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Abstract 

This essay deals with bilingualism and how affectionate feelings are expressed. There seems 

to be a difference in meaning between the English phrase I love you and the corresponding  

Swedish jag älskar dig, where the English phrase is used more frequently and casually than 

the Swedish phrase. In this paper, affective emotions in Swedish-English bilingualism is 

examined on two levels: 1) the expression of affectionate feelings in general and 2) the 

translatability and meaning of I love you and jag älskar dig. 

       A qualitative study, with the purpose to investigate how two groups of Swedish-English 

bilinguals experience meaning and translatability in their affective repertoires, was carried out. 

25 people participated in the study, of whom those in the first group are L1 speakers of 

English who have acquired Swedish as a second language, and those in the second are L1 

speakers of both English and Swedish with at least one parent from an English-speaking 

country. The results of the study were compared with results derived from previous research 

on language and emotion and bilingualism. Furthermore, a few professional translators were 

interviewed about the translatability of I love you and jag älskar dig.  

       The results from the study show a tendency for late learners of Swedish to use English 

rather than Swedish when expressing affection, while the childhood bilinguals of both 

Swedish and English show a general preference for Swedish. However, respondents show a 

high degree of accommodation; they choose their language based on the L1 or preferred 

language of the interlocutor. A vast majority in both groups reported experiencing feelings of 

affection to be expressed differently in their English-speaking culture compared to the 

Swedish culture. A majority of respondents in the first group do not experience a difference in 

meaning between I love you and jag älskar dig, while a majority in the second group, with 

both Swedish and English as L1, do.  The results from the study cannot be claimed to account 

for more than the experiences and opinions of the 25 respondents, but correspond with 

previous research results within the fields of language and emotion and bilingualism.  

  

Keywords: language and emotion, affection, Swedish, English, bilingualism, culture, meaning, 

translatability. 
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1. Introduction and Aim 

1.1 Introduction  

Many people who speak more than one language would probably agree that it is sometimes 

hard to express emotions in a language other than their first. Even when a speaker’s level of 

proficiency allows him or her to communicate with ease in languages other than the first, 

many people seem to prefer their mother tongue when expressing strong feelings of affection. 

A common example of this is when parents switch from a later learned language to their first 

when scolding their children.   

      A comparison between how affectionate feelings in English and Swedish are expressed 

indicates that there is a tendency for speakers of English to use the phrase I love you more 

frequently and with more ease than for speakers of Swedish to use the corresponding Swedish 

phrase jag älskar dig. On the basis of an assumed discrepancy in the uses of the two phrases, 

one might raise the question whether affection in general is expressed differently in Swedish 

and English and if translation equivalents of affective emotions carry the same meaning in the 

two languages. A possible way to answer these questions is to interview bilinguals of Swedish 

and English to find out how these represent and express feelings of affection in the two 

languages, and if they experience differences in meaning or difficulties in translating 

emotions. 

       It does not seem possible to provide clear-cut answers to questions about emotions and 

bilingualism since the subject is fuzzy and quantitative research results are limited. However, 

with the self-reported use of affective emotions from 25 bilinguals of Swedish and English, of 

whom some are L1 speakers of English who have learnt Swedish as adults, and others are 

childhood bilinguals of both languages, an attempt has been made to suggest some answers to 

questions about affective emotions and bilingualism. Moreover, an attempt has been made to 

fit the results into a larger framework by using theories and research within the fields of 

language and emotion and bilingualism, as well as comparing the findings with the results of 

interviews with a handful of professional translators. 

 

1.2 Aim 

The aim of this paper is to examine affective emotions in Swedish-English bilingualism on 

two levels: 1) the expression of affectionate feelings in general and 2) the translatability and 

meaning of the phrases I love you and jag älskar dig. Through results from a qualitative study, 

a group of Swedish-English bilinguals' self-reported use of language when expressing feelings 

of affection is analyzed. The respondents are divided into two groups; X) L1 speakers of 
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English who have acquired Swedish as adults, and Y) L1 Swedish-English childhood 

bilinguals with at least one parent from an English-speaking country. 

      The results of the study are estimated against previous research results on language and 

emotion and bilingualism. An additional view is provided by a few professional translators. 

As the results obtained from the study only represent a limited number of people and cannot 

be claimed to account for the experiences of Swedish-English bilinguals in general, the broad 

scope of theory is intended to place the qualitative results within a discourse on the matter.  

  

2. Previous Research 

In sections 2.1 and 2.2, an overview of relevant theories and previous research within the 

fields of bilingualism (2.1) and language and emotion (2.2) is presented. An elaborated 

explanation of the term culture and its relation to language is given (2.1.1). 

 

2.1 Bilingualism 

It has proven notoriously hard to define the concepts of bi- and multilingualism. Ellis (1993) 

defines bilingualism as: 

The ability to produce meaningful utterances in two (or more) languages, the 
command of at least one language skill (reading, writing, speaking, listening) in 
another language, [and] the alternate use of different languages. 

 
Pavlenko (2006) uses the term bilingual to account for speakers who use two languages in 

their daily lives, and multilingual for those who use more than two languages in their daily 

lives. However, in accordance with traditions within the field of bilingualism, she uses the 

term bilingualism to account for research that examines both groups of speakers (Pavlenko, 

2006, p. 2). As the languages focused on here are Swedish and English, multilingualism is 

not examined, and bilingualism is the primarily used term.  

