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Abstract

Background: Multicultural organisations face both challenges and opportunities in the modern
workforce due to globalisation. Sweden, a country with a diverse and growing immigrant
workforce, promotes inclusion through progressive policies, yet many immigrant employees
still encounter barriers to integration, such as subtle assimilation pressures and limited support.

Their adaptation requires attention to everyday work experiences.

Purpose: This study explores how immigrant employees navigate cultural challenges to adapt
to Swedish work culture. By focusing on their lived experiences, it gives insight into the
challenges faced by immigrant employees. The findings aim to support organisations, HR

professionals, and policymakers in creating more effective workplace inclusion strategies.

Method: This research is qualitative with an interpretivist paradigm. The study is based on
interviews with 13 immigrant employees working in corporate settings in Sweden. Semi-
structured interviews were conducted, with questions developed from the key themes emerging
from the research question. Data were analysed using the General Inductive Approach. The
Empirical findings were further explained in the discussion chapter, where they were
interpreted through the lens of Kim’s Integrative Theory of Communication and Cross-Cultural

Adaptation and Oberg’s Culture Shock model.

Conclusion: The results show that immigrant employees in Sweden adapt in selective and
situational ways, shaped by workplace norms, communication styles, and organisational
support. Adaptation is influenced by both personal agency and context, underscoring the need

for more inclusive and responsive workplace practices.
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1. Introduction

This chapter covers the introduction of the study presenting the topic covered, problem
discussion, purpose of the study, delimitation and definitions.




1.1. Background

Multicultural organisations are an integral part of the modern workforce where
employees come from diverse cultural, educational, and professional backgrounds. As
globalisation continues to shape business environments, organisations increasingly encounter
the challenges and opportunities associated with cultural diversity. While workplace diversity
offers benefits such as innovation, creativity, and problem-solving (Gomathy, 2023), it also
presents significant challenges especially in communication, integration, and inclusion.

Sweden presents an interesting case in this research, given its policies and societal
factors related to diversity in the workplace. The country has implemented regulations such as
The Discrimination Act (2008:567), which mandates employers to ensure equal treatment and
prevent workplace discrimination (Diskrimineringsombudsmannen, 2023). However, despite
Sweden’s progressive stance on diversity and inclusion, research suggests that cultural
diversity in Swedish workplaces is often met with implicit expectations for assimilation rather
than full integration on equal terms (Groglopo et al., 2023). Groglopo et al., (2023) further
argue that while Swedish society generally embraces multiculturalism, this acceptance can be
conditional, favouring foreign cultures that align with Swedish values. These dynamics shape
workplace interactions, influencing leadership opportunities, collaboration, and overall team
cohesion (Groglopo et al., 2023).

Looking back at history, Sweden has experienced mass immigration, notably shaped
by humanitarian crises, labour market demands, and historical policy orientations, each
contributing uniquely to the current multicultural landscape (Pontus, 2011; Sarabiev, 2021).
The humanitarian terms became particularly prominent during periods of global conflicts and
instability. After World War II, Sweden faced a significant wave of immigration, primarily
driven by labour demand in Sweden and economic hardships in the immigrants’ home countries,
mainly from neighbouring countries such as Finland, Norway, and Germany (Rauhut, 2011).
More recently, the influx from the Middle East countries, particularly Iraq and Syria, and
African nations exemplifies Sweden’s commitment to international solidarity and humanitarian
principles (Kubai, 2013; Sarabiev, 2021).

As a result, Sweden has evolved into a diverse, multi-religious state with significant
populations practicing Islam, Christianity, and other faiths previously less prominent in
Swedish society (Lagervall, 2013; Thurfjell & Willander 2023). Additionally, Sweden’s
immigration landscape has been significantly influenced by economic considerations,

particularly evident following policy reforms such as liberalisation of labour immigration in



2008 (Boring & Cerna, 2019). Driven by labour market demands, this policy shift addressed
critical labour shortages and aimed to compensate for declining union influence and
demographic challenges such as an aging population (Bonfanti, 2014; Frodin & Kjellberg,
2018).

In recent data, in 2023, approximately 20% of the Swedish population was foreign-born
(Dyvik, 2024). However, employment outcomes for foreign-born workers continue to lag those
of their native-born counterparts. Eurostat (2024) reported that Sweden had the largest
unemployment gap in the EU, with foreign-born individuals experiencing a 10.8 percentage
point higher unemployment rate than native-born individuals.

Meanwhile, a Riksbank (2023) report provides further insight into these disparities,
showing that while the employment rate of foreign-born individuals has increased in recent
years, a persistent gap remains between native-born and immigrant workers. The report
highlights that foreign-born workers face barriers such as high educational and language
requirements, as well as weaker work-related networks, which hinder their employment
prospects and workplace integration. Additionally, the demand for labour in specific sectors,
such as hospitality and services, has helped some immigrant groups to secure jobs, but these
positions are often characterised by lower wages, less job security, and limited opportunities
for upward mobility. The report underscores that future labour force growth in Sweden will be
driven primarily by foreign-born individuals, making their successful integration into the
labour market an urgent concern. If workplace challenges such as exclusion from professional
networks, career stagnation, and cultural assimilation pressures persist, Sweden may struggle
to fully utilise the potential of its diverse workforce. The data indicate that labour market
policies should move beyond employment rates and focus on long-term workplace inclusion,
equal career opportunities, and the reduction of structural barriers that prevent immigrants from
advancing professionally (Riksbank, 2023).

A systematic review by Akay and Ahmadi (2022) reveals that immigrant employees in
Sweden are more exposed to physical hazards and work under poorer psychosocial conditions
compared to their native-born colleagues. The study highlights increased exposure to minority
stress, including discrimination, threats, and workplace violence, factors tied specifically to
immigrant status rather than job type. These workplace conditions contribute to higher stress
levels, social exclusion, and difficulties in adapting to Swedish workplace norms. Moreover,
discrimination affects access to professional networks and career advancement, influencing

occupational status and wages. The lack of social support and negative coworker relations



further contribute to higher turnover intentions, leading many immigrant employees to seek
employment elsewhere as a coping strategy (Akay & Ahmadi, 2022).

From a theoretical perspective, understanding immigrant employees’ workplace
challenges requires more than descriptive statistics or policy analysis. Barnard and Costello
(2023) argue that qualitative methodologies rooted in socio-legal research enable scholars to
examine the ‘law in action’ - how inclusion policies are experienced and negotiated by workers
themselves. Drawing on Thinyane and Bhat (2019), they further emphasise the importance of
capturing the complexities of life in its natural setting, making qualitative approaches
particularly suited for studying immigrant employees lived experiences of exclusion, precarity,
and informal discrimination.

While diversity is perceived as a potential strength of an organisation, structural and
cultural obstacles, such as limited career advancement opportunities, discrimination, and

implicit assimilation pressure, reveal more nuanced and complex aspects.

1.2.  Problem Discussion

Despite organisational and policy-level efforts to foster cultural diversity in Swedish
workplaces, there remains a lack of employee-centred research that captures the actual
experiences of immigrant workers. While this issue is relevant across many national contexts,
Sweden's strong policy commitment to diversity and inclusion, which contrasts with persistent
workplace challenges documented in existing literature, offers a particularly relevant setting.
Although a growing body of research on diversity and inclusion exists, much of it remains
organisationally focused, leaving the subjective experiences of immigrant employees
underexplored.

As Syed and Ozbilgin (2009) highlight, diversity policies often focus on organisational-
level compliance and workforce representation, neglecting multi-level workplace dynamics
and the factors: macro (societal structures), meso (organisational policies), and micro
(individual experiences) - that shape workplace inclusion. They further argue that diversity
policies often adopt a one-size-fits-all approach, which does not account for the
intersectionality of diversity and the need for contextualised inclusion strategies. This approach
overlooks the broader systemic and relational challenges that shape workplace inclusion.

Building on this critique, Jonsen et al. (2013) argue that diversity management
strategies must be customised to individual needs to be effective. They critique traditional
diversity management approaches, stating that these frameworks often fail to address the

specific challenges faced by under-represented groups. One-size-fits-all solutions, they
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contend, can result in ineffective inclusion measures that neglect barriers such as limited career
advancement, social exclusion, and cultural adaptation. Additionally, diversity efforts often
overlook the individual backgrounds and experiences of immigrant employees, reinforcing
systemic inequities within workplace structures.

Addressing these gaps requires a shift toward qualitative research methods that explore
the experiences of immigrant employees. O’Keefe et al. (2020) note that many studies rely
heavily on quantitative approaches to assess the impact of diversity management, workplace
inclusion initiatives and leadership frameworks. However, this over-reliance overlooks the
personal challenges employees face when adapting to new work environments. As a result,
diversity policies tend to prioritise broad organisational goals rather than the nuanced realities
of employee integration (O’Keefe et al., 2020). This over-reliance on quantitative data results
in policies that focus on broad company goals rather than addressing employees lived
experiences (O’Keefe et al., 2020). This limitation reinforces Jonsen et al.'s (2013) argument
that without employee-centred approaches, inclusion efforts are unlikely to achieve meaningful
outcomes.

Although many organisations have adopted diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI)
strategies, their effectiveness in shaping inclusive workplace cultures remains inconsistent.
Chaturvedi and Yadav (2024) found that employee perceptions of DEI efforts vary widely,
with some employees reporting strong organisational commitment, while others express
scepticism or perceive limited effectiveness. Their findings suggest that the success of DEI
initiatives depends not only on policy implementation but also on leadership, communication,
and the organisation’s ability to accommodate diverse perspectives and needs. These
inconsistencies reinforce the argument that a one-size-fits-all approach to inclusion is
insufficient. Instead, effective diversity management must be tailored to employee experiences
and supported by continuous organisational learning and cultural transformation.

Beyond organisational policies and DEI initiatives, cultural differences further
complicate workplace dynamics. Immigrant employees may find it difficult to interpret implicit
social norms rooted in native Swedish values, which can undermine their sense of belonging
and restrict career advancement (Barth & Zalkat, 2022). These challenges highlight that
integration is not only a matter of formal employment, but also of navigating unspoken
expectations and achieving cultural inclusion within the workplace.

To contextualise the challenges associated with standardised diversity policies, limited

employee-centred research, and the shortcomings of one-size-fits-all inclusion strategies, it is
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useful to examine how such issues manifest in specific national settings where diversity and
inclusion are actively promoted in policy but still face implementation challenges. In the case
of Sweden, recent research highlights a range of interrelated barriers faced by immigrant
employees, including language difficulties, limited access to professional and social networks,
and experiences of subtle exclusion (Akay & Ahmadi, 2022; Barth & Zalkat, 2022).

These insights highlight the urgent need for more nuanced, employee-focused research
that captures the lived realities of immigrant workers navigating culturally diverse workplace

environments.

1.3. Purpose

This study aims to advance the theoretical discussion on work culture adaptation and
provide insight into the challenges faced by immigrant employees in Sweden. By shifting from
an organisational perspective to the actual experiences of immigrant employees, this study
gives an insight into the challenges faced by immigrant employees as well as supporting
organisations, HR professionals, and policymakers in creating more effective workplace

inclusion strategies. This ultimately led to the following research question:

How do immigrant employees navigate cultural challenges to adapt to the Swedish work

culture?

1.4. Delimitation

To ensure a focused and structured research approach, this study narrows its scope to
enhance the reliability of its findings. By setting clear delimitations, we aim to examine a
specific group of immigrant employees, allowing for a more precise analysis while avoiding
significant gaps in data. This study uses the terms immigrants, migrants, and foreign-born
interchangeably to refer to individuals who have relocated from another country to Sweden in
pursuit of new lives, opportunities, or employment, regardless of the duration of their stay.

This study focuses on foreign-born individuals who work in office-based environments
in Sweden. It specifically examines those who operate within a Swedish work culture and
collaborate with Swedish-origin colleagues. To ensure that participants are still actively
navigating the adaptation challenges, we limited participation to individuals who have lived in
Sweden for a maximum of ten years. Furthermore, to gain a contemporary perspective on

challenges in the Swedish work context, we established selection criteria for participants that
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ensures the study captures real-time experiences of immigrant employees as they navigate
Swedish work culture. By applying these delimitations, the research remains structured and
relevant while providing key insights into the adaptation process of immigrant employees

within Swedish work culture.

1.5. Definition

Adaptation — The process of change happening internally in individuals when being in an

unfamiliar culture.

Immigrant — An individual who relocates from one country to Sweden in pursuit of new lives,

opportunities or work.

Integration — Immigrants participating in the host society while maintaining aspects of their

original cultural identity.

Structural Barriers — Systemic obstacles within social, institutional or organisational

frameworks that limit equal access to opportunities, resources and advancement.

Workplace Inclusion — Efforts within an organisation to create an environment where all
employees feel respected, valued and able to fully participate, contribute and access equal

opportunities for growth and advancement.

Deficit-oriented Cultural Lens - Viewing individuals from diverse cultural backgrounds
primarily through their perceived limitations, rather than recognising their strengths,

knowledge or potential.

Minority Stress - The chronic strain experienced by individuals due to their marginalised
identity, stemming from discrimination, exclusion, and unequal treatment tied to their

background rather than their role or performance.

One-size-fits-all Approach - Standardised diversity or inclusion policies that apply the same
strategies or measures to all employees, without considering the varied and intersecting

identities, needs and lived experiences of under-represented or marginalised groups.
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2. Frame of Reference

This chapter covers the review of past literatures related to the topic, includes existing
theories related to cultural adaptation, as well as the Swedish work culture.

2.1. Literature Review

A literature review is a fundamental method for synthesising existing empirical research,
offering meta-level insights and identifying gaps that warrant further exploration. This process
was essential in shaping the theoretical frameworks and guiding the development of our
conceptual model (Snyder, 2019). Additionally, secondary data analysis, examining data from
prior studies, enables researchers to make efficient use of existing resources, conserving time,
cost, and effort (Whiteside et al., 2012).

