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Abstract: 

This thesis investigates the linguistic landscape at a multilingual Finnish university. It explores which 

languages are used in the signs at the university's city centre campus, how the languages are 

arranged, how language choices in the linguistic landscape in the studied setting align with the 

university's language policy, and how international students and staff members perceive the 

language environment and language policy of the university.  

In order to provide more thorough answers to the research questions, two types of data were 

included: linguistic landscape signs and semi-structured interviews. The linguistic landscape data was 

collected from seven locations around the city centre campus in November 2021 and focused on the 

signs displayed in public spaces. Seven international MA students and four international teachers 

were interviewed for their experiences and perceptions of the linguistic landscape of the university. 

All the interviews were conducted via Zoom between January and February 2022. Content analysis 

was used as the principal method for data analysis.  

The linguistic landscape and interview data analysis revealed that multilingualism is a norm in the city 

centre campus surroundings. The language choice and the order of languages in the signs reflect the 

disparity in the role and hierarchy of languages. Finnish is the prominent language and the preferred 

code in the signs, while Swedish and English show less important status. It can be seen that these 

three languages are displayed in the majority of the signs, which corresponds to the guidance of the 

trilingual language policy. Although the linguistic environment of the University of Helsinki is 

considered more multilingual and international than that of other academic institutions with which 

the interviewees were familiar, it was suggested that the implementation of the trilingual language 

policy and multilingualism should be taken into account in a broader sense, not only in public signs, 

but also in everyday communication.   
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1. Introduction 

We are living in a multilingual world: over 7100 languages are spoken today (Ethnologue, 

2021). When walking around, one can frequently see expressions in multiple languages on 

shop signs, posters, graffiti, and so on (Edelman 2010, 1). However, these languages are 

distributed differently across different settings, with a much smaller number of languages 

being visible in each setting. Linguistic landscape, a term which was first coined by Landry 

and Bourhis (1997), has become an important approach to investigating this visibility and 

distribution of languages. The use of different languages in the linguistic landscape is one 

manifestation of societal multilingualism, and it may have a lot to say about more general 

mechanisms of human behaviour (Edelman 2010, 1).  

Numerous researchers have been drawn to the linguistic landscape displayed in various areas 

around the world and have conducted research from various perspectives. For instance, the 

interpretation of the relationship between different languages displayed on public signs and 

the setting, language economy and linguistic landscape, linguistic landscape as a pedagogical 

resource, linguistic landscape and language policies, etc. As a burgeoning field in linguistics, 

there is a plethora of data that has yet to be examined, as well as avenues that need to be 

explored. In this study, I would like to explore multilingualism from the perspective of the 

linguistic landscape since it can help us to understand the characteristics of language use in a 

given setting, reflect on the status of different languages, and further reveal the language 

policy orientations behind language choices. Unlike previous studies on linguistic landscapes 

which have mostly used data from physical spaces, this study combined linguistic landscape 

data and interviews in order to include a wider perspective and add depth to the findings, not 

only from the spaces, but also taking the human factor into account. 

Linguistic landscape is like a linguistic mirror of the dynamic individuals and societies. The 

academic institution which plays an essential role in society is the setting of this study. This 

thesis will focus on the linguistic landscape of the University of Helsinki at the city centre 

campus. According to the Strategy for the national languages of Finland (2012, 12), Finland is 

a multilingual country, where 148 languages are spoken as the mother tongue. In Helsinki, 16 

percent of the population speak a mother tongue other than Finnish, Swedish or Sami 

(Helsinki facts and figures 2020). As one of the well-known landmarks of Helsinki, 

University of Helsinki has nearly two thousand international degree students and over eight 
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hundred incoming exchange students in 2020, and the share of University of Helsinki teachers 

and researchers coming from outside Finland was 28% (UH in numbers).  

As stated by the university’s language policy (2014,47-48), bilingualism or multilingualism, 

as well as internationalism, are valuable assets for everyone at the university. Meanwhile, the 

status of Finland’s national languages (Finnish and Swedish) are protected and the 

development of national languages are supported as the languages of research and academic 

education, as well as for social interaction. Language choice on the linguistic landscape can 

reflect the language policy. In this study, I explore whether the visible language environment 

coordinates with the university’s language policy.  

All in all, the aim of the study is to provide insights into the linguistic landscape of the 

University of Helsinki’s city centre campus, to observe and examine the languages used on 

the signs in relation to the language policy of the university. Moreover, in the age of 

globalization, the linguistic landscape has become a tool for people all over the world to 

communicate with one another. Hence, to explore the views of international students and 

academic staff members on the language choice in the signs used is also included in this 

thesis. The investigation of the linguistic landscape is guided by the following research 

questions: 

1. What languages are used in the signs of the University of Helsinki’s city centre 

campus?  

2. How are the languages arranged in the signs?  

3. How do the linguistic landscapes in the analysed setting align with the language policy 

of the university regarding language choice?  

4. How do international students and international academic staff members perceive the 

language environment in the university and its language policy? 

In order to answer the research questions, I took photos of the public signs at the university’s 

city centre campus, categorised the photos and analysed the languages used in the signs. Then 

I conducted a qualitative analysis of data collected through semi-structured interviews with 

seven international Master’s degree students and four international academic staff members 

who are currently studying or working at the university.  

This study is expected to provide insights for people who are interested in Finland on the 

visibility of languages in the linguistic landscape of the University of Helsinki, to function as 

a reference for the university if the linguistic landscape will be renewed or changed, and to 
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serve as a reference for other researchers to compare linguistic landscape in other academic 

settings.   

The outline of the thesis is as follows. Chapter 2 reviews literature related to linguistic 

landscape, explicates mono- and multilingualism, and provides statistics of the setting. 

Chapter 3 describes how the data for this study were collected and analysed, as well as the 

method used for data analysis and ethical considerations. Chapter 4 presents the findings of 

this study, which demonstrate the linguistic landscape data and the personal perspectives 

gathered from the interviewed students and teachers. Chapter 5 discusses the results, 

implications and limitations of this study which provides a summary and points out the 

aspects that this study could be improved and shed light on further research in the future. 

Chapter 6 makes a conclusion of this study.       
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2. Background 

This chapter is divided into three sections, each of which contains several subsections. Section 

2.1 focuses on the linguistic landscape. It includes three subsections which introduce the 

concept of linguistic landscape, explain what signs are from a semiotic perspective and how to 

interpret the language on signs as well as present previous research on linguistic landscapes. 

In Section 2.2, what is meant by mono- and multilingualism and how to define them will be 

discussed. Subsections comprise of individual and societal multilingualism. Section 2.3 

introduces the setting of this study, from multilingualism in Finland to the degree of 

internationalization at the University of Helsinki, and concludes with a discussion of the 

university’s language policy. 

