lives they left behind when migrating. However, others point out that
some individuals abandon their L1 because “they have higher expectations of a different
language” (De Swaan 2004, p. 568). Finally, research suggests that some individuals
value skills in multiple languages since “being multilingual” is a valued aspect of their
identity, just like others value skills in the English language because of their “international
posture”, i.e., their interest in an international lifestyle in which English language skills are
an integral part (e.g., Henry 2017; Yashima 2002). Languages and language skills may thus
be attributed value for a variety of reasons.

Valuing skills in language x does not, however, necessarily imply valuing skills in
another, or in several other languages less. In fact, there is substantial evidence from the
literature that different languages fill different functions in a multilingual individual’s
life (see, e.g., Hlavac 2013). Such observations are at the heart of Grosjean’s (1997, 2016)
“complementarity principle”, according to which individuals typically learn and use their
languages for “different purposes, in different domains of life, with different people”
(Grosjean 1997, p. 165). The principle holds that “different aspects of life often require
different languages” (Grosjean 1997, p. 165). The principle, however, does not assume an
internal value hierarchy.

2.2. Previous Research

To date, there is relatively little research in a European context that investigates citizens’
perceived importance of skills in different languages in adult Europeans’ lives.

There is, however, a quite extensive body of research on European school students’
attitudes towards FL learning. One of the purposes of this research has been to understand
the impact of the global spread of English as a lingua franca on younger Europeans’
attitudes towards the learning of languages other than English (LOTEs) (e.g., Busse 2017;
Dörnyei et al. 2006). In general, it is found that the perceived global status of English
appears to affect attitudes to LOTE learning negatively. For example, in a Hungarian
context, Dörnyei et al. (2006) used a survey to investigate 13,391 adolescents’ FL learning
motivation at three points in time (1993, 1999, 2004). The questionnaire evaluated the
participants’ motivation to learn English, French, German, Russian, and Italian, which were
commonly taught languages at the time of the study. The findings revealed that while
English maintained its top rank in among the five languages over the years of the study,
there was a general decline in motivations to learn LOTEs, Hungary’s traditional lingua
franca German included. The authors conclude that the Englishization process impedes
the learning of LOTEs (p. 143). Busse (2017) explored attitudes toward English and other
European languages among 2255 secondary school students in Bulgaria, Germany, the
Netherlands, and Spain (aged 14–18 years). The author observed that school students across
the four research contexts all believed that the English language would be particularly
important to their future lives, especially for the professional domain. Skills in other
European FLs were perceived as less important and useful. In sum, as far as the quoted
studies are concerned, English is perceived as a valuable world language by the younger
generation in several European countries, and this perception tends to affect attitudes
toward LOTEs negatively. The above-mentioned studies were conducted in an FL learning
context. Interestingly, another tendency was found in a Catalan–Spanish migration context,
where Ianos et al. (2017) investigated language attitudes among 72 secondary students of
immigrant origin (both European and non-European). Overall, they found that participants
generally held favorable attitudes towards all three languages and that these were relatively
stable over the two years of the study, with the exception of attitudes towards Catalan,
which became more favorable. The positive attitudes towards English were assumed to
be due to its status as a lingua franca, and the positive attitudes towards Spanish and
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Catalan were assumed to be due to their official status in the bilingual education context of
the study.

