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Purpose — This study investigates language choices through the lens of organizational identity and shows that ccepted s Hetaber

these choices have symbolic value beyond verbal narratives in constructing and expressing an international
identity. In doing so, this study introduces a new area of investigation to the language-sensitive stream of
International Business (IB) research.

Design/methodology/approach — This is a qualitative case study of a small Finnish digital firm that explores
which languages (i.e. national languages) are chosen as the firm pursues internationalization.

Findings — The case company constructs and expresses an international identity through its language choices.
Internationalization triggers changes that result in adapting the firm’s language choices to new situations. These
choices range from bilingual to multilingual and finally to an English-dominant approach, expressing
differences from “noninternational” firms and similarities to international firms, their preferred comparison
group. Although their language choices change over time, the identity claim of being international remains
the same.

Originality/value — To date, language-sensitive IB research has not addressed the symbolic value of language
choices in constructing and expressing organizational identity. This article brings together three streams of
literature: internationalization of small digital firms, organizational identity and language choices in
internationalizing firms. It builds the argument that, through the symbolic value, language choices play a
central role in a firm’s transformation into an international firm. Both internal and external language choices are
important in expressing an international identity to various audiences, such as customers, employees, industry
peers and other network members.
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Introduction

Internationalization implies constant changes for a firm. One aspect of change that has
received scant attention concerns the organizational identity of a firm that embarks on
internationalization. Organizational identity refers to the central features that, in the eyes of the
organization’s members, form the essence of who they are as an organization and what their
goals are (Albert and Whetten, 1985; Cornelissen et al., 2007; Edman, 2016; Gioia et al., 2013;
Kreiner et al., 2015). Organizational identity shapes a firm’s strategy and survival (Edman,
2016). Therefore, constructing and expressing an identity that supports internationalization
becomes crucial. A firm may also face identity tensions related to adapting the identity to
changing situations while preserving what is essential for the organization (Kreiner
etal., 2015).

In the course of internationalization, firms also face the need to make language choices
(Welch et al., 2001). Previous language-sensitive research in International Business (IB) has
investigated the complexity and pervasiveness of language issues in multinational enterprises
(MNESs). This study, however, focuses on language choices in small and medium-sized I‘
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CCSM enterprises (SMEs) that internationalize. Previous research has addressed language choice in
SME:s as a matter of external communication, i.e., deciding which national languages are used
in international business relationships, mainly with customers. The choice typically takes
place between English and a multilingual strategy (Talukder and Barner-Rasmussen, 2024).
Factors influencing the choice include the availability of language skills for the firm, the
perceived competitive advantage of using a customer’s language, and also customers’
language preferences, which are related to individual linguistic identities (Bordia and Bordia,
2015; Hurmerinta et al., 2015; Karhunen et al., 2023; Talukder and Barner-Rasmussen, 2024).

However, while language is known to be an important marker of individual identity (Bordia
and Bordia, 2015; Karhunen et al., 2023), its role in constructing and expressing
organizational identities remains largely underexplored in IB. Furthermore, we know little
about the formation of organizational identity in new firms, particularly those who aspire
internationalization. To address these omissions, I pose the following research question: How
do language choices construct and express the international identity of an internationalizing
small firm? Based on an interpretive case study approach (Mees-Buss et al., 2022; Piekkari
etal., 2009; Piekkari and Welch, 2018), I adopt the lens of organizational identity to investigate
the language choices of an internationalizing small Finnish digital firm. The findings show that
language choices have symbolic value beyond words that are spoken (Hornikx et al., 2024):
the choice of language in itself constructs and expresses the organization’s identity as an
international firm.

This article contributes to language-sensitive IB research by identifying the symbolic value
of language choice at the firm level. The findings indicate that the role language plays in the
internationalization of small firms is greater than recognized to date. Constructing and
expressing an international identity is a central aspect in a firm’s transformation into an
international actor, and language choice plays a key role in the process. Furthermore, the lens
of organizational identity reveals that both internal and external language choices are
important for a small firm in expressing its international identity to various audiences,
consisting of customers, employees (current and potential), industry peers and other network
members.

This article is structured as follows: I begin by reviewing previous literature on the
internationalization of small digital firms, organizational identity and language choices in
internationalizing firms to build the theoretical background for the study. The following
section explains the qualitative case study approach, case selection as well as data collection
and analysis techniques. The findings show how different language choices in three different
phases have been used to construct and express the international identity of the case firm while
maintaining the essential identity claim of being international. Thereafter, I discuss the
findings and the limitations of the study, suggesting avenues for future research. The article
ends with reflections on the practical and societal implications of the findings.

Theoretical background
SMEs form the backbone of most economies (UNCTAD, 2024). Approximately 90% of
businesses worldwide are SMEs, accounting for more than 50% of employment (World Bank,
2019). Thus, SMEs are crucial contributors to economic development (World Bank, 2019),
and many societies rely on their growth to ensure societal well-being (Coviello and Munro,
1995). This study investigates the internationalization process of a small firm where language
choices become a means of constructing and expressing the firm’s identity as an international
player.

While “language” can mean many things in an organization — national, corporate, technical
or electronic (Brannen et al., 2014) — and language choices are made at many levels, e.g.,
regarding vocabulary and register, this article addresses language choice in terms of which so-
called national languages are used in a firm, where, when, with whom, and why. I draw on three
streams of literature — namely internationalization of small firms, especially digital firms due
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to the industry of the case company (e.g., Amdam et al., 2020; Monaghan et al., 2020), Cross Cultural &
organizational identity (e.g., Gioia et al., 2010, 2013; Kreiner et al., 2015) and language choice Strategic
in internationalizing firms (e.g., Sanden and Kankaanranta, 2018; Talukder and Barner- Management
Rasmussen, 2024) — to build the argument that language choices have symbolic value in
constructing and expressing an identity that supports the firm’s internationalization. Both
internal and external language choices are important in expressing an international identity to
various audiences, such as customers, employees, industry peers and other network members.
As digital firms in particular have the ability to reach new markets while operating from their
home country (Ye et al., 2022), they need to balance the identity tensions arising from their
international aspirations, yet rather local realities.

Internationalization of small digital firms

The implications of digitalization are currently the topic of a lively and important discussion in
the field of IB (Stallkamp et al., 2023). While some firms undergo a digital transformation,
others are “born digital”, i.e., they leverage digital technology for production, operations and
product delivery from their inception, which facilitates the engagement with global markets at
the very start (Fraccastoro et al., 2025; Knight et al., 2025; Yang et al., 2025). “[D]igital
industries can be delineated into pure digital industries (e.g., social media, search engines,
online gaming, etc. where the final products are virtual and rely minimally on offline physical
assets) and digitally-enabled industries (e.g., online shopping, ride-sharing, food delivery, etc.,
where the final products are often physical)” (Yang et al., 2025, p. 6). The case company in this
study falls into the first category as it sells a digital solution, namely software-as-a-service
(SaaS). Such a business is based on a “licensing and distribution model in which software is
hosted by service providers and is made available for customers over the internet” (Saltan and
Smolander, 2021, p. 1).

Many founders of digital firms seem to have a “global by default” mindset (Birkinshaw,
2022, p. 621), and internationalization “may represent an idealized development path for
young entrepreneurial firms” (Monaghan and Tippmann, 2018, p. 491). However, the
strategies digital firms use for internationalization are diverse (Stallkamp et al., 2023), and for
many such firms, early and rapid internationalization is planned, but for others it is not — it may
even be accidental (Hennart, 2014; Monaghan et al., 2020). Social cues from relevant others,
such as industry peers, may be particularly influential for the internationalization of
entrepreneurial firms with limited international experience (Amdam et al., 2020). Digital firms
in general are highly network-oriented (Ye et al., 2022), and scholars have found that the actors
within these networks have a widely shared understanding of guidelines and sets of heuristics
for how to internationalize (Monaghan and Tippmann, 2018). Seeing other firms
internationalize may serve as inspiration to follow in their footsteps, although the outcomes
of the internationalization process vary (Amdam et al., 2020).

Digitalization lowers the barriers related to entering foreign markets (Ye et al., 2022).
Research on internationalizing digital firms suggests that, compared to other types of
businesses, e.g., manufacturing companies, such firms may be able to internationalize faster,
with a broader geographical scope and with less of a physical footprint, i.e., without having to
establish subsidiaries (Yang et al., 2025). In fact, digital firms can operate from their home
country base, yet easily reach customers both at home and in foreign markets (Ye et al., 2022).
Digital entry modes can also be localized, e.g., by providing websites in the languages of target
markets. Nevertheless, it is also common to opt for a more global approach, namely, using
English-language websites (Domurath et al., 2020; Vadana et al., 2019). However, Stallkamp
etal. (2023) found that it is not uncommon for digital firms to still establish a physical presence
in key markets to have access, e.g., to locally embedded human resources. Regardless of entry
mode, expanding to a new market has repercussions for a firm’s organizational identity. This is
the topic of the next subsection.
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CCSM Organizational identity

Extant research has focused on organizational identity in established MNEs where an identity
already exists (e.g., Colman et al., 2022; Edman, 2016; Pant and Ramachandran, 2017).
However, from the perspective of new firms, the question is how an organizational identity is
formed in the first place. This is an underexplored aspect in the research on organizational
identity (Gioia et al., 2010, 2013; Oliver and Vough, 2020). According to Gioia et al. (2013),
the formation of an organizational identity begins with initial identity claims or articulation of
a guiding vision by the organization’s founder(s). In addition to reflecting the goals and ideals
of “who we are”, and an organizational field or comparison group of “who we are like”, these
claims can implicitly or explicitly rule certain features out, i.e., “who we are not” (Gioia et al.,
2013). During the process of forming an organizational identity, the organization also needs to
define what it means to be who they want to be. Through exploring similarities and differences
with other organizations, a consensus begins to form among the organizational members
regarding their distinctive features (Gioia et al., 2013).