2.1 Linguistic Landscape 

2.1.1 The concept of Linguistic Landscape 

Issues related to the notion of linguistic landscape first emerged in the language planning 

field. As a term, it was initially used by Landry and Bourhis (1997, 25) who described it as 

“the visibility and salience of languages on public and commercial signs in a given territory or 

region”. A widely known definition of linguistic landscape given by them is that “the 

language of public road signs, advertising billboards, street names, place names, commercial 

shop signs, and public signs on government buildings combines to form the linguistic 

landscape of a given territory, region, or urban agglomeration” (Landry and Bourhis 1997, 

25). Accordingly, the object of linguistic landscape research is language on signs in public 

space (Backhaus 2006, 9).  

The concept Landry and Bourhis (1997) put forward includes not only public signs, but also 

language signs of commercial and private space. They then differentiate between private and 

public signs. It is commonly believed that the private signs appear to be more diverse which 

reflect the multilingual reality of a specific area or location more accurately and public 

signage carries the important symbolic function of increasing its value and status (Jaworski & 

Thurlow 2010, 10). Landry and Bourhis (1997, 25) also indicate two basic functions that 

linguistic landscape can serve as a marker of the relative power and status of the linguistic 

communities that inhabit the territory: informational function and symbolic function. 

However, as Raphael et al. (2010, xii) point out, the Landry-Bourhis approach, in fact, sees 

linguistic landscape as a ‘given’ context of sociolinguistic processes and ignores the dynamics 

of linguistic landscape as a field in and of itself. From their point of view, “Linguistic 
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landscape constitutes a field characterized by dynamics of its own, contingent on the nature of 

its linguistic, social, cultural and political context” (Raphael et al. 2010, xii). It indicates the 

linguistic landscape does not remain constant, but is constantly changing. As a result, the 

dynamic nature of the linguistic landscape should not be neglected, and we need to recognise 

that it can be influenced by different circumstances, for instance, historical, social, political, 

ideological, geographic, and demographic (Raphael et al. 2010, xiii).  

Drawing on linguistic landscape data expands the possibilities for investigating 

multilingualism particularly in urban spaces. In fact, some scholars (Gorter 2006, 2) have 

suggested that linguistic landscape be named “linguistic cityscape” because the number of 

linguistic symbols is especially high in shopping areas in cities. Alternatively, the more 

precise concept of “multilingual cityscape” has been proposed because of the interest of most 

researchers focused on the use of more than one language in urban settings (Gorter 2013, 

191).  

Moreover, the scope of the linguistic landscape may vary from study to study. On a more 

descriptive level, today’s urban linguistic landscapes refer primarily to areas that are densely 

packed with large businesses, department stores, supermarkets, coffee shops, libraries, public 

institutions, and offices of various associations (Raphael et al. 2010, xiii). It refers to 

linguistic objects that mark public space, which includes any written sign found outside 

private homes, ranging from road signs to names of street, shops, and schools (Raphael et al. 

2010, xiv). It also refers to any sign or announcement located outside or inside a public 

institution or a private business in a specific geographic area (Raphael et al. 2006, 14). 

Another study stated that the scope of the linguistic landscape is even broader, encompassing 

all possible discourses that emerge in changing public spaces, such as what is seen, heard, 

spoken, and even thought in a given setting (Shohamy & Waksman 2009, 328). While these 

wider definitions of linguistic landscape provide a broader perspective on our surroundings, in 

this study, I have narrowed down my focus to public signs that can be seen in selected 

buildings at the University of Helsinki. 

Due to one of the study's objectives, it is required to have a basic understanding of the 

linguistic landscape in connection to language policy. Linguistic landscape carries crucial 

sociosymbolic importance as it actually identifies and serves as the emblem of societies, 

communities and regions (Gorter, 2006). The languages presented on linguistic landscape 

could not only provide information about the sociolinguistic context, but also be used to 
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compare with the language policy of a certain region. If policies can be thought of as 

institutionalized ideologies, and linguistic landscapes are the ideological construction of 

places through visual language use, then one can read a linguistic landscape as one expression 

of a community’s de facto language policy (Hult 2018, 8).   

As Hult (2018, 1) points out, “linguistic landscape analysis is related to language policy in 

two key ways, one indirect and one direct”. The indirect way refers to the impact of language 

policies on language ideologies and suggests that the analysis of linguistic order of a 

community’s public space provides insight into how values in the policies may or may not be 

iterated in everyday experiences. On the other hand, the direct way is more related to the 

regulation on language use in public spaces. Both indirect and direct orientations can be 

adopted when designing linguistic landscape research from the perspective of language 

policy. The linguistic landscape of a particular setting may be regulated by top down language 

policy but also by local beliefs and communicative needs (Hult, 2018). Based on the two 

ways, this study investigates the language use and language order in the linguistic landscape 

of the University of Helsinki city centre campus in relation to the university’s language 

policy.  

2.1.2 Signs and language on signs 

According to the semiotic perspective, the world we live in is a world of signs. Anything we 

understand about ourselves and what is happening around us is based on signs that we emit 

and interpret (Backhaus 2006, 5). This point of view emphasizes the universality and 

significance of signs in human life. The first research question of this study refers to this 

perspective and focuses on two aspects of which languages are visible in the signs and how 

the languages are ordered. 

Public signs, which usually include the written language of public space and sometimes 

combine with images, are the foundation of the linguistic landscape. There are numerous 

types of written language. Language on signs differs from various other forms of written 

language use due to its indexical qualities since personal letters, diaries, books, and 

newspapers do not need to be read at a specific point in order to make sense (Backhaus 2006, 

9). The indexicality of public signs was initially defined by Scollon and Scollon (2003, 25) as 

the fact that it derives part of its meaning from its location in the world. They also identified 

two types of signs, icons and symbols, and indicated that all signs achieve their meaning 

through properties of indexicality. Information and knowledge must be represented by a 
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system of signs and cannot have independent existence (2003, vii). In this sense, signs are not 

superficial since they carry facts as well as details and indexicality is a quality shared by all 

signs. 

This study will interpret the meaning of signs in light of the above indexical perspective on 

signs. In addition, Kallen (2009, 272), who sees the linguistic landscape as a type of discourse 

and considers signs as a localized act of communication, provides another useful theoretical 

tool for analyzing signs. Kallen (2009) considers signs as a communication action between 

producers and readers, addressing the communicative aspect of language on signs. Likewise, 

traditional linguistic landscape studies have revealed that the visibility of a particular 

language through signage can be an indicator of its vitality, implying a contextual 

interpretation of signs, based on the assumption that both sign producers and sign readers 

share the same meaning for each sign (Jinsook 2021, 1432). By focusing on signs as a form of 

communication, readers’ reflections can be used to shed light on their understanding of the 

information conveyed by the signs, as well as how well the languages on signs function. As a 

result, my third research question investigates sign readers’ perceptions of the language 

environment at the University of Helsinki.    

2.1.3 Previous studies on Linguistic Landscape 

The study of linguistic landscapes is a relatively new development and enjoys a growing 

interest in sociolinguistics and applied linguistics (Gorter 2006, 2). The first scholars to study 

linguistic landscape were Rosenbaum et al. (1977). They analysed the language used in signs 

of Keren Kayemet street in Jerusalem and focused on the spread of English. In recent years, a 

great number of studies related to this topic have been published and several international 

workshops have been organized in different areas because of the increasing migration, 

globalization, and the advent of the digital camera (Edelman 2010, 1).   