With respect to Europeans’ perceptions concerning the importance of language skills
in their adult lives, research is, however, scarce. To the best of our knowledge, there is no
study that quantitatively investigates Europeans’ perceptions of the importance of skills in
different languages in a migratory context. There are some qualitative studies with other
research purposes, but which nonetheless touch upon the issue of language proficiency,
and include intra-European migrants who have migrated to host countries where English
is not an official language (Forsberg Lundell and Arvidsson 2021; Forsberg Lundell et al.
2022; Olsson 2018). In general, these studies suggest that migrants’ perceptions of the
importance of language skills may vary not only depending on the particular linguistic
market of the host country, but also across different domains of life. For some, skills in a
given language were perceived to be crucial in the professional domain of life, whereas
skills in another language were important in the personal domain, for example, to maintain
relationships. Particularly informative are the perceptions revealed in the interview-based
study by Forsberg Lundell and Arvidsson (2021), since it also included Swedish migrants
in France. The aim of the study was to understand what factors promote adult second
language learning. During the interviews, participants were asked how important skills
in French had been to them when establishing a life in the host country, France. A quite
contradictory picture appeared. Whereas some participants affirmed that French language
skills had been crucial for them to integrate into French society and to obtain well-being on a
personal and professional level, others reported that French language skills were of a minor,
if of any, importance, both for professional and personal life, where skills in L1 Swedish and
FL English were sufficient. The study thus revealed contradictory perceptions regarding the
perceived value of language skills among Swedish migrants in France. However, to better
understand the relevance of the EU multilingual policy, a quantitative approach is needed.
This study quantitatively explores the relative importance of skills in different languages as
perceived by Swedish migrants in France. By investigating a large number of individuals’
subjective evaluations, we seek to discern a more general indication of the importance (or
lack thereof) of becoming multilingual as a migrant in today’s Europe. It should be pointed
out that the study does not investigate migrants’ proficiency levels in these languages,
nor their patterns of use of these languages, but seeks to understand how important they
perceive skills in different languages to be, to them, in their lives as European citizens
in a European migration context—Swedes in France. This study investigates migrants’
perceptions of how important skills are in FL French (the host language), FL English, and
L1 Swedish. Before presenting the study, we present the French context.

3. The Research Context: France

Metropolitan France2, with just over 67 million inhabitants, is the second most pop-
ulated country in Europe (Eurostat 2020). Of this population, 10.2% are immigrants, i.e.,
6.8 million (L’Institut National de la Statistique et des Études Économiques 2021). The
country’s membership in the EU has facilitated the influx of migration from other European
member states. Among the other EU member states, France had the fourth highest inflow
of migrants coming from other EU countries in 2019 (Mooyaart and de Valk 2021). The
immigration flows have added to the linguistic diversity in France. According to a national
survey conducted in 1998, there were around 400 languages were represented on French
soil (Héran et al. 2002). Yet, French is the official language of the country (Ministère de
la Culture n.d.). Historically, efforts have been made to preserve and promote French
through language policy, including legislation and national educational objectives. For
example, as a response to the increasingly dominating role of English as a global language,
the Toubon law was passed in 1994 (République Française 2021). This law mandates that
French is used in the workplace, commerce, public meetings, education, and audio–visual
media. Additionally, in 2016, a law was passed mandating that immigrants (from non-EU
countries) who wish to stay long-term in France sign a republican integration contract
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(Minstère de l’Intérieur 2019). Through this contract, they commit to an integration pro-
cess for a duration of five years, including learning French, which is stated to be key to
integration into French society (Minstère de l’Intérieur 2019; République Française n.d.).
While progress in the French language is not formally tested, HL proficiency is a formal
requirement to become a French citizen. In order to be eligible to apply, candidates need to
prove they have attained the B1 level in spoken and written French, according to the CEFR
scale (Council of Europe n.d.; Ministère de l’Intérieure 2020). Not all immigrants, however,
choose to apply for citizenship.

While the above-mentioned policies aim to promote and conserve the French language,
other policies aim to promote FL learning. In line with the European language policy, the
French school system imposes on its pupils the study of two FLs in addition to their mother
tongue (Minstère de L’éducation Nationale, de la Jeunesse et des Sports n.d.). A first FL is
introduced in primary school, and a second FL in secondary school, where English is oblig-
atory (Minstère de L’éducation Nationale, de la Jeunesse et des Sports n.d.). The English
language thus has a particular status as an FL, which is also reflected in the Eurobarometer
(European Commission 2012), a survey on Europeans’ language skills and attitudes towards
language learning. The survey reveals that most French respondents perceive English (79%)
and Spanish (33%) to be the most useful for their personal development other than their
mother tongue (European Commission 2012). Additionally, when asked, in the same survey,
to name the two languages they believed to be the most useful for their children to learn,
92% of the French respondents named English, 28% named Spanish, and 28% Chinese
(European Commission 2012). Considering English proficiency, 39% of the population of
France report speaking English well enough to have a conversation (European Commis-
sion 2012). Regarding English language use, 57% reported using English “occasionally”
(rather than “every day/almost every day” or “often but not on a daily basis”) (European
Commission 2012). Such positive attitudes were confirmed in a recent survey study, where
Walsh (2015) found that the 401 French respondents generally perceived English proficiency
as “important and necessary” (p. 40). To the best of our knowledge, no recent study
investigated English in the workplace, although between 1994–1999, data collected through
the European Community Household Panel (ECHP) indicated that 11.7% of the French use
English at work (Williams 2011). As France has become more and more globalized over
the last 20–30 years (KOF Swiss Economic Institute n.d.), the frequency of use of English
at work may have increased.