Organizational members often refer to their organization’s identity in descriptive
characteristics (Kreiner et al., 2015). However, as organizations are faced with constant
change, be it through entering new markets or recruiting new employees, Kreiner et al. (2015)
argue that organizational identity is, in fact, manifested in identity tensions and the ongoing
process of determining (1) what aspects of the identity are essential or negotiable, (2) what is
consistent or changeable and (3) what connects or differentiates the organization from others.
Through shared narratives, practices and discourses (Amdam et al., 2020; Cornelissen et al.,
2007; Gioia et al., 2013; Ravasi and Canato, 2013), an organizational identity provides an
interpretative system that guides individuals’ sense-making within the organization
(Cornelissen et al., 2007; Gioia et al., 2013). It is also about “giving sense” (Gioia et al.,
2013, p. 160) since constructing organizational identity aims to legitimize the organization in
the eyes of relevant stakeholders (Cornelissen et al., 2007).

Whereas identity concerns who an organization is, legitimacy refers to the organization’s
relationship with its surrounding environment (Dupuis, 2008). Stakeholders, such as
customers, employees and financiers, hold expectations about how a certain kind of
organization should act. New firms are compared to existing ones to assess whether they meet
the minimum standards of membership of a particular category of organizations (van Werven
et al., 2015). If stakeholder expectations are met, the organization is granted legitimacy,
meaning a positive judgment that the firm is competent and to be taken seriously (Bangara
et al., 2012; Diez Martin et al., 2010; Gioia et al., 2013; Zimmerman and Zeitz, 2002).
Established firms can rely on a historical track record of performance and reputation in
pursuing legitimacy, but a new firm must be more proactive and, for example, imitate the
identities and actions of existing organizations in a relevant field (Bangara et al., 2012; Gioia
et al., 2013; Santos, 2022; van Werven et al., 2015). Verbal narratives and storytelling are
important ways of constructing organizational identities and pursuing legitimacy (Cornelissen
et al., 2007; Gioia et al., 2013). Furthermore, organizations can also make implicit claims
about their identity that do not require logical and linear argumentation structures. This can be
done, e.g., through visual communication (Santos, 2023) and, as is argued in this article,
through language choices (Hornikx et al., 2024), to which I turn in the next subsection.

Language choice in internationalizing firms

Previous language-sensitive IB research has mainly focused on large MNEs, which are
considered multilingual by definition (Fredriksson et al., 2006). Thus, language choice is
addressed as an internal management issue concerning, e.g., which language(s) to use in
communication with employees who do not share a native language. On the other hand, in
SMESs, language choice has typically been treated as a matter of external communication, i.e.,
which language(s) to use with international customers, largely overlooking the possibility that
SME:s also make internal language choices. However, today, migration is a phenomenon that
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locally operating firms, too, can become internally multilingual. Therefore, while the present Strategic
study focuses on small internationalizing firms, language choice is approached both as an Management
internal and external issue.

In external communication with customers, language choice is typically made between two
language strategies: an English-only or multilingual strategy (Talukder and Barner-
Rasmussen, 2024). The choice between the two strategies depends mainly on what
language skills are available for the firm, i.e., the existing language skills of employees and
others in the firm’s network (Hurmerinta et al., 2015; Talukder and Barner-Rasmussen, 2024),
and what the customers’ language preferences are, e.g., whether they require the use of their
native language. English holds an undisputed role as the language of international business
(Fredriksson et al., 2006; Tietze, 2004). It is a lingua franca, i.e., a language shared and used by
nonnative speakers in intercultural encounters (Brannen et al., 2014). Talukder and Barner-
Rasmussen (2024) found that decision-makers who take the lingua franca role of English as a
given are less likely to adopt a multilingual strategy for their external communication.
However, although English is the most commonly adopted language in international business,
“the proficiency as well as the willingness of people to communicate in English should not be
taken for granted” in all markets (Liu et al., 2015, p. 67). Furthermore, an English-only strategy
may result in underutilizing the actual language abilities available for the firm (Talukder and
Barner-Rasmussen, 2024).

A multilingual strategy, i.e., speaking the language of the customer, can provide an
important competitive advantage for a firm (e.g., Knowles et al., 2006; Mughan, 1990;
Talukder and Barner-Rasmussen, 2024), particularly when language skills are accompanied
by relevant cultural skills (Hurmerinta et al., 2015). To increase the availability of language
skills within a firm, it has been suggested that firms can recruit foreign-born employees, i.e.,
individuals with a migrant background residing in the firm’s home country (Riznar and
Rybnicek, 2017; Welch et al., 2001) [1]. The presence of foreign-born employees allows for a
firm to connect with customers in target markets through a shared native language, i.e., a
linguistic match, which may enhance the quality of customer relationships (Sui et al., 2015).
Recruiting foreign-born employees can, thus, provide new linguistic resources, but it may also
present the firm with a need for choosing a common working language internally.

For enabling internal communication in an international organization, English is the typical
choice. While “the decision to use English [as a common company language] once used to be a
choice made by managers, nowadays no decisions are needed” (Sanden and Kankaanranta,
2018, p. 557). It may be “due more to external (industry) pressures and “emergent” processes
than to strategic decisions” (Fredriksson et al., 2006, p. 419) that English becomes the
common company language. Therefore, policies regarding language use are not always
explicitly formalized (Sanden and Kankaanranta, 2018). English as a company language is
sometimes met with resistance among employees (e.g., Wilmot, 2017), and in practice, local
languages often exist alongside the company language (Karhunen et al., 2023).

Beyond the obvious purpose of language choice to enable and facilitate communication —
be it internally or externally — the act of choosing a language conveys meaning and, thus, has
symbolic value (Hornikx et al., 2024). Understanding a symbol requires a shared interpretation
of its meaning. For example, a native-like use of English as a company language may be
instrumental for portraying a firm as a legitimate actor (Kankaanranta et al., 2018) and can
further a firm’s international image and brand to attract international employees and create
new international opportunities (Linn et al., 2018; Michalski and Sliwa, 2021; Neeley, 2012).
Thus, the internal language choice also has an external audience. Language choices can also be
used to create an association with a certain country as has been found in research on
international advertising (Hornikx et al., 2024). However, Hornikx et al. (2024) noted that the
use of English in this context differs from other languages: English “can also be linked to
specific countries [where it is spoken as a native language] such as the UK and the US, but in
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CCSM the majority of cases — because of its global use — it is associated with internationalness,
modernity, and success” (Hornikx et al., 2024, p. 273).

Thus, to answer the research question of how language choices construct and express the
international identity of an internationalizing small firm, I have integrated insights from three
streams of literature: internationalization of small digital firms, organizational identity and
language choice in internationalizing firms. I build the argument that language choices, both
internally and externally, have symbolic value in the internationalization process of small firms.

Qualitative case study
In this section, I will introduce the methodological choices made in this study. I begin with a brief
overview of the case study method, and then explain case selection, data collection and analysis.
A qualitative case study “is a research strategy that involves more than the choice of method
for data collection or analysis” (Piekkari and Welch, 2018, p. 345). A case study is well-suited
to the current study as I seek to understand and explain a social phenomenon (Welch et al.,
2022), i.e., how language choices construct and express the international identity of an
internationalizing small firm. This study draws on data from a single case organization.
However, a single case does not mean it is a sample of one since the careful study of the case
allows for within-case comparisons, such as comparing language choices made in different
periods of time (Welch et al., 2022). “A single case can be a very powerful example”
(Siggelkow, 2007, p. 20) that “leads researchers to see new theoretical relationships and
question old ones” (Dyer and Wilkins, 1991, p. 614).

Case selection

The case company is a small Finnish digital firm, “Softa” (pseudonym to protect the identity of the
company and the participants). At the start of the research project, my objective was to study the
language choices of a small internationalizing firm that has recruited foreign-born employees to
see how their native language skills are leveraged for internationalization. After reaching out to
several potential firms, I came across the case company through a newspaper article that
highlighted Softa’s multilingual staff as an important asset in the internationalization of this digital
firm. Initial discussions with the founder-owner-CEO in 2021 and other public data sources
indicated that, out of the firms contacted, the phenomenon of interest would be most “transparently
observable” (Pettigrew, 1990, p. 275) at Softa. Softa had more foreign-born employees (50% of 40
people) than the other companies I had contacted, and their staff was more diverse in terms of
nationalities (15) and native languages (15). The CEO of Softa was willing to participate in the
study and let me contact their employees. Furthermore, the digital industry is a well-suited setting
for the study since digital firms can internationalize rather easily since inception, hence, they may
confront the need to make language choices early in their development.

Softa was founded in Finland in 2012. Its business is selling licenses to use the software
product (the interviewees referred to what they offer as “product”) to business-to-business
customers. During the time of data collection, 20222023, most of Softa’s revenue came from
outside Finland [2]. Many of their customers are MNEs, meaning that the contact person(s) in a
customer organization may be in one country while the end-users are in many others.
Typically, customers first buy a smaller number of licenses but end up purchasing more as they
become convinced that the product brings them value. Softa has two physical locations in
Finland; their first location is in a mid-sized Finnish town, and the second office is in the capital
area. The CEO mainly sits in the mid-sized town office. However, people at Softa referred to
the offices by the name of the town and not, e.g., as “headquarters” and “subsidiary.” Most of
the foreign-born employees were located in the office near the capital and worked in sales-
related roles at the customer interface.

Choosing a Finnish firm was partly due to convenience since Finland is my country of
origin and residence, but Finland is also a suitable context for studying the language choices of
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internationalizing small firms. Finland is a small economy (population 5.9 million) in
Northern Europe that relies heavily on exports. The Finnish language is not spoken anywhere
else, and most Finns rely on English for international communication. The status of English as
a foreign language is strong, and in the past decades, the number of Finns studying languages
other than English has declined drastically. Finnish society struggles with an aging population,
and immigration is one of the solutions suggested to ensure future well-being. However,
immigration is a rather new phenomenon in Finland, and especially small firms tend to have
many concerns regarding the recruitment of foreign-born employees since they often lack both
experience and resources for such a recruitment process and onboarding (Niemi et al., 2024;
Tuononen et al., 2021). The resulting linguistic and cultural diversity may also be perceived as
risky and laborious (Tuononen et al., 2021). Despite the rather high level of English as a
foreign language among Finns, one important reason for not recruiting foreign-born
employees is the unwillingness of the local staff to speak English at work (Niemi et al., 2024).