The predominant focus of linguistic landscape studies to date has been on multilingual usage 

on public signs in urban areas. One of the most well-known research is an edited collection of 

five linguistic landscape studies (Gorter 2016), with focus on different cities in five different 

societies: Israel, Thailand, Japan, the Netherlands (Friesland) and Spain (the Basque Country). 

The studies are distinct in terms of purpose and approach, but they have one thing in common: 

the focus is on examining cityscapes by comparing inhabited and non-inhabited areas, urban 

areas and suburbs, metro stations and different streets, in order to find traces of changes in the 

distribution of languages and pay attention to the factors behind these changes.  
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As already stated, linguistic landscape can be used as an indicator of the power and status 

which distinguishes between the dominant and weaker language(s) in an area (Landry and 

Bourhis 1997, 26). Many linguistic landscape studies have paid attention to different 

languages appearing on public signs in a given area, especially minority and immigrant 

languages and their status. For instance, Barni and Bagna (2010) investigated the linguistic 

landscape in various urban contexts in Italy with a marked presence of immigrant 

communities where such languages are used, that is, languages that are “not only present in an 

area in ‘quantitative’ terms, but also strong in ‘qualitative’ terms, and used in social 

interaction and maintained by its speakers” (3-4). They noticed that several immigrant 

languages such as Chinese, Romanian, Russian and Ukrainian were used in the different 

areas. The findings demonstrate that there is no direct relationship between the presence of a 

language in a region, its vitality, and its visibility. Nevertheless, it seems that languages with 

greater visibility are expected to have greater vitality. Therefore, those languages are more 

likely to be maintained in the immigration areas. Moreover, the theme of minority languages 

has been expanded by examining the use of Galician and Castilian on signs in Spain in order 

to identify whether the traditional linguistic discrepancies are apparent in the linguistic 

landscape and how language policy affects the landscape (Hélot 2012, 53).  

Linguistic landscapes have been investigated from a variety of perspectives, including 

language policy, sociolinguistics, language contact and discourse analysis (Edelman 2010, 7). 

A popular approach contrasts the presence and absence of different languages in ‘official’ and 

‘non-official’ signs (Jaworski and Thurlow 2010,12). By comparing and analyzing official 

and non-official signs in linguistic landscapes, it can be found that the differences in language 

hierarchy visible in the linguistic landscapes reflects the language policy in the area. 

Meanwhile, the same hierarchy is likely to have been the basis for drafting a language policy 

for the area.       

Hélot (2012) shows how language policy concentrates on reducing the visibility of the 

linguistic diversity of the population and stresses the importance of language policy for 

traditional languages by comparing the linguistic landscape between a rural and an urban area. 

In the light of the relationship between linguistic landscape and language policy, this study 

will explore whether the visible language environment at the University of Helsinki city 

centre campus coordinates with the university’s language policy. The various relevant 

previous studies provide valuable perspectives on the mapping of multilingualism in different 

social contexts and shed light on how linguistic landscapes reflect language policy. 
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In addition to the ones mentioned above, and given the context of this research’s location in 

Helsinki, I reviewed a number of linguistic landscape studies conducted in Finland and 

discovered some perspectives pertinent to my research. Koskinen (2012) pointed out the close 

relationship between translatedness and the study of linguistic landscapes and examined the 

linguistic landscape of Hervanta in Tampere from a translation studies perspective. The article 

introduced different strategies in classifying translated signage and presented the relevance of 

translation in multilingual signage which provides a theoretical reference for my data 

classification.  

Furthermore, the research questions of this study were inspired by a previous study by 

Mauranen and Mauko (2019), which investigated English as a Lingua Franca among 

multilingual practices in the University of Helsinki. They addressed the issue of multilingual 

practices through the lenses of university policies, linguistic landscapes, and international 

students’ experience, employing both top-down and bottom-up approaches. Some divergence 

between the grassroots level of international students’ practices and the official university line 

has been found in their study. Although the university's public face appears to be friendly to 

international students, staff and visitors, several gaps in the officially trilingual policy have 

been identified and much of the rest of the multilingualism goes unnoticed. In the light of 

their research and as a continuation, I explore the same academic setting further, focusing on 

the physical linguistic landscape and also including international academic staff perspectives 

on the language environment of the university.      

2.2 Mono- and multilingualism  

2.2.1 Definition of Monolingualism and Multilingualism 

As was mentioned in the previous section (2.1.2), the university’s public signs, which 

comprise both permanent and temporary signs according to their placement (Cocq, C. et al. 

2020, 23), will be divided into monolingual and multilingual categories. Prior to analyzing 

data, it is crucial to understand what mono- and multilingualism mean and how to define 

them. 

According to Collins English Dictionary, ‘monolingualism’ is defined as the state 

of understanding or having the knowledge to speak or write in only one language. In 

comparison, ‘multilingualism’ is often used to refer to the acquisition and use of two or more 

languages (Aronin and Singleton 2008, 2). The European Commission provides another well-

known definition of multilingualism: “the ability of societies, institutions, groups and 
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individuals to engage, on a regular basis, with more than one language in their day-to-day 

lives” (2007, 6). Based on the above definitions, we can conclude that the number of 

languages used for communicative purposes is the key factor in distinguishing between 

monolingualism and multilingualism. Indeed, we usually refer to an area where multiple 

languages are shown or people who can speak more than one language as ‘multilingual’. In 

this study, one of the goals is to identify different languages that appear on multilingual signs. 

Regarding the definition of multilingualism, there is disagreement among academics. One 

focus of contention is how to define multilingualism based on the depth and breadth of 

language proficiency. The narrow definitions claim multilingualism should entail mastering 

two or more languages to an equal level of across-the-board native-likeness; on the contrary, 

from a broader perspective, even a limited knowledge of other languages can be considered as 

multilingual (Aronin and Singleton 2012, 2-3). However, these two approaches to define 

multilingualism may be too extreme or even useless at a practical level. Grosjean (1992, 

2008) argues that a bilingual or multilingual person’s communicative competence is not 

comparable to that of a monolingual. By the same token, Cenoz and Gorter (2011, 340) 

consider that multilinguals and learners who are in the process of becoming multilingual 

should not be thought of as imitation monolinguals in a second language or additional 

language; rather, they should be thought of as holding unique forms of competence, or 

competencies, in their own right. Furthermore, Saraceni (2015, 6) points out that 

multilingualism is not an addition of many languages but instead, ‘an interplay of different 

layered variables that can be configured in very complex ways’. This suggests that we can 

define multilingualism from a broader perspective. This more comprehensive understanding 

of individual multilingualism will be adhered to in this study to categorise signs as 

monolingual or multilingual. 

Alongside research focusing on English as a lingua franca and different varieties of English, a 

significant ‘multilingual turn’ has taken place in applied linguistics more generally, based on 

novel conceptualizations of language and language practices (İnal et al 2020, 281). 