The Study

The study seeks to respond to the following research questions:

(1) To what extent are skills in French, English, and Swedish perceived to be important
for professional life among Swedish migrants in France?

(2) To what extent are skills in French, English, and Swedish perceived to be important
for personal life among Swedish migrants in France?

4. Methodology

The study includes Swedish migrants in France and draws on data generated through
an online survey (see Section 4.3).

4.1. Sampling and Procedure

Participants were recruited using convenience and snowball methods. An invitation
to fill out a web survey was posted, in Swedish, on various Social Network groups for
Swedish expats in France, and were sent to a number of Swedish associations, organization,
institutions, and institutes. The title and the content revealed that the research concerned
Swedes in France and anyone who self-identified as Swedish was welcome to take the
survey. In the invitation, the stated criteria for participation were that participants should
(a) be at least 18 years old, (b) have moved to the host country at 18 years of age or later, and
(c) be residing in the host country. The invitation contained the link to the online survey as
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well as the encouragement to spread the call for participants within their own networks.
The survey was administered in Swedish and was available online between mid-September
and late October 2021 and took between five and 10 min to fill out. In total, 215 responded
to the survey, but we excluded those who had French as their L1 (n = 5), those who had
English as their L1 (n = 3), those who reported having first migrated to France before the
age of 18 (n = 11), and one person who reported not living in France any longer (n = 1).

4.2. Participants

The final sample of 199 participants had a mean age of 53.3 (SD = 15.6). Among them,
47 were men and 150 were female (2 participants did not state their gender). The average
age of (first) arrival in France was 37.7 (SD = 17.1; range: 18–76) and the mean length of
residence was 11.9 (SD = 11.9; range: 0.04–56.9 years). Swedish was the (or one of the)
L1(s) of all participants and they were all FL users of French and English. Additional L1s
represented in the sample were Spanish (n = 1), Italian (n = 1), Other language(s) (n = 13).
Additional FLs represented in the sample were Spanish (n = 61), Italian (n = 34), Portuguese
(n = 9), and “Other language(s)” (n = 33). As Table 1 shows, the participants were spread
out in France. Table 1 contains information about the participants’ place of residence
and Table 2 contains an overview of the participants’ professional or other activities. The
participants had the possibility of selecting more than one option for the information in
both Tables 1 and 2, if more than one option applied to them. This explains why the total
exceeds the number of participants.

Table 1. Distribution of participants’ place of residence.

Place of Residence n %

Paris 46 23.1

Lyon 4 2.0

Marseille 1 0.5

Toulouse 4 2.0

Nice 24 12.1

City with at least 200,000 citizens 12 6.0

City with 40,000–200,000 citizens 28 14.1

City with 15,000–40,000 citizens 22 11.1

Countryside (max 15,000 citizens) 58 29.1

Total 199 100%

4.3. Instrument

The online survey was created using the survey tool Survey & Report. First, the
participants filled out a socio-biographic section (e.g., language repertoire, age, gender, age
at first immigration, length of residence, and employment (or other) status). Participants
were then asked to indicate how important they perceived French, English, and Swedish
language proficiency to be a) in their personal life, and b) in their professional life, on a scale
from 1–7 (1 = not important at all, 7 = very important). The wording of the questions was the
following: How important do you perceive knowing language x to be in your personal life?
How important do you perceive knowing language x to be in your professional life? These
two questions were repeated for each of the focal languages of French, English, and Swedish.
These ratings constitute the data of this study. With the purpose of obtaining as many
survey responses as possible, we did not ask any mandatory open follow-up questions
about the perceived importance ratings, although we did inform the respondents that they
had the possibility of commenting on each of their ratings by typing their comments in
a text box placed underneath each rating scale. Respondents could thus skip a question
if they were uncertain of the content or unwilling to provide a response. With respect to
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“professional life”, the participants were asked to choose the response option “I do not
work” in case this applied to them, meaning that only professionally active participants
shared their perceptions regarding the professional domain. The survey also generated
additional data to be used to investigate other research questions, which are outside the
scope of the present study.