This study adopts a traditional literature review approach, which is a foundational
scholarly exercise that organises existing knowledge, synthesises past findings, and identifies
knowledge gaps, thereby setting the stage for research (Juntunen & Lehenkari, 2019; Kunisch
et al., 2022). Juntunen and Lehenkari (2019) note that traditional reviews summarise and
cluster relevant studies to reveal unresolved questions, while Kunisch et al. (2022) emphasise
their role in integrating fragmented knowledge and supporting theory development. Following
this approach, the present literature review draws on theoretical and conceptual works to
identify core themes related to the emotional, linguistic, and identity-related challenges
immigrant employees face in adapting to the Swedish work culture.

To construct this frame of reference, a range of scholarly sources was reviewed through
academic search platforms such as Scopus and university databases. The review process
involved identifying foundational theoretical works and recent peer-reviewed articles using
keywords such as “immigrant adaptation Sweden”, “adaptation theory”, ‘“cross-cultural
adaptation”, “Swedish culture”, and “Swedish work culture”. Additional sources were found
through reference chaining from key articles. Approximately 50 scholarly sources were
selected, focusing on theoretical, conceptual, and empirical literature that informed both the
development of our theoretical framework and the understanding of key issues. This included
literature cited in the background and problem discussion sections that helped define the

study’s core themes.
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Key interrelated themes

Cultural
Adaptation
Cultural Identity
Integration Negotiation

Figure 1 Key interrelated themes

The three interrelated themes - Cultural Adaptation, Cultural Integration, and Identity
Negotiation - were derived from theoretical literature and serve as conceptual tools for
understanding how cultural adaptation processes are framed in existing scholarship. In line
with Thomas’s (2006) General Inductive Approach, these themes are not used as predefined
categories in the empirical analysis but instead inform the interpretation of the findings.
Together, they highlight the complex emotional and communicative dimensions of immigrant
adaptation, as described in cross-cultural adjustment literature (Oberg, 1960; Kim, 2000). To
further contextualise these themes, this study draws on two central theoretical perspectives:
Oberg’s (1960) Culture Shock model and Kim’s (2000) Integrative Theory of Communication
and Cross-Cultural Adaptation, both of which offer valuable insights into the processes shaping

immigrant employees’ adaptation experiences.

2.2. Theoretical Discussion

Oberg’s (1960) model gives a foundational understanding of the initial emotional and
psychological impact of entering a new culture, which is the starting point for any cross-cultural
communication encounter. In contrast, Kim’s (2000) theory places communication at the core
of the cultural adaptation process, highlighting how individuals develop through continuous
and iterative intercultural communication experiences. While Oberg focuses on the emotional

trajectory of culture shock, Kim offers a more dynamic and long-term view of adaptation.
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Together, these frameworks capture distinct, yet interrelated aspects of the adaptation
process and offer a complementary lens for understanding how immigrants adjust to new

cultural environments over time.

2.2.1. Oberg’s Culture Shock Model

Kalervo Oberg’s (1960) Culture Shock Model was originally developed to describe the
emotional and psychological stages individuals go through when adjusting to a new culture. In
this study, the model is applied to the Swedish work culture, offering a structured lens through
which to understand the emotional challenges immigrant employees face as they adapt to
unfamiliar workplace norms and expectations.

Oberg (1960) defines culture shock as the emotional discomfort and disorientation that
arises when an individual is confronted with an unfamiliar cultural environment. This
discomfort is caused by the loss of familiar social cues, which include everyday behaviours
like how to greet someone, what to say in different situations, and even when to refuse an
invitation. The model identifies four emotional stages individuals typically experience when
confronted with a foreign cultural environment.

The first stage of cultural adaptation, the honeymoon phase, is characterised by a sense
of excitement and fascination with the new environment (Oberg, 1960). As real-world
challenges arise and the initial excitement wanes, individuals move into the hostility phase,
where the practical difficulties of adapting become evident.

The second stage, the hostility phase, occurs when individuals begin to face the
frustrations and challenges of cultural adaptation (Oberg, 1960). This phase is often marked by
disorientation and discomfort as individuals realise that the host culture is more difficult to
navigate than initially expected. Issues such as language barriers and differences in social
norms that were once fascinating now become sources of frustration.

Related to the second stage, Martin (2014) notes that one significant challenge of
cultural diversity is the increased tendency for interpersonal conflicts, as employees from
different cultures bring varying beliefs, norms, and values. Moreover, these differences can
hinder collaboration and create friction within teams. For example, a culturally diverse
workforce might experience misunderstandings or disagreements that are not directly related
to work but are deeply rooted in differing cultural backgrounds, such as contrasting
communication styles or work ethics. As a result, the workplace can become a source of

negative emotions and lost productivity.
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In the third stage, the regression phase, individuals may experience nostalgia and a
longing for the familiarity of their home country (Oberg, 1960). This phase marks a retreat
from the host culture, as individuals idealise their previous environment and withdraw from
engagement with the new culture. Moreover, this is an important phase for understanding how
social 1solation can occur and how cultural shock can lead to disengagement.

Employees who experience this phase may become less willing to engage with Swedish
workplace norms or colleagues. Identifying this phase helps us understand the challenges that
prevent full integration into the workplace and highlights the importance of social support
during this time to encourage re-engagement with the host culture.

The final stage, the adjustment phase, occurs when individuals gradually begin to adapt
to the new culture (Oberg, 1960). Over time, they learn the language, understand the social and
workplace norms, and develop a sense of competence in navigating the new culture.

Oberg (1960) further suggested the recovery of culture shock could be done by
understanding the language and the culture of the host society. Although learning a new
language can be challenging, but it can provide confidence and a new world of cultural
meanings. In addition, support from relatives or compatriots can ease the effects of culture
shock, particularly when they are patient, sympathetic, and understanding. While conversation
alone may not eliminate emotional distress, Oberg noted that explaining the source of
discomfort, outlining steps toward recovery, and recognising that time can lead to adjustment

may all contribute to alleviating the impact of culture shock.

2.2.2. Kim’s Integrative Theory of Communication and Cross-Cultural

Adaptation

Immigrants relocate in pursuit of new lives, alongside a diverse array of temporary
residents whose range from artists and construction workers seeking international jobs to
diplomats and journalists on prolonged foreign missions (Kim, 2000). Those who settle from
other countries and cultural backgrounds have transformations that commence with interaction
and communication with members of the new group (Separa, 2024). Moreover, communication
refers to the immersion of immigrants in the culture of the host community, which occurs
through direct interaction and various forms of communication used by the local community
(Chai & Rogers, 2004).

However, according to Kim (2000), an individual's cross-cultural adaptation is seen as
an evolutionary process that "moves" with a structure of multidimensional and multifaceted

forces operating simultaneously and interactively, rather than as a fixed analytic unit or variable.
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This process occurs in response to a new and foreign environment that limits their ability to
function effectively. Kim further explores an Integrative Theory of Communication and Cross-
Cultural Adaptation, developing existing literature that has shortcomings such as a lack of
attention to macro and micro-level, conceptual issues, and a need for more understanding of
adaptive change.

Central to this theory is the stress-adaptation-growth dynamic. When immigrants face
unfamiliar norms, they initially experience stress, inevitably triggering internal conflict
between retaining old customs and adapting new ones (Kim, 2000). Through continuous
communication and engagement, individuals begin to adjust cognitively and behaviourally,
promoting growth and gradually enhancing the individual’s ability to function in the host
culture over time (Kim, 2000).

Within this adaptive stress-adaptation-growth cycle, Kim (2000) identifies four key
internal processes: Enculturation, deculturation, acculturation and assimilation.

“Enculturation” refers to the baseline cultural identity formed through early
socialisation and influences how individuals initially respond to a new culture, as their original
culture values and behaviours are often deeply ingrained and operate unconsciously. To adapt
to a new culture, “deculturation” is required, which is the gradual unlearning of original culture
patterns, and “acculturation”, the adoption of new behaviours and norms from the host
environment. These processes occur simultaneously and drive the internal transformation
necessary for adaptation (Kim, 2000).

“Assimilation” is the ultimate part of acculturation and deculturation. It reflects a high
level of acculturation and deculturation where an individual's internal state becomes closely
aligned with individuals of the host society. However, Kim (2000) emphasises that full
assimilation is rare due to already deeply embedded cultural identities. It involves a significant
convergence with the host culture, often accompanied by a diminished desire to retain one’s
original identity (Separa, 2024).

Stress, adaptation and growth interact in a continuous cycle, according to Kim (2000).
Each new stressful experience causes individuals to temporarily “draw back”, followed by
adaptive efforts that promote further development, resulting in a “leap forward”. Through
repeated exposure to the host environment, individuals gradually replace old cultural habits
with new ones. Over time, the fluctuations of this cycle diminish but the process continues if

new environmental challenges arise (Kim, 2000).
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In Kim’s framework, individuals experience varying degrees of acculturation and
deculturation, shaped by personal, social and contextual factors. According to Kim (2000),
immigrant adaptation is more accurately understood as a dynamic, ongoing process that unfolds
along a spectrum, rather than as a fixed endpoint. The extent to which individuals adapt may
range from minimal to substantial, depending on a range of personal, social, and contextual
factors.

Adaptive change in a new environment can cause stress in a person’s psyche, as they
must balance the desire to retain old customs and identity with the desire to adopt new ways to
find harmony, all while feeling pressure to conform to the host culture’s expectations (Kim,
2000). This conflict can be compared to the experience of older generations who struggle to
keep up with rapidly changing societal norms or technologies. Just like older adults may feel
alienated or left behind when the world around them changes too quickly (Tulle-Winton, 1999),
immigrants may feel a sense of loss or identity conflict when adapting to a new culture that
differs from their own. Internal turmoil can lead to temporary personality disintegration or even
"breakdown" in extreme cases and may result in emotional "lows" of uncertainty, confusion,
and anxiety (Kim, 2000).

Stress, adaptation, and growth are the core of the cross-cultural experiences in a new
environment. They form the three-pronged stress-adaptation-growth dynamic, promoting
psychic movement in the direction of increased chances of success in meeting the host
environment's demands (Kim, 2000). When individuals enter a new culture, they often
experience stress due to a mismatch between their already encultured identity and the host
environment. In response, they begin adapting, simultaneously learning new cultural norms
(acculturation) and letting go of old norms that are no longer effective (deculturation). This
leads to internal growth. Repeating this cycle over time can result in a blended, intercultural
identity. For some, this may approach assimilation, where they closely align with host culture

norms, though full assimilation is rare and varies by individuals (Kim, 2000).

2.2.3. Theoretical Conclusion

Theoretical frameworks construct a layered understanding of cross-cultural adaptation.
Oberg (1960) provides insights into the initial emotional responses that accompany cultural
transition. Kim (2000) deepens the analysis by highlighting how communication serves as the
engine of internal change, allowing individuals to grow through and beyond the challenges

posed by cultural displacement.
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Both theoretical frameworks, while distinct in focus, contribute to a broader narrative
of human resilience and transformation during major cultural changes. When considered
together, they offer a comprehensive view of how immigrants adapt to the new cultural
environment — not only by enduring emotional stress but also by actively reconstructing their
identities through choice, communication and lived experience. Furthermore, Oberg’s (1960)
model helps identify the specific support mechanisms that can aid immigrant employees during
each phase, ensuring their successful adaptation to Swedish work culture. By using Oberg’s
model, it gives a better understanding of how organisations can assist employees through the
various stages of cultural shock and integration, ultimately helping them thrive in a
multicultural workplace.

Kim’s (2000) Integrative Theory of Communication and Cross-Cultural Adaptation
offers additional perspectives that complement Oberg’s (1960) model, particularly in the
adjustment phase. Kim emphasises that cultural adaptation is an ongoing communication
process that involves negotiating cultural differences through effective communication
strategies. This aligns with Oberg’s idea that adaptation is not simply a passive process but an
active negotiation where individuals develop the skills to interact and work effectively within
the host culture. These theoretical frameworks enhance the understanding of the adjustment
phase, where integration and effective communication are key to successful adaptation and

positive outcomes in the workplace.

2.3. Swedish Work Culture

Swedish work culture is characterised by a unique blend of individualism and collective
social responsibility, reflecting broader cultural values deeply rooted in Swedish society. On
one hand, individual achievements and personal initiative are highly valued, on the other, these
are balanced against a strong commitment to community welfare and social cohesion (Eliassi,
2014). Historically, Sweden has been recognised globally for its progressive stance toward
work-life balance and industrial democracy (Tengblad & Adersson, 2024). Initiatives aimed at
providing workers with greater worker autonomy and a more democratic workplace emerged
prominently during the mid-to-late 20th century, driven by a desire to balance the power
dynamic between employees and employers (Tengblad & Adersson, 2024). Nevertheless,
despite considerable enthusiasm for these movements, radical reforms often failed to
materialise and moderate reformers managed only partial success (Tornquist Agosti et al.,

2017).
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One central element of Swedish work culture is the concept of “co-determination”,
formally institutionalised through practices that encourage employee involvement in
organisational decision-making (Tengblad & Adersson, 2024). This practice aims not only to
democratise workplaces but also to enhance job satisfaction and employee engagement
(Tengblad & Adersson, 2024; Tornquist Agosti et al.,, 2017). Regardless of its strong
institutionalisation, scholars debate its effectiveness compared to similar systems in other
advanced economies, highlighting variability in outcomes depending on organisational context
(Caraker et al., 2014; Nilsen et al., 2024).

Sweden has also gained recognition for its significant strides in promoting gender
equality in workplaces. Active policies and societal norms have reduced occupational
segregation by gender and narrowed gender-based gaps in employment conditions (Fransson
& Thorngvist, 2006; Kvist & Overud, 2015). However, despite these advancements,
inequalities persist, particularly at the intersections of class, gender, and ethnicity, indicating
that institutional reforms alone may not fully resolve deeper structural imbalances. Challenges
related to work-life balance, equal pay, and equitable career progression remain, calling for
continued attention and effort (Nyberg, 2012; Kvist & Overud, 2015).

Moreover, management practices within Swedish companies are notably influenced by
broader societal and cultural factors. Swedish managers, particularly in multinational
companies, often balance their management approaches through national, organisational, and
technical lenses, leading to unique management styles characterised by openness, flat
organisational structures, and consensus-oriented decision-making (Holmquist & Boter, 2004;
Chhotray et al., 2018). This openness often surprises those from more hierarchical cultures,
who may initially struggle to understand and adapt to this style (Cordeiro-Nilsson &
Hawamdeh, 2011).