Multilingualism has attracted increasing attention in applied linguistics due to its growing 

importance in modern society, as evidenced by the titles of journals, articles, books, and 

academic conferences that use the term multilingualism (Cenoz 2013, 4). Simultaneously, the 

study of multilingualism has been approached from various perspectives within applied 

linguistics. In the following section, two perspectives to studying multilingualism will be 

discussed. 
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2.2.2 Individual and societal multilingualism 

According to Franceschini (2009, 33), the term multilingualism is to be understood as the 

capacity of societies, institutions, groups and individuals to engage on a regular basis in space 

and time with more than one language in everyday life. It reveals that multilingualism is 

multidimensional which is more than just a trait of a person who understands multiple 

languages, but also a feature of whole societies. Cenoz (2013, 5) indicates that 

multilingualism has both an individual and a societal dimension, which means that it can be 

considered as an ability of an individual or refer to the use of languages in society.   

In general, individual multilingualism refers to a “repertoire of varieties of language which 

many individuals use”, whereas the societal dimension expressed in the term multilingualism 

refers to “the presence in a geographical area, large or small, of more than one variety of 

language” (Cenoz 2013, 5). To be more specific, individual multilingualism means a person’s 

ability in languages other than their mother tongue. More recently, the concept of ‘one mind, 

many languages’ in relation to individual multilingualism has been addressed. It considers 

how individuals use two or more languages in their lives, how the brain processes more than 

one language, how speakers switch between languages when they speak or write, the impact 

of language on identity, and language loss and maintenance (Maher 2017, 61-62). On the 

other hand, when multilingualism is viewed as a societal phenomenon, one is concerned with 

its institutional dimensions, that is, with issues such as the status and roles of the languages in 

a given society, attitudes toward languages, determinants of language choice, the symbolic 

and practical uses of the languages, and the correlations between language use and social 

factors such as ethnicity, religion, and class (Sridhar 1995, 47).  

Some scholars suggest that there is no inherent correlation between societal and individual 

multilingualism (Sṭavans & Hoffmann 2015, 135). Nevertheless, Cenoz points out that 

individual and societal multilingualism are not completely separated (2013, 5). In reality, 

because of the increased opportunities for communication, more individuals are likely to have 

contact with multiple languages in a multilingual societal context compared to a monolingual 

society.  

The goal of this study is to examine the linguistic landscape within a multilingual academic 

institution and, in a broader sense, in a multilingual society. Therefore, distinguishing and 

clarifying the meaning and relationship of these two dimensions will aid in conducting this 

research.  
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2.3 The setting of the study 

2.3.1 Multilingualism as a norm in Finland 

Aside from differing views on how to define multilingualism and recognizing that 

multilingualism can be studied both as an individual and as a societal phenomenon, another 

significant issue is whether multilingualism has become the norm in present days. There is a 

widespread belief that in many ‘Western’ nation states, monolingualism is the norm and 

multilingualism is the exception. Global societal and individual multilingualism, on the other 

hand, is far more common than monolingualism (Samu, 2020). In quantitative terms, it is 

assumed that monolingualism may be the exception and multilingualism is the norm (Auer & 

Wei 2007, 1). Similarly, Sánchez claims that “multilingualism is no longer the exception but 

the rule” (2019a, 113). In the context of this study, multilingualism is the societal norm.  

The setting for this research is the most prestigious university in the capital of Finland, 

Helsinki. Hence, it is necessary to have an overall understanding of the language development 

and current language situation in this country. According to Karlsson (2017), prior to 1917 

there had never been a regulation at the level of law on the use of languages in the region of 

Finland. In 1922, the parliament passed two laws which were in force for 80 years. One 

concerned the linguistic rights of both Finnish- and Swedish-speaking Finns to use their own 

languages in various contexts. The other law specified requirements for language proficiency 

in the second domestic language, imposed on government-employed officials. The new 

Finnish constitution came into force in 2000 emphasising Finnish and Swedish as Finland’s 

national languages, the right to use one’s own language, and the preservation and 

development of minority culture. 

From the previous and current legal provisions, we can see the prominent status of Finnish 

and Swedish in Finland. Throughout their history, Finns have used their national languages, 

Finnish and Swedish (Strategy 2012, 7). The facts above illustrate that Finland is a 

constitutionally bilingual country, implying that a certain kind of societal language hierarchy 

exists already at the legal level.  

Nowadays, under the background of globalization, a great deal of statistics demonstrate that 

Finland is transforming from a bilingual society to a multilingual society. Nationwide, 

Statistics Finland has reported that in 1980, there were some 9,000 foreign-language speakers 

in Finland, and their number has increased more than 25-fold over three decades. Karlsson 

(2017) has also analysed the Statistics Finland data and concluded that approximately 500 



 

13 

 

languages are spoken in Finland as a mother tongue. Specific to the capital region, at the end 

of 2010, there were more than 63,000 foreign-language speakers living in Helsinki, which is 

11 percent of the city’s population (Rapo, 2011). After a decade, 16 percent of the population 

in Helsinki speak a language other than Finnish, Swedish, or Sami as their first language 

(Helsinki facts and figures 2020). These facts have proved that Finland has indeed become a 

multilingual country and Helsinki, as the capital, shows significant linguistic diversity. 

2.3.2 International students and staff in the University of Helsinki 

The University of Helsinki is the oldest, largest, and most successful university in Finland. 

According to the university’s website, it is the only Finnish university to consistently rank in 

the top 100 of international university rankings in the world. In 2020, the share of University 

of Helsinki teachers and researchers coming from outside Finland was 28%. The number of 

international degree students at the University of Helsinki was 1,941. Thus, we can assume 

that multilingualism is a norm at the campuses.  

Mauranen and Mauko (2019) review important historical data related to the development and 

changes of the language at the University of Helsinki in their research. Dating back to the 

early seventeenth century, the university was already bilingual in its official functions: the 

language of instruction and official ceremonies was Latin, while the language of 

administration and governance was Swedish. By the nineteenth century Swedish had replaced 

Latin as the dominant language of university instruction and the Finnish language was 

increasingly promoted. Following Finland’s independence in 1917, the University of Helsinki 

became bilingual in Finnish and Swedish and remains as the only major bilingual university 

in the country (Mauranen & Mauko 2019, 26-27). In addition, recent years have seen an 

increase in international Master’s programmes taught in English as well as bilingual 

Bachelor’s programmes taught in Finnish and English (Pitkänen 2012, 428). In view of the 

multilingualism of the university at present, it is crucial to raise awareness of the official 

language policy of the university.    

2.3.3 Language policy of the University of Helsinki  

The University of Helsinki published an official language policy in 2014 with three language 

versions: Finnish, Swedish and English. According to the policy’s subheading, “From 

guidelines to practice: towards functional multilingualism,” the policy is implemented as 

guidelines rather than rules, and it highlights the value of multilingualism. The language 

policy comprises two major chapters and several sections. The first chapter describes the 
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context of the university, the goals of developing the language policy, the status of languages 

at the university, and language use in relation to teaching, research, community and services. 

The second part depicts the language policy’s implementation and monitoring. 