Table 2. Participants’ professional or other activities.

Professional or Other Activities n

Full or parttime employee at French business or institution 45

Full or parttime employed at Swedish business or institution 9

Full or parttime employed at international business or institution 19

Freelance or owner of business working in French or mostly in French 15

Freelance or owner of business working in other language than French or
mostly other language than French 28

Au pair 2

Student 11

Retired 58

Actively looking for jobs 5

Not actively looking for jobs 36

Total 228 *
* Some participants have selected more than one option.

4.4. Data Analysis

The respondents’ ratings of the perceived importance of French, English, and Swedish
skills in their professional and personal life were analyzed quantitatively. In order to
investigate the relative importance of perceived skills in each language, we used box plots,
violin plots, and computed mean differences between the ratings of each language together
with the corresponding confidence intervals. The analyses were conducted using the
statistical software R version 4.1.0 (R Core Team 2021). We follow recent recommendations
from the American Statistical Association to stop significance testing (for arguments against
significance testing, see Wasserstein et al. 2019; Wasserstein and Lazar 2016). In line with
these recommendations, we opted to not include any p-values but instead to focus on
making our results meaningful and making the uncertainty in the data understandable.

The analysis concerning professional life is based on ratings obtained from 119 respon-
dents for French, 120 respondents for English, and 119 for Swedish There was thus one
participant who only rated the perceived importance of English in professional life, but
the participant’s rating was still used in Figures and analyses. The quantitative analysis
concerning personal life is based on responses obtained from 199 participants, i.e., the
totality of the sample. See Table 3 for the number of participants who rated each language
in the two settings. As specified under Section 4.3, only professionally active participants
provided ratings for professional life, which is why the number of observations differs
between the professional and the personal domain.
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Table 3. The number of participants (n), mean, standard deviation (SD), median, and interquartile
range (IQR) for the perceived importance of skills in French, English, and Swedish. The statistics are
presented first for professional life and then for personal life. The minimum value of the scale was 1
and the maximum was 7.

n Mean SD Median IQR

Professional life
French 116 5.48 1.43 7 2
English 117 5.67 2.13 4 4
Swedish 116 3.40 2.35 2 4

Personal life
French 199 6.06 2.08 7 3
English 199 4.07 1.96 7 2
Swedish 199 3.24 2.65 2 6

5. Results
5.1. Perceived Importance of Skills in French, English, and Swedish for Professional Life

The quantitative analysis indicates that FL skills in French and in English are per-
ceived to be about equally important for professional life, whereas skills in L1 Swedish
are perceived to be less important (see Table 3 for descriptive statistics). As can be seen
in Figure 1, there were no striking differences when comparing French and English. This
was also apparent when comparing the mean difference between the ratings. Namely,
the mean difference between the perceived importance of skills in English was only 0.22
(95% CI [−0.34, 0.77]) scale steps higher than for skills in French. The confidence interval
also indicates that it is unlikely that the population difference is much larger than in the
sample. Furthermore, as Figure 1 also shows, the perceived importance of skills in Swedish
was rated as less important than the perceived importance of skills in both French (Mean
difference = 2.05, 95% CI [1.33, 2.78]) and English (Mean difference = 2.29, 95% CI [1.71, 2.87]).
Moreover, by inspecting the plots in Figure 1, we can also conclude that the large majority of
the migrants rated skills in French and in English as highly important to their professional
life, with only a few participants using any of the lower scale steps. Meanwhile, for the
perceived importance of skills in Swedish, the distribution of the rating is rather bimodal
considering that the majority perceived Swedish language skills as unimportant to their
professional life, but nonetheless, a smaller, but still substantial, part of the immigrants
rated Swedish language skills as highly important. In sum, in a professional setting, it is
about as common for the Swedish migrants in France to perceive that FL skills in French
and in English are highly important, but it is less common for skills in their L1 (Swedish) to
be perceived as important.