      Pavlenko uses the term late bilingual for those who have learned their second language 

after puberty. In contrast, the term childhood bilingual is used to refer to those who have 

been brought up speaking two (or more) languages (2006, pp. 2-3). Krashen (1982) stressed 

the difference between learning and acquiring a language, where children acquire languages 

while adults learn them. It is important to consider this difference when comparing the 

experiences of late bilinguals with those of childhood bilinguals, as the mode of language 

acquisition differs between the groups.  

      Bilinguals rarely have the same fluency in their two languages and usually divide up their 

use of languages, where one is used more for certain people, and thereby also for certain 
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situations (Myers-Scotton, 2006, p. 3). Thus, the pattern of language use leads to bilinguals 

having a higher capacity for one language in certain situations and, contrastively, a higher 

capacity for another language in other situations (Myers-Scotton, 2006, p. 36). In addition to 

experiencing a greater aptitude for one language over another in a certain situation, there 

exist further interpersonally based motivations which make bilinguals choose one language 

over another, or choose both. Myers-Scotton claims that: 

Selecting a particular language to speak in a particular interaction is to call up the 
socio-psychological values that are associated with that language. […] When 
speakers use a particular variety, they are indicating both their view of themselves 
and their relationships (author’s emphasis] with other participants in the 
conversation. […] Speakers may feel better able to speak about a certain topic in one 
language. Or, they may switch languages because they think an expression in one 
language conveys what they want to say better than one in another language; that is, 
an expression or word from one language fills a pragmatic gap [author’s emphasis] 
in the other language (2006, p. 43). 
 

The choice of language for a bilingual can thus be a complicated process, and the reason for 

choosing one language over another may have several reasons. Accommodation, the act of 

switching to the L1 of an interlocutor, is yet another important factor in the language choice 

of bilinguals (Myers-Scotton, 2006, p. 131). Through accommodation, focus is thus shifted 

from the language preference of the speaker to that of the interlocutor.  

   

2.1.1 Culture 

The term culture often appears in discussions about bilingualism and linguistic differences in 

general. Consequently, a definition of the term and a brief overview of its relation to 

language appear necessary.   

       The term culture has been defined as “the collective programming of the mind which 

distinguishes the member of one group or category from another” (Hofstede, 1991: 5). This 

definition of culture focuses on the perceived dissimilarity of other groups or cultures, rather 

than the similarity with those felt to belong to the same group or category. Culture, 

consequently, is something learned, not something one is born with.  

       In different languages, views on appropriate language-use in a conversation differ and 

the degree of cultural influence on inter-cultural communication can be attributed to the 

dissimilarity between cultures (Myers-Scotton, 2006, pp. 176-178). The term linguistic 

culture has been described by Schiffman (1993) as “a shorthand for referring to the set of 

behaviours, beliefs, attitudes and historical circumstances associated with a particular 

language”. A high level of cultural awareness as well as the linguistic knowledge of a 

language is required by society, and the ability to be bicultural as well as bilingual is of great 
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importance (Barron-Hauwaert, 2003, p. 136). A paraphrasing of the division between 

acquisition and learning of a language by Krashen (1982) could be applied to the concept of 

culture, where adults can be said to learn a culture alongside learning an L2, while children 

acquire both. Such a division is applicable to the two groups examined in this paper, and 

suggests a further difference between the two.  

       Myers-Scotton brings up differences between American and Swedish cultures and 

describes both as individualistic cultures, but Americans as more vertical and Swedes as 

more horizontal (2006, pp. 180-181). Verticality and horizontality here refers to the values 

put on equality and personal freedom, where in Sweden more emphasis is placed on equality 

while in America acting individually and standing out is more valued (Myers-Scotton, 2006, 

p. 180). A further cultural difference taken up is the favouring of silence for some 

Scandinavians, whereas for North-Americans long silences are a sign of failure, and are 

perceived as uncomfortable (Myers-Scotton, 2006, p. 186).  

 

2.2 Language and Emotion 

In the first half of the 20th century, Whorf and Sapir claimed that ´the way we think is 

conditioned by the language we speak´ (Whorf (2006) In Encyclopaedia Britannica).This 

hypothesis seems to be valid today too. Questions of translatability of emotional concepts and 

states between different languages as well as questions of feeling like and being perceived as 

“different people” when speaking different languages are explored in a recent volume on 

language and emotion (Pavlenko, 2006). It has been argued (Macnamara, 1970) that if the 

Sapir-Whorf hypothesis is true, bilinguals would be doomed, since it would be most difficult 

for them to communicate and translate between their languages. It has further been pointed 

out that differences in registers and styles are not restricted to multilingualism but also found 

in monolingualism, where speakers switch between linguistic repertoires when speaking to 

different interlocutors (Pavlenko, 2006, p. 1). Results from a web-questionnaire with 1039 bi- 

and multilingual respondents1 , however, show that many bilinguals do perceive themselves 

as being different when speaking different languages, and that this notion is not restricted to 

late bilinguals, but rather a more general  part of multilingual experience (Pavlenko, 2006, p. 

27).  