In general, the policy emphasizes the importance of combining an international outlook with 

its responsibility for protecting the country’s national languages, and indicates that learning 

and using other languages is valuable. Particularly, Finnish, Swedish and English are most 

commonly mentioned as the languages used in connection with teaching, research, 

community, services and daily communications. When the three languages are mentioned 

together in the policy, they are always mentioned in the order of Finnish, Swedish, and 

English, implying the status of languages.   

In accordance with the languages in the linguistic landscape of the university, the policy 

(2014, 59) states explicitly that “Signs will be in Finnish, Swedish and English.” Therefore, 

the language setting on all signs should be based on this guideline. In this study, I examine 

whether this guideline is being effectively implemented in the university’s linguistic 

landscape, and further, whether international students and teachers are aware of the relevance 

between the university’s language environment and the language policy. With such questions, 

I set out to observe and analyse the university’s multilingual environment through the lens of 

linguistic landscape.  
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3. Data and methods 

In this chapter, I will first explain what data are included in this research, how the linguistic 

landscape data were collected and categorised, and how the interviews were conducted in 

section 3.1. Following that, I will present the analysis method and how I analysed the data in 

section 3.2. In section 3.3, I will go over the ethical aspects of the process. 

3.1 Data collection 

In accordance with the research questions, this study includes two types of data: signs 

collected at the city centre campus of the University of Helsinki and semi-structured 

interviews of international students and teachers. The combination of these two data types 

allows the research to have a broader perspective and to provide more comprehensive and 

thorough answers to the research questions. The following steps were taken to collect and 

analyse the data: The first step was to narrow down the scope of data collection and 

concentrate on one of the four campuses of the University of Helsinki. The second step was to 

observe and take photos of public signs in the selected setting and categorise them. The next 

step was to design the semi-structured interviews and contact the participants. The final step 

was to transcribe and analyse the interview data. To combine the two types of data in my 

analysis, I compared the findings from them to look into if they had anything in common.  

3.1.1 Linguistic Landscape data collection and categorisation 

Linguistic landscapes represent the physical experience of space and text (Mauranen and 

Mauko, 2019). The current collection of linguistic landscape data focuses on the signs 

displayed in public spaces in a multilingual university which can be seen as an instrument to 

illustrate the physical experience of the academic language environment. Signs are not limited 

to a single format. They usually take a physical form, such as sounds, images, and acts 

(Backhaus 2006, 5). The data of this study comprises images of visual signs taken with a 

smartphone. According to Gorter (2006, 2-3), the complexity of the linguistic landscape is 

reflected in its sampling, unit of analysis and categorisation. To make a further selection 

inside the metropolitan area, I limited the scope of the samples to seven different locations 

around the University of Helsinki’s city centre campus. The unit of analysis in this study is 

defined by Backhaus as “any piece of text within a spatially definable frame”. Ben Rafael et 

al. (2006, 11) have developed a coding scheme that contains 16 variables according to the top-

down versus bottom-up distinction, and subsequently according to specific subareas of 

activity. Regarding the classification of the signs in this study, the coding scheme is based on 
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the research questions which focuses on the languages appearing on signs. Therefore, it 

includes the number of languages, the order of languages, the prominence of a particular 

language, and the like.      

In November 2021, I used my phone camera to photograph the public signs by walking 

around six different locations in the selected area from the map of the city centre campus 

(Appendix 1). I also collected data from Unicafe Kaivopiha which is not a formal building on 

the map but rather a public space frequently visited by the university students and staff 

members. According to the order of the visit time, the data collection spaces are Think 

Corner, Porthania, The National Library of Finland, Language Centre, Main Library, 

Metsätalo and Unicafe Kaivopiha. Meanwhile, I made notes on where the signs were located 

in the buildings and also recorded any unexpected phenomena, such as signs with the 

language or content that I did not understand.  

After collecting the data, I sorted the photos according to the seven different locations to 

allow for a more thorough categorisation and analysis later. The invalid photos were removed 

using the first two of the three criteria established by Lai (2013, 256): the sign is a duplicate 

of another in the same sample or it is visually unclear. At last, 14 photos were excluded, 

leaving in total 159 photos of signs as shown in Table 3.1.   

Table 3.1 Number of signs in the dataset 

 

In all, the city centre campus linguistic landscape was diverse, with mobile, fixed and 

temporary signs, as well as permanent public signs, and they included various languages. For 

the purposes of the study, the valid photos were first categorised as monolingual and 

multilingual according to the number of languages presented on the signs. The choice and 

order of languages displayed on the multilingual signs, as well as the University’s language 

policy, were taken into account for further categorization of the signs. Figures 3.1–3.3 below 

show examples of the above-mentioned language categories, along with a brief description.  

Location Number of Signs

Think corner 9

Porthania 25

National library 27

Language centre 19

Kaisa-talo 39

Metsätalo 30

Unicafe Kaivopiha 10

Total 159
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Figure 3.1 A monolingual sign in Metsätalo 

Figure 3.1 depicts an example of a sign categorised as monolingual, since the sign only 

includes the Finnish word “sali” (“hall” in English). The written language in the sign 

equipped with the arrows point to the direction of hall 2. 

 

Figure 3.2 A multilingual sign in the main library 

Figure 3.2 shows an example of a multilingual sign which adheres to the University of 

Helsinki’s trilingual language policy, with the same content in three languages. The languages 

are listed in the following order: Finnish first, followed by Swedish and English. When 

analysing the order of languages on multilingual signs, the order in which different languages 

appear in the signs was counted. 
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Figure 3.3 The notice board in Metsätalo 

Notices are temporary, anyone can put them up, and in principle anyone passing by can be the 

reader (Mauranen and Mauko 2019, 38). As a special phenomenon, the notice board will be 

perceived as a whole unit to be classified into the category of multilingual signs, as shown in 

Figure 3.3, where different languages are visible. The two signs on the top of the 

board,“Varaukset” and “Ei mainoksia”, are only in Finnish, which inform the sign readers that 

this board is for reservations and no advertisements are allowed. By contrast, the information 

for public wifi in the building is only in English and other student information is presented in 

three languages: Finnish, Swedish and English.       

3.1.2 Interviews 

Brown (2004, 478-479) sorts applied linguistics research into two types: primary and 

secondary research, with primary research further subdivided into three categories: 

qualitative, survey, and statistical research. Interviews and questionnaires are used in survey 

research. For this study, I gathered data through semi-structured interviews rather than 

questionnaires because semi-structured interviews  allow participants to steer the interview 

towards issues which they deem relevant or interesting (Mauranen and Mauko 2019, 26). 

What is more, a questionnaire might move the participants further away from the setting of 
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the linguistic landscape, while interviews result in more detailed and thorough data. When the 

researcher conducts an interview, interviewees have the option of asking for clarification if 

they do not understand a question. In the same vein, the interviewer can ask follow-up 

questions to elicit a more detailed response.  

For the purposes of this research, the target group of the interviews were international 

students studying in a Master’s programme at the University of Helsinki and international 

staff members working for the University of Helsinki. The term ‘international’ refers to 

students and staff members whose mother tongue is not Finnish or Swedish and who were not 

raised in Finland. Before conducting the interviews, I designed two versions of the interview 

guide, one for the international MA students and the other for the international staff members. 