Data collection

The data consists of semi-structured interviews, language diaries, company website and social
media, and other publicly available sources such as newspapers and online articles. Table 1
summarizes the data sources and the main purpose of each type of data.

The first interviews were conducted in May of 2022. The plan was to continue conducting
interviews in September, after the vacation months, but then I was told that it was not a good
time. Later, I discovered that during that time, Softa went through major changes, and several
people were let go. The interview process then continued at the beginning of 2023. Although I
had not planned it that way, conducting interviews at two different points in time provided me
with valuable data showing how the company was evolving. Remote work was common at
Softa, so instead of observing people and their language choices at work, I developed a language
diary template for the participants to take notes of their language use at work-related
interactions (see Appendix 2 for questions on the template). However, only four people, one
manager and three employees, returned the diary. Others commented in the interviews that they
found it too time-consuming and preferred to discuss language choices during the interviews.

Table 1. A summary of data sources and the main purpose of each type of data

Data source

Total amount of data

Purpose of data

Semi-structured interviews
with CEO (2)

Semi-structured interviews
with three managers

Semi-structured interviews
with seven foreign-born
employees

Language diaries

Newspaper and online articles

Website (past version accessed
via Wayback Machine, https://

archive.org/web/)

Social media account (text,
photos, videos)

Approximately
120 minutes

Approximately
180 minutes

Approximately
420 minutes

4 diaries, 1,593 words in
total

3 articles, 1,132 words in
total

Observations covering
10 years, from 2014 to
2023

Observations covering
9 years, from 2015 to 2023

Strategy and internationalization of Softa over
time

Strategy and internationalization of Softa over
time, current employees

Role in internationalization and current
language choices

Current language choices

External image (portrayed)

Language versions of the website, contact
information on the website, other information
related to language

Showing international and multilingual
personnel
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CCSM The interviews were conducted online in Teams (10) and face-to-face (2). In both cases, the
interviews were recorded (video/voice) and then transcribed by the researcher. The main
theme of the interviews was the internationalization of Softa and the role of each participant in
it. The interviews covered, e.g., the background of the interviewees, languages spoken by the
interviewees and in the company in general, company culture, and other management practices
(see Appendix 1 for the interview guide). The interviewees included the CEO, who was
interviewed twice, decision-makers (3), all born and raised in Finland, and foreign-born
employees (7) from different countries of origin around the world. Those who had been
involved in the firm longer, mainly the decision-makers, were able to shed light on the past and
how the firm had developed. Most of the foreign-born employees were rather recent recruits,
and their interviews offered information about the current situation. Since I was interested in
how language skills were leveraged for firm internationalization, I focused on the people who
were at the customer interface.

The data concerning the website was collected through Wayback Machine (https://
web.archive.org/), which could be described as a public archive containing snapshots of
websites and their past versions. I went through all the versions of Softa’s website I could find
and took notes on anything related to language choices and internationalization, such as
different language versions of the website. With Softa’s social media account, the process was
similar: I went through all their posts since the account was established in 2015 until 2023, took
notes about languages used in the texts and videos (some in Finnish, the majority in English). I
also found posts concerning the recruitment of new employees as well as information about
webinars and events where the CEO and some of the managers talked about the
internationalization and growth of Softa.

Data analysis

The interviews were conducted either in my native language, Finnish (5), or in English (7), and
the data were analyzed in the language of the interview. I have translated the quotes (in the
Findings section) that were originally in Finnish into English as part of my multilingual
dataset. The goal was to maintain the meaning as closely as possible, but it is important to
acknowledge that translation always brings an added layer of interpretation (Tietze, 2018).
Since some of the English-language data sources are publicly available, such as the company’s
website, direct quotes would make the case company identifiable through an online search.
Therefore, I have modified those quotes while aiming to maintain the meaning.

The analysis and theorizing rely on hermeneutic interpretation, meaning that the
emerging theory is the result of an active and imaginative construction based on my
interpretations (Mees-Buss et al., 2022). As I could not have foreseen what I would find in
the field, the research project was adapted and revised along the way. I began the research
with the objective of studying the language choices of an internationalizing small firm that
has recruited foreign-born employees. I was initially under the impression that I was indeed
studying a case of leveraging linguistic matches (Sui et al., 2015), i.e., connecting sellers
and buyers who shared a native language, for internationalization. However, the interviews
soonrevealed that, while such a strategy had existed in the past, Softa had shifted to pushing
English in almost all their external communication. This was an unexpected finding that
puzzled me because it contradicted my expectations as well as previous research that has
suggested foreign-born employees’ native language skills are important resources for
internationalizing firms (e.g., Riznar and Rybnicek, 2017; Sui et al., 2015; Welch et al.,
2001). This surprising empirical observation provided me the opportunity to identify an
exciting research phenomenon (Dubois and Gadde, 2014): Through an iterative reading of
the interview transcripts, I realized that managers and employees alike were using the
narrative of being an international firm to make sense of and give sense to their language
choices both in the past and at the time of the interviews. This realization led me to explore
organizational identity as an analytical lens.

Downl oaded from http://ftp. nowpublishers.con ccsm articl e-pdf/doi/10. 1108/ CCSM 10- 2024- 0261/ 10833734/ ccsm 10- 2024- 0261en. pdf by guest on


https://web.archive.org/
https://web.archive.org/

The first interview (out of two) conducted with the CEO already pointed out that there had
been two influential events in Softa’s journey that had an impact on their language choices:
receiving venture capital (in 2019) and the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic (2020). As a
consequence, I have analyzed their internationalization and related language choices in three
phases (see Table 2): (1) the early years during which Softa was more of a side-project; (2)
intense internationalization and growth upon receiving venture capital; and (3) the period
following the outbreak of COVID-19 pandemic, which pushed all of Softa’s communication
online. Despite the influence of these two important events, shifting from one phase to another
had not been clear-cut but gradual. Furthermore, since all the interviews were conducted
during the third phase, previous phases were addressed retrospectively. As a result, the sense-
making regarding these past phases was also retrospective.

After identifying the different phases in Softa’s journey in terms of how they
communicated with customers, I wanted to see how the phases would be visible in their
website language choices. Moreover, it had already come up in the first interview with the
CEO that Softa had kind of virtual addresses in other countries. Therefore, I listed their
addresses year by year, or as they were available on Wayback Machine. Although not directly
related to language choices, I realized that changes in the addresses over time were consistent
with the phases of language choices I had identified.

I approached Softa’s social media account in a similar way to how I did with their website.
In the second interview with the CEO, we discussed some of my observations from social
media and the website, and he confirmed that their idea for social media was to keep the
content non-product-related, focusing on things like who joined the company (at least for a
Finn, it was easy to spot all the non-Finnish names among the recruits introduced), events they
attended and what they did together etc. In addition to the posts about new employees, I found
videos of Softa’s employees speaking their native languages, demonstrating the diversity of
their staff in terms of languages and nationalities. I began to wonder who these posts were
targeted at. I went through their followers and found that in addition to many private people
(including current and perhaps future employees), there were also followers that could
potentially be customer organizations or industry peers in Finland and abroad. Furthermore, as
some posts indicated that the CEO and other managers had participated in webinars and

Table 2. A summary of the findings showing Softa’s evolution in three phases

Softa is founded Venture capital in Covid-19 outbreak Venture capital out

International

Multilingualism and a common bty e

Phase ‘Minimum’ language choice to show an international identity company language confirm the a
N Y 5 A B use of English as a
international identity .
lingua franca
Year 2012-2013 2014 2015 | 2016 [ 2017 [ 2018 200 [ 200 [ 2021 | 2022 [ 2023
First
Main market focus international Mostly domestic, some international customers Nordics, Germany, Benelux, UK Europe and US
customers
Sales . Face-to-face Face-to-Face Online Online
communication

Sales-related No staff Majurlly o.t sales through a First foreign-born Mostly foreign-bom employees Mostly foreign-
personnel Finnish partner employees born employees
External languages Bilingual: mostly Finnish, also English Multilingual Pushing English
Internal languages Finnish Finnish and English mesl! )
= English

‘ Posts mostly in English, ‘ Posts written in English, videos

Social media No social media some in Finnish s b Posts in English
Website language No data EN, FI ‘ No data EI‘I’)'EF L ‘ EN, FI EN
Addresses on the - UK,
website No data FI FI, US FLDE | O No data cuy, || SUbLE, UK, US, FI
(real presence only data SE, NL,

Us, FI
in Finland) FI

;'—l

Softa first contacted Data collection

Cross Cultural &
Strategic
Management
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CCSM industry events where they would talk about Softa’s internationalization and growth, these
observations strengthened my conclusion that Softa was presenting its international identity to
a wider audience, not only to customers. I will now turn to present the findings.

Findings

At Softa, we speak more than ten different native languages and have customers all over the world. We
really are an international company.

a blog post on Softa’s website in (2022)

This opening quote is from a blog post on Softa’s website celebrating the company’s
achievements on its 10th anniversary. It explicitly shows their identity claim of being an
international firm, and language is closely linked to this self-definition. In this section, I will
show how language choices have played a role in constructing and expressing the
organizational identity of Softa as an international firm. At Softa, language choices were
made in relation to product, internal communication, and external communication. The
findings are presented in three parts according to the temporal phases identified during the
analysis. Although language choices at Softa have changed over time, their claim to be an
international firm has remained the same. Table 2 summarizes the findings.

None of the people involved in establishing Softa had prior experience in international
business. However, they had extensive experience in the field of information technology (IT)
in Finland, and internationalizing a product represented a new and attractive challenge after
“seeing it all” in the domestic IT business. The idea for developing a software product arose
from customer needs identified in the business operations of a firm where some of the founding
members were involved. Seeing the potential of the product, the CEO said he had a dream of
building an international firm. This constituted the initial identity claim at Softa.