5.2. Perceived Importance of Skills in French, English, and Swedish for Personal Life

When the participants rated the perceived importance of language skills in a personal
setting, French language skills were clearly the most important, followed by English lan-
guage skills, and then skills in Swedish. This is evident both by inspecting Figure 2 and
the mean differences. The mean difference in ratings between the perceived importance of
skills in French and English was 1.98 (95% CI [1.57, 2.40]), and the mean difference between
the perceived importance of skills in French and Swedish was 2.82 (95% CI [2.43, 3.21]).
In other words, the observed differences are fairly substantial. However, the mean dif-
ference between ratings concerning skills in English and Swedish is smaller (M = 0.83,
95% CI [0.43, 1.24]). While the differences give some idea of the relative perceived impor-
tance of skills in each of the languages, the plots in Figure 2 give a more detailed picture.
By inspecting Figure 2, we conclude, again, that the large majority of the Swedish migrants
rated French language skills as highly important to their personal life. Meanwhile, the
ratings were fairly evenly distributed across the scale for skills in English. Finally, similar
to Swedish language skills in professional life, the distribution of responses was somewhat
bimodal for Swedish language skills in personal life. The figure indicates that in general
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the participants either rated skills in Swedish as unimportant or highly important, while
fewer used the middle of the scale. However, the majority still judged Swedish language
skills as unimportant. In sum, skills in the HL French were perceived as most important for
personal life, followed by skills in English and then in L1 Swedish. However, there was a
large variation in how important English and Swedish language skills were perceived by
the Swedish migrants.
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6. Discussion and Conclusions

This study investigates the relevance of the European multilingual policy by exploring
Swedish migrants’ perceptions of the importance of language skills in three languages
in their personal and professional life in the host country France. This was investigated
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using an online survey, in which participants were asked to indicate how important they
perceived skills to be in French (FL), English (FL), and Swedish (L1), along a 7-point scale
ranging from “not important at all” to “very important”. They made these ratings both for
their professional and personal life separately. In this section, we will discuss the results
pertaining to each research question before discussing the study’s limitations and drawing
some tentative conclusions.

The first research question concerned the participants’ professional life. We found
that FL skills in English and French were perceived to be of similar importance for their
professional life, while L1 Swedish skills were perceived to be less important. The perceived
importance of skills in the HL French indicates that French language skills are highly valued
in the linguistic market in France and that French holds a functional potential in this context
(cf. Coulmas 1992). These findings are not surprising if one considers the descriptive data
of the participants’ professional activities, which indeed shows that a large proportion
of the professionally active sample works for a French business or institution, or works
in French under other forms. The perception of skills in the HL French as crucial for
professional integration was expressed by certain Swedes who migrated to France as adults
in previous research (Forsberg Lundell and Arvidsson 2021). This perception appears to be
generalizable to a larger population of Swedish migrants in France.

The high value attributed to French language skills does however not seem to reduce
the value attributed to skills in English. More than half of the sample used the highest
value on the rating scale when sharing their perceptions regarding the importance of skills
in both French and English. This suggests that FL skills both in French and English fill a
vital function in the professional domain of a large proportion of Swedish migrants’ lives
in France. In light of the attempts from the French government to reduce the influence of
English (République Française 2021), it is interesting to find that English language skills
are generally perceived as very important in the professional lives of Swedish migrants in
France. This may certainly be the result of the increased globalization that France has gone
through over the last two to three decades (KOF Swiss Economic Institute n.d.). A relatively
large number of the participants reported working in an international environment. There
are several sources indicating that English is used as a lingua franca in such environments
(see, e.g., Gerritsen and Nickerson 2009; Sherman and Nekvapil 2018) and this study
suggests that this is also the case in France. Such an interpretation is in line with accounts
of the frequent English use at work among Swedish migrants in France (Forsberg Lundell
and Arvidsson 2021). It is possible that the Swedes’ strong skills in English as an FL
compared to other Europeans constitute an advantage as they enter the labor market in
France where skills in the English language may still constitute a competitive advantage
(cf. Graddol 2006).

Skills in the Swedish language were generally perceived to be considerably less
important in Swedish migrants’ professional life in France in comparison with skills in
French and English. This is not surprising per se, although what is somewhat surprising
is that the distribution of the ratings was slightly bimodal, suggesting that for some
individuals, Swedish language skills were indeed perceived to be very important. Likely,
these were the participants who reported working for a Swedish business or institution, or
in an international environment under other conditions. It is of course also possible that
some of the French businesses and/or institutions where the participants reported working
have ties with Sweden. In such a case, the Swedish migrants’ L1 skills in Sweden certainly
constitute a competitive advantage in the French labor market, where Swedish is a minority
language. This would illustrate language economists’ and sociolinguists’ assumptions that
a language known only by a few can become an asset in the linguistic market, and can
therefore take on a strong value to the individual who possesses skills in that language (cf.,
e.g., Coulmas 1992; Grin 2019).