The interview guide consisted of 9 questions which covered different aspects related to the 

aim of this research. It can be found in Appendix 2. I started the interviews with two general 

questions about the participants’ study or working life at the university, followed by questions 

related to the linguistic landscape of the city centre campus and the university’s language 

policy, and ending with questions designed to understand the respondents’ views and 

comparisons on the university’s language environment from a multilingual perspective.  

Overall, all of the interviewees stated that they were familiar or at least had visited some of 

the buildings at the city centre campus. Ten of the eleven informants reported using English 

as their primary language of communication with their peers or co-workers. Some of them 

mentioned that even though they can understand or speak Finnish quite well, English is still 

their preferred language to use for study or work. S2 was the only one who most frequently 

uses Finnish to communicate with peers during their Master’s studies.   

During the interview, I presented five slides of the photos of signs which I had collected from 

different locations on the city centre campus in order to tie the interviews to the linguistic 

landscape of specific buildings. These photos were chosen at random without regard for any 

subjective factors, as I did not want to influence or guide the informants’ thoughts, but rather 

to understand their intuitive perspectives on these data.    

At the beginning of the planning phase, I considered conducting walk-around-the-building 

type of interviews with passers-by in the different buildings of the city centre campus. 

However, for practical reasons related to the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic at the time of the 

data collection, the choice was made to conduct the interviews on Zoom, based on the photos 

collected. The interview participants, self-selected based on their status as international 
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students studying or teachers working in the city centre campus, were contacted by sending an 

interview invitation to their university emails. Fortunately, the vast majority of the emails I 

sent were responded to, and most of the recipients agreed to be interviewed as part of my 

research. I had hoped to interview ten informants at first, and finally I was able to recruit 

eleven interviewees in total, including seven international MA students and four international 

teachers. All the participants either studied or worked in the city centre campus, although the 

pandemic had affected their need to visit the campus area. Some of the participants were more 

familiar with the campus than others. For instance, international teachers who participated in 

the interview had been on campus for a longer period of time than first or second-year 

international master students. I encountered most of the interviewees through the courses I 

chose, so the majority of them are from the Faculty of Arts. 

All the interviews were conducted between January and February 2022, and due to the Covid-

19 situation at the time, all the interviewees chose to be interviewed via Zoom instead of in 

person. The interviews were in English and were audio recorded. The length of the interviews 

was approximately 15 minutes each, with the shortest being 11 minutes and the longest being 

23 minutes. The interviews were anonymous, and the data is used only for this MA thesis. 

Thus, in the remainder of the thesis, I will not use any of the interviewees’ names, but will 

instead use the abbreviations "S1, S2, S3, S4, S5, S6, S7" to represent the seven international 

MA students and "T1, T2, T3, T4" to represent the four international teachers. 

3.2 Method of data analysis 

The principal method of data analysis for this study is content analysis. I selected content 

analysis as the method since it focuses on the text abstracted from its contexts and analysis, 

and assumes a consistency of meaning that allows counting and coding (Hardy 2004, 20). 

Specifically, this study comprised an analysis of the university’s linguistic landscape data as 

well as semi-structured interviews. Based on the data analysis method, the study will 

concentrate on analysing the collected data which includes text.    

When analysing the linguistic landscape data, if multiple signs appeared on the same photo, 

the signs were edited into separate photos to facilitate the coding and analysis. The 

environment of the collected sample was also taken into account for providing the context of 

the signs, which could be required during the categorising phase. These images of the 

surroundings also serve as a means of documenting the relative placement of various signs to 

one another, as well as the scale and size of the signs.  
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To make counting and categorizing the linguistic landscape data easier, languages on the 

signs and their categories were loaded into a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet. The percentage of 

each category was calculated and compared with one another in order to investigate which 

languages are used most frequently in the signs and how the languages are arranged. In 

addition, I compared the results to see if the language choice on the signs is consistent with 

what is suggested in the university’s trilingual language policy, as mentioned in 2.3.3.  

For the analysis of the interviews, an online converter was adapted to help transcribe the 

recorded audio files to text. The contents were transcribed word-by-word and the original 

words of the respondents were retained without any amendment because the analysis focused 

on revealing recurring themes and topics in the interviews rather than on the spoken language 

features. However, due to the text generated by the online converter sometimes having 

obvious mistakes, I modified some of the transcriptions. Then, in order to identify relevant 

patterns in the data and narrow down the focus, I categorised the interview responses based on 

different subjects: the language background of the interviewees, perceptions of the languages 

used in the signs, the university’s language policy, and the university’s overall language 

environment. The main insights of each interviewee were summarized with an inductive 

approach. After that, I compared and analysed their point of view related to the topic and 

objectives of this study. Their utterances were also loaded into a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet 

to find out how their responses are related to each other and to compare different opinions and 

experiences on the same issue.        

3.3 Ethical considerations 

From an ethical point of view, there are a couple of things that need to be accounted for. First 

and foremost, the study itself is non-invasive and no sensitive personal data was collected or 

processed. For the linguistic landscape data, there are no private territories involved since 

photos were only taken from public spaces of the university.  

The interviews were conducted protecting the privacy of the participants. I prepared a privacy 

notice and a consent form prior to conducting the interview and sent them to the interviewees 

along with the interview invitation. The privacy notice (Appendix 3) follows the General Data 

Protection Regulation of the EU that provides all the information on the processing of 

personal data in this research project. In addition, all the informants were asked for consent 

and they signed a consent form (Appendix 4) to ensure that the data collected can be ethically 

used in the study. When conducting the interviews, I asked the participants again for 
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permission to record it and then saved the audio and the transcription in a password protected 

device. 

Moreover, neither the names nor the gender of the interviewees will be presented in this 

research. As I mentioned in section 3.1.2, abbreviations such as S1 or T1 will be used 

throughout this thesis. All in all, the non-invasiveness of the study and that no personal data 

will be published make this study ethically sound.   
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4. Findings 

In this chapter, the analysis from the linguistic landscape data and the interviews will be 

demonstrated. There are four sections that are associated with the research questions. Section 

4.1 presents languages used in the public signs of selected locations at the university’s city 

centre campus, and compares the proportional distribution of different languages. Section 4.2 

illustrates how the languages are arranged in the signs, that is, the order of languages 

displayed in the multilingual signs. Section 4.3 examines the correspondence between 

language choice on the public signs and the university’s language policy. Section 4.4 

discusses the language environment in the university reflected from the public signs and from 

the international students’ and teachers’ perceptions.     

4.1 Visibility of languages in the linguistic landscape  

4.1.1 Number of languages on signs 

As stated in section 3.1.1, the linguistic landscape data was first categorised as monolingual 

and multilingual on the basis of the number of languages displayed on the signs.  

Table 4.1 Number of multilingual and monolingual signs  

 

As shown in Table 4.1, more than three-quarters of the total sample signs (77%) are 

multilingual, while only 23% are monolingual. Most of the selected locations have more 

multilingual signs than monolingual, except Think corner and Unicafe Kaivopiha. Over half 

of the signs collected from these two locations are only in one language, with monolingual 

signs accounting for the highest proportion among all is at Unicafe Kaivopiha. 