(1) “Minimum” language choice to show an international identity

In this subsection, I will explain how the use of English in the early years can be seen as a
minimum requirement (van Werven et al., 2015) to “qualify” as international and to show that
Softa is not just a domestic firm. The local language, Finnish, is not spoken elsewhere, so
another language was needed to reach international customers. Due to the role of English as a
lingua franca and the fact that it was the only foreign language spoken by the people involved
in the creation of Softa, it was the natural choice. In the early years, the local language, Finnish,
was also extensively used for domestic sales. Thus, Softa’s approach to customers was
bilingual.

Internationalization was a goal for Softa from the very beginning, and the aim was to
internationalize immediately instead of first conquering the domestic market.

For a software-as-a-service company, scaling the business is possible only if you are
international.[. . .] We didn’t start by building a product for the Finnish market that we would then
try to internationalize. Rather, we have tried to build an international product that we just happen to
sell in Finland as well. (Interview with CEO)

The product was first launched in English. Furthermore, English was used in marketing and on
Softa’s website. The English-language website soon proved worthwhile in attracting
customers from other countries. In the early years, their website provided extensive
information also in the local language, Finnish.

The very first customers were companies with international operations but headquartered
in Finland. This meant that the end users of the product were in several countries, although the
customer contact was still in the home market.

Our first customer was a very international Nordic organization [...] that used English in its
international communication. [...] Then we got a customer — just by accident — from Canada in the
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very beginning. There was also one [customer] from Switzerland who actually flew into Finland to  Cross Cultural &
negotiate a deal with us. [. . .] Even though [many of the first customers] were Finnish organizations, Strategic
they operated in international markets. (interview with CEO) Management

However, Softa’s early international sales were more of a reaction to inquiries from abroad
than the result of proactive sales efforts. Softa remained a side project for the CEO, who was
still working for another company during the first years, from 2012 until 2019. To increase
their internationalization efforts, the first foreign-born employee was recruited a few years
after founding Softa. This was a native English speaker with a part-time contract, and their task
was to produce marketing and product support material in English. Furthermore, to give an
impression of a physical presence in the US market, Softa acquired a virtual address in the
United States and listed it on their website, “just for appearance” (interview with CEO). To
date, there has been no physical subsidiary or sales office in any country other than Finland.

I don’t think it’s that big of a deal in Europe, but especially when selling to the US, it has been really
important to have like a local presence. You know, offices and all. [. . .] That’s why we also have a US
address on our website. (interview with CEO)

Softa also began to collaborate with a Finnish firm in the hopes of increasing sales. However,
this partner firm did not have international aspirations, nor language skills beyond Finnish.
Therefore, Softa’s sales were very much focused on the domestic market. Nevertheless, in the
interviews, the CEO underlined that an international outlook “has always been in our DNA”.
Thus, the phase with a strong focus on the domestic market was presented in the interviews as a
kind of deviation from their international path.

(2) Multilingualism and a common company language confirm the international identity

In this subsection, I will explain how language choices are seen to confirm Softa’s international
identity. After receiving external funding, Softa’s approach to new markets became
multilingual, and new language resources were acquired through the recruitment of foreign-
born employees. This enabled Softa to connect with customers by adapting to the languages of
target markets, but internally, they now needed a common company language. The solution
was to use English alongside the local language, Finnish, although no formal decision
regarding internal language use was ever made. These language choices underlined that they
were different from purely domestic firms but also more “international” than many Finnish
firms that had international operations but would not want to recruit foreign-born employees
due to the changes it would imply to their internal working language.

When Softa succeeded in acquiring external funding from a foreign venture capitalist in
2019, the CEO was able to focus full-time on Softa. The foreign venture capitalist also became
a board member for Softa, and, from that moment on, all the documents related to board work
were drafted in English.

In addition to website versions in English and Finnish, Softa also had a German-language
website around 2017, and the website promised “multilanguage support.” Different language
versions of the software product were gradually made available. In 2023 (i.e., approximately
10 years after establishing the firm), there were ten languages to choose from.

Since we operate in international markets, we need to be able to support the end-users in that the
software is available in their language. That’s something that has always been clear to us. (interview
with CEO)

During this phase, the website had a long list of international addresses reflecting the key
market areas (see Table 2). Some of these addresses were so-called “office hotels”: For a
regular fee, one gets an address at the “hotel”. If and when the office space at the “hotel” is
used, that is charged separately. These offices were sometimes used by Softa’s foreign-born
employees, e.g., when visiting their families in their countries of origin.
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CCSM External funding allowed Softa to recruit many new employees, and recruiting foreign-
born employees became a part of Softa’s strategy:

We decided quite early on to recruit people who speak different languages, people who have moved to
Finland, for example for their studies, relationship or work, and so, we can employ them to support our
internationalization. (interview with CEO)

Foreign-born employees complemented the existing language skills of founders and first local
employees (all spoke Finnish as a native language and English as the only foreign language at a
professional level). Placed at the customer interface, the role of foreign-born employees was to
facilitate access to certain country markets through a localized language approach, i.e.,
connecting sellers and customers based on their shared native language.

We initially chose markets like the UK, Benelux, and Nordics, and we kind of set out to find people
who speak these languages, native speakers, and we tried to target these markets based on languages,
meaning that a Dutch person would sell to the Netherlands, and a Brit would sell to the UK.
(Manager-3)

Digitalization makes firms physically more flexible and able to employ talent regardless of
their location (Monaghan et al., 2020). In early 2019, Softa’s social media account also
described them as a group of people “working in various locations”. However, in reality,
Softa’s top managers wanted to build an organization where the employees would be able to
get together physically. This ruled out “a satellite structure” (Manager-3) where they would
have individual employees or small offices in different countries (see, e.g., Monaghan and
Tippmann, 2018). As a result, Softa’s potential pool of talent had to be in Finland already.
Furthermore, as a small firm, Softa lacked the resources, experience, and processes for
recruiting employees and relocating them directly from abroad. Softa’s first location is in a
mid-sized Finnish town, but in 2019, they opened another office close to the capital area. That
is where most of Finland’s immigration is concentrated, so having an office there meant
expanding the talent pool of potential foreign-born employees.

English emerged as the common language of internal communication with the arrival of
foreign-born employees who did not speak the local language (very few of them had any skills
in Finnish). In practice, Finns would still speak Finnish with other Finns, and when there were
multiple native speakers of other languages, such as French and Dutch, those languages were
also heard around the office, particularly the office near the capital. At its peak, approximately
40 people were working at Softa, half of them foreign-born, representing 15 different countries
and native languages.

The important role played by foreign-born employees in the international growth of the
company was also highlighted in the newspaper article through which I first became aware of
Softa. Softa was described as “a prime example of how international labor migration can be
beneficial to Finland”. Furthermore, people at Softa shared the view that an international firm
should have an international staff, which would also be reflected in the company’s language
choices.

I think we [the foreign-born employees] play a role in kind of validating the fact that Softa is an
international organization, by having international people that are then communicating with their
customers in their native language. [. . .] If your goal is to grow internationally, you need people who
fit that profile. (Employee-7)

I really don’t understand why so many companies insist on speaking Finnish [internally] even though
they are doing international business, because ... I mean, if we only had Finnish customers, then it
would make sense [to have only Finnish employees and speak only Finnish internally]. But for us,
that’s not the case. We do have Finnish customers, but our goals are outside Finland. So why should we
have only Finnish employees, then? (Manager-2)

The national and linguistic diversity of the staff was also made visible through Softa’s social
media account. The posts contained photos of employees and also videos showing Softa’s
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employees speaking their native languages. Since Softa did not require its employees to have  Cross Cultural &
any knowledge of the local language (contrary to many other firms in Finland), and since there Strategic
were many foreign-born employees already in the company, their social media account could Management
be seen as a way for Softa to present itself as an international firm and as an attractive employer
to new potential foreign-born employees (Linn et al., 2018; Michalski and Sliwa, 2021;
Neeley, 2012). Thus, languages were used to express their identity to a wide audience, not only
towards customers. The content of the account was not managed by the CEO, but instead by
people in marketing and HR-related roles, which further shows that portraying Softa as
“international” was indeed a shared narrative.

The shift away from the multilingual phase began when the managers were not satisfied
with the sales generated by foreign-born employees through linguistic matches (Sui
et al., 2015).

But then we realized that it’s not just about the language. To be able to match sales skills [. . .] with
language skills, and then [taking into account] the pool of talent available for us [in Finland], it can be
just an impossible equation. So, we need to prioritize sales skills, and language skills come second. We
do require excellent English language skills, I mean like really fluent English, from all our
salespeople. But whether they speak French, or German, or some other special language, that’s not
necessary if the sales skills are there. This is something we learned through experience. (interview
with CEO)

The use of languages other than English by salespeople also created problems and frustration
internally.

We had a problem with this one salesperson. They would close the deal with the customer in [their
shared native language] and all the communication would be in [that language]. So it was really hard
for the rest of us to know what was going on, especially in the customer success team — and it’s their job
to then take care of the customer and grow the business. So, this is one of the reasons we have made
this change [towards using English]. Customers just have to accept that we do things in English. But
it’s really not a problem because we are dealing with pretty international companies. (interview
with CEO)

Thus, the need to ensure the flow of information internally also contributed to pushing English
as the language of external communication. The previous quote from the CEO also shows an
important shift in the mindset: instead of Softa adapting their language choice, it is now the
customers who need to accept the choice made by Softa.

(3) International identity drives the use of English as a lingua franca

In this subsection, I will explain how the international identity of Softa became a driver for
their language choices: English was used because they were international, although they still
employed native speakers of several languages. At this stage, Softa’s international identity was
constructed by underlining similarities with other firms that they perceived as “international”:
companies that use English and that are “just international”, without a clear country of origin.
Thus, Softa’s approach towards customers at this stage was English-dominant, relying
strongly on English as a lingua franca. Other languages were still used at the customer
interface, but very seldom.

After encountering problems in their multilingual approach to internationalization, the shift
towards a practically standardized use of English at the customer interface was accelerated by
a change in the way Softa was running its business. The COVID-19 pandemic forced Softa to
move all its communication online, i.e., all sales calls, negotiations, and customer support were
done via communication tools online, whereas before the pandemic — despite having a digital
product — they relied on “traditional” ways of selling, i.e., traveling and visiting customers in
person.