Despite Sweden’s reputation for inclusivity, integration of immigrant workers into the
Swedish workplace remains challenging. Cultural differences frequently surface as barriers
(Bevelander, 2011), complicating the interactions and sometimes unintentionally reinforcing
perceptions of cultural hierarchies, especially affecting non-European immigrant populations.
For instance, unexpected behaviours related to cultural norms can create friction between
native and immigrant workers (Hultsjo & Hjelm, 2005; Uman et al., 2023). Additionally, work
environments in Sweden are not uniformly positive across all sectors. Issues such as unclear

organisational structures, workplace stress, and problematic communication patterns have been
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documented, illustrating areas that require further attention and improvement, such as those

highlighted within organisations (Hannasson, 2006).
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3. Methodology

This chapter covers the Methodology used in this study which includes research philosophy,
research design, data analysis, quality assurance, and ethical consideration.

3.1. Research Philosophy

This study adopts an interpretivist paradigm, which assumes that reality is socially
constructed and shaped through human experience and interaction. Rather than seeking
objective truths, interpretivist research aims to understand how individuals interpret and assign
meaning to their social world (Rowlands, 2003; Zahle, 2021). This paradigm aligns with the
overall aim of the study: to understand work culture adaptation and the challenges faced by
immigrant employees in Sweden.

Within this paradigm, knowledge is understood as subjective and context-dependent,
shaped by individuals’ cultural backgrounds, experiences, and interactions. Researchers are not
detached observers but play an active role in interpreting participants’ perspectives during the
research process (Gray, 2014). This perspective emphasises understanding participants’
experiences on their own terms, grounded in the social and cultural settings in which they occur.

As Gray (2014) notes, interpretivism holds that knowledge is not objectively discovered
but emerges from the meanings individuals attach to their experiences. It is therefore
considered partial, situated, and shaped by both participant and researcher perspectives. This
aligns with the broader interpretivist emphasis on the subjective and interpretive nature of
knowledge (Ryan, 2018; Zahle, 2016; Yanyu, 2019), recognising that reality is not fixed but
multiple and constructed through interaction. This philosophical stance supports the use of
qualitative methods that enable in-depth exploration of the meanings participants assign to their
experiences, consistent with the goals of this study.

In this study, qualitative methods are used to capture immigrant employees’ interpretations
of cultural adaptation, grounded in their real-world experiences and workplace interactions.
This philosophical position forms the foundation for the qualitative research design outlined in

the following section.

3.2. Research Design
This study employs a qualitative research design suited to our aim of exploring how

immigrant employees interpret their cultural adaptation experiences in Swedish workplaces.
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Consistent with the philosophical foundations outlined earlier, this approach allows for an in-
depth examination of subjective experiences and the meanings participants assign to them.

To collect rich and detailed narratives, we conducted semi-structured interviews with
immigrant employees. As noted by Adeoye-Olatunde and Olenik (2021), semi-structured
interviews are particularly well-suited to exploring participants’ unique perspectives, as they
enable researchers to follow up on emerging themes during the conversation and adapt
questions as needed.

The data analysis followed the General Inductive Approach, as outlined by Thomas
(2006). This approach differs from other inductive methods in that it is not tied to a specific
theoretical tradition and is designed to offer a straightforward, practical means of linking
findings to research objectives, rather than building formal theory (Thomas, 2006). Within this
process, themes were derived from the raw data, guided by the study’s objectives, but not
constrained by predefined theories or models.

The analysis was approached with a clear focus yet remained open to insights that
emerged naturally, allowing the data to speak for itself without imposing expected outcomes.
This method involves close reading of transcripts, identifying recurring concepts, grouping
them into categories, and developing themes that emerge directly from the data (Thomas, 2006).

To deepen the understanding of the empirical findings, the discussion chapter draws on
theoretical frameworks to contextualise and interpret the result. Specifically, it draws on Kim’s
(2000) Integrative Theory of Communication and Cross-Cultural Adaptation and Oberg’s
(1960) Culture Shock Model.

These theoretical frameworks were not used to dictate the data analysis process, but
rather to help explain and contextualise the empirical findings. This approach enables us to
explore the connection between individual experiences and broader conceptual models of

cultural adaptation, while remaining grounded in the participants’ perspectives.

3.2.1. Sampling and Participant Selection

Primary data refers to information collected directly by researchers for a specific
research purpose. Validating this data begins at the point of data collection and requires
structured planning and consistent formatting to ensure quality and reliability (Oltmann, 2016).
In this study, we followed the planning steps outlined by Creswell and Poth (2018), which
include identifying a relevant sample, selecting appropriate data collection methods,
determining the type of data to be gathered, and designing the interview questions accordingly.

We also employed purposeful sampling, a technique widely used in qualitative research to
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identify and select participants who are especially knowledgeable about or experienced with
the phenomenon of interest (Palinkas et al., 2015). This sampling strategy enabled us to make
efficient use of available resources while facilitating an exploration of the complex social
dynamics encountered by immigrant employees in Swedish workplaces.

To ensure that the data collected directly addressed our research question, we applied
specific inclusion criteria when selecting participants. The target group consisted of foreign-
born individuals currently employed in office-based environments in Sweden, with direct
experience working alongside Swedish-origin colleagues. This group was selected for their
first-hand insight into intercultural workplace dynamics, allowing for a rich exploration of the
cultural adaptation processes experienced by immigrant employees in everyday professional
settings.

Participants were chosen based on their ongoing engagement in professional roles that
require regular interpersonal interaction, collaboration, and navigation of organisational
expectations. This made them particularly well-suited to speak to the nuances of cultural
adjustment, such as adapting to Swedish workplace norms, communication styles, and team
dynamics. Instead of limiting our focus to one industry, we included participants from various
professional backgrounds to enhance the diversity of perspectives on how cultural adaptation
unfolds in practice (e.g., academia, retail, consulting, etc.).

Additionally, participants were required to have lived in Sweden for no more than ten
years, based on previous research suggesting that significant cultural adaptation challenges are
most prominent during the initial years of relocation (de Haymes et al., 2011; Shafaei, et al.,
2018).

Selecting participants within this range provides insight into the complexities faced
during critical adaptation phases, avoiding dilution of experiences that may occur as individuals
become increasingly integrated and less sensitive to cultural challenges over extended periods
of residence (Torunczyk-Ruiz & Brunarska, 2020). According to (Yijdla & Louma, 2019), the
initial period of cultural adaptation is marked by efforts to integrate into the workplace,
including understanding workplace norms, building relationships with colleagues, and
adapting to new work practices.

Our sampling frame consisted of 13 participants, recruited through two main channels.
First, we invited individuals from our personal and professional networks who met our
selection criteria. Second, to ensure broader representation, we also reached out to participants

outside our immediate networks matching our criteria. Participants were approached via emails
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and direct messaging and were informed about the purpose of the study. Each person who

agreed to participate provided informed consent before the interviews began.

3.2.2. Development of the Interview Guide

The interview guide was designed following the principles of the General Inductive
Approach as outlined by Thomas (2006), which emphasises deriving themes directly from
participants’ narratives without imposing predefined theoretical constructs. This approach
allowed for flexibility while remaining closely tied to the research aim. A semi-structured
format was used to balance consistency with adaptability across interviews.

The final interview guide included 24 open-ended questions designed to explore
participants’ lived experiences across a range of adaptation themes, including communication,
identity, cultural norms, and organisational support. A full list of the interview questions is
provided in Appendix A. This format is well suited for inductive qualitative research, allowing
the interviewer to address core topics while also pursuing follow-up questions in response to
participants’ unique stories (Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik, 2021; Braun & Clarke, 2006). This
flexibility is essential in inductive research, where the richness and depth of qualitative data
are crucial for identifying emergent themes (Thomas, 2006).

While we initially intended to conduct all interviews in person, we adjusted our
approach based on the preferences and availability of participants. As a result, the interviews
were conducted through a combination of in-person meetings and Zoom video calls. This
flexible format allowed us to accommodate participants’ schedules and locations, especially
for those working in different cities or within demanding work environments.

All interviews were conducted in English, which was a common working language for
both the researchers and the participants. Although English was not the native language of all
interviewees, it served as a shared medium of communication, particularly suitable in the
context of international and multicultural workplaces.

Before each interview, participants were informed of the study’s purpose, the format of
the interview, and their rights regarding participation and confidentiality. Verbal consent was
obtained, and participants were encouraged to respond openly and reflectively. Each interview
lasted approximately 30 to 90 minutes and was audio-recorded with permission to ensure

accuracy in transcription and analysis.
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3.3. Data Analysis - General Inductive Approach

The data analysis was guided by the General Inductive Approach outlined by Thomas
(2006), which involves generating concepts and insights directly from the collected data
(Kumar, 2024). By adopting this inductive approach, we were able to derive findings from the
participants’ real-life experiences and perspectives. Commonly associated with qualitative
research (Kumer, 2024), the approach was well suited to our study as it allowed themes to
emerge organically from the data, without the imposition of predefined categories or theoretical
assumption.

As Thomas (2006) explains, a general inductive approach allows key themes to emerge
from raw data in a way that is free from the constraints of structured methodologies. This
approach aims to condense extensive text into a concise summary, while establishing clear,
transparent links between research objectives and the resulting findings. These links are
intended to be both demonstrable (traceable in the data) and defensible (justifiable in relation
to the study’s aims). The process also supports the development of a model or theoretical
framework that reflects the underlying structure of the experiences or processes captured in the
interview data.

Furthermore, Thomas (2006) explains that data analysis in this approach is guided by
evaluation objectives, which help define relevant domains and topics for analysis without
enforcing rigid expectations. Through multiple readings and interpretations of the raw data,
categories are developed and organised into a structure that captures key themes and processes.
While findings emerge directly from the data, they are inevitably shaped by the researchers’

assumptions, backgrounds and judgements about what is most significant (Thomas, 2006).

Identify meaningful Labeling & organisin
Preparation and : 5 5% HG 5 Refining, merging, and Creating a model using
text segments related to  the segments to create revising the preliminary .
review of all data _— . ; the refined categories
the research objectives categories categories
— S —_— _—
Many papers of texts Many segments of 63 sub-codes under 9 5 upper-level 5 finalised categories
quotes categories categories

Figure 2 The Coding Process Through General Inductive Approach for Analysing Qualitative Data inspired by Thomas
(2006)

26



The creation of this figure 2 is to show the process of how we conducted the coding and
analysis of the data. The data analysis in this study followed a step-by-step process to derive
categories and themes directly from the raw interview transcripts.

Step 1: Preparation of Raw Data Files

The first step involved preparing the raw data files. We began by transcribing the audio
recordings verbatim using Otter.ai, an Al-powered transcription service, with each raw file
backed up prior to manual error correction. As an additional safeguard, one of the authors
manually transcribed the interviews in as much detail as possible during the interviews.

For one interview (1 out of 13), the audio recording was deleted immediately at the
request of the interviewee. However, the participant granted permission to use the manual
transcript for the study. Following both automated and manual transcription, all transcripts
were carefully reviewed by all authors and manually corrected to ensure accuracy. To protect
anonymity, participants’ names were replaced with pseudonyms in the final transcripts (e.g.,
Participant A, B, C, etc.). After finalising the transcripts, we conducted close readings to

familiarise ourselves with the content.

Have you experienced any
difficulties in integrating into
workplace networks or
social circles? If yes can you

| feelit's difficult to build context with Swedes like
on that you are on a level where you trust each
other or be friends. Even in a business context. So
explain? If no, what do you N Ithrlﬂkhn s hfl rd;(;bmld cdolll;: borations. Il—:-:;n "
hink helped with that / what do ough | have lived here and | have even a little bi

you thinl ie it easy for you? of network, it's hard to do business with people.

Efficiency wise, here is no hierarchy for
suggestions and proposal, here it takes more time
‘What aspects of Swedish work ~ when everyone discuss and talk and there is not

culture were most challenging really decisions. | kind of miss that someone
for you when you first started ~ takes the lead and decides but here it is more like
working? everyone has their opinion and everyone should

agree and sometimes it takes a really long time to
unanonymously agree upon one thing.

Table 1 Sample of Step 1: Preparation of Raw Data Files
As a result of Step 1, all interview questions and corresponding participant responses
were organised into a structured Excel file. Each participant’s data was arranged individually
to facilitate comparison and support the subsequent stages of analysis. The table above shows
an example of step 1 and shows how one of the participants answered to the corresponding

questions.
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Step 2: Coding Process

After the preparation and review of all data, the coding process began. Relevant quotes
were selected from the interview transcripts, based on participants’ responses to the interview
questions. The first stage of coding involved generating initial descriptive codes. It summarised
the key ideas and contextual meanings of each quote. These codes captured what participants

said directly focusing on the explicit or surface-level content without adding interpretation.

Interviewee Quotes Descriptive code

English works
professionally, but
Swedish supports

belonging

"While English is sufficient for work,
A learning Swedish helps with social
integration and deeper engagement."

"English has been sufficient for performing
my job| but knowing Swedish can
certainly open more doors, particularly for
social integration."

Swedish is not
essential for work, but
helpful socially

Table 2 Sample of step 2: Coding Process

As a result of Step 2, each quote from the transcripts was labelled with a descriptive
code, allowing us to capture the explicit content of participants’ responses.
Step 3: Development of Lower-Level Categories

Step 3 involved the development of lower-level categories, in line with Thomas’s (2006)
General Inductive Approach. Building on the descriptive codes created in Step 2, we generated
initial sub-codes, which are interpretations of the participants’ words and experiences which
added greater specificity and contextual meaning to the earlier descriptive codes. Sub-codes
with similar meanings were then grouped together to form lower-level categories. These
categories revealed recurring themes in the data and served as the foundation for identifying

broader, upper-level analytical categories across the dataset (Thomas, 2006).
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Language & Communication

Code # Code Name Description Quote
Participants reflects the role of "Knowing Swedish can certainly open more doors,
Swedish as a  Swedish as a bridge to informal | particularly when it comes to social integration and
18 Tool for conversations, friendships, and | forming deeper connections with local colleagues. While
Social Access cultural inclusion, even when English is sufficient for work, learning Swedish helps
English suffices for work tasks. with social integration and deeper engagement."”