Following the identification of the number of languages on signs, I will demonstrate which 

languages contribute to the linguistic landscape of the city centre campus by appearing on the 

monolingual and multilingual signs in the next section. 

Number of signs Percentage Number of signs Percentage

Think corner 4 44% 5 56% 9

Porthania 20 80% 5 20% 25

National library 24 89% 3 11% 27

Language centre 15 79% 4 21% 19

Kaisa-talo 34 87% 5 13% 39

Metsätalo 23 77% 7 23% 30

Unicafe Kaivopiha 3 30% 7 70% 10

Total 123 77% 36 23% 159

Multilingual Monolingual
Total number of signs
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4.1.2 Languages visible in the public signs of the city centre campus  

In terms of the collected signs, both monolingual and multilingual signs are visible. Table 4.2 

illustrates the languages appearing on monolingual signs in different settings. There are a total 

of 36 monolingual signs written in either Finnish or English, of which 31 (86%) are in Finnish 

and the remaining 5 (14%) are in English. The vast majority of the monolingual signs in each 

chosen building are displayed in Finnish only. Monolingual signs photographed in both 

National library and Unicafe Kaivopiha are all in Finnish. 

Table 4.2 Languages appearing on monolingual signs 

 

Multilingual signs obviously account for a large proportion of the collected data, accounting 

for 123 in total. The details of the languages used on multilingual signs are shown in Table 

4.3. Finnish as one of the national languages appears on all the multilingual signs, other 

languages with the highest frequency are the second national language Swedish and English 

combined with the constant component-Finnish. What’s more, Russian, French and Polish 

also appear in a negligible proportion on a few samples.   

Table 4.3 Languages appearing on multilingual signs 

 

Regarding the language choice, trilingual signs which include Finnish, Swedish, and English, 

make up the highest percentage of multilingual signs, accounting for 73%. Signs combining 

Finnish only Percentage English only Percentage Monolingual signs in total

Think corner 4 80% 1 20% 5

Porthania 4 80% 1 20% 5

National library 3 100% 0 0% 3

Language centre 3 75% 1 25% 4

Kaisa-talo 4 80% 1 20% 5

Metsätalo 6 86% 1 14% 7

Unicafe Kaivopiha 7 100% 0 0% 7

Total 31 86% 5 14% 36

Languages on multilingual signs Number of signs Percentage

Finnish+Swedish 9 7%

Finnish+English 20 16%

Finnish+French 1 1%

Finnish+Swedish+English 90 73%

Finnish+English+Russian 1 1%

Finnish+English+Polish 1 1%

Finnish+Swedish+English+Russian 1 1%

Total 123
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Finnish and English were followed by signs combining Finnish and Swedish, with 16 percent 

and 7 percent, respectively.   

4.2 The order and prominence of languages 

4.2.1 The order of languages on multilingual signs 

Following the visibility of languages on collected signs, I examined the order of languages on 

multilingual signs to answer the second research question: How are the languages arranged in 

the signs? As mentioned in 3.1.1, the number of signs is counted according to the order in 

which different languages appear in the multilingual signs.    

Table 4.4 The order of languages on multilingual signs 

 

As revealed in Table 4.4, all of the collected multilingual signs show nine different language 

orders. The signs with the language order of Finnish, Swedish, and English appear the most 

frequently, accounting for more than half of the sample (67 percent). Simultaneously, public 

signs showing the same three languages, but in different order of Swedish and English, made 

up 6%. Together, they account for nearly three-quarters of all multilingual signs. In the rest of 

the sample, according to the proportion, Finnish plus English and Finnish plus Swedish 

appear more frequently than others, which are 15% and 7% respectively. 

Next, I made a comparison for the frequency of different language orders displayed on the 

signs in relation to their surroundings. Table 4.5 shows the number of signs in different 

language orders. It only displays the most frequent language orders; the rest are categorised as 

‘other language orders’. The National Library has the richest variety of the language order 

arrangements on its public signs, whilst Unicafe Kaivopiha has the least.  

 

The order of languages Number of signs Percentage

Finnish+Swedish 9 7%

Finnish+English 18 15%

English+Finnish 2 2%

French+Finnish 1 1%

Finnish+Swedish+English 83 67%

Finnish+English+Swedish 7 6%

Finnish+English+Russian 1 1%

Finnish+English+Polish 1 1%

Finnish+Swedish+English+Russian 1 1%

Total 123
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Table 4.5 Frequency of different language orders appearing in selected locations 

 

4.2.2 Code preference in multilingual signs 

In the previous subsection, the order of languages was examined and illustrated. Following 

that, the preference of languages in multilingual signs was investigated. Scollon and Scollon 

(2003, 120) state that when a text is in multiple codes (two or three or more languages) or 

multiple orthographies there is a system of preference. In addition, they also suggest that the 

distinction of the preferred code and marginalized code displayed in signs follows the logic 

that the preferred code is on top, on the left, or in the centre, while the marginalized code is on 

the bottom, on the right, or on the margins. 

Table 4.6 Prominence of Finnish in multilingual signs 

 

As summarised in Table 4.6, Finnish appears as the most important language and preferred 

code among all the multilingual signs since it is always the first language on the top of the 

signs. In all data collection sites, the number of signs emphasizing Finnish is the highest, 

accounting for 90% or more of the total number of multilingual signs. Few other languages 

appear as preferred, only two signs placed English as the preferred code at Porthania and one 

sign at the National library put French at the first place.       

Fin+Swe+Eng Fin+Eng Fin+Swe Fin+Eng+Swe

Frequency of 

different language 

orders

Think corner 3 1 0 0 2

Porthania 11 5 0 2 4

National library 10 2 8 0 7

Language centre 13 1 1 0 3

Kaisa-talo 27 3 0 4 3

Metsätalo 16 6 0 1 3

Unicafe Kaivopiha 3 0 0 0 10

2

4

0

0

0

Other language orders

0

Finnish at the 

first place
Percentage

Other languages 

as preferred
Percentage

Multilingual 

signs in total

Think corner 4 100% 0 0% 4

Porthania 18 90% 2 10% 20

National library 23 96% 1 4% 24

Language centre 15 100% 0 0% 15

Kaisa-talo 34 100% 0 0% 34

Metsätalo 23 100% 0 0% 23

Unicafe Kaivopiha 3 100% 0 0% 3

Total 120 98% 3 2% 123
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Figure 4.1 Finnish appears to be the preferred code in a multilingual sign 

Taking Figure 4.1 as an example, the photo of the sign was taken at the lobby of Metsätalo to 

give the direction of lecture rooms 1 and 2. The order of the languages is Finnish, Swedish 

and English. Finnish is on the top of the sign with a noticeably larger font size than the other 

two languages, therefore it can be considered as the more prominent language in the sign and 

attracts more attention. What is more, the number of lecture rooms only shows after the 

Finnish version, and not after the Swedish and English versions. It also implies the 

information in Finnish delivers more detailed content compared with the other two languages. 
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4.2.3 Special phenomenon 

Although Finnish is the preferred code in the vast majority of the selected multilingual signs, 

there are a few special cases that also deserve attention and discussion. As shown in Table 

4.4, there are three signs that prioritize other languages over Finnish as the preferred code. I 

would like to analyse two of the special cases in which English appears.     