       Although it might be assumed that the preferred language for expressing emotions is 

automatically L1, this is not always the case. Instead, some people feel more comfortable 

                                                
1 The web-questionnaire was created by Aneta Pavlenko and Jean-Marc Demaele and maintained on the 
Birkbeck College website from 2001 to 2003 (Pavlenko, 2006, p. 2) 
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talking about emotions in languages other than their L1, “either because they grew up in a 

tradition of a ´stiff upper lip´ or because they mainly live and interact in the realm of the 

second language” (Heinz, 2001). In a close textual analysis of how one French-Portuguese 

bilingual displays affection differently in her two languages, the conclusion drawn is that the 

preferred language of emotional expression is not the language learned in the family but 

rather that learned in a public domain (Koven, 2006, p. 107). As will be seen, some of the 

Swedish-English bilinguals that take part in this study further exemplify a preference of L2 

over L1 when expressing emotions (cf. 4.2 and 4.3).        

       A number of scholars have focused on the translatability of particular emotional concepts 

and expressions between different languages. Panayiotou reports that previous research in the 

fields of psychology and anthropology (Averill, 1985; Derne, 1994) suggests that the English 

emotion term love might lack linguistic equivalents and that the understanding of the term 

therefore is culture-specific (2006, p. 184). Dewaele (2006) has used the database composed 

by him and Pavlenko on the topic of bilingualism and emotion to closely examine 

multilinguals' language choice for expressing anger. His findings show that a majority prefer 

to use their L1 when expressing anger, but that after socialization, a later learned language 

can instead become the preferred one. Further, his results show that both mode of acquisition 

and level of proficiency of a later learned language play a part in the preference of language, 

where people who acquired it in a mixed or naturalistic environment and who feel more 

proficient in it, are more prone to use it over L1 when expressing anger. Thus, Dewaele's 

(2006) results partly correlate with those of Koven (2006), as they both report of instances 

where a later learned language can supersede L1 as the preferred language for expressing 

emotion. 

        In an exploration of descriptions of translatability of emotions provided by bilingual 

authors, Besemeres conclusion clearly agrees with the aforementioned Whorfian view: 

 Their narratives suggest that emotional vocabulary – expressive forms, emotion 
concepts, terms for emotional behaviour – give a certain distinctive shape to a speaker's 
feeling. In particular, the emotion concepts that are available to us contribute to how 
we interpret what we feel, how we experience it, even how we act on it (2006, p. 55). 

 

       A study of Greek-English bilinguals and their translations of the terms for ´guilt´ in the 

two languages showed that although equivalent terms exist in the languages, these are not 

translation equivalents (Panayiotou, 2006, pp. 203-204). The researcher found her results to 

be parallel with those of previous research, and concludes that certain emotional terms are 

indeed unique to certain languages and cultures (Panayiotou, 2006, p. 204). Thus, Besemeres  

(2006) and Panayiotou (2006) reached similar conclusions about emotions and translatability. 
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Taking into further account the conclusions and results of other researchers in the volume, it 

becomes clear that the bi- and multicultural experience of expressing affection is a 

complicated matter. 

 

2.3 Translators’ Perspectives 

In a Swedish volume on the subject of emotions in translations, Lindvall (2002) dedicates her 

chapter to the challenges involved in translating emotional expressions between different 

languages. She asserts that while translating is difficult in general, the translations of 

emotional expressions might be the hardest of all, as feelings are so tied to, and influenced by 

culture. She describes feelings as having “sound, smell and colour” [my translation], and says 

that instead of being overtly stated, feelings are hidden in what appears to be neutral words 

(Lindvall, 2002, p. 106).  

       Lindvall reports difficulties in translating expressions of joy, anger, familiarity, 

discomfort, despise and expectations, and exemplifies by giving textual examples. One is 

taken from Astrid Lindgren's Ronja Rövardotter, where the main character repeatedly 

exclaims Far åt pipsvängen med er!, which was translated into the English I'm sick of all of 

you (Lindvall, 2002, p. 108). In the English translation, Lindvall claims, the elements of 

strength, humour and individual creativity are lost (2002, p. 108).  In her concluding remarks, 

she argues that while translations serve important purposes, in general, they do produce 

sheerer and paler emotional expressions than the original (Lindvall, 2002, p. 113). 

       With the intention to obtain further views on the translatability of emotional expressions 

between Swedish and English, a few questions on the subject were e-mailed to a number of 

professional translators. They were found through FAT, Föreningen Auktoriserade 

Translatorer (www.eurofat.se), which lists translators authorized by the Swedish government. 

Three translators answered the e-mail, two of whom translate from English to Swedish and 

one who translates to and from both languages. All three reported that they primarily translate 

technical, economical and juridical texts.  

       When asked about their opinions on translating between the phrases jag älskar dig and I 

love you, all three translators answered that they do not experience a difference in meaning 

between the two phrases. They further said that they would not use other phrases than Jag 

älskar dig when translating I love you into Swedish (personal communication, via e-mail). 

One strongly opposed to there being any difficulties involved in translating between the two 

phrases: 
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I see no problems whatsoever in translating I love you. I would hardly give it any 
thought, but translate it with jag älskar dig. There are so many, much more tricky 
problems facing a translator, so there is no need to construct any additional ones 
[my translation] [ Karin Arthursdotter, English-Swedish translator, through e-mail].  

 

One of the other translators, however, provided a rather different, elaborated view on the 

matter:  

Still, I believe that there has been a development over the past few decades (three or 
four?) whereby the meaning (and emotional load, as it were) of the Swedish phrase 
has come to approach that of the English one. I think there used to be a convention, if 
not an outright policy, that ´weaker´ Swedish expressions were to be used to render 
´love´ in ´I love you´, e.g. ´tycker mycket om´ or ´tycker bra om´. That seems to have 
disappeared, and it may well be that translations of a more literal nature than allowed 
by that convention have contributed to that development in the actual use of ´jag 
älskar dig´, so that the convention has been superseded because, owing in part to 
frequent failures to abide by it, it no longer reflects the reality of usage [Johan 
Segerbäck, Swedish-English and English-Swedish translator, through e-mail]. 
 