Swedish as a Participants reflects Swedish is

Symbol of necessary for career "If you want to climb the ladder| you need to learn the
19 Przfessional progression, promotions, or language. They appreciate it more in a corporate
Integration gaining recognition in Swedish setting."
g professional settings.
Swedish as a Participants reflects learning
Commitment Swedish signals a deeper intent | "If you want to live here long-term, then you have to be
20 to Cultural to integrate and be accepted in able to speak it, it is about showing appreciation for
Belongin Swedish culture, especially for Swedish culture.”
ging long-term residents.
Sufficiency - .
21  of English in Particip ant.? ref ect..s‘ English "Not really, English is fine"
Swedish alone is sufficient.

Table 3 Sample of step 3: Development of Lower-Level Categories

As aresult of Step 3, nine lower-level categories were developed, comprising a total of
63 initial sub-codes. In the table above, it shows an example of the initial sub-codes 18-21.
Each initial sub-code includes a clear definition and representative participant quotations to
preserve both context and interpretive depth. Sub-codes that shared similar contextual
meanings were grouped together, resulting in the formation of each lower-level categories.
Step 4: Development of Upper-Level Categories

Building on the lower-level categories developed in Step 3, upper-level categories were
developed in Step 4. The development of upper-level category involved a systematic process
of refining, merging, and revising the initial groupings of the initial sub-codes and lower-level
categories, to enhance clarity, minimise conceptual overlap, and ensure alignment with the
study’s objectives (Thomas, 2006). This step was essential for condensing the lower-level
categories into a manageable set of broader, more abstract categories, referred to as upper-level

categories, that capture the key dimensions of participants’ experiences (Thomas, 2006).
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Upper-level Category Description Merged Code Group Refined Sub-Codes

Workplace Structure & Flat Hierarchy, Invisible
Hierarchy Hierarchy, Informality

Indirect Communication,
Communication Style
Cultural Shock, Conflict
Avoidance

Communication Norms

Work-Life Balance,

Work-Life Expectations Personal-Life Priority,
Captures participants’ early Workplace Well-being
workplace experiences,
. . including initial Productivity Norm Cultural

Cultural TraHSI'tlon & Initial impressions, cultural Productivity & Time Shock, Time Discipline,

Reactions . . .
surprises, and Culture Synchronisation of Time

Off

adaptation to Swedish

norms and values. Cultural Openness,

Cultural Belonging & Jantelagen, Cultural Ritual,
Norms Individualism, Difficulty in
Social Integration

Language Barrier,

Language & Social Access . L. .
guag Uncertainty in Expectations

Positive Cultural Shock,
Initial Emotional Reactions | Non-Cultural Shock,
Afterwork Culture

Table 4 Sample of Step 4. Development of Upper-Level Categories

Once the lower-level categories were refined, similar refined sub-codes were grouped
into merged code groups based on shared contextual meaning. These merged code groups were
then examined for broader conceptual relationships, which allowed us to develop a smaller
number of upper-level categories. In table 4, it shows an example of the upper-level category
Cultural Transition & Initial Reactions with its description, the merged code groups from

refining the initial sub-codes.
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Cultural Norms & Values

Culture Shock - Cultural Openness - Workplace well-being
. . . -U inty in i - Indirect icati
Eistlnpretxon &K pesiation - Positive Cultural Shock - Difficulty in social integration- Invisible Hierarchy
o - Work-Life Balance Cultural Shock - Synchronisation of time off - Informality

- I-]al»l»llcrarchy . + - Productivity Norm Cultural Shock + - Time discipli - Individuali
- Positive Cultural Dissonance - Communication Style Cultural Shock - Work-life balance.
- Cultural I)lssur)anw — Communication Style - Privacy Norm Cultural Shock - Cultural ritual
- Language Barrier - None Cultural Shock - Conflict Avoidance

- Afterwork Culture

- Jantelagen

- Personal life is priority

Refined Sub-Codes Merged Code Group

Flat Hierarchy, Invisible Hi h

Workplace Structure & Hierarchy

Indirect Communication, Communication Style Cultural Shock, Conflict Avoidance o]
Communication Norms

Work-Life Balance, Personal-Life Priority, Workplace Well-being WorkeLife Expectations

Cultural Transition &
Productivity Norm Cultural Shock, Time Discipline, Synchronisation of Time Off » - Productivity & Time Culture » Initial Reactions

Cultural Openness, Jintel. Cultural Ritual, Individualism, Difficulty in Social Integration

Cultural Belonging & Norms

Language Barrier, Uncertainty in Expectations Language & Social Access

Positive Cultural Shock, None Cultural Shock, Afterwork Culture Initial Emotional Reactions

Figure 3 Example of Step 4: Development of Upper-Level Categories

Figure 3 was developed to visualise the transition from lower-level categories to upper-
level categories. For instance, the lower-level categories of First Impressions & Expectations,
Culture Shock, and Cultural Norms & Values all dealt with participants’ early reactions and
adjustments to the Swedish workplace. Upon comparison and repeated reflection, we observed
overlapping content across these categories—particularly regarding cultural expectations,
emotional reactions, and early workplace experiences.

The initial sub-codes, originally grouped under lower-level categories, were revisited
to identify conceptual overlap. Redundant or overlapping sub-codes were either merged,
renamed, or removed, resulting in a set of refined sub-codes. Through repetitive comparison,
similar and related refined sub-codes were merged to form merged code groups. This process
ultimately led to the development of the upper-level category Cultural Transition & Initial
Reactions.

As a result of Step 4, upper-level categories were evaluated for internal consistency
(clear thematic focus) and external distinction (minimal overlap with other categories).
Following this evaluation, we developed five upper-level categories, comprising a total of 11
merged code groups and 37 sub-codes. Through this process, the upper-level categories were

consolidated to form the foundation for the thematic structure of the empirical findings.

Step S: Synthesising Themes
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In the final step of the general inductive analysis, Step 5 involved synthesising the
upper-level categories into a smaller number of overarching themes that captured the most
noticeable patterns and concepts within the data. As outlined by Thomas (2006), this step aims
to consolidate and model the key findings, providing a coherent representation of participants’
experiences that is firmly grounded in the data rather than shaped by pre-existing theory.

During this process, we refined the five upper-level categories developed in Step 4 into
more manageable, overarching themes. This involved renaming categories, updating
descriptions, and revising the merged code groups and sub-codes to ensure greater clarity and
alignment with the data.

For example, the upper-level category Cultural Transition & Initial Reactions was
renamed Cultural Transition and thereafter functioned as one of the core themes. As part of
the same process, we also revised the structure of the merged code groups. Initially, there were
seven merged code groups within the category Cultural Transition & Initial Reactions.

After refinement, the initial seven merged code groups were reduced to four refined
merged code groups. For instance, the merged code group originally titled Workplace Structure
& Hierarchy initially contained three sub-codes then after the refining process, this group was
renamed Workplace Hierarchy and Norms and replaced three additional sub-codes from
another merged code group.

As a result, this refined merged code group was finalised with six refined sub-codes
under the theme Cultural Transition. This refinement process contributed to the development

of the final themes, each supported by newly structured merged code groups.
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Themes Cultural Transition

Description This category explores participants’ perceptions of the cultural transition to the Swedish workplace culture, focusing on their views of norms, communication styles, work-life

balance, structures. It highli how participants interpret and make sense of the differences they encounter in the Swedish work environment.
Merged code group ‘Workplace Hierarchy and Norms
Description This merged code group captures participants’ reflection on the hicrarchy and norms within Swedish organisations.
Description Quotes
Refers to participants’ recognition that authority and “There was a lot about consent. It was very important that they all always agree, so it's
Flat Hierarchy L. N o - N . N N "
decision-making are often evenly distributed. not like one person just makes a decision. There is a very low hierarchy here. " (D)
Captures a workplace that appears flat and egalitarian on the | g, bt pic imviible ierarchy is something I had to learn about, you might think
Invisible Hierarch surface but still operates with underlying power structures that everyone is egual, everyone says your first name, but actually there are still
y and decision-making chains that are not immediately e UL eeTyone S you " e . Y
. hierarchies” (G)
obvious.
Sub Codes Is the casual, relaxcd nature of workplace intecactions, such | wy ey 4, oy sir but here they just say names.” (1) “I was shocked I could just knack
Informality as using of first names, open office layouts, informal dress

and enter anyone's office—even the manager. It felt casual but strange at first. " (G,
codes, or case of access o higher-level colleagues. e A & f ge at fi ©

Refers to the cultural norm that discourages boastfulness and “We are not really encouraged to be too ambitious. The people (around) can get

Jintelagen emphasises humility and equality. insecure.” (E)

Highlights how independence and emotional distance may  “It is very individual here. After the work hours, it's like you do you and i do mine... It's

Individualism complicate deeper workplace relationships. harder to get closer to colleagues here than in forigin) " (L)

Table 5 Sample of step 5: Synthesising Themes (Fully available in Appendix)

The figure above shows a sample of the finalised coding structure for the theme
Cultural Transition. This example includes one of its corresponding refined merged code
groups, Workplace Hierarchy and Norms. Listed beneath this group are the refined sub-codes,
which in this case include Flat Hierarchy, Invisible Hierarchy, Informality, Jdntelagen,
Individualism. Each theme, merged code groups, and refined sub-codes is accompanied by a
clear description and a representative participant quote.

As aresult of step 5, the analysis produced five final themes, nine refined merged code
groups, and 30 refined sub-codes. During this step, we ensured that only the most significant
and relevant themes remained in the final coding structure. These results form the foundation

of our empirical finding.

3.4. Quality Assurance
This thesis adheres to the trustworthiness criteria proposed by Denzin & Lincoln (2018),
which includes credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Each criterion has
been carefully considered and systematically addressed throughout our research process.
Credibility, which ensures the accuracy and authenticity of our research findings
(Morse, 2015), was established through purposeful sampling and semi-structured interviews
with 13 immigrant employees from diverse backgrounds currently working within Swedish
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corporate settings. We utilised member-checking techniques by revisiting key participants to
confirm the accuracy and interpretive validity of the data. Additionally, two of the authors are
immigrants, while one is of native Swedish background, allowing us to reflect the nuances and
interpret the cultural adaptation process more reliably. Researcher’s triangulation of
perspectives was further strengthened through constant comparison of interview data with
existing theoretical frameworks and literature.

Transferability refers to the applicability of the research findings to other contexts
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). Although participant identities were kept anonymous to ensure
confidentiality, detailed descriptions of the general characteristics of participants (such as
cultural backgrounds, professional sectors, and experiences in the Swedish workplace) were
provided. All data collected have been securely stored and carefully documented. These
detailed contextual descriptions enable readers and future researchers to evaluate the relevance
of the findings and assess their potential applicability to similar intercultural or organisational
contexts (Shenton, 2004).

Dependability, which ensures consistency and stability of the research findings over
time, was addressed through maintaining a comprehensive audit trail (Morse, 2015; Shenton,
2004). Throughout the research, we documented each step, including the selection of
participants, interview processes, and analytical strategies. By systematically coding the data
and regularly comparing emerging themes among team members, we ensured the dependability
and reliability of our research outcomes.

Confirmability ensures the neutrality of research findings, demonstrating they are
shaped by the data and participant experiences rather than the researchers' biases (Shenton,
2004). Participant anonymity was maintained throughout the research to ensure unbiased and
authentic narratives. While recognising the inherent subjectivity in qualitative research, it is
important to acknowledge that complete elimination of researcher bias is not possible (Denzin
& Lincoln, 2018). The presence of both immigrant and Swedish researchers on the team
facilitated balanced discussions and interpretation. An audit trail of coding processes and
decision-making rationales was transparently maintained, ensuring findings can be traced and
verified independently. We ensured our conclusions explicitly stemmed from participant
narratives and lived experiences rather than our preconceptions.

3.5. Ethical Consideration
When conducting qualitative interviews, researchers must navigate a range of ethical

considerations to ensure the integrity of their research and the protection of their participants
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(Pascoe Leahy, 2022). In this thesis, we have carefully adhered to ethical guidelines throughout
the entire research process to ensure the integrity of our work and the well-being of all
participants. Our research involved interviews with immigrant employees in Sweden regarding
their experiences with cultural adaptation in the Swedish work environment. Participation in
these interviews was completely voluntary. Prior to each interview, participants were fully
informed about the purpose and scope of the study, their rights, and how the data would be
used. They were made aware that the interviews would be audio recorded and transcribed
verbatim unless they opted out of being recorded, as outlined in the consent form.

Participants had the right to withdraw at any time without the need to provide a reason
and could choose not to answer specific questions. We emphasised the anonymous nature of
participation e.g., no names, ages, or organisational affiliations were disclosed in the final
thesis, considering the information gained from participants is sensitive. The data collected will
be stored securely and deleted upon the completion of the project. We treated all participants
with respect and dignity, ensuring to not cause harm or discomfort. We maintained sensitivity
to individual backgrounds, beliefs, and cultural identities. A copy of the transcript was made
available upon request, and participants were given the opportunity to correct factual errors in
their responses. Furthermore, this thesis is free of plagiarism. All secondary sources have been
accurately cited and referenced, and the analysis is grounded in our own interpretations and

reflections grounded by existing theories.
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4. Empirical Findings

This chapter covers the empirical findings gained from the primary data collected from
interviews of immigrant employees working in Sweden. With General Inductive method, the
data presents the lived experience of how immigrant employees navigate cultural challenges

in adapting to the Swedish work culture.

This chapter presents the key findings from the data analysis, based on participants’
perceptions of their cultural transition into the Swedish workplace. The empirical findings are
structured around five main themes that emerged during the coding process: Cultural Transition,
Importance of Language, Cultural Adaptation, Organisational Support, and Guidance for
Immigrant Employees. Each theme captures different aspects of the immigrant employee
experience, ranging from their perceptions of workplace norms and communication styles to
the support structures provided by organisations and the strategies for adapting to the new
cultural environment.

Within these themes, several merged code groups and sub-codes were identified to
provide a deeper understanding of the participants’ experiences. These findings illustrate both
the challenges and opportunities that immigrant employees face, as well as the support they

perceive or receive from organisations.