Back in the day, we just didn’t have any money to actually open up sales offices [in other countries] . . .
and also, that would have required that someone move there [to some other country] ... and which
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CCSM countries should those be? So, we were just flying from Finland to Germany, to Switzerland and so on.
‘We would try to meet with as many customers as possible during one visit. But then Covid put an end
to this [way of operating]. (interview with CEO)

However, people at Softa soon realized that online communication was working well for them.
Compared to their previous way of traveling to physically meet and negotiate with customers,
they found that the online setting led to lower demands in terms of knowing a customer’s
language and culture, “especially in the Western world with fairly similar societies” (interview
with CEO), where most of their customers are. After the pandemic, they have started to travel
again and visit key customers occasionally, but most of the work is still done online and in
English.

During the pandemic, Softa experienced financial struggles. They parted ways with the
venture capitalist and decided not to pursue more external funding. Under the intense pressure
for growth to satisfy the needs of the external investor, the company recruited a lot of
personnel. However, their sales had not grown enough to sustain that number of employees.
Some employees were let go, and others left voluntarily to pursue other career opportunities,
lowering the headcount from 40 to 30. Most of the people who left the company were foreign-
born employees. As a result, there were no longer multiple speakers of the same native
language. Thus, only English — alongside the local language Finnish — was now heard around
the office.

[T]here was a time when Finnish people were the minority in the company, so you can imagine how
international it was. [ .. .] But we still have a healthy number of international people working [in the
company] (Employee-10)

The extensive use of English in customer relationships was further justified by the profile of
Softa’s customers. Softa mainly targets customers within a few industries where they have
seen that their product offers the most value, and they prefer large corporations because that
affords them growth potential with existing customers. Since these are international
organizations, they often have their own language policies that also favor the use of English
both internally and with suppliers, like Softa.

‘We mainly do business with very international companies, and their language might be English even
though the customer is [physically] in France or Germany or somewhere else, so it [language] has not
really been an issue. Sure, we have people [in the company] who speak multiple languages, but mainly
we do everything in English. (interview with CEO)

The shift from a multilingual approach towards customers to English-dominant was seen as
something positive.

[Now] we’re able to work with more quality and efficiency. We’re like “one global” with the idea that
we have a person from country A, country B and C and so on, and they all sell to all markets. Not just
that a Brit would only sell to the UK. (Manager-3)

English as a lingua franca was seen to work well for them in their external communication. The
decision-makers spoke highly of the English skills of their employees. Only when selling to
native English-speaking customers, a native, or at least a near-native-level, English speaker
would be assigned to take care of the customer case. The use of English is also related to the
firm’s credibility as an international actor.

A Finn can sell to a Finnish purchasing person and speak Finnish even if it’s an international
organization [based in Finland], but all the documents, material, contracts and all, we need to have it in
English. We wouldn’t really be credible if we only operated in Finnish [with such customer], if we
didn’t have documents in English. (Manager-3)

Eventually, Softa even gave up providing customer support in the local language, Finnish, and
the decision was justified by their international clientele.
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Because our company is expanding globally [. . .] we would like to provide better international service ~ Cross Cultural &
as a whole, and English is then of course the way to go. [. . .] If you still desire [service in] Finnish, then Strategic
we will of course help you, but the response time might be longer than one day. So, I just think it’s Management
important for people to understand that we are working with an international audience and the support,

therefore, is also international. (Employee-6)

English is seen as the natural choice for an international firm.

So then we were like ‘but hey, we’re an international company, everyone should do business in
English’. So, only the select few who are so used to Finnish, who really need Finnish, they will have
their own special moments [with support in Finnish]. (Employee-9)

Whereas the decision-makers underlined the benefits of their “one global” and English-
dominant approach, most of the foreign-born employees interviewed still mentioned the
flexibility of their organization to attend to customers in multiple languages as a distinctive
feature compared to competitors. Other SaaS companies tend to move or outsource their
customer service to India, often leading to English being the only possible language of
customer service.

For example, if you have a lot of German customers, it helps to get someone German. You know, it
helps to get someone Dutch and imagine them speaking in their own language. It’s an instant, you
know . .. It’s very different to discussing in English. (Employee-10)

The language diaries also showed that employees would occasionally use their basic-level
foreign language skills for just a little bit of small talk in the customer’s native language as an
effort to create a positive impression, and one employee reported that sometimes they would
resort to using Al translation just to be able to ensure communication with a customer who
could not communicate in English.

However, when discussing how often other languages than English were actually used —not
just their potential benefits — it is clear Softa has shifted from proactively providing multiple
languages to only doing so when necessary.

[The use of other languages than English] is actually very limited. We try to aim to keep everything in
English, even with Finnish customers. We are actually starting a project with Finnish customers. We
will try to, you know, push more towards the [use of] English language. I mean, of course, we will still
offer the Finnish language if it’s necessary. Definitely. But we will try to provide English as a first
language. (Employee-6)

As a consequence of pushing the use of English, customers may be able to use their native
language at one point in their relationship with Softa but then be pushed to use English again at
another. This could be a problem for some customers:

The only thing is, I’'m always a little bit fearful because of what happens next [in a customer
relationship]. [. . .] Because we don’t have someone in that role that will be able to [serve the customer]
in their language. (Employee-7)

Most of Softa’s customers are based in Europe and North America, the latter being their focus
for future growth, but they also have customers in other continents. As a small company, Softa
has limited resources, and the management needs to carefully consider how to use them.
Consequently, they seem to overlook markets where they cannot operate in English. While
discussing a particular market they have decided to ignore, the CEO said that “[the people
there] have very poor language skills, and we don’t have anyone who speaks their language.”
My interpretation of this quote is that the lack of English skills in this market in question is
considered as poor language skills, but the fact that Softa does not have anyone who speaks the
language of that market is not — because, at Softa, they speak English, which they believe to be
the language of international business. As the following quote from a discussion on the
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CCSM potential language needs in the company shows, Softa’s need for other languages is explained
through the lack of English fluency on the customer’s side.

There was this one German company who was ... actually, they were having a hard time speaking
English so that’s why German was needed, especially in a couple of cases. And then, well, France . ..
They would rather speak French and ... So maybe those two only because of the lack of English
fluency there. But English [is needed] for sure, and it is like, you know, it’s also expected, and you
should know how to speak English if you’re going to do business internationally. (Employee-9)

When discussing competitors and other SaaS companies in general, the CEO notes that many
of them have a very “international DNA.” The DNA metaphor was also used when referring to
Softa, underlining their similarity with other international firms. The DNA metaphor seems to
imply that these companies did not become international but were born that way. It also
suggests that the company’s country of origin is irrelevant.

We don’t really do [benchmarking] from that angle, like, how international they [the competitors] are or
how they show it. It’s more like how they have been able to grow and how they do their marketing. But as
an example, there are many international SaaS-companies that come out of Israel, like really successful
ones. From Estonia, too. But no one really cares about where they are from. (interview with CEO)

Even though the CEO denies such benchmarking in terms of how their competitors show their
“international DNA”, Softa has also taken measures to blur their origin. Finland is still
mentioned on the website — it is their only real location — but other locations listed include the
United States and the United Kingdom. Since 2022, Softa did not even have a Finnish language
website anymore, only English.

It’s not that we are ashamed of being from Finland, it’s just not something we want to highlight [ .. .]1
don’t really want people to think that we come from a certain country. I would rather have them think
that we are this global SaaS company that just comes from somewhere and sells to any country. [. . .]
We have tried a lot of different things [to support our internationalization], but this is what we are
going with now [. . .] And it is because there are a lot of other companies like us. (interview with CEO)

Thus, through their language choices both internally and externally, Softa seeks to express its
organizational identity as an international firm.

We are just kind of a global actor. (interview with CEO)

In sum, these findings from Softa show the process of constructing an organizational identity,
i.e., defining who they are as an organization, who they are like — or not. Their initial identity
claim of being international reflects the “idealized development path” among entrepreneurial
firms (Monaghan and Tippmann, 2018, p. 491) as well as the global nature of the digital
industry. “International” as the essence of their identity remained the same over time, although
language choices and the narratives around them changed. Table 3 summarizes the process of
identity formation and change and connects it to the language choices made at Softa as well as
their approach to internationalization.

In the early years, being international required the use of another language alongside the
local language, Finnish. English as their international language was a rather unquestioned and
obvious choice due to its role as the language of international business — it was also the only
language in which the founding members had a professional proficiency. Using English at this
stage can be described as reaching the minimum standards of membership (van Werven et al.,
2015) in the category of international firms. The symbolic value of language choice became
more salient when they underlined differences from “noninternational” firms. As a result of
recruiting foreign-born employees, Softa was able to pursue a competitive advantage by
localizing language use towards customers, but on the other hand, they were now internally
multilingual and needed a common company language. However, despite the availability of
staff who spoke several languages, they came to push the use of English. Although the
language choice was the same as in the early years — English — the sense-making was different.
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Table 3. Construction and expression of international identity through language choices in connection with

firm internationalization

Cross Cultural &
Strategic

Symbolic value of
language choices
in constructing

Sense-making of/
sense-giving to
language choices in
relation to

Management

Identity What it means for Softa’s  and expressing organizational Approach to
formation  language choices identity identity internationalization
Who are Internal:  Finnish We are To be international,  Reacting to customer
we? External:  Finnish, international we need to make the  inquiries from abroad
English product available
for international
customers. Hence,
the use of English in
addition to the local
language, Finnish
Who are Internal: ~ Finnish, We are different We are international ~ Localized approach
we not? English from firms that because of our towards customers
External: ~Multilingual  are not (so) language choices: through strategic
international. we can serve our staffing of foreign-born
Therefore, we are  customers in employees
international multiple (native)
languages, and we
speak English
internally
Who are Internal: ~ Finnish, We are similar to  Because we are Standardized “one
we like? English other international, we global” approach
External:  (mostly) international use English with all ~ toward all customers
English firms. Therefore,  our customers and
we are speak English
international internally. We are a

global actor without
a clear country of
origin

Using English was seen to express similarity with international industry peers and other
international firms. Furthermore, it allowed Softa to blur its country of origin and to be seen as
a successful “global actor” — even though, in reality, they were a small organization operating
from a single country base.