Thus, Segerbäck suggests the possibility of a historical change in the meaning of the Swedish 

phrase jag älskar dig, in which it has become a weaker expression in usage as well as 

meaning.  

 

3. Methods  

3.1 Questionnaire 

The mode of research was inspired by a web-questionnaire named “Bilingualism and 

Emotion” conducted by Pavlenko and Dewaele (2006) (cf. 2.2). A qualitative study with 

multiple-choice questions as well as open-ended questions was considered the most 

appropriate method to obtain the desired information. The questionnaire contains 16 questions, 

which are divided into three sections. Part A consists of background questions, part B of 

multiple-choice questions, and part C of open-ended questions (cf. 7: Appendix).  

       The questionnaire was e-mailed to groups of people assumed to fit the criteria of the 

study during weeks 45–48, 2006. Those contacted included staff at the English department at 

Stockholm University (www.english.su.se) as well as various groups and organizations linked 

to the British Embassy home page (www.britishembassy.se). A text presenting the aim of the 

research and the criteria for respondents was included in the e-mail. Answers were primarily 

received via e-mail.  

       The respondents of the study were limited to the two groups outlined in 1.2 above. Both 

groups assumedly have knowledge of English and Swedish cultural norms for expressing 

affection, as well as the linguistic ability and experience to express affection in both 

languages. This differentiates them from Swedish-English bilinguals who are of Swedish 



 

 11 

origin and are living in Sweden. The latter group of people were assessed as not relevant to 

the study as they may lack a reason to express affection in English and, possibly, also 

experiences of doing so.  

       The results derived from the questionnaire were analyzed for each group separately, one 

question at a time. The results within each group were compared and later joined. Where there 

is a difference between the answers of males and females within either group, this has been 

reported. When there did not appear to be a correlation between the gender of the respondents 

and their answers, no distinction is presented. 

 

3.2 Subjects 

Out of the 25 people who answered the questionnaire, 16 people (10 females and 6 males) 

make up category X, as they are L1 speakers of English and have acquired Swedish as a 

second, or later, language. The remaining 9 people (5 females and 4 males) make up category 

Y, as they are L1 speakers of both English and Swedish and have at least one parent from an 

English-speaking country. The respondents all reside in Sweden, most of them in Stockholm.  

       A larger number of participants would have been preferable, but due to the time 

limitations of the study, 25 people were considered a sufficient number for the purpose of the 

research. As the total number of respondents is low and the numbers of respondents in 

category X is higher than in category Y, results are given in numbers as well as percentage.   

 

3.3 Limitations 

The difference between self-reported use of language and actual language use is of great 

importance, and it must be remembered that the two do not necessarily correspond. In other 

words, there may be a difference between what individuals say that they say, and what they 

actually do say. This has been reported by, among others, Myers-Scotton (2006), who claims 

that speakers are “notoriously bad at paying attention to their own language use” (p. 78). 

However, most studies about language use in different situations are indeed based on self-

reports, as there is no sufficient alternative if the goal is to get comparable answers across 

large groups of people (Myers-Scotton, 2006, p. 79). 

       It is further important to bear in mind the particular languages in questions. English has a 

unique position in Sweden, as it has been an important L2 for a long period of time, and most 

Swedes are very good speakers of English (Myers-Scotton, 2006, p. 410). Most Swedes come 

across English daily, through television, radio, advertisements, etc. As English is a prestigious 

language in Sweden, native speakers of English may be more prone to language maintenance, 
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as their L1 is widely understood, and less prone to language shift than a speaker with a less 

understood and/or prestigious L1.   

       English further has a particular linguistic status as it has more than a hundred million 

speakers around the world and is the language of global communication (Myers-Scotton, 2006, 

p. 371). In the research, no distinction has been made between the L1 English of the 

respondents. The expression of affection most probably varies in such culturally different 

countries as Canada and India, which both have English as an official language (both 

countries have more than one official language). However, it would be most difficult to 

decide the variety of English of the respondents, where one would have to take into account 

not only mother tongue and country of birth, but also such factors as country of education. 

Further, for the Swedish-English bilinguals in group Y, the L1 English of their parent/s may 

not correspond to the English spoken by their peers, the one used in mass-media, or the 

English taught by their teachers. Therefore, English is, for reasons of simplification and 

limitations of time and resources, treated as one language, and no further specification has 

been made. 

 

4 Results and Discussion 

In the following sections the results for each question are presented, in the same order as they 

appear in the questionnaire. Results for sections B and C are presented in diagrams and 

numbers. Decimals are rounded off to the nearest whole number. For the purposes of clarity 

and comparison between groups X and Y, each diagram gives the results in percentage, while 

numbers are generally presented within the texts. Note that percentage-scales are not the same 

in the different diagrams. Qualitative responses are represented by selected quotations. 

 

4.1 Background Questions 

The age-span of the respondents range between 23 and 74 years. The median age for group X 

is 53 years, and for group Y 29 years. The median age for the onset of Swedish in group X is 

28 years. More than two thirds of the respondents in group X are teachers or lecturers, and 

many of them teach English. A corresponding majority of academics is found in group Y, 

where two thirds are students, one person is a teacher and one a researcher, respectively. 