4.1. Cultural Transition

The theme Cultural Transition captures some of the most central patterns that emerged
from the data, reflecting how participants make sense of their transition into the Swedish
workplace culture. It highlights their interpretations of key cultural aspects, including
workplace norms, communication styles, work-life balance, and organisational structures. This
theme brings together foundational insights into how immigrant employees perceive and
navigate cultural differences during the early stages of adaptation. It consists of four merged

code groups that collectively represent the core dimensions of this transition.

4.1.1. Workplace Hierarchy and Norms

The first merged code group participants identified notable differences in workplace
structure when comparing Swedish workplaces to those in their home countries. Within this
group, five key aspects represented by refined sub-codes.

(1) Many participants described Swedish organisations as having a flat hierarchy,
where decision-making and authority are more distributed more equally.
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“There was a lot about consent. It was very important that they all always agree, so it's not

like one person just makes a decision. There is a very low hierarchy here.” P(D).

(2) However, several participants also noted the presence of invisible hierarchies
beneath the surface. While the structure may appear egalitarian, unspoken power dynamics still

influenced how the workplace functioned.

“So, I think this invisible hierarchy is something I had to learn about, you might think that
everyone is equal, everyone says your first name, but actually there are still hierarchies”

P(G).

This perceived contradiction between visible informality and subtle hierarchical cues
was noted by several participants. While practices like using of first names and having open
access to managers conveyed a sense of equality, some participants still experienced

underlying power dynamics influencing workplace interactions.

(3) The informality in interactions, such as using first names and easy access to
managers, also stood out in contrast to participants’ previous work experiences. For some, this

casualness felt surprising or unfamiliar:
“l used to say “sir” but here they just say names.” P(I).

“I was shocked I could just knock and enter anyone’s office—even the manager. It felt casual

but strange at first.” P(G).

While participants reflected on the visible and invisible structures that shaped
workplace dynamics, these observations were also tied to deeper cultural norms that influence
interpersonal behaviour and expectations. For many, the way hierarchy is expressed, or
downplayed, was not just structural but rooted in broader societal values, such as modesty,
equality, and informality. This became particularly evident in participants’ reflections on

Jiintelagen, a cultural norm that reinforces humility and discourages self-promotion.

(4) The cultural norm of jintelagen, which discourages boastfulness and promotes
humility, was viewed by some participants as a positive aspect of Swedish work culture.
However, it was also noted that this norm could create discomfort or self-doubt, particularly

when it came to expressing ambition.
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“We are not really encouraged to be too ambitious. The people (around) can get insecure.”

P(E).

While Jéintelagen reflects a cultural emphasis on humility and social equality, some
participants also linked this mindset to more reserved social behaviours in the workplace. This,
in turn, contributed to feelings of social distance and made it more difficult for some individuals
to build close relationships with colleagues. Participants noted that the Swedish work

environment, while respectful and non-confrontational, also felt highly individualistic.

(5) The individualism, marked by a strong emphasis on independence and emotional
distance, was seen as a factor that may complicate the development of deeper relationships.
Several participants found it challenging to form close connections with colleagues in such an

environment.

“It is very individual here. After the work hours, it's like you do you and I do mine... It's

harder to get closer to colleagues here than in (my home country)” P(L).

4.1.2. Communication Style

The second merged code group captures how participants perceived the nature of
communication in Swedish workplaces. Within this group, two key aspects are represented by
refined sub-codes.

(1) Participants identified the indirect communication style in Swedish workplaces as
a key characteristic of daily interactions. Participants described how this approach to
communication sometimes made it challenging to understand expectations or interpret

feedback clearly.

“One of the main challenges was understanding the communication style. In Sweden,
communication tends to be indirect, and people are generally uncomfortable expressing
criticism or discussing negative issues openly. As a result, it was sometimes difficult to
interpret what colleagues truly meant or to know where I stood in certain situations. It

’

required time and observation to adapt and understand Swedish workplace communication.’

P(B).

(2) Furthermore, conflict avoidance was observed as a common practice, with
colleagues often prioritising harmony over open disagreement. There was a noticeable

tendency in the workplace to avoid direct confrontation or difficult conversations, relying
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instead on indirect communication or subtle feedback. This made it difficult for participants to
gauge where they stood in certain situations and to understand the underlying messages
conveyed in conversations. Many participants noted that they had to adjust to this
communication style, which often differed significantly from the more direct communication

norms in their home cultures.

“Here they don’t say directly, they say more indirectly and they respect opinions, joint

discussion, no conflict, when they say "if you wish", then it means "no".”” P(I).

The indirect communication style was often closely linked to a broader tendency toward
conflict avoidance. Rather than addressing disagreements or concerns directly, participants
observed that Swedish workplace culture often favoured maintaining harmony through subtle
or non-confrontational dialogue. This overlap between indirectness and conflict avoidance
made it particularly difficult for some participants to interpret feedback or know how to

respond in potentially sensitive situations.

4.1.3. Work-Life Style

The third merged code group captures how participants perceived the balance between
professional and personal life in Swedish workplaces. Within this group, four key aspects are
represented by refined sub-codes.

(1) Swedish workplaces were perceived as placing a strong emphasis on work-life
balance, with participants appreciated for its clear separation between professional

responsibilities and personal time.

“Managers were writing after every email that I should take some rest, you don’t need to

work extra... They were asking me to take some vacation.” P(C).

(2) This was especially notable in practices such as taking time off during specific

periods, like summer or holidays (Synchronicity of time off).

"In Sweden, there is a strong cultural norm around taking time off during specific periods,

such as the summer or around traditional holidays." P(B).

(3) Participants also observed that their colleagues strongly prioritised personal time,

with time discipline ensuring that personal schedules took precedence over work schedules.
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“Very strict on their own working hours, their private life schedule is priority rather than

work schedule.” P(M).

(4) Many participants were surprised by how much Swedish workplaces valued
employees’ workplace well-being, providing regular check-ins and giving some days off when
employees have personal health and family issues. Some participants found this focus on well-
being to be a shock compared to their previous work environments, where such flexibility was

not as prevalent.

“Here they really care about your mental health, they ask if workload is enough or too

much” P(C).

4.1.4. Cultural Integration Challenges

The fourth merged code group captures the main difficulties participants encountered
while integrating into the cultural and social environment of Swedish workplaces. Within this
group, two key aspects are represented by refined sub-codes.

(1) The language barrier emerged as one of the most frequently mentioned challenges
in the empirical data. While many participants were able to manage work-related tasks in

English, they expressed difficulty integrating socially without proficiency in Swedish.

“For socialisation Swedish is definitely needed especially if you try to get to know your

colleagues more on a personal level.” P(K).

(2) Furthermore, participants expressed uncertainty in expectations due to unclear
social cues and professional norms, which often left them confused about what was expected

in everyday interactions, both professionally and socially.

“When working on tasks, I often didn’t receive clear feedback indicating whether something
was right or wrong. While this approach encourages independence and self-reflection, it can

be overwhelming when there is too little guidance.” P(A).

4.2. Importance of Language

The theme Important of Language focuses on the role of language in workplace
integration and the participants’ perceptions of how important learning Swedish is for building
professional relationships and fostering inclusion within Swedish organisations. This theme

includes one merged code group.
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4.2.1. Role of Language

This merged code group captures participants’ perspectives on the role of the Swedish
language in both social and professional contexts. Within this group, one key aspect is
represented by refined sub-codes.

(1) Swedish for Social and Professional Integration Access highlights the importance
of speaking Swedish not only for informal interactions but also for long-term and professional
integration. Even in English-speaking workplaces, Swedish proficiency creates a bridge for
casual conversations with colleagues, helping to build friendships and foster a sense of
belonging. At the same time, it is seen as essential for navigating daily workplace dynamics,
gaining access to social networks, and establishing professional credibility.

Participants emphasised that learning Swedish was not only essential for navigating
daily workplace interactions but also critical for accessing social networks and achieving long-
term integration. Proficiency in Swedish was seen as a key factor in building trust, gaining

professional credibility, and feeling included in both organisational and societal contexts.

“... for work 100% English is good, no Swedish at all, but if you want to get a full experience
and fully emerge into the work and socialise, I definitely think Swedish is helpful no matter
how international the company is since you are working in Sweden. For socialisation
Swedish is definitely needed especially if you try to get to know your colleagues more on a

personal level.” P(K).

“If you want to climb the ladder, you need to learn the language... if you do, they appreciate

you more in a corporate setting” P(E).
Participant £ further remarked:

“It is important to be able to speak Swedish, but of course, it takes time with the job you do
every day, but it is very important because then you have the freedom to do, like small talk in
the office. I think Swedes will appreciate foreigners who understand or take their time to
learn Swedish and be able to practice it since it is part of swedes culture as well...If you are
already deciding that you want to live here for a long term, then you have to be able to speak

it regardless of whether it will be beneficial for you or not...” P(E).
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4.3. Cultural Adaptation

The theme Cultural Adaptation delves into how participants balance cultural norms
from both Swedish culture and their countries of origin in their professional environments. It
explores the fluid nature of cultural identity and how immigrant employees adapt to new work
settings while maintaining aspects of their original identities. This theme consists of one

merged code group.

4.3.1. Cultural Identity and Belonging

This merged code group captures participants' reflections on the process of their cultural
identities and emotional belonging as they adapt to the Swedish workplace. Within this group,
three key aspects are represented by refined sub-codes.

(1) The most frequently noted aspect among the participants was Balancing Cultural
Identities, indicating a dynamic process of shaping the immigrant employee’s identities by
blending elements of both Swedish cultural norms and those from their countries of origin,
adopting values, behaviours, and practices from each to navigate their professional and social

environments more effectively.

“Adapting to the Swedish work culture required a certain level of flexibility, and I have
definitely changed some aspects of my behaviour over time... I try to maintain a balance...
adapting to function well in the Swedish system while keeping core aspects of my

background.” P(A).

(2) Moreover, shifting cultural identity describes gradually distancing from aspects of
the participants’ origin culture, as they adapt to the Swedish cultural values, behaviours, and
workplace norms. For some, it serves as a conscious effort to better integrate and align with

their new professional environment.

“Adjusting to this working culture is much easier than the working culture in my home
country as they are worse there than here. So, I think, in that sense, losing it (the origin
culture) in a good way, it is a much more balanced working culture, rather than back then.”
P(C).

(3) Additionally, some participants emphasised an In-Between Belonging, which
means they are caught between two cultures, neither fully identifying with Swedish society
nor entirely connected to their culture of origin. This resulted in a sense of cultural in-

betweenness or a state of being in between belonging.
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"Not fully belonging to (origin) culture, I adapted to this vague rule-based working
environment. Not fully belonging to Swedish culture either though." P(J).

4.4. Organisational Support
The theme Organisational Support examines both the existing support systems provided by
employers and participants’ recommendations for employers for enhancing such efforts to

facilitate cultural and professional adaptation. This theme consists of two merged code groups.

4.4.1. General Support

This merged code group highlights that participants acknowledged valuable resources
already in place. This leads to two key aspects represented by refined sub-codes.

(1) Language support emerged as a foundational element, with some organisations
offering opportunities to learn Swedish, an initiative viewed as essential for social integration

and workplace participation. As several participants noted:

“They offer Swedish classes...” P(H).
“They offer specific Swedish courses...” P(C).

“Swedish classes that they offer for employees.” P(G).

(2) Additionally, one-on-one sessions with managers were described as effective
support for feedback, professional development, and addressing personal concerns. These types
of regular and structured dialogues foster a sense of inclusion, accountability as well as mutual
growth, highlighting the importance of both communication and individual attention within the

organisational culture.

“One-on-ones with the manager ... you can talk about development, progress, career,

personal issues... anonymous surveys... we always discuss about these feedbacks.” P(F).

4.4.2. Suggested Support

The second merged code group, Suggested Support, reflects participants' perceptions
of areas where organisations fall short and where enhancements are needed. This merged code
group indicates five key aspects represented by refined sub-codes.

(1) One recurring concept was the lack of social interaction events that go beyond
formal work settings. Participants expressed a desire for more opportunities to build personal
connections with colleagues, suggesting that informal engagement could ease the process of

cultural adaptation.

43



“They should create more opportunities for personal connection beyond the formal work

environments.” P(A).

(2) Another gap identified was migration assistance, where participants felt
unsupported in navigating bureaucratic systems such as the Migration Board. This absence of
practical support in dealing with legal, housing or social integration logistics left many feeling

isolated and overwhelmed.
“With the Migration Board, no one could help.” P(C).

(3) Participants also noted a general lack of practical guidance, particularly regarding
everyday aspects of living and working in Sweden, such as understanding unions or
unemployment insurance systems. This absence of onboarding support for international staff

underscores the need for more accessible, tailored information.

“I need more information about the union, a-kassa... general information about what

international people should know.” P(G).

(4) Moreover, the importance of individual support was raised, with suggestions that
organisations should consider the diverse expectations and backgrounds of their international
employees. A one-size-fits-all approach was seen as insufficient, with participants advocating

for more responsive and adaptive support mechanisms.

“Best is... to ask them (internationals) what their expectations are...but then you might need

individual solutions.”” P(H).

(5) The idea of more focused international events was highlighted as a potential way
to create more inclusive and welcoming spaces. These events could validate the diverse
experiences of immigrant employees and contribute to stronger intercultural understanding

within the organisation.

“It would be nice to have more international focused events.” P(K).

4.5. Guidance for Immigrant Employees
The theme Guidance for Immigrant Employees captures the participants’ key reflective

insights and suggestions aimed at supporting the cultural adaptation of future immigrants.
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Rooted in personal experience, these reflections emphasise proactive strategies for

integration. This theme has one merged code group.

4.5.1. Recommendations

This merged code group indicates when participants offered various pieces of advice
for future immigrant employees. This further leads to six refined sub code.

(1) Importance of social engagement building informal relationships, particularly

during unstructured times such as lunch breaks, to foster inclusion and belonging.

“Try to communicate with the people on lunchtime, show interest... Be gentle and kind...

Show that you are interested to get to know people.” P(A).

(2) Another important insight is the importance of preparation prior to entering the
Swedish workforce. Interviewees suggest that immigrants benefit significantly from
familiarising themselves with Swedish cultural norms, workplace expectations and

communication styles before arrival.

“Learn as much as possible about the Swedish work environment before starting...

understanding general cultural differences is helpful.” P(B).