Discussion

This study extends our understanding of the role of language in internationalizing firms. While
previous language-sensitive IB research has tended to investigate language issues in large
MNEs, in this study, I specifically set out to explore how language choices construct and
express the international identity of a small internationalizing firm.

By identifying the symbolic value of language choice in constructing and expressing an
international identity at the firm level, this study contributes to the language-sensitive 1B
research. Previous literature on organizational identity has tended to equate “language” with
verbal narratives and discourse. While language has been studied as a marker of individual
identity (Bordia and Bordia, 2015; Karhunen et al., 2023), this study indicates that language is
also closely connected to organizational identity. Through its symbolic value, language choice
constructs and expresses organizational identity in an implicit manner, without the need to
build logical arguments (Santos, 2023).
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CCSM The lens of organizational identity draws attention to the internal changes that
internationalization triggers in an organization (Kreiner et al., 2015; Welch and
Luostarinen, 1988). Previous research has suggested that language choice in small
internationalizing firms is driven by language availability, ease of communication and
relationship quality with customers (Hurmerinta et al., 2015; Talukder and Barner-Rasmussen,
2024). However, the findings from this study reveal that constructing and expressing an
international identity is a central part of the internationalization process, i.e., of a firm’s
transformation into an international actor, and language choices play a key role in this process.
Moreover, previous language-sensitive research has largely focused on language choice as a
matter of external communication in internationalizing small firms, but this study shows that
SMEs, too, may be faced with internal language choices. Both external and internal language
choices are important in constructing an international identity and expressing it to a wide
audience, including customers, financiers, industry peers, etc. In conclusion, identifying the
symbolic value of language choice indicates that language plays a larger role in small firm
internationalization than has been recognized to date.

Furthermore, the findings from Softa raise interesting questions about different underlying
assumptions regarding what it means to internationalize and be an international firm. Much of
existing research looks at internationalization as firms “from somewhere” reaching out to
customers in other distinct places. The concept of place is considered fundamental for IB
research “as the dynamic interplay between firms and their locations shapes strategic
decisions, competitive positioning, and organizational identity” (Wang et al., 2025, p. 965).
However, for Softa, being international ultimately meant being “from nowhere,” a global
actor, implying a different ideological assumption about the essence of “international”. Such
assumptions are likely to influence a firm’s language choices, too. For example, a firm with a
strong sense of origin may insist on using the local language internally, whereas a more
globally oriented firm, such as Softa, would not require its employees to use the local language
but instead opt for using a lingua franca.

Limitations and future research

Although organizational identity has external audiences, too, this article has only focused on
the sense-making by the managers and employees within the internationalizing organization.
However, including views from external stakeholders, such as customers, industry peers and
financiers, could have provided a more nuanced interpretation of the case company’s identity
and language choices. Another limitation is that much of the data was collected
retrospectively. Therefore, for example, the interviews only revealed a retrospective sense-
making of language choices during the first and second phases of internationalization instead
of real-time accounts.

The findings from Softa call for new perspectives on the internationalization of small firms.
Instead of expanding its organization, as many digital firms do (Monaghan and Tippmann,
2018), to key markets and establishing a network of sales offices to enable a more localized
approach towards customers, Softa had a different strategy. They internationalized their staff
by recruiting foreign-born employees in the firm’s country of origin. Thus, Softa became
multilingual, although not a multinational enterprise with multiple locations. Such a strategy
for internationalization calls for future research to understand it better. While previous
language-sensitive IB research has investigated primarily the external language choices of
small internationalizing firms, this study indicates that SMEs today can also face the need to
make internal language choices. The management of internal language diversity is widely
covered in the context of MNEs, but future research could explore whether and how SMEs
differ in this regard.

Softa’s story also underlines the complexity of firm internationalization. IB research
typically studies internationalization as outward operations, but that is only one aspect of
internationalization. Welch and Luostarinen (1988) proposed a holistic approach that would
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also take into account inward internationalization, such as imports. Furthermore, their Cross Cultural &
approach suggests that outward and inward activities are connected, influence each other and Strategic
trigger internal changes within the firm. Recently, it has been suggested that the recruitment of Management
foreign-born employees could also be conceptualized as inward internationalization, a form of
importing knowledge and abilities that can support outward internationalization (Niskavaara,
2024). Inspired by Welch and Luostarinen (1988) as well as by Fortwengel (2021, p. 1069),
who asked “when and how exactly does an MNE start to see itself as an MNE?,” I call for
future research to take such a holistic approach. This will allow us to extend our understanding
of firm internationalization, e.g., when and how a new firm starts to see itself as international.

Practical and societal implications

As language choices speak louder than words, it is important that managers of
internationalizing firms be aware of the implications of their decisions and make them
deliberately. While the development of Softa’s language choices underlines the globalized
nature of the digital industry, in other contexts, it may be relevant to make language choices
that emphasize a company’s country of origin or its ability to localize customer experience.
Understanding and purposefully using the symbolic value of language choices may enable
firms to reach their audiences more efficiently both near and far, thus supporting firm
internationalization.

Language choices at the firm level also have implications for societal dynamics,
particularly regarding migrants and their employment. The importance of immigration in
addressing workforce shortages and demographic challenges is widely recognized, although
also debated. Firms that require the use of the local language — and often at a high level — raise
barriers for the employment of migrants, which may push foreign-born employees to jobs that
are below their actual skills and education level, hindering integration into society. On the
other hand, firms where multilingualism is viewed positively can have a competitive
advantage, but they also send a signal to the broader society that foreign-born employees are
valued and accepted even when their local language skills are not (yet) at a professional level.
This is likely to result in better integration not only into the workplace but also into society.
Furthermore, foreign-born employees can provide firms with new international opportunities,
leading to better results for the firm but also for society at large.

Conclusion

This study has taken the lens of organizational identity to explore the language choices of a
small Finnish digital firm. The findings show that the choice of which so-called national
language(s) to use can express membership in a desired reference group, as well as highlight
differences from and similarity with relevant others. While previous research on the
internationalization of small firms has studied language from the point of view of
communication and relationship quality, this study indicates that language plays an even
larger role in firm internationalization than previously understood. By identifying the
symbolic value of language choices in constructing and expressing an international identity at
the firm level, this study introduces a new area of investigation to language-sensitive 1B
research.
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CCSM Appendix 1

Interview guide

Personal information and background, including
Country of origin

Education and previous work experience
How did you end up in Finland?
Language skills and their use at work
Current job

How did you end up at Softa?

What do you do?

Internationalization

Company

What is it like to work there?

Language practices

Internationalization

Foreign-born employees

Diversity and its management

Other management practices

Appendix 2

Template for language diary

Please try to take notes of ALL the situations where you speak, listen, read or write during 1-2 days
Oral/written communication

What kind of situation/communication? (meeting, email, etc.)

What language(s)?

With/to whom?

Why that/those language/s?

What kind of topic(s)?

Other comments or thoughts

Notes

1. Many terms related to immigration carry connotations about an individual’s level of education,
country of origin (or countries of previous residence), or motivation for migrating. While these factors
may influence a migrant’s ability to contribute to firm internationalization, this is not always the case.
Therefore, to avoid any negative associations, this study uses the neutral term “foreign-born
employee.” It refers only to the status of “employee” and origin in a country other than the location of
the employing firm (Niskavaara, 2024). It is also assumed that the person spent their formative years
elsewhere than in the country of the employing firm.

2. Apart from this statement, I was not given access to Softa’s sales figures.

References

Albert, S. and Whetten, D. (1985), “Organizational identity”, Research in Organizational Behavior,
Vol. 7, pp. 263-295.

Amdam, R.P,, Lunnan, R., Bjarnar, O. and Halse, L.L. (2020), “Keeping up with the neighbors: the role
of cluster identity in internationalization”, Journal of World Business, Vol. 55 No. 5, 101125,
doi: 10.1016/j.jwb.2020.101125.

Bangara, A., Freeman, S. and Schroder, W. (2012), “Legitimacy and accelerated internationalisation:
an Indian perspective”, Journal of World Business, Vol. 47 No. 4, pp. 623-634, doi: 10.1016/
j.jwb.2011.09.002.

Birkinshaw, J. (2022), “Move fast and break things: reassessing IB research in the light of the digital
revolution”, Global Strategy Journal, Vol. 12 No. 4, pp. 619-631, doi: 10.1002/gsj.1427.

Downl oaded from http://ftp. nowpublishers.con ccsm articl e-pdf/doi/10. 1108/ CCSM 10- 2024- 0261/ 10833734/ ccsm 10- 2024- 0261en. pdf by guest on


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jwb.2020.101125
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jwb.2011.09.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jwb.2011.09.002
https://doi.org/10.1002/gsj.1427

Bordia, S. and Bordia, P. (2015), “Employees’ willingness to adopt a foreign functional language in ~ Cross Cultural &
multilingual organizations: the role of linguistic identity”, Journal of International Business Strategic
Studies, Vol. 46 No. 4, pp. 415-428, doi: 10.1057/jibs.2014.65. Management

Brannen, M.Y., Piekkari, R. and Tietze, S. (2014), “The multifaceted role of language in international
business: unpacking the forms, functions and features of a critical challenge to MNC theory and
performance”, Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 45 No. 5, pp. 495-507, doi:
10.1057/jibs.2014.24.

Colman, H.L., Grggaard, B. and Stensaker, I.G. (2022), “Organizational identity work in MNE
subsidiaries: managing dual embeddedness”, Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 53
No. 9, pp. 1997-2022, doi: 10.1057/s41267-022-00563-1.

Cornelissen, J.P., Haslam, S.A. and Balmer, J.M.T. (2007), “Social identity, organizational identity and
corporate identity : towards an integrated understanding of processes, patternings and products”,
British Journal of Management, Vol. 18, March, pp. S1-S16, doi: 10.1111/j.1467-
8551.2007.00522 x.