There is an overall majority of women; 10 out of 16 people in group X and 5 out of 9 people 

in group Y. These facts should be kept in mind when assessing the results, which are 

representative of this group of people only. Different results might be obtained from other 

groups of Swedish-English bilinguals, such as working-class males. 
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       In group X, all people listed English as their mother tongue, although one woman added a 

parenthesis, saying that strictly speaking her mother’s first language was Persian. In group Y, 

5 people listed both Swedish and English as first languages, 3 people listed Swedish only, and 

one person listed Urdu as her first language. The 4 people in group Y who did not list both 

Swedish and English as L1, however, all reported of an early enough acquisition age for both 

languages to classify them as childhood Swedish-English bilinguals. 

       In both groups, a majority reported speaking additional languages. 11 people in group X 

and 7 in group Y reported speaking supplementary languages to Swedish and English. The 

languages represented are Urdu, Persian, Hindi, Greek, German, French and Spanish, with the 

highest frequency of speakers among the last three languages. 

 

4.2 Multiple Choice Questions  

4.2.1 Language Acquisition 

           

B1) For each of your languages that is not your mother tongue, please list if 
you learnt it in a) a naturalistic context, b) a mixed context or c) an 
instructed context?

0

50

100

a) b) No answer

Group X

P
er

 c
en

t

Sw edish

 As can be seen in the diagram, none of the people in group X learnt Swedish through 

instructed (classroom) contact only. Most people (10), learnt Swedish in mixed contexts 

(classroom context + naturalistic context), and 4 people learnt the language through 

naturalistic context only. The remaining 2 people did not answer the question. The results 

suggest that the majority of respondents in group X acquired Swedish in Sweden, partly or 

only through interaction with Swedish-speaking people.  

 As this question concerns the learning of languages other than L1, no results for 

group Y are presented, as the respondents in this group have both Swedish and English as L1. 

A few respondents in both groups provided answers for their mode of acquisition of 

languages other than English and Swedish, but these were considered irrelevant for the 

purpose of the study.   
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 4.2.2 Language Proficiency 

B2) How would you grade your proficiency in each of your languages?
a) minimal, b) low, c) medium, d) high or e) maximal?

0
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b) c) d) e) Unclear

Group X
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en

t

Sw edish

 

B2)
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c) d) e) No answer

      Group Y
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In their answers to the questions above, a high number of respondents in group X did not 

include English in their answers, and therefore only the results for Swedish in this group are 

reported. 11 out of the 16 people in group X graded themselves as having a high or maximal 

proficiency of Swedish. 3 people regarded their proficiency as medium and one as low. One 

person did not answer the question.  

       In group Y, 2 people did not list their proficiency for Swedish. Of the remaining 8 people, 

7 listed their proficiency for the language as being high or maximal. One person listed her 

proficiency of Swedish as medium. As regards their proficiency of English, 8 people 

answered that it is high or maximal, and one judged it as being medium.  

       With the assumption that the English proficiency in group X is high, it can be concluded 

that the proficiency of Swedish and English in both groups is high. Only 6 people out of the 

total 25 graded their proficiency in either language as low or medium. 
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4.2.3 Frequency in Language Use 

B3) How frequently do you use each of your languages? a) Yearly (or less), 
b) monthly, c) weekly, d) daily or e) all day?

0

20

40

60

c) d) e) Unclear/ No
answer
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English
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B3)
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When asked to list the frequency of use for each of their languages, half of the people in 

group X did not provide an answer for their use of English. As regards Swedish, however, one 

person reported using it weekly, and the remaining 15 people daily or all day. In group Y, 6 of 

the 9 respondents report using English daily or all day. 2 people use it weekly and one did not 

provide an answer. All in group Y, disregarding the one person who did not provide an 

answer, use Swedish daily or all day.  

       The lack of information regarding group X's frequency of use of English makes a 

comparison between the uses of Swedish and English within the group as well as with group 

Y impossible. However, when taking into account the answers provided in other questions, 

such as the high percentage of English teachers in group X, it can be assumed that the 

majority do use English actively. What can thereby be concluded is that in both groups the 

vast majority very often use both English and Swedish.  
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4.2.4 Language Preference When Expressing Affection 

 

B4) Given that they are Swedish-English bilinguals too, what language would 
you prefer to use when expressing strong feelings of affection to the following 
groups of people?
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As can be seen in the diagrams above, for each alternative a number of people in both groups 

did not make a choice between Swedish and English. Instead, they introduced a further option 

by answering ´both´ or ´either´, and a majority further motivated such answers by explaining 

that it depends on the L1 or preferred language of the person in question: 

1) If they are mother-tongue English, then E: if they are mother-tongue Swedish, 
then S. Being ´bilingual´ isn’t enough information for me to answer – I want to 
use the language my addressee is best at, most comfortable in (Female, 38, 
Group X).  

 
2) Both (depending on L1 of member in question) (Male, 63, Group X). 

 
3) English, Urdu, Persian, Swedish (depending on the language of the friend) 

(Female, 66, Group X). 
 

Several people further added information about the L1 of various family members when 

motivating their choice of both/either: 

1) Swedish (my partner is not quite bilingual) (Female, 74, Group X). 
 

2) Swe, Eng with my English family (Female, 51, Group X).   
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       As can be seen in the diagram, the preference for Swedish is generally high in group Y, 

and the preference for answering ´either´ or ´both´ is not as common as in group X. The 

highest flexibility of answers for group Y is in the first column, where an equal number of 

respondents answered “Swedish”, “English” or “Either/Or” to the question of preferred 

language for a member of the family.  