(2) In addition, several reflections highlight the importance of inquiry, where actively
seeking information, asking questions and engaging with colleagues are positioned as a vital

tool for navigating unfamiliar systems.

’

“Ask someone... have a meeting... find someone and sit with them, ask how to do things...’

P(C).

(3) This is complemented by the importance of observation, encouraging newcomers
to adopt a mindful, watch-and-learn approach to understanding unspoken workplace dynamics.

Moreover, language acquisition is also seen as a cornerstone of integration.

“Try to observe how people act and interact... being more observant in the

beginning.” P(G).

(4) The importance of learning language is portrayed not only as a practical skill but

also as a gateway to deeper social and professional participation.
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“Learn Swedish, talk to older employees, be more collaborative...” P(L).

(5) Lastly, participants also emphasise the importance of realistic expectations.
Cultural adaptation is described as a gradual process, often slower than anticipated.
Acknowledging the potential challenges of forming deep friendships or fully integrating into

Swedish society helps set a more resilient and self-compassionate mindset for new arrivals.

“Don 't dream about having many friends... we should start from the very scratch.

Accept that we can't fully integrate.” P(J).
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5. Discussion

This chapter covers the discussion of empirical findings connecting to the existing theories
and literature with the aim to answer the research question.

This chapter discusses the empirical findings in relation to the three interrelated themes
introduced in the literature review: Cultural Adaption, Cultural Integration, and Identity
Negotiation. They serve as interpretive lenses through which the findings are analysed,
enabling a theoretically grounded understanding of immigrant employees’ experiences in the
Swedish workplace. In addition, theme, Organisational Support, is included due to its critical
relevance in shaping the adaptation process. Finally, the chapter incorporates a set of practical
recommendations shared by immigrant employees, reflecting their lived strategies for adapting
to Swedish work culture. This discussion connects empirical findings to theoretical frameworks
of Oberg (1960) and Kim (2000), as well as to previous research discussed in the literature
review, to contextualise key patterns and compare them with established knowledge in the field.

Interpreting the findings reveals insights on answering our research question:

“How do immigrant employees navigate cultural challenges to adapt to the Swedish work

culture?”

5.1. Cultural Adaptation

Cultural adaptation captures the early emotional and behavioural adjustment process.
Empirical findings indicated an initial sense of enthusiasm among immigrant employees upon
entering the Swedish workplace, with many appreciating the flat hierarchy and informal work
culture. This early optimism aligns with Oberg’s (1960) honeymoon phase. However, as
individuals became more integrated into their work environments, invisible hierarchies and
individualism began to emerge, signalling a shift into the hostility phase. The cultural norm of
Jéntelagen, which discourages self-promotion, was identified as a contributing factor to
confusion and self-restraint, as expressions of ambition were perceived as inappropriate.
Furthermore, the independence and emotional distance of individualism resulted difficulties in
forming relationships, and experiences of social isolation further reflected characteristics
associated with the regression phase.

While Oberg’s (1960) model helps explain early emotional responses, its linear stage

structures does not fully capture the complexity observed in the empirical findings. Many
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immigrant employees experienced simultaneous appreciation and confusion, for example,
valuing the egalitarian nature of the Swedish workplace while also at the same time feeling
unsettled by invisible hierarchies. This overlap challenges the sequential logic of Oberg’s (1960)
model, which assumes a progression from honeymoon to hostility, regression, and eventual
adjustment.

In contrast, Kim’s (2000) theory conceptualises adaptation not as a fixed endpoint but
as a continuous and cyclical process, driven by a recurring cycle of stress, adaptation, and
growth in which individuals experience ongoing fluctuations in emotional strain, internal
adjustment, and personal development.

Kim (2000) further outlines four key internal processes: enculturation, deculturation,
acculturation, and assimilation. These processes were evident in the empirical findings, which
illustrated instances of letting go of home country norms (deculturation) and adopting Swedish
practices (acculturation). For example, immigrant employees learned to work independently,
became more comfortable with flat structures, and embraced indirect communication norms.
The findings also pointed to the development of resilience and flexibility in navigating
unfamiliar social norms, reflecting movement along Kim’s adaptation continuum.

Consistent with Kim's (2000) idea, full assimilation was rarely observed. Moreover, the
empirical findings suggest that adaptation is neither uniform nor linear; it is shaped by recurring
tensions, selective engagement, and individual strategies.

Critically, adaptation does not end with initial adjustment. As immigrant employees
begin to integrate socially and professionally, new interactions reinforce and sometimes
reshape earlier adaptations. This aligns with Kim’s (2000) emphasis on fluid, non-linear change.
Thus, adaptation is best understood as a cyclical, evolving process, one that not only precedes
integration, but it continuously informed by it. Although Oberg (1960) acknowledge that some
individuals never fully recover from culture shock, his model does not account for the more

fluid, cyclical, and context-dependent adaptation processes observed in this study.

5.2. Cultural Integration

Cultural integration focuses on how immigrants begin to engage more actively with
Swedish workplace culture. Language plays a pivotal role in the integration of immigrant
employees into Swedish workplace culture, acting not merely as a practical communication

tool but as an essential gateway for deeper social and professional inclusion. Although many
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Swedish workplaces, particularly those with international profiles, conduct formal
communication primarily in English, our findings demonstrate that proficiency in Swedish
enhances immigrant employees’ experiences beyond mere task completion. These results align
with prior research indicating the importance of nuanced, informal interactions within
workplace dynamics (Barth & Zalkat, 2022; Hamrin, 2019).

On one hand, English may be sufficient for formal interactions. On the other hand, the
ability to converse in Swedish fosters more authentic, spontaneous exchanges, especially in
informal settings such as coffee breaks, hallway conversations, or lunch breaks. These
interactions are vital for social bonding, career progression, and recognition within the
workplace. This observation resonates with literature highlighting language proficiency as an
implicit marker of commitment and cultural assimilation (Hamrin, 2019), thus reinforcing the

individual’s professional credibility and opportunities for advancement.

The role of language in integration aligns with Kim’s (2000) theory, which highlights
communication, particularly language, as central to cultural adaptation. Swedish language
learning fostered both social bonding and internal adjustment, supporting Kim’s (2000) idea
that adaptation unfolds through continuous interaction. This reflects the simultaneous process
of acculturation and deculturation, which Kim (2000) describes as central to identity
transformation in cross-cultural contexts.

Oberg (1960) similarly recognised the importance of language in overcoming culture
shock, identifying it as the “principal symbol system of communication” necessary for forming
relationships with members of the host culture. Furthermore, Oberg (1960) emphasises that
recovery from culture shock depends heavily on the ability to interact meaningfully with locals,
something not possible without language acquisition.

Furthermore, uncertainty in expectation is typical of Swedish workplace culture and
presents additional challenges. Immigrant employees frequently face difficulties in interpreting
unspoken social cues or professional norms. Many expressed confusion about what was
expected in everyday interactions due to indirect communication, conflict avoidance, or a lack
of explicit guidance.

These moments of uncertainty reflect the early psychological stress described in
Oberg’s (1960) hostility phase, where initial enthusiasm is replaced by disorientation and
frustration. At the same time, these challenges align better with Kim’s (2000) view of
adaptation as a communicative and iterative process. Through ongoing social immersion and

exposure, employees gradually develop the interpretive skills needed to navigate subtle norms,
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illustrating Kim’s (2000) concept of acculturation and the dynamic progression of the stress-

adaptation-growth cycle.

5.3. Identity Negotiation

Identity negotiation is about internal reflections and decisions which is more
psychological and reflective. As immigrant employees adapt to the Swedish work culture, they
often engage in personal negotiation of cultural identity and belonging. The data reveals a range
of identity experiences ranging from blending cultures to shifting away from origin norms, to
experiencing a sense of cultural in-betweenness.

Immigrant employees often selectively adopted Swedish workplace norms, such as
communication styles, while consciously retaining values and behaviours they identified
strongly with their heritage. This balancing act helped participants feel professionally
competent without completely compromising their cultural roots. It reflects what Kim (2000)
describes as a process of acculturation and deculturation, an evolving, hybrid sense of self
where individuals adopt new behaviours while preserving meaningful cultural identities. In this
case, however, the adaptation appeared more selective rather than primarily driven by demands
from the host culture, as emphasised in Kim’s theory.

For some, this cultural negotiation took the form of shifting cultural identity. These
immigrant employees spoke of consciously distancing themselves from certain norms and
expectations of their home culture as they embraced Swedish values more. This shift was not
described as a loss, but as a positive reorientation that enabled better integration. This reflects
Kim’s (2000) view that successful adaptation often includes a transformation of internal values,
not just surface-level behavioural change. In this sense, identity negotiation becomes a form of
growth, where individuals re-evaluate and reshape their cultural frameworks in response to
new contexts and needs. This active and deliberate reshaping of identity underscores the
complexity highlighted by Chaturvedi and Yadav (2024), who note the inadequacies of uniform
inclusion policies that do not fully address the personal and nuanced experiences of immigrant
employees.

In contrast, Oberg’s (1960) model offers less explanatory power for this dimension of
adaptation. While Oberg’s model accounts for initial emotional reactions, it does not fully

address long-term identity negotiation.
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5.4. Organisational Support: Enabling or Hindering Adaptation

While personal adaptation is essential to navigating cultural challenges, empirical
findings show that organisational support strongly influences the pace and ease of integration
into Swedish work culture. This aligns with Kim’s (2000) emphasis on the communicative
environment as a key facilitator of cross-cultural adaptation. The data reveal both supportive
structures and notable gaps in institutional practices that either ease or hinder employees’
adjustment.

One frequently cited form of support was language provision, including access to
Swedish classes or learning resources. These initiatives were viewed as promoting not only
linguistic competence but also social belonging and long-term integration (Barth & Zalkat,
2022). In line with Kim’s (2000) theory, such support leads to acculturation by increasing
meaningful interaction with the host culture, while also leading to deculturation as individuals
gradually move away from aspects of their original culture that are no longer functional in the
new environment.

Empirical findings also underlined the value of regular one-on-one sessions, which
provided opportunities for feedback, professional development, and discussions around
personal well-being. This type of structured engagement enhanced feelings of visibility and
inclusion and reflects the importance of responsive organisational leadership in shaping
intercultural workplace experiences (O’Keefe et al., 2020).

However, several limitations in support structures were also identified. The lack of
informal social opportunities, such as casual team events, was noted as a barrier to building
deeper workplace relationships. Additionally, the absence of clear guidance on migration
process, as well as limited orientation regarding systems like unions and employment rights,
left some employees feeling uncertain and unsupported (Hamrin, 2019). When looking from
Kim’s (2000) lenses, these gaps hindered both deculturation and acculturation, as practical
insecurity weakened employees’ confidence in navigating their new environment.

Moreover, some findings pointed to the potential benefit of international-focused
events, which could help validate diverse experiences and foster cultural exchange within
teams. Such initiatives could contribute to a more inclusive environment, especially for
employees who do not yet feel fully part of either the host or origin culture (Jonsen et al., 2013;
Chaturvedi & Yadav, 2024)
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Overall, organisational support emerges as a critical, though uneven, factor in the
adaptation process. Where such support is present and international, it can accelerate

integration; where it is lacking, it may delay or complicate the journey (Syed & Ozbilgin, 2009).

5.5. Reflections and Recommendations

In addition to identifying key challenges, the empirical findings revealed a set of
practical, self-reflective recommendations shared by immigrant employees. While not
generalisable to all contexts, they align with Kim’s (2000) view of cross-cultural adaptation as
a self-directed and communicative process shaped by both environmental and individual
factors.

One prominent recommendation was the importance of informal social engagement.
Building connections during coffee breaks, lunches, or casual interactions was viewed as
essential for work culture integration. These findings reinforce the value of social interaction
in supporting acculturation through everyday communication (Kim, 2000).

Another frequently mentioned suggestion was the value of preparation. Immigrant
employees noted that learning about Swedish workplace norms and cultural values before
entering work environment helps reduce confusion and manage expectations. This proactive
approach aligns with Oberg’s (1960) notion of mitigating culture shock, as well as Kim’s
emphasis on anticipatory cultural learning as a strategy for easing the initial stress of cross-
cultural adaptation.

Language learning was also consistently highlighted as a critical facilitator of both
social and professional inclusion. Even basic proficiency in Swedish was regarded as a strong
indicator of respect and effort, enabling smoother interactions with colleagues and participation
in informal workplace life. This insight aligns with Barth and Zalkat (2022), who found that
language acquisition supports access to networks and enhances the perception of belonging.

In addition, empirical findings pointed to the usefulness of curiosity and observation as
adaptive strategies. Asking questions, seeking clarification, and observing how Swedish
colleagues communicate and collaborate were seen as effective ways to interpret unspoken
norms. These behaviours reflect Kim’s (2000) concept of acculturation, where cultural learning
occurs through social immersion and mindful engagement in the host environment.

Finally, the findings suggest that adaptation requires patience and realistic expectations.
Employees reflected on the slow and sometimes ambiguous nature of forming deeper

relationships or achieving full integration. Acknowledging this reality helped mitigate
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frustration and promoted self-compassion. This aligns with Kim’s theory, in which adaptation
is understood as a recursive and developmental journey rather than a fixed outcome.

These reflections offer not only personal guidance for immigrant employees but also
suggest potential improvements for organisations aiming to build more inclusive and
communicative work environments. As such, the recommendations reinforce the view of
cultural adaptation as a reciprocal, flexible, and context-sensitive process involving both

individual agency and structural support.

5.6. Summarised Framework

The Following frameworks provide a visual and conceptual summary of how
immigrant employees navigate cultural challenges in the Swedish workplace. They synthesise
key findings and participant reflections, highlighting both the adaptation process and suggested

strategies for support.

5.6.1. Immigrant Adaptation Process in Swedish Work Culture

Influence -———
Immigrant Adaptation Process in Swedish Work Culture

J

Leads to ——»

(

Cultural A i Cultural Integration

Identity Negotiation

|

Challenges:
« Invisible hierarchy
+ Jintelagen

« Individualism

|

|

l

Adaptation Strategies:
« Strategic adjustment
« Obscrvation

[P ——

Organisational Support

Challenges:

« Language barriers
+ Uncertainty in

expectations

Challenges:

« Negotiating personal

identity in the process of’
adaptation

|

|

Adaptation Strategies:

- Learn Swedish
« Observe social cues

Adaptation Strategies:

« Hybrid identity

Language support
One-on-one session

» Selective conformity

« Balancing personal and + Progressive adaptation
+ Personal boundaries

cultural expectations through daily interaction

L J
I

Outcome: Contextual, Selective, and Iterative Adaptation

Figure 4 Summarise Framework: How do immigrant employees navigate cultural challenges to adapt to the Swedish work
culture?