In the respondents’ personal life, response patterns are different. Here, they perceive
skills in French to be the most important, followed by skills in English and then Swedish. In
other words, in these migrants’ personal lives, French language skills prevail over English
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and Swedish. The data do not tell us in what ways skills in French are important in
these respondents’ personal lives, but it is likely that the French language has a functional
value also here, in that communicative functions linked to administration, commerce
and public media are carried out in the official language French in France (République
Française 2021). The functional value may also include access to social circles. Such an
interpretation is in line with findings from qualitative research including Swedish migrants
in France, where certain participants expressed a perceived necessity to know French in
order to integrate into French-speaking social circles (Forsberg Lundell and Arvidsson
2021). Furthermore, the value attributions to skills in French in participants’ personal lives
may be based on aesthetic and cultural values (cf. Coulmas 1992). This interpretation aligns
with observations made by Forsberg Lundell and Bartning (2015), who find that a common
feature among Swedes who chose to migrate to France is their attachment to the French
language as such, and to the French culture.

There was a relatively large spread of perceptions regarding the importance of skills in
English and Swedish for personal life in the sample. Such variation may reflect differences
in how migrants socialize, be it mainly with HL speakers, as some Swedes in France have
previously reported (Forsberg Lundell and Arvidsson 2021), or, with other expats and co-
nationals, as seen among other Swedes, both in France and in Spain (cf. Forsberg Lundell
and Arvidsson 2021; Olsson 2018). This variation could certainly also reflect variation in
patterns of contact with family at home, or in personal interests and preferences with respect
to the language used for media and culture consumption. Finally, that a relatively large
proportion of participants perceived Swedish to be of little importance in their personal
lives indicates that their L1 proficiency is not as functional in the given context (cf. Coulmas
1992), and that, for the majority, life in France is managed through other languages.

It is interesting to note that skills in L1 Swedish are rated as the least important in
the migrants’ personal lives, even less so than in their professional lives, in light of the
assumption often put forth in the literature, namely that migrants perceive their L1 as
particularly valuable for emotional or identity-related reasons (cf. Krumm 2012). Although
this finding in no way needs to imply that these participants have abandoned their L1, the
observation nuances such an assumption, and aligns with De Swaan’s (2004) statement
that some migrants, as they come to a new country, may simply have “higher expectations
of a different language” (p. 568).

That skills in French and English were perceived to be more important in the Swedish
migrants’ personal lives may to a certain extent reflect what languages they use in their
social life, where tying bonds in French and/or English may have led them to develop
strong emotional bonds to these languages. Such an interpretation is in line with empirical
research among multilinguals and the effects of affective socialization in the FL (e.g.,
De Leersnyder et al. 2011).

Taken together, the Swedish migrants in France appear to attribute value to skills in all
three included languages (L1 Swedish, FL English, FL French) although to varying extents.
This indicates that the included languages fill different functions in the lives of the Swedish
migrants and align well with the complementarity principle (Grosjean 1997, 2016). It is clear
from the data set in the study that value attributions are not mutually exclusive—perceiving
skills in language x as important does not exclude perceiving skills in language y or z as
important. This observation also aligns well with the complementarity principle (Grosjean
1997, 2016), which does not hold that languages are ranked in the individual’s mind, but
rather distributed—often unequally—across various domains of life. Among the three
languages, the largest variation in ratings was found for skills in Swedish and English.
These variations may well indicate that linguistic needs differ between migrants and that
such needs are context-dependent, as previously suggested by Krumm (2012).

Although the perceptions reported in this study come from adult Europeans in a
migration context, it is intriguing to note the discrepancy between these and the perception
that English is more useful than other FLs, which has appeared to be widespread among
school students in different FL contexts in Europe (e.g., Busse 2017; Dörnyei et al. 2006).
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That the school students simply are not adult migrants in a foreign country clearly helps
explain this discrepancy, yet, it nonetheless invites a reflection on how context and real-life
needs may shape the individual’s perceptions regarding the value of language skills. It is
possible that the participants in this study had other perceptions prior to their emigration
to France. That language perceptions and attitudes may fluctuate has been evidenced in
previous longitudinal language attitude research (e.g., Ianos et al. 2017).