       For group X, the preference for English is high, although not as high as the corresponding 

preference for Swedish in group Y. In group X, the preference for using English is highest in 

the first two columns, after which the choice of “Either/Or” gradually increases to eventually 

supersede the other options in the last column: “An Acquaintance”. In group Y, the preference 

for English is higher in the first column than in the remaining, while Swedish instead 

increases as the preferred choice after the first column. 

 

4.3 Open-Ended Questions 

4.3.1 General Language Preference When Expressing Affection 

C1) In general, do you prefer to express feelings of affection in one 
language over the other/s?
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Upon being asked if they, in general, prefer to express feelings of affection in one particular 

language, the vast majority of respondents answered yes. In group X, 11 out of 16 people 

reported a preference for English. Only one person in the group, a 60 year old male, reported 

a preference of Swedish when expressing feelings of affection. He explained that he only uses 

Swedish when speaking to his family and therefore considers it difficult to express affection 

in any intimate sense in English. Indeed, he remarked that he only expresses affection in 

English when speaking to his 91-year-old mother. 

       In group Y, 8 out of 9 people answered that they do prefer to use one language over their 

other/s when expressing feelings of affection. 5 people prefer Swedish and 3 prefer English. 

Thus, in total, very few people reported having no language preference when expressing 

feelings of affection.  
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4.3.2 Differences in Meaning Between I love you and jag älskar dig  

C2) Do "I love you" and "jag älskar dig" carry the same meaning for you?
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When asked if the two phrases carry the same meaning to the respondents, the results of 

groups X and Y proved contrastive. In group X, 9 people answered yes and 6 people answered 

no. One person did not provide a clear answer. In group Y, 3 people answered yes and 5 

people answered no. As in group X, one person did not provide a clear answer. Thus, a 

majority of those with both English and Swedish as LI do not consider the English I love you 

and the Swedish jag älskar dig to carry the same meaning, while the majority of those with 

English as their mother tongue do. In both groups, in particular in group Y, many elaborated 

on their answers: 

1) No, not quite. To me, saying “I love you” is not quite as powerful as the    
       Swedish equivalent for some reason (Male, 26, Group Y).   

 
2) No, the phrase in English has been used in so many American films and 

series on TV that it hardly means anything anymore. It’s something people 
say to each other all the time (Female, 25, Group Y). 

 
3) In the family they have the same meaning, while in relations of love and 

friends I choose to use “I love you” in a more casual way (Female, 25, 
Group Y).  

 
               4)  No, the latter is less felt (Female, 39, Group X).  

 
4.3.3 Frequency of Use of I love you and jag älskar dig 

C3) Do you use either of the phrases "I love you" or "jag älskar dig" more often 
than the other?
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In response to the question above, 13 out of the 16 people in group X answered yes, while the 

remaining 3 answered no. Out of those in group X who answered yes, 8 people reported using 

the English phrase more often, and 5 people reported using the Swedish one more often. In 

their answers, several people referred to members of their families: 
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(1) Yes, the Swe more often as my husband is Swe and we speak Swe together 
(Female, 51, Group X). 

 
(2) Yes, I use “Jag älskar dig” more often as my partner is Swedish and I usually 

speak Swedish (Female, 74, Group X).  
 

(3) Yes, because I have two kids but only one husband, so “I love you” is used twice 
as often (Female, 38, Group X). 

 
 In group Y, 4 people answered yes to the question, and 4 people answered no. One person did 

not provide a clear answer. Out of the 4 in group Y that answered yes, 2 people reported using 

the Swedish phrase more often and 2 the English one. 

 

4.3.4 Difficulties of Expressing Affection in a Particular Language 

C4) Do you sometimes find it hard to express feelings of affection in any 
of your languages?
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In this question, the respondents were asked if they sometimes find it hard to express affection 

in any of their languages, and, if so, which one and under what circumstances. A slight 

majority, 8 in group X and 5 in group Y respectively, answered yes to the question, while 7 

people in group X and 4 people in group Y answered no. The remaining one person in group 

X was undecided.  

       The many elaborated answers to the question suggest that it was ill-formulated. Out of the 

people who answered yes to the question, many listed languages other than Swedish and 

English, and explained the difficulties in expressing affection with insufficient vocabulary. As 

the intention of the study was to compare respondents' opinions and usage of Swedish and 

English expressions of affection, their opinions on languages other than these are, although 

interesting, irrelevant for the purposes intended. However, some results can still be drawn 

from the answers. In group X, out of the 8 people who answered yes, 4 answered Swedish, 

one French, and one French and Spanish. 2 male respondents in group X answered that they 

find it hard to express feelings of affection in English: 

 
1) I have only used Swedish with my family, so it’s hard for me to express 

affection in any intimate sense in English. (Male, 60, Group X).  
 

2) More difficult in English. This is probably because men were not supposed to 
express feelings in public when/where I grew up (Male, 63, Group X). 
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In group Y, one respondent reported difficulties in expressing affection in Swedish, one in 

English, and one in French. One 27-year-old woman answered that both Swedish and English 

are difficult at times, and a 25-year-old male answered: 

 
(3) Hey, I’m half Swedish and half English and male, it’s always hard to express  

affection, no matter what language... 
 