To conclude, immigrant employees navigate cultural challenges in the Swedish
workplace through a cyclical and interdependent process of cultural adaptation, cultural
integration, and identity negotiation. These are not linear stages but overlapping and mutually
reinforcing dimensions shaped by experience. Each involves specific challenges and adaptation
strategies, from adjusting to invisible hierarchies to negotiating hybrid identities.
Organisational support plays a crucial role in this process by shaping how employees engage
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with these challenges, through mechanisms such as language training and one-on-one sessions,
which in turn facilitate smoother adaptation. The overall adaptation process is contextual,
selective, and iterative, as employees continuously interpret, respond to, and reshape their

behaviours and identities in relation to Swedish workplace norms and expectations.

5.6.2. Participant Reflections: Suggested Guidance and Support

PARTICIPANT REFLECTIONS: SUGGESTED GUIDANCE AND SUPPORT
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Figure 5 Summarise Framework: Participant Reflections: Suggested Guidance and Support

Building on the cyclical and context-driven nature of the adaptation process, reflections
from immigrant employees provide practical insight into what enables smoother navigation of
Swedish work culture. They highlight that successful adaptation depends on both individual
effort and organisational support, emphasising strategies such as social engagement,
preparation, observation, and language learning, alongside calls for more inclusive
organisational practices like informal events, migration guidance, and tailored support to
organisations. These insights reinforce that adaptation is not only self-directed and iterative but

also strengthened by responsive and inclusive workplace environments.

6. Conclusion

This study set out to explore how immigrant employees navigate cultural challenges to
adapt to the Swedish work culture, with the aim of advancing both theoretical and practical
understanding of workplace adaptation. As multicultural organisations are an integral part of
today’s workforce, fostering inclusive and responsive environments is essential for
organisational success and employee well-being. By centring the lived experiences of
immigrant employees, this research shifts the focus from abstract inclusion frameworks to the
concrete realities of adaptation, offering insights not only into the challenges faced but also
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into both the challenges faced and the strategies used to overcome them. This ultimately led to

the guiding research question:

“How do immigrant employees navigate cultural challenges to adapt to the Swedish work

culture?”

Using a general inductive approach, the experiences of 13 immigrant employees across
various office-based Swedish industries were analysed. This method enabled a nuanced insight
of individual adaptation processes, while also identifying common patterns and shared
challenges.

The findings show that immigrant employees navigate cultural challenges to adapt to
the Swedish work culture through a process that is deeply personal, context-dependent and
iterative, as they continuously interpret, respond to, and reshape their behaviours and identities
in relation to workplace norms and expectations. While adaptation is largely internal and
behavioural, it enables external integration into the workplace. However, the study also reveals
that integration is rarely complete as employees often remain in state of partial belonging,
selectively adopting norms while preserving aspects of their original identities. Factors such as
organisational support, language proficiency, and personal initiative facilitate smoother
navigation of these challenges.

This study contributes to the theoretical and practical understanding of cross-cultural
dynamics within Swedish workplaces. It highlights the limitations of one-size-fits-all diversity
initiatives and underscores the need for more tailored support mechanisms, inclusive leadership,

and deeper attention to cultural identity as it evolves in professional contexts.

7. Contributions

This chapter covers how the empirical findings and discussions advance the existing theories
related to cultural adaptation in the context of immigrant employees in Sweden. It also
presents implications for HR, policymakers, and useful practices for immigrant employees.
Lastly, the limitation of this study and suggestions for future research.
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7.1. Theoretical Contribution

This study contributes to the theoretical understanding of cultural adaptation by
integrating and extending Oberg’s (1960) Culture Shock model and Kim’s (2000) Integrative
Theory of Communication and Cross-Cultural Adaptation. While these frameworks
traditionally address broad, generalised cultural transitions, our study offers a distinct
contribution by focusing specifically on workplace adaptation and by centring the lived
experiences of immigrant employees in Sweden.

Our findings show that adaptation occurs through strategic, selective, and context-
dependent practices, rather than as a uniform or linear process of assimilation. By anchoring
the analysis in first-hand accounts of employees’ integration within the Swedish work
environment, we extend existing theories of cross-cultural adaptation to better reflect the
complex dynamic of professional settings.

In doing so, the study contributes to both cross-cultural communication theory and
workplace inclusion literature, offering a more nuanced understanding of how cultural

adaptation unfolds within organisational contexts.

7.2. Implications

This study is beneficial for immigrant employees in Sweden as it covers the importance
of proactive strategies, such as language learning, informal social engagement, and identity
negotiation in navigating the cultural challenges in adapting to the Swedish work culture. It
can serve as a practical guide to help immigrant employees in Sweden to better understand
what to expect and how to respond effectively to such cultural challenges.

For HR managers, the findings underscore the value of designing more inclusive and
supportive environments. By recognising the nuanced realities of adaptation for immigrants,
HR practitioners can implement more effective diversity practices as earlier in this thesis
(social interaction events, migration assistance, practical guidance, individual support, and
international events).

Policymakers may also use this research as guidance information in shaping future
integration strategies and as a structural bridge for commitments to inclusion with everyday
cultural realities and intersectional support systems that help immigrant employees thrive in

the workplace and beyond.
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7.3. Limitations

Despite careful planning and execution, this study acknowledges several limitations
that might have influenced the research outcomes.

First, given the qualitative and inductive nature of our research approach, researcher
bias could have influenced data interpretation, particularly during the coding process. Although
triangulation was applied to enhance the credibility and objectivity of the data analysis, our
shared academic backgrounds and research interests might still impact the perspective and
interpretations reflected in this thesis.

Second, the sensitivity of our research topic about “immigrant experiences within
Swedish workplaces” could have affected participants' openness and willingness to share
complete and honest accounts. Cultural adaptation experiences can involve deeply personal
and potentially sensitive aspects for some of the participants' lives. Participants may have
hesitated to fully disclose their experiences due to fears of vulnerability or discomfort related
to their cultural backgrounds or past experiences in their countries of origin. Additionally,
despite assurances of anonymity and confidentiality, participants employed by large companies
might have remained cautious or apprehensive about openly discussing their workplace
experiences.

Third, as English was not the native language of all participants, we acknowledge that
this may have limited some participants in fully expressing their thoughts and experiences.

Fourth, some participants had previously moved to other countries or came from
cultures like Sweden’s. This prior experience helped ease their cultural adjustment, reducing
the intensity of cultural differences and limiting the challenges they faced in adapting to
Swedish culture.

7.4. Further Research

While this study offers valuable information into the experiences of immigrant
employees in adapting to the Swedish work culture, future research could benefit from
incorporating the perspectives of managers and employers. A comparative analysis that
includes both the perspectives of both employee and managerial viewpoints could provide
richer insights into workplace integration.

Further research could also explore how organisations actively work to become more
inclusive, investigating not only their strategies and success in doing so, but also the challenges
they face in implementing inclusive practices. Additionally, since the current study primarily

focused on immigrant employees within corporate settings, future studies could broaden the
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scope to include those working in non-corporate sectors such as healthcare, manufacturing,
service industries, or public institutions. This would allow for a more diverse understanding of
how adaptation processes may vary across different professional environments and

organisational cultures.
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9. Appendix

9.1. Research Questions

Interview Questions

1. Do you consent and willingly volunteer to have this interview with us?

2. Do you allow us to record this interview for our research?

3. If you feel uncomfortable, then feel free to stop this interview whenever. And if you feel like you want to
skip a question, please let us know.

4. Can you briefly introduce yourself?

5. Inyour job, do you work with Swedish-origin (or have Swedish) colleagues (co-workers)?
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6. What was your first reaction when joining the Swedish workforce? Can you tell us about your first
experience? If short, was anything surprising or different from what you expected? do you remember if it was

good/bad?

7. now, as you are working for a while, have you experience any difference? What difference do you notice?
Why did these differences occur? Any reflection? Any examples? If no, even small changes - like have your
expectations or relationships at work evolved?

8. Did you get any culture shock in the work setting in your early days of the job?
If yes, how did you deal with it? If not, what made you prepared to adapt to the new culture? If no: okay, was
there anything small that took time to adjust to, like how people communicate or how meetings work?

9. Have you experienced any difficulties in integrating into workplace networks or social
circles? If yes, can you explain? Do you think socialisation is taking a big place to adapt to this new culture
workplace? If no, what do you think helped with that / what do you think made it easy for you?

10. What kind of support (if any) did your employer provide to help with your cultural
adaptation? (any specific workplace policies or programs) If yes, how does it help you?
If unclear, for example, did they offer any language training, mentorship, or diversity programs? If no, would
you have found that kind of support helpful?
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11. Have you ever felt pressure to conform to Swedish work norms or cultural
expectations? If yes, how did you handle it? If unclear, did you ever feel like you had to change how you act
or work to “fit in”” better? If no, do you think your workplace is very open to different styles?

12. Have language barriers impacted your work experience? If so, how have you managed
them? - Is Swedish necessary or is English sufficient enough? If unclear, has language ever made things harder
- like in meetings or social moments? If no, do you think Swedish is necessary, or is English enough in your

experience?

13. Do you feel that you have the same career opportunities as native Swedes? (If not, why/how?)

14. What aspects of Swedish work culture were most challenging for you when you first started working? If
unsure, maybe communication styles, meetings, independence or work-life balance? If no/short, could you
remember/describe a moment that felt difficult or surprising?

15. Have you noticed any unspoken workplace norms that were different from what you were used to in your
home country? If unsure, are there any “unwritten rules” at work in Sweden that were different from what you
were used to - like how people interact, take breaks, or give feedback? If no, maybe something small that you

eventually noticed?
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16. Have you ever found yourself withdrawing from workplace interactions due to cultural differences? Share
your experience If unsure: For example, did you ever feel like keeping to yourself at work because things felt

unfamiliar?

17. When you were/are adapting to the Swedish work culture, did you start to forget about your origin culture,
or did you still keep a balance with your cultural background/perspective in your core values? Explain why. If
unclear, do you still bring your own culture into how you work or interact, or have you changed a lot to fit in?
If short, can you give an example of something you’ve kept or changed? If no, do you think your origin culture

is similar to a Swedish one? Can you explain the similarities?

18. If you have adapted to the Swedish work culture, do you feel like you started or are missing your old/origin
culture? Explain how. If unclear, have you felt like something is missing - like the way people communicate,
celebrate, or connect at work? If no, what do you like about the Swedish approach?

19. What improvements could organisations implement to better support employees in their cultural
adaptation? (workplace policies or initiatives do you think could support).
If unsure, what would’ve helped you feel more included or supported when you first started working? If short,
even small changes, like how feedback is given or how teams are built - any ideas?

20. What advice would you give to new employees coming here to help them adapt to Swedish work culture?
If unsure, what helped you when you first started? Or what do you wish someone told you?
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21. Do you think organisations, managers, or employers play the most important role in helping new immigrant
employees adapt to a new workplace culture, or is it more about individual effort?

22. Knowing the Swedish workplace culture, do you see yourself staying in Sweden long-term? Why or why
not?

23. Is there anything else you would like to mention or talk about before we end this interview?

24. Is it okay to contact you for follow-up questions if necessary?
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9.2. Coding Step 5

Category

Description

Merged code
group

Description

Refined Sub
Codes

Cultural Transition & Initial Reaction

This category explores participants’ perceptions of the cultural transition to the Swedish workplace
culture, focusing on their views of norms, communication styles, work-life balance, organisational
structures. It highlights how participants interpret and make sense of the differences they encounter

in the Swedish work environment.

Workplace Hierarchy and Norms

This merged code group captures participants’ reflection on the hierarchy and norms within

Swedish organisations.

Description

Refers to participants’
recognition that authority
and decision-making are
often evenly distributed.

Flat Hierarchy

Quotes

“There was a lot about
consent. It was very important
that they all always agree, so
it's not like one person just
makes a decision. There is a
very low hierarchy here.” (D).
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Captures a workplace that
appears flat and egalitarian
on the surface but still
operates with underlying
power structures and
decision-making chains that
are not immediately
obvious.

“So I think this invisible
hierarchy is something I had to
learn about, you might think
that everyone is equal,
everyone says your first name,
but actually there are still
hierarchies.” (G).

Invisible Hierarchy

Is the casual, relaxed nature
of workplace interactions,
such as using of first names,
Informality open office layouts,
informal dress codes, or
ease of access to higher-
level colleagues.

“I used to say sir but here they
just say names.” (I) “I was
shocked I could just knock and
enter anyone’s office—even the
manager. It felt casual but
strange at first.” (G).

Refers to the cultural norm

. “We are not really encouraged
that discourages Y g

to be t bitious. Th It
Jintelagen boastfulness and 0 e oo amot zous. ep eogjy’ ¢
it iy o (around) can get insecure.
. E).
equality. ®
“The fika breaks are a really
special thing that I wasn't
Includes traditions like fika, aware of before, but they are
Cultural Ritual a routine coffee break that not forced to participate in
facilitates informal social that. And there is no social
bonding. punishment or whatsoever
when you're not
participating.” (D).
C “It is very individual here.
Highlights h
in dlegperllielleoaz d After the work hours, it's like
. . d d i do mine... It"
Individualism emotional distance may YOU @0 you Gnat Go mine... ;s

harder to get closer to
colleagues here than in
(origin).” (L).

complicate deeper
workplace relationships.
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Merged code
group

Description

Refined Sub
Codes

Communication Style

This merged code group captures the communication style participants perceive in Swedish

workplaces.

Description

Refers to the subtle, non-
confrontational, or
softened language in
workplace interactions,
where feedback or
important messages are
delivered in a way that
avoids directness or
potential conflict.

Indirect
Communication

Is a tendency in the
workplace to avoid direct
confrontation or difficult

conversations, often

prioritising harmony,
indirect communication, or
subtle feedback over open
disagreement.