Based on the present study, we suggest the following approaches to better understand
the relevance of the current European multilingual language policy in Europeans’ lives.
First, while the present study yields insights into the perceived value of skills in French,
English, and Swedish, it does not provide any further information on what circumstances
and factors that influence perceptions regarding the value of language skills. Future studies
could investigate the explanatory value of biographic and demographic variables, and other
individual factors such as frequency and domain of use of language x, y and z, proficiency
level in language x, y and z, language learning motivation, and perceived pressure to learn
a given FL.

Second, the present study only included one case of migrants, in one migration context.
To further understand the role of language proficiency in a European setting, future research
could replicate the current study, with Swedish migrants in another European host country.
This would allow the exploration of the extent to which the findings are contextually bound.
Additionally, the study could be replicated with another migration population in France,
to explore to what extent population characteristics such as migration motive or level of
English language proficiency influence perceptions. Finally, it would be interesting to
repeat the study in other countries with less monolingually oriented language policy and
stronger status for English, such as Sweden. Additionally, the study could be replicated in
a population with generally weaker English proficiency, since this may affect the perceived
need for language skills.

The study has its limitations. The most evident limitation relates to the convenience
sampling method. There may be a bias that could have influenced the results. It is possible
that those who value languages and language learning believe it is more important to
contribute to research on this than migrants who either have little interest in languages
and language learning or who simply do not need it in their lives abroad. Additionally,
one limitation pertains to the wording used to elicit information regarding participants’
perceptions. We asked the participants to rate the importance of skills in each language
separately. To find out to what extent skills in English (in addition to the L1) are sufficient in
today’s Europe, it would be informative to include Likert-scale items targeting experiences
through explicit statements such as “It is sufficient to know English to get a job in France.”
Finally, some of the participants may have arrived in France right before the pandemic
COVID-19 broke out, and this may have affected their ratings.

To conclude, the study was carried out in an EU context, where a discrepancy is
identified between the multilingual policy that promotes FL learning and Europeans’ real-
life needs for skills in multiple languages, in a time when English increasingly functions as
a lingua franca (De Swaan 2002, 2004; Seidlhofer 2020; Wright 2009). The study contributes
insights into the relevance of the EU multilingual policy by providing evidence from “the
ground” (Seidlhofer 2020, p. 390). Specifically, the study contributes in two important
ways. First, it provides further evidence for the status of English as a global language
in a European context. We found that the Swedish migrants in France perceive English
skills to be as important as French language skills in a professional context. These findings
imply that English skills have a prominent role in an intra-European migration context,
and lend support to Seidlhofer’s (2020) statement that English “forms an integral part of
the professional lives of a growing number of Europeans” (p. 392). However, this is not
to the exclusion of a need for skills in the HL, suggesting that the migrants’ reality in the
host country is indeed multilingual. Seidlhofer’s (2020) statement that “English in Europe
is firmly established as a language of wider communication, enabling people to link up
about common interests, needs and concerns across languages and communities” (p. 392)
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may be valid in certain contexts, but in the present research context including the given
population, it does not seem to be the case that English is favored over the HL French, in
the everyday lives of Swedes in France.

Second, the study provides evidence that perceptions regarding the importance of
language skills for professional life differ from those in personal life. Perceptions regarding
the importance of language skills differed between the professional and the personal sphere
of the Swedes’ lives in France. These findings suggest that different domains of European
migrants’ lives require different sets of language skills. Lastly, the EU multilingual language
policy appears to be relevant in Europeans’ professional and personal lives, at least in the
case of Swedish migrants in France.
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Notes
1 A “migrant” is here understood as “any person who is moving or has moved across an international border or within a State

away from his/her habitual place of residence, regardless of (1) the person’s legal status; (2) whether the movement is voluntary
or involuntary; (3) what the causes for the movement are; or (4) what the length of the stay is” (UN Migration Agency n.d.).

2 “Metropolitan France is the part of France (FR) located in Europe, including the island of Corsica.” (Eurostat 2013).
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