Coviello, N.E. and Munro, H.J. (1995), “Growing the entrepreneurial firm”, European Journal of
Marketing, Vol. 29 No. 7, pp. 49-61, doi: 10.1108/03090569510095008.

Diez Martin, F., Blanco Gonzalez, A. and Prado Romaén, C. (2010), “Legitimidad como factor clave del
éxito organizativo”, Investigaciones Europeas de Direccion y Economia de la Empresa, Vol. 16
No. 3, pp. 127-143, doi: 10.1016/S1135-2523(12)60038-0.

Domurath, A., Coviello, N., Patzelt, H. and Ganal, B. (2020), “New venture adaptation in international
markets: a goal orientation theory perspective”, Journal of World Business, Vol. 55 No. 1,
101019, doi: 10.1016/j.jwb.2019.101019.

Dubois, A. and Gadde, L.E. (2014), “‘Systematic combining’ - a decade later”, Journal of Business
Research, Vol. 67 No. 6, pp. 1277-1284, doi: 10.1016/j.jbusres.2013.03.036.

Dupuis, J.-C. (2008), “De la nécessité de distinguer identité et 1égitimité de 1’entreprise”, La Revue des
Sciences de Gestion, Vols 231-232 No. 3, pp. 169-170, doi: 10.3917/RSG.231.0169.

Dyer, W.G. and Wilkins, A.L. (1991), “Better stories, not better constructs, to generate better theory : a
rejoinder to Eisenhardt”, The Academy of Management Review, Vol. 16 No. 3, pp. 613-619, doi:
10.2307/258920.

Edman, J. (2016), “Reconciling the advantages and liabilities of foreignness: towards an identity-based
framework”, Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 47 No. 6, pp. 674-694, doi: 10.1057/
jibs.2016.29.

Fortwengel, J. (2021), “The formation of an MNE identity over the course of internationalization”,
Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 52 No. 6, pp. 1069-1095, doi: 10.1057/s41267-
020-00397-9.

Fraccastoro, S., Vanninen, H. and Gabrielsson, M. (2025), “Two decades of research on digitalization,
entrepreneurship, and internationalization: what foundations do they provide for research on
digital entrepreneurial internationalization”, International Business Review, Vol. 34 No. 4,
102455, doi: 10.1016/j.ibusrev.2025.102455.

Fredriksson, R., Barner-Rasmussen, W. and Piekkari, R. (2006), “The multinational corporation as a
multilingual organization: the notion of a common corporate language”, Corporate
Communications, Vol. 11 No. 4, pp. 406-423, doi: 10.1108/13563280610713879.

Gioia, D.A., Price, K.N., Hamilton, A.L. and Thomas, J.B. (2010), “Forging and identity: an insider-
outsider study of processes involved in the formation of organizational identity”, Administrative
Science Quarterly, Vol. 55, pp. 1-46, doi: 10.2189/asqu.2010.55.1.1.

Gioia, D.A., Patvardhan, S.D., Hamilton, A.L. and Corley, K.G. (2013), “Organizational identity
formation and change”, The Academy of Management Annals, Vol. 7 No. 1, pp. 123-193, doi:
10.1080/19416520.2013.762225.

Hajro, A., Caprar, D.V,, Zikic, J. and Stahl, G.K. (2021), “Global migrants: understanding the

implications for international business and management”, Journal of World Business, Vol. 56
No. 2, 101192, doi: 10.1016/j.jwb.2021.101192.

Downl oaded from http://ftp. nowpublishers.con ccsm articl e-pdf/doi/10. 1108/ CCSM 10- 2024- 0261/ 10833734/ ccsm 10- 2024- 0261en. pdf by guest on


https://doi.org/10.1057/jibs.2014.65
https://doi.org/10.1057/jibs.2014.24
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41267-022-00563-1
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8551.2007.00522.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8551.2007.00522.x
https://doi.org/10.1108/03090569510095008
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1135-2523(12)60038-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jwb.2019.101019
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2013.03.036
https://doi.org/10.3917/RSG.231.0169
https://doi.org/10.2307/258920
https://doi.org/10.1057/jibs.2016.29
https://doi.org/10.1057/jibs.2016.29
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41267-020-00397-9
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41267-020-00397-9
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ibusrev.2025.102455
https://doi.org/10.1108/13563280610713879
https://doi.org/10.2189/asqu.2010.55.1.1
https://doi.org/10.1080/19416520.2013.762225
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jwb.2021.101192

CCSM Hennart, J.-F. (2014), “The accidental internationalists: a theory of born globals”, Entrepreneurship
Theory and Practice, Vol. 38 No. 1, pp. 117-135, doi: 10.1111/etap.12076.

Hornikx, J., van Meurs, F. and Tenzer, H. (2024), “Foreign languages in advertising: theoretical
implications for language-related IB research”, Journal of International Business Studies,
Vol. 55 No. 2, pp. 270-279, doi: 10.1057/s41267-023-00639-6.

Hurmerinta, L., Nummela, N. and Paavilainen-Mantymaki, E. (2015), “Opening and closing doors: the
role of language in international opportunity recognition and exploitation”, International
Business Review, Vol. 24 No. 6, pp. 1082-1094, doi: 10.1016/j.ibusrev.2015.04.010.

Kankaanranta, A., Karhunen, P. and Louhiala-Salminen, L. (2018), “‘English as corporate language’ in
the multilingual reality of multinational companies”, Multilingua, Vol. 37 No. 4, pp. 1-21, doi:
10.1515/multi-2017-0077.

Karhunen, P., Kankaanranta, A. and Raisanen, T. (2023), “Towards a richer understanding of language
and identity in the MNC: constructing cosmopolitan identities through ‘English’”, Management
International Review, Vol. 63 No. 3, pp. 507-530, doi: 10.1007/s11575-023-00504-6.

Knight, G., Khan, Z. and Nummela, N. (2025), “Born globals, international new ventures, and
international entrepreneurship: reflections and a research agenda”, International Business
Review, Vol. 34 No. 4, 102421, doi: 10.1016/j.ibusrev.2025.102421.

Knowles, D., Mughan, T. and Lloyd-Reason, L. (2006), “Foreign language use among decision-makers
of successfully internationalised SMEs. Questioning the language-training paradigm”, Journal of
Small Business and Enterprise Development, Vol. 13 No. 4, pp. 620-641, doi: 10.1108/
14626000610705787.

Kreiner, G.E., Hollensbe, E., Sheep, M.L., Smith, B.R. and Kataria, N. (2015), “Elasticity and the
dialectic tensions of organizational identity: how can we hold together while we are pulling
apart?”, Academy of Management Journal, Vol. 58 No. 4, pp. 981-1011, doi: 10.5465/
amj.2012.0462.

Linn, A., Sanden, G.R. and Piekkari, R. (2018), “Language standardization in sociolinguistics and
international business: theory and practice across the table”, in Sherman, T. and Nekvapil, J.
(Eds), English in Business and Commerce: Interactions and Policies; English in Europe,
pp. 19-45, doi: 10.1515/9781501506833-002.

Liu, X., Gao, L., Lu, J. and Wei, Y. (2015), “The role of highly skilled migrants in the process of inter-
firm knowledge transfer across borders”, Journal of World Business, Vol. 50 No. 1, pp. 56-68,
doi: 10.1016/j.jwb.2014.01.006.

Mees-Buss, J., Welch, C. and Piekkari, R. (2022), “From templates to heuristics: how and why to move
beyond the Gioia methodology”, Organizational Research Methods, Vol. 25 No. 2, pp. 405-429,
doi: 10.1177/1094428120967716.

Michalski, M.P. and Sliwa, M. (2021), ““If you use the right Arabic. ..’: responses to special language
standardization within the BBC Arabic service’s linguascape”, Journal of World Business,
Vol. 56 No. 5, 101198, doi: 10.1016/j.jwb.2021.101198.

Monaghan, S. and Tippmann, E. (2018), “Becoming a multinational enterprise: using industry recipes
to achieve rapid multinationalization”, Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 49 No. 4,
pp. 473-495, doi: 10.2307/48725223.

Monaghan, S., Tippmann, E. and Coviello, N. (2020), “Born digitals: thoughts on their
internationalization and a research agenda”, Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 51
No. 1, pp. 11-22, doi: 10.1057/s41267-019-00290-0.

Mughan, T. (1990), “1992 - is ‘languages for export’ enough?”, European Business Review, Vol. 90
No. 3, pp. 22-25, doi: 10.1108/EUM0000000001860.

Neeley, T. (2012), “Global business speaks English”, Harvard Business Review, Vol. 90 No. 5,
pp. 116-124.

Niemi, M.K., Valimaki, M. and Niskanen, V. (2024), “Pk-yritykset ja ulkomaalainen tyovoima
Suomessa (PIKEUS) -hankkeen loppuraportti: Pk-yritykset ja kansainvalinen rekrytointi:
kokemuksia, tukea, ratkaisuja”.

Downl oaded from http://ftp. nowpublishers.con ccsm articl e-pdf/doi/10. 1108/ CCSM 10- 2024- 0261/ 10833734/ ccsm 10- 2024- 0261en. pdf by guest on


https://doi.org/10.1111/etap.12076
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41267-023-00639-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ibusrev.2015.04.010
https://doi.org/10.1515/multi-2017-0077
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11575-023-00504-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ibusrev.2025.102421
https://doi.org/10.1108/14626000610705787
https://doi.org/10.1108/14626000610705787
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2012.0462
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2012.0462
https://doi.org/10.1515/9781501506833-002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jwb.2014.01.006
https://doi.org/10.1177/1094428120967716
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jwb.2021.101198
https://doi.org/10.2307/48725223
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41267-019-00290-0
https://doi.org/10.1108/EUM0000000001860

Niskavaara, J. (2024), “The role of foreign-born employees in inward-outward internationalization of ~ Cross Cultural &
SMEs: an organizational capacity perspective”, in Piekkari, R. and Welch, C. (Eds), The Helsinki Strategic
Internationalization Process Model: Foundations and Future Agenda, Edward Elgar Publishing. Management

Oliver, D. and Vough, H.C. (2020), “Practicing identity in emergent firms: how practices shape
founders’ organizational identity claims”, Strategic Organization, Vol. 18 No. 1, pp. 75-105, doi:
10.1177/1476127019863642.