Conflict Avoidance

Quotes

“One of the main challenges was
understanding the communication style. In
Sweden, communication tends to be
indirect, and people are generally
uncomfortable expressing criticism or
discussing negative issues openly. As a
result, it was sometimes difficult to
interpret what colleagues truly meant or to
know where I stood in certain situations. It
required time and observation to adapt and
understand Swedish workplace
communication.” (B).

“Here they don’t say directly, they say
more indirectly, and they respect opinions,
joint discussion, no conflict, when they say

"if you wish", then it means "no".” (I).
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Merged code

group
Description
Work-Life Balance
Refined Sub
Codes
Workplace Well-
being
Synchronicity of
Time Off
Time Discipline
Merged code
group

Work-Life Style

refers to the prioritisation of rest,
personal time, and family over
excessive work. Highlights the
importance of maintaining clear
boundaries between work
responsibilities and personal life.

captures organisational efforts to
support employees’ mental,
emotional, or physical health,
including regular check-ins,
encouragement to rest, and
attention to workload and stress
levels.

reflects the cultural expectation to
take time off during nationally
recognised periods like summer or
holidays, creating a rhythm that
newcomers had to adapt to.

refers to a structured approach to
work hours and there is a clear
boundary between work and
personal time.

This merged code group captures the work-life style that participants perceive in Swedish workplace.

“Managers were writing after every
email that I should take some rest, you
don’t need to work extra... They were
asking me to take some vacation.” (C).

“Even if colleagues have ongoing tasks,
they close the laptop and go home. It is
different from doing your task done and
then go home. They prioritise family or
outside of work. Very strict on their own
working hours, their private life
schedule is priority rather than work
schedule.” (M).

“I was glad that there was no
mandatory after work like it was in
home country.” (L).

“Here they really care about your
mental health, they ask if workload is
enough or too much” (C) “Managers

always provide one-on-one
checkpoints/sessions like once per
month... sometimes twice or once per
two months... you can talk about your
development, progress, career, personal
issues.” (F).

" In Sweden, there is a strong cultural
norm around taking time off during
specific periods, such as the summer or
around traditional holidays." (B).

“Very strict on their own working
hours, their private life schedule is
priority rather than work schedule.”
M).

Cultural Integration Challenges
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This merged code group captures the main challenges participants faced in integrating into the cultural

Description

Language Barrier

Refined Sub
Codes

Uncertainty in
Expectations

Category

and social context of Swedish workplaces.

reflects the role of language as both a
practical and symbolic bridge (or barrier) to
social inclusion. While many participants
found English sufficient for completing work
tasks, they often noted that lacking Swedish
proficiency made it harder to build deeper
relationships or be accepted in informal
settings.

captures the ambiguity participants faced
when interpreting unspoken social cues or
professional norms. Many expressed
confusion around what was expected in
everyday interactions both socially and
professionally due to indirect communication
or a lack of explicit guidance.

Importance of Language

“For socialisation Swedish
is definitely needed
especially if you try to get to
know your colleagues more
on a personal level.” (K).

“When working on tasks, 1
often didn’t receive clear
feedback indicating whether
something was right or
wrong. While this approach
encourages independence
and self-reflection, it can be
overwhelming when there is
too little guidance.” (4).
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This category highlights whether Swedish language skills are crucial for workplace integration,

building professional relationships, and fostering a sense of inclusion within Swedish

Description
organisations.
M
erged code Role of language
group
Description This merged code group captures the participants' perception of the role of Swedish skills.
Description Quotes
defines being able to “ ... for work 100% English is good,
speak in Swedish, even | no Swedish at all, but if you want to
when the work in get a full experience and fully emerge
Swedish as a Tool for Social general is in English, it into the work and socialise,... For
Access creates a bridge to have socialisation Swedish is definitely
informal conversation needed especially if you try to get to
with colleagues and know your colleagues more on a
create friendship. personal level.” (K).
refers to the necessity
f learni ish t
Ol ‘earning .Swedlf ° “If you want to climb the ladder, you
. advance in one’s .
Swedish as a Symbol of . need to learn the language... if you
. . career, receive . ;
Professional Integration . . do, they appreciate you more in a
promotions, and gain corporate setting.” (E)
recognition in Swedish P g ’
workplaces.
Refined Sub
Codes

refers to the need of
being able to speak in
Swedish proficiency
when planning to stay
long-term in Sweden.

Swedish is necessary for long-
term

reflects that English is
sufficient enough to
integrate in the
workplace.

Sufficiency of English in
Swedish

“It is important to be able to speak
Swedish, but of course, it takes time
with the job you do every day, but it

is very important because then you

have the freedom to do, like small
talk in the office. If you are already
deciding that you want to live here
for a long term, then you have to be
able to speak it regardless of whether
it will be beneficial for you or not.”

(E).

“I mean, English is fine, I never
spend so much time learning
Swedish.” (I).
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Category

Description

Merged code
group

Description

Refined Sub
Codes

Cultural Adaptation

This category explores how participants balance cultural values and norms from both their origin
and Swedish cultures to thrive in their new work setting.

Cultural Identity and Belonging

This merged code group examines participants’ cultural identity and sense of belonging within

Balancing Cultural
Identities

Shifting Cultural Identity

In-Between Belonging

Swedish workplace.

Description

indicate a dynamic process of
shaping the immigrant
employee’s identities by
blending elements of both
Swedish cultural norms and
those from their countries of
origin—adopting values,
behaviours, and practices from
each to navigate their
professional and social
environments more effectively.

describes gradually distancing
from aspects of the participants’
origin culture, as they adapt to
the Swedish cultural values,
behaviours, and workplace
norms. For some, as a
conscious effort to better
integrate and align with their
new professional environment.

to being caught between two
cultures, neither fully
identifying with Swedish
society nor entirely connected
to their culture of origin.

Quotes

“Adapting to the Swedish work
culture required a certain level
of flexibility, and I have
definitely changed some
aspects of my behaviour over
time... I try to maintain a
balance... adapting to function
well in the Swedish system
while keeping core aspects of
my background.” (A).

“Adjusting to this working
culture is much easier than the
working culture in my home
country as they are worse
there than here. So I think, in
that sense, losing it (the origin
culture) in a good way, it is a
much more balanced working
culture, rather than back
then.” (C).

"Not fully belonging to (origin)
culture... I adapted to this
vague rule based working

environment. Not fully
belonging to Swedish culture
either though." (J).
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Category

Description

Merged code
group

Description

Refined Sub
Codes

Organisational Support

This category examines the assistance provided by organisations to help immigrant employees
navigate cultural and professional adaptation. Additionally, this category includes participants’
reflections and suggestions for improving support.

General Support

This merged code group reflects main organisations' support that participants received.

Description

refers to organisations that
provide opportunities for
participants to learn
Swedish.

Language Support

refers to organisations that
provide regular personal
sessions and feedback loops
that support personal and
professional growth.

One-on-one sessions

Quotes

“They offer Swedish classes...”
(H).

“One-on-ones with the manager-...
you can talk about development,
progress, career, personal
iSSues... anonymous Surveys... we
always discuss about these
feedbacks.” (F).
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Merged code
group

Description

Refined Sub
Codes

Suggest Support

This merged code group reflects participants' insights of support that organisations should improve.

Social interaction events

Migration Assistance

Practical Guidance

Individual support

International events

Description

refers to a need to format
social interaction events
for personal connection.

refers to organisations
lacking help with
migration-related needs.

refers to the lack of
broader guidance about
living in and working in
Sweden.

refers to the need for
individualised support
based on expectations.

refer to the need for more
inclusive international
focused events.

Quotes

“They should create more
opportunities for personal
connection beyond the formal work
environments.” (A).

“With the Migration Board, no one
could help.” (C).

“I need more information about the
union, akassa... general information
about what international people
should know.” (H).

“Best is... to ask them
(internationals) what their
expectations are...but then you
might need individual solutions.”

(H).

“It would be nice to have more
international focused events.” (K).
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Category

Guidance for Immigrant Employees

This category captures the participants’ reflections and suggestions aimed at helping future

immigrant employees to better navigate and support cultural adaptation.

Recommendations

This merged code group captures the main practical advice and suggestions provided by

Description
Merged code
group
Description
Importance of Social
Engagement
Importance of Preparation
Importance of Inquiry
Refined Sub
Codes

Importance of Observation

Importance of Learning
Language

Importance of Realistic
Expectations

Description

how forming social
relationships in and outside
of the workplace helps with
integration into Swedish
work culture.

need to understand Swedish
work culture, expectations
and norms before moving to
Sweden.

value of asking questions,
seeking guidance and
initiating conversations to
get a feeling of the Swedish
systems and expectations.

refers to watching how
others behave, follow social
cues and learn through
careful observation before
acting.

refers to learning Swedish as
a key step to social
integration and deeper
workplace participation.

specify adjustment to
expectations around social
life, integration speed or
friendliness from colleagues,
setting realistic expectations.

participants to help future immigrant employees better navigate their cultural adaptation and
integration in the workplace.

Quotes

“Try to communicate with the
people on lunchtime, show
interest... Be gentle and kind...
Show that you are interested to
get to know people.” (A).

“Learn as much as possible
about the Swedish work
environment before starting...
understanding general cultural
differences is helpful.” (B).

“Ask someone... have a
meeting... find someone and sit
with them, ask how to do
things...” (C).

“Try to observe how people act
and interact... being more
observant in the beginning.” (G).

“Learn Swedish, talk to older
employees, be more
collaborative...” (L).

“Don’t dream about having many

friends... we should start from the

very scratch. Accept that we can’t
fully integrate.” (J).
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9.3. Interview Consent Form Sample

-
JONKOPING UNIVERSITY

Jonkdping international
Business School

Interview Consent Form

Thesis title: Cultural Adaptation in the Swedish Work Culture: Experiences of Immigrant
Employees in Sweden.

Authors: Jieun Heshmati-Kim, Dian Indiani Ida Ayu Nyoman, & Moa Elina Stenlund
Thesis Supervisor: Anup Banerjee

Information:

1. The duration of the interview is approximately 60 minutes.

2.You have the right to stop the interview at any time.

3. You have the right to skip the question(s) / you have the right to not answer the
question(s) at any reason.

4. The interview will be audio recorded and the transcript will be produced verbatim.
You as well have the right to choose to not participate in the audio recording.

5. The audio recording of the interview and the transcript will be safely stored so that
only the authors of the thesis have access. The audio recording and the transcript will
be deleted upon completion of the research project.

6. At the beginning of the interview, the author of the thesis informed you that the
interview will be anonymous. Your name, age, and company/organisation name will
not be stated in the research paper.

By signing this form, I agree that:

1.1 have read the information section of this consent form.

2.1 participate in this project voluntarily and I can withdraw at any point.

3. Ido not expect reimbursement of any form in return for my participation.

4. The interviews will be audio recorded, transcribed verbatim and utilized as stated
above. I will request not to have my voice recorded during the interview if I wish so,
for any reason.

5. A copy of the interview transcripts will be provided upon request and I have the right
to perform necessary edits regarding factual correctness.

6.1 have the right to contact the authors of the thesis pre and post interview with
questionst might have.

Z7.
Jie eshmati-Kim Integfiew Participant

I
DWWoman %’bé Elir%‘S)ténlund




10. DECLARATION

i
JONKOPING UNIVERSITY

Jonképing International
Business School

Interview Consent Form

Thesis title: Cultural Adaptation in the Swedish Work Culture: Experiences of Immigrant
Employees in Sweden.

Authors: Jieun Heshmati-Kim, Dian Indiani Ida Ayu Nyoman, & Moa Elina Stenlund
Thesis Supervisor: Anup Banerjee

Information:

1. The duration of the interview is approximately 60 minutes.

2. You have the right to stop the interview at any time.

3. You have the right to skip the question(s) / you have the right to not answer the
question(s) at any reason.

4. The interview will be audio recorded and the transcript will be produced verbatim.
You as well have the right to choose to not participate in the audio recording.

5. The audio recording of the interview and the transcript will be safely stored so that
only the authors of the thesis have access. The audio recording and the transcript will
be deleted upon completion of the research project.

6. At the beginning of the interview, the author of the thesis informed you that the
interview will be anonymous. Your name, age, and company/organisation name will
not be stated in the research paper.

By signing this form, I agree that:

1. I have read the information section of this consent form.

2. I participate in this project voluntarily and I can withdraw at any point.

3. Ido not expect reimbursement of any form in return for my participation.

4. The interviews will be audio recorded, transcribed verbatim and utilized as stated
above. I will request not to have my voice recorded during the interview if I wish so,
for any reason.

5. A copy of the interview transcripts will be provided upon request and I have the right
to perform necessary edits regarding factual correctness.

6.1 have the right to contact the authors of the thesis pre and post interview with
questions- might have.
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10.1. Data protection by Otter.ai

Otter.ai complies with security, privacy and data protection practices, aligning with
global regulatory standards such as SOC 2 TYPE II, GDPR and VPAT. The SOC 2 TYPE II
certification is an independent audit that evaluates how cloud service providers manage
sensitive information, verifying Otter.ai’s controls for maintaining ongoing data security. In
compliance with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), Europe’s regulation for data
protection and privacy, Otter.ai ensures that users can trust to handle personal data
responsibility. Additionally, the company prioritises accessibility by aligning with Section 508
of the U.S. Rehabilitation Act. Otter.ai has completed a Voluntary Product Accessibility
Template (VPAT), demonstrating its commitment to providing accessible technology solutions.
To further protect user data, Otter.ai implements two-factor authentication, adding an extra
layer of security even if a password is compromised (Otter.ai, n.d). For more information,
please visit https://otter.ai/privacy-security.

10.2. Generative AI References

Quillbot. (2025). Quillbot (Version 15.179.0) [Paraphrasing and grammar tool].
https://quillbot.com/

OpenAl. (2023). ChatGPT (Version 40) [Large language model].
https://chat.openai.com/chat

Elsevier. (2025). Scopus Al [Al research
assistant]. https://www.scopus.com/search/form.uri?display=basic&zone=header&origin=#s

copus-ai

Otter.ai. Otter.Ai (Version 3.74.0) [Transcription tool]. https://otter.ai/
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