 Disregarding the humour, the quotation correlates with those of the other two males cited 

above, and their responses highlight the possibility of experiencing difficulty in expressing 

feelings of affection in general, regardless of language. Further, the quotations suggest that 

gender might play a part in experiencing difficulties in expressing affectionate emotions.  

 

4.3.5 Frequency in Expressing Affection in English and Swedish 

C5) How would you grade your own frequency of expressing affection in 
English compared to Swedish?
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As can be seen in the diagram, a majority of those in group X (8 people) use English more 

frequently than Swedish when expressing affection. 5 people in the group, however, report 

using more Swedish. Several respondents referred to their close family when elaborating their 

answers: 

 
1) English is clearly dominant because there are few people who only speak 

Swedish that I have a relationship to where expressions of affection would be 
appropriate (Female, 58, Group X). 
 

2) Swe 2X as much as in Eng (my kids don't live at home so I don't see them very 
often, just speak on the phone/e-mail (Female, 51, Group X). 

 
In group Y, only one person reported a higher use of English when expressing affection. 4 

people reported using Swedish more often, and 4 reported an equal use of both languages. 
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4.3.6 Cultural Differences and the Expressing of Affection  

C6) Do you feel that feelings of affection are expressed differently in 
Sweden than in the English-speaking country you are from or which your 
parent/s is/are from?
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The majority of respondents, 12 out of 16 people in group X and 7 out of 9 people in group Y 

reported of experiencing feelings of affection to be expressed differently in Sweden than in 

the English-speaking country they are from or that their parent/s is/are from. A large number 

of respondents further elaborated on their answers. In group X, 4 people used the word 

“reserved” when describing Swedes. Further elaborations on differences in the use of 

affectionate expressions in English and Swedish as well as cultural differences include:  

 
1) Fairly similar, but I have learned that one needs to be careful how and to whom 

one uses ´jag älskar dig´, ´jag tycker om dig´ and ´jag tycker så mycket om dig´ 
There are sensitive differences (Female, 58, Group X). 

 
2) I miss an Eng equivalent of ´jag gillar dig´, which is stronger than ´ I like you´ 

but weaker than ´I love you´ (Female, 51, group X). 
 

3) I get the feeling that Sweden, at least Stockholm, is rather inner-circle, where 
expressions of affection are heard only among close friends and family. You 
have to be a good friend before someone will express affection. In the States, 
one way of becoming a (good) friend is to express affection (Female, 38, Group 
X). 

 
4) Americans say ´I love you´ when they don’t really mean it (Male, 31, Group X). 

 
5) It is boring that there is only one word…älskling, where in English there are so 

many like honey, darling, dear, sweetie etc. Swedes are cold and reserved. They 
hardly ever hug. I say I love you more often to my Swedish husband than he 
does to me. Do you think Swedes would be more affectionate if they spoke 
English? I don’t think so (Female, 40, group X). 

 
6) I think different words of affection are more commonly used in the US than in 

Sweden (Male, 23, group Y). 
 

7) Definitely, Swedes are a lot more careful to use words containing strong 
emotions  and affection (Male, 25, Group Y).  
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4.4. Discussion  

Answers to the background questions showed many similarities between the respondents 

within each group, and also between the groups. A majority of the respondents are academics 

and there is an overall majority of women. Nearly all report speaking languages other than 

Swedish and English. Although no further investigation has been done on the influences of 

the additional languages, it should be noted that many of the respondents are able to draw on 

experiences from multiple languages.  

       When considering the results, several aspects need to be taken into consideration. With 

only 25 respondents in total, the conclusions drawn should not be taken as accounting for 

Swedish-English bilinguals in general, but rather as suggesting tendencies of Swedish-English 

bilinguals' experiences. Self-report, as has been previously stressed, is a mode of research in 

which the results need to be considered with caution, as the focus lies on perception and not 

statistical results in the general sense of the term. 

       When taking into account all answers to the multiple-choice questions and the open-

ended questions, similarities as well as differences between groups X and Y become clear. 

The reported frequency for using Swedish and English and the proficiency of the two 

languages are high in both groups. In general, group X shows a preference for English when 

expressing affection, while group Y tends to prefer Swedish. However, both groups, 

particularly group X, shows a high degree of assimilation. The many either/both answers and 

the elaborated answers point to the impression that many of the respondents use the language 

that their interlocutor is perceived to feel most comfortable in.  

       The answers to question C4; “Do you sometimes find it hard to express feelings of 

affection in any of your languages?” proved it to be ill-formulated, as many respondents 

answered languages other than Swedish and English and motivated their answers with poor 

vocabulary in the language in question. Questions B2) and B3) might also be deemed poorly 

formulated, as such a high percentage of respondents in group X did not include English in 

their answers. However, group Y excluded neither English nor Swedish in their answers, 

which suggests that other reasons underlie the tendency for group X to leave out English. For 

group X, the tendency of leaving out L1 suggests that when focusing on their different 

languages, they forget that which was acquired first, and do not see it as one language 

alongside later learned languages that are part of their linguistic repertoire. The respondents in 

group Y, with both English and Swedish as acquired L1, seem to view their languages 

differently, as shown by them including both languages in their answers. Perhaps the fact that 

they are bilingual since childhood has given them a linguistic awareness and an ability to view 
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the languages that are part of their repertoire from a wider perspective and with more 

objectiveness than many late bilinguals are capable of.  