Pant, A. and Ramachandran, J. (2017), “Navigating identity duality in multinational subsidiaries: a
paradox lens on identity claims at Hindustan Unilever 1959-2015”, Journal of International
Business Studies, Vol. 48 No. 6, pp. 664-692, doi: 10.1057/s41267-017-0076-x.

Pettigrew, A.M. (1990), “Longitudinal field research on change: theory and practice”, Organization
Science, Vol. 1 No. 3, pp. 267-292, doi: 10.1287/orsc.1.3.267.

Piekkari, R. and Welch, C. (2018), “Research: beyond the positivist”, in The SAGE Handbook of
Qualitative Business and Management Research Methods, pp. 345-358.

Piekkari, R., Welch, C. and Paavilainen, E. (2009), “The case study as disciplinary convention:
evidence from international business journals”, Organizational Research Methods, Vol. 12
No. 3, pp. 567-589, doi: 10.1177/1094428108319905.

Ravasi, D. and Canato, A. (2013), “How do I know who you think you are? A review of research
methods on organizational identity”, International Journal of Management Reviews, Vol. 15
No. 2, pp. 185-204, doi: 10.1111/ijmr.12008.

Riznar, I. and Rybnicek, R. (2017), “Language management strategies in Austrian and Slovenian SMEs”,
Managing Global Transitions, Vol. 15 No. 4, pp. 365-378, doi: 10.26493/1854-6935.15.365-378.

Saltan, A. and Smolander, K. (2021), “Bridging the state-of-the-art and the state-of-the-practice of
SaaS pricing: a multivocal literature review”, Information and Software Technology, Vol. 133,
106510, doi: 10.1016/j.infsof.2021.106510.

Sanden, G.R. and Kankaanranta, A. (2018), “‘English is an unwritten rule here’: non-formalised
language policies in multinational corporations”, Corporate Communications, Vol. 23 No. 4,
pp. 544-566, doi: 10.1108/CCI1J-02-2018-0026.

Santos, F.P. (2022), “Changing an organization’s legitimation story : navigating between the materiality
of the past and the strategy for the future”, Culture and Organization, Vol. 28, August,
pp. 485-508, doi: 10.1080/14759551.2022.2103133.

Santos, F.P. (2023), “Showing legitimacy: the strategic employment of visuals in the legitimation of
new organizations”, Journal of Management Inquiry, Vol. 32 No. 1, pp. 50-75, doi: 10.1177/
10564926211050785.

Siggelkow, N. (2007), “Persuasion with case studies”, The Academy of Management Journal, Vol. 50
No. 1, pp. 20-24, doi: 10.5465/am;j.2007.24160882.

Stallkamp, M., Chen, L. and Li, S. (2023), “Boots on the ground: foreign direct investment by born
digital firms”, Global Strategy Journal, Vol. 13 No. 4, pp. 805-829, doi: 10.1002/gsj.1474.

Sui, S., Morgan, H.M. and Baum, M. (2015), “Internationalization of immigrant-owned SMEs: the role of
language”, Journal of World Business, Vol. 50 No. 4, pp. 804-814, doi: 10.1016/j.jwb.2015.04.002.

Talukder, S. and Barner-Rasmussen, W. (2024), “Exploring the language choice dilemma of international
small firms: a social exchange perspective on English-only versus multilingualism”, International
Business Review, Vol. 33 No. 3, 102257, doi: 10.1016/j.ibusrev.2024.102257.

Tietze, S. (2004), “Spreading the management gospel - in English”, Language and Intercultural
Communication, Vol. 4 No. 3, pp. 175-189, doi: 10.1080/14708470408668871.

Tietze, S. (2018), “Multilingual research, monolingual publications: management scholarship in
English only?”, European Journal of International Management, Vol. 12 Nos 1/2, pp. 28-45,
doi: 10.1504/ejim.2018.089037.

Tuononen, M., Uotila, M., Loikkanen, J., Ylimaula, R., Marjomaa, N. and Latvanen, E. (2021),
“Korkeakouluohjaus ulkomaisen opiskelijan tyollistymisen ja integraation tukena, Eurostudent
VII-tutkimuksen artikkelisarja (Higher education guidance to support foreign students find
employment and achieve integration Eurostudent VII article series)”, Vol. 7, p. 37.

Downl oaded from http://ftp. nowpublishers.con ccsm articl e-pdf/doi/10. 1108/ CCSM 10- 2024- 0261/ 10833734/ ccsm 10- 2024- 0261en. pdf by guest on


https://doi.org/10.1177/1476127019863642
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41267-017-0076-x
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.1.3.267
https://doi.org/10.1177/1094428108319905
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijmr.12008
https://doi.org/10.26493/1854-6935.15.365-378
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.infsof.2021.106510
https://doi.org/10.1108/CCIJ-02-2018-0026
https://doi.org/10.1080/14759551.2022.2103133
https://doi.org/10.1177/10564926211050785
https://doi.org/10.1177/10564926211050785
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2007.24160882
https://doi.org/10.1002/gsj.1474
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jwb.2015.04.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ibusrev.2024.102257
https://doi.org/10.1080/14708470408668871
https://doi.org/10.1504/ejim.2018.089037

CCSM UNCTAD (2024), “Promoting international investment by small and medium-sized enterprises,
promoting international investment by small and medium-sized enterprises”, doi: 10.18356/
9789213586990.

Vadana, I.I., Torkkeli, L., Kuivalainen, O. and Saarenketo, S. (2019), “The internationalization of born-
digital companies”, in Chidlow, A., Ghauri, P.N., Buckley, T., Gardner, E.C., Qamar, A. and
Pickering, E. (Eds), The Changing Strategies of International Business : How MNEs Manage in
a Changing Commercial and Political Landscape, doi: 10.1007/978-3-030-03931-8_10.

van Werven, R., Bouwmeester, O. and Cornelissen, J.P. (2015), “The power of arguments: how
entrepreneurs convince stakeholders of the legitimate distinctiveness of their ventures”, Journal
of Business Venturing, Vol. 30 No. 4, pp. 616-631, doi: 10.1016/j.jbusvent.2014.08.001.

Wang, S., Lyles, M.A., Bird, A. and Lampel, J. (2025), “Local roots, global reach? A framework for
managing place - based identity in new cultural industries”, Journal of International Business
Studies, Vol. 56 No. 8, pp. 953-970, doi: 10.1057/s41267-025-00807-w.

Welch, L.S. and Luostarinen, R. (1988), “Internationalization: evolution of a concept”, Journal of
General Management, Vol. 14 No. 2, pp. 34-55, doi: 10.1177/030630708801400203.

Welch, D.E., Welch, L.S. and Marschan-Piekkari, R. (2001), “The persistent impact of language on
global operations”, Prometheus, Vol. 19 No. 3, pp. 193-209, doi: 10.1080/08109020110072180.

Welch, C., Paavilainen-Mantymaki, E., Piekkari, R. and Plakoyiannaki, E. (2022), “Reconciling theory
and context: how the case study can set a new agenda for international business research”,
Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 53 No. 1, pp. 4-26, doi: 10.1057/s41267-021-
00484-5.

Wilmot, N.V. (2017), “Language and the faces of power: a theoretical approach”, International Journal
of Cross Cultural Management, Vol. 17 No. 1, pp. 85-100, doi: 10.1177/1470595817694915.

World Bank (2019), “Small and medium enterprises (SMEs) finance”, available at: https://
www.worldbank.org/en/topic/smefinance

Yang, B., Bai, W., Chen, Y. and Rong, K. (2025), “Internationalization of digital firms: a systematic
review and research agenda”, Journal of Business Research, Vol. 189, 115124, doi: 10.1016/
j.jbusres.2024.115124.

Ye, S.M., Kang, Y. and Scott-Kennel, J. (2022), “Born-digital: the internationalisation path of digital
firms”, Proceedings of the Annual Hawaii International Conference on System Sciences,
pp- 5138-5147, doi: 10.24251/hicss.2022.626.

Zimmerman, M.A. and Zeitz, G.I. (2002), “Beyond survival: achieving new venture growth by
building legitimacy”, Academy of Management Review, Vol. 27 No. 3, pp. 414-431, doi:
10.2307/4134387.

Corresponding author
Johanna Niskavaara can be contacted at: johanna.niskavaara@aalto.fi

For instructions on how to order reprints of this article, please visit our website:
www.emeraldgrouppublishing.com/licensing/reprints.htm
Or contact us for further details: permissions@emeraldinsight.com

Downl oaded from http://ftp. nowpublishers.con ccsm articl e-pdf/doi/10. 1108/ CCSM 10- 2024- 0261/ 10833734/ ccsm 10- 2024- 0261en. pdf by guest on


https://doi.org/10.18356/9789213586990
https://doi.org/10.18356/9789213586990
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-03931-8_10
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusvent.2014.08.001
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41267-025-00807-w
https://doi.org/10.1177/030630708801400203
https://doi.org/10.1080/08109020110072180
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41267-021-00484-5
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41267-021-00484-5
https://doi.org/10.1177/1470595817694915
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/smefinance
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/smefinance
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2024.115124
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2024.115124
https://doi.org/10.24251/hicss.2022.626
https://doi.org/10.2307/4134387
mailto:johanna.niskavaara@aalto.fi

	Beyond words: language choice as a symbol of international identity in small firm internationalization
	Introduction
	Theoretical background
	Internationalization of small digital firms
	Organizational identity
	Language choice in internationalizing firms

	Qualitative case study
	Case selection
	Data collection
	Data analysis

	Findings
	Discussion
	Limitations and future research
	Practical and societal implications

	Conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	Appendix 1Interview guidePersonal information and background, includingCountry of originEducation and previous work experie ...
	Interview guide
	Appendix 2Template for language diaryPlease try to take notes of ALL the situations where you speak, listen, read or write  ...
	Template for language diary
	Notes
	References