        The notion of feeling like different people when speaking different languages is not 

directly investigated in the study. A few respondents, however, mentioned cultural differences 

in their elaborated answers, particularly in the last question. As many as 4 people in group X 

used the word “reserved” to describe Swedes, thereby suggesting that they themselves belong 

to another culture where norms are different enough for them to acknowledge a general trait 

in Swedes. The greatest cultural difference is perhaps experienced by the woman who, after 

describing Swedes as cold and reserved, poses the question of whether Swedes would be more 

affectionate if they spoke English, and concluded that she did not think that they would.  

       A majority in both groups, 19 out of the total 25, consider feelings of affection to be 

expressed differently in Sweden compared to the English-speaking country that they or their 

parent/s is/are from. Respondents thus experience the English and Swedish linguistic cultures 

of which they are a part as being different. As no distinction has been made between the L1 

English of the respondents, this conclusion cannot be claimed to account for cultural 

differences between Sweden and a particular English-speaking country. Rather, the fact that 

so many of the respondents report experiencing cultural differences in the expression of 

affection supports the notion that not only encyclopaedic knowledge but also culture plays a 

part in their affective repertoires. 

 

5. Conclusion 

By applying the terminology introduced by Krashen (1982) (cf. 2.1 above), a distinction can 

be made between groups X and Y, where the former are late Swedish-English bilinguals 

through the learning of Swedish, while group Y are childhood bilinguals who have acquired 

both languages. The tendency for group X to leave out English in the listing of their languages 

suggests that they do not see it as part of their linguistic repertoire, in which later learned 

languages rather seem to be perceived as belonging. This interpretation is supported by the 

fact that group Y does not display the same tendencies as group X, but instead consistently 

lists both Swedish and English when asked to grade their languages.  

       When taking into account all answers, the respondents in group X show a general 

preference for English when expressing feelings of affection, while, contrastively, those in 

group Y show a preference for using Swedish. However, the preference for Swedish in group 

Y is greater than the corresponding preference for English in group X, suggesting a language 

shift in second generation speakers of English in Sweden. Many respondents, particularly in 
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group X, show a high degree of assimilation, and a wide scope of interpersonally based 

motivations when choosing language is given in the elaborated answers. A few respondents in 

group X report of rather expressing feelings of affection in L2 Swedish than in L1 English. 

This agrees with results presented by researchers such as Heinz (2001) and Dewaele (2006), 

who have shown that an L2 can become the preferred language for expressing various 

emotions.  

       All three translators who were asked about the translatability of the phrases I love you and 

jag älskar dig were agreed in not experiencing any difficulties in directly translating between 

the two, thus viewing them as translation equivalents. When the respondents were asked if 

they experience any difference in meaning between the two phrases, a majority in group X 

answered yes while a majority in group Y answered no. In a later question, a vast majority in 

both groups answered that they do consider feelings of affection to be expressed differently in 

Sweden than in the English-speaking country that they or their parent/s is/are from. Thus, 

both groups experience linguistically cultural differences in the expressing of affection, but 

only a majority of the respondents in group Y further experience the phrases I love you and 

jag älskar dig as not being equivalent.  
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APPENDIX: QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
 
 
 
 

  
Questionnaire for C-essay, November 2006 

 
This questionnaire will be used as the basis for my C-essay in linguistics at the Department of 
English at Stockholm University. All answers will be kept confidential and only be used for 
the purpose of my essay. Please write your answers in this word-document and e-mail it back 
to me as soon as possible.  
 
The questionnaire is divided into three parts. Part A consists of background questions, part B 
of multiple choice questions and part C of open-ended questions. Please elaborate on your 
answers in part C.  

 
Thank you! 

 
A 
  
1) Gender? 
2) Age? 
3) Profession? 
4) Mother tongue/s? 
5) Languages spoken? 
6) At what age did you learn your languages? Please list the age of onset for each language 
separately. 
 

B 
 
1) For each of your language/s that is not your mother tongue, please list if you learnt it in: a) 
a naturalistic context (i.e. no classroom contact, only naturalistic contact outside of school), b) 
a mixed context (i.e. classroom context + naturalistic context) or c) an instructed context 
(classroom contact only). 
 
2) How would you grade your proficiency in each of your languages? a) minimal, b) low, c) 
medium, d) high or e) maximal? Please list your proficiency for each language separately. 
 
3) How frequently do you use each of your languages? a) Yearly (or less), b) monthly, c) 
weekly, d) daily or e) all day? Please list the frequency for each language separately. 
 
4) Given that they are Swedish-English bilinguals too, what language would you prefer to use 
when expressing strong feelings of affection to the following people? 
 
a) A member of you family: 
b) A partner (e.g. spouse or girl-/ boyfriend): 

Elin Bäckström 
Department of English 
Stockholms Universitet 
HT 2006 
Supervisor: Marlene Johansson Falck 
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c) A friend: 
d) A child: 
e) A colleague: 
f) An acquaintance:  

 
C 
 
1) In general, do you prefer to express feelings of affection in one of your languages over the 
other/s? If so, which language? 
 
2) Do the phrases “I love you” and “Jag älskar dig” carry the same meaning for you? 
 
3) Do you use either of the phrases “Jag älskar dig” and “I love you” more often than the 
other? 
 
4) Do you sometimes feel that it is hard to express affection in any of your languages? If so, 
which one and under what circumstances? 
 
5) How would you grade your own frequency of expressing affection in English compared to 
Swedish? 
 
6) Do you feel that feelings of affection are expressed differently in Sweden than in the 
English-speaking country you are from or which your parent/s is/are from? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