  

Figure 4.2 Two multilingual signs with English as the preferred code  

The special phenomenon in Figure 4.2 was photographed in the building Porthania. As we can 

see, English is placed on the top and on the left with the images in these two signs, and the 

position of Finnish is at the bottom and on the right. To be more specific, the sign on the left 

informs passengers about the prohibition of smoking in this corner. Both English and Finnish 

versions are written in capital letters which illustrate the importance of the information. The 

English and Finnish contents on the sign are in the same manner. I assume that the reason 

why English appears in front of Finnish in this sign is that English as a lingua franca is the 

most widely used language in the world. Obviously, the target group of this sign are not 

limited to the local residents who understand Finnish, but to inform everyone that they are 

prohibited to smoke in the certain area. In addition, it is worth noting that the No Smoking 

icon is placed above the texts, which has a more intuitive visual impact on the people who see 

the sign. Without reading the texts on the sign, the sign readers have got a clear understanding 

of the message the sign wants to convey through the noticeable icon.  
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Likewise, the sign on the right in Figure 4.2 also placed English as the preferred code on the 

sign and combined with images to show the steps of how to use the hand sanitizer in a proper 

way. However, unlike the No Smoking sign, the contents of this sign in English and Finnish 

are not the same. Although Finnish is not put in a more prominent position in this sign, it 

contains more detailed instructions about the steps of using the hand sanitizer compared with 

the English version. This could be due to the fact that the two instruction sheets were 

produced in different places. 

According to the phenomenon of using non-text elements together with the text, I also 

calculated the number of signs with images or icons on it as presented in Table 4.7. In total, 

only 28% of the collected signs have images, implying that the majority of the signs only have 

text. The highest percentage (56%) is distributed in the Think corner, while the lowest (16%) 

is in the Language centre. Although the proportion of images in the signs varies significantly 

in the different locations, images appear in all of them. While the signs with images account 

for less than a quarter of the total sample, images cannot be ignored in the signs. The 

importance of including images in signs was also mentioned several times by the respondents 

during the interviews.  

Table 4.7 Number of signs with images 

 

4.3 Language choice aligned with the university’s language policy 

As mentioned in section 2.3.3, the university’s language policy indicates explicitly that the 

signs will be in three languages. To examine whether the language choice of the collected 

signs follow this guidance, I counted the number of signs in which Finnish, Swedish, and 

English are used in parallel, regardless of the order of the languages. As the Unicafe 

Kaivopiha is not covered by the University of Helsinki’s language policy per se, photos taken 

there were excluded from the total sample. In Table 4.8, it can be seen that the number of 

signs that correspond to the policy is 90, which accounts for 73% of multilingual signs and 

Signs with images Percentage Total

Think corner 5 56% 9

Porthania 12 48% 25

National library 9 33% 27

Language centre 3 16% 19

Kaisa-talo 7 18% 39

Metsätalo 6 20% 30

Unicafe Kaivopiha 2 20% 10

44 28% 159



 

30 

 

60% of all signs (excluded Unicafe) in the data. The result proves that the language policy as 

a guideline has been effectively implemented in the majority of the university’s linguistic 

landscape.  

Table 4.8 Number of signs corresponding to the university’s language policy 

 

4.4 Perspective of international students and staff members 

The analysis of the interview data that I collected is presented in this section. The interview 

analysis is divided into three subsections according to the different topics in relation to the 

research questions. Interviews with students and staff members about the public signs add a 

deeper dimension and an external view of the linguistic landscape. Moreover, interviews with 

seven international students and four international teachers who mostly rely on English to 

navigate their way around the university shed light on the impact of the university’s dominant 

trilingual language policy. Based on their previous study or work experience, the interviewees 

also compared the language environment related to multilingualism at the University of 

Helsinki and other academic institutions, and made recommendations for the University of 

Helsinki.  

4.4.1 Perceptions to the languages used in the signs 

Prior to conducting the interviews, I did not anticipate that the participants would pay 

attention to the signs in the university’s buildings because people nowadays often obtain 

information from the internet and thus do not need information provided in physical space, 

such as signs. Nonetheless, it was found from the interview data that most interviewees 

generally paid attention to public signs, as illustrated in examples 1 and 2,  

(1) S1: I definitely pay attention to the signs because as an international student, and I 

arrived kind of late and I didn’t know my way around. So the signs were there to guide 

me which floor, which classroom, where the bathroom is, where the teachers, lounges, 

and so on. 

(2) S7: I will pay attention to more signs in the buildings because I want to know what 

the sign wants to show me and through the signs what kind of knowledge I can know.  

Total number of 

trilingual signs

Multilingual signs 

in total

Percentage of 

trilingual signs

Signs in total 

(exclude Unicafe)

Percentage of 

trilingual signs

90 123 73% 149 60%
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In the examples, S1 and S7 express their awareness of the linguistic landscape and also 

address the function of signs as an information provider, for instance, to give direction to 

some places for newcomers. Therefore, even in the cyber age, signs in physical space still 

retain its significance.  

As mentioned in section 3.1.2, I showed some linguistic landscape data that I had collected 

from the city centre campus on slides to the interviewees during the interviews in case they 

were not so familiar with the surroundings and asked some follow-up questions regarding the 

language choice, order of languages, language variety and their preferences for the signs. I 

now present the interviewees’ experiences and opinions according to different topics. 

Based on the analysis of the participants’ comments, Finnish, Swedish, and English were 

mentioned most commonly by almost all the interviewees as the visible languages in the 

signs. Some of them pointed out the language order and the prominent position of Finnish in 

the signs as demonstrated in examples 3 and 4.  

(3) S6: I think it makes sense that Finnish’s first in most cases, and then Swedish and 

then English, because Finnish is the primary language of the country. Like I saw the 

status the other day that it was like 90, or like 80%, 85% of people speak Finnish first. 

And then sometimes there’s only Finnish, which, I guess when it comes to space 

constraints, sometimes makes sense. 

(4) T1: I noticed that probably the most commonly used kind of default language is 

Finnish. 

As shown in example 3, S6 further states a possible connection between the status of a 

country’s primary language and the space constraints. Furthermore, in example 5, T4 points 

out that the content of Finnish is more detailed and they further compare Finnish to other 

language versions from the perspective of translation, which is coincidentally consistent with 

the data analysis in 4.2.2.  

(5) T4: The information given in Finnish is probably going to be more detailed than 

information in other languages. And sometimes it might even be easier to understand 

the information in Finnish rather than in other languages because they in other 

languages, it might often be a translation of the Finnish announcement, of the Finnish 

information. 
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The comment also implies that the signs of the city centre campus are more likely originated 

from Finnish. Swedish, also as the official language of Finland, appears to be less important 

than Finnish based on the participants’ utterances. For instance, S2 stated that Swedish did not 

hold the same weight as Finnish in practice (example 6).  

(6) S2: It’s usually Finnish, that is the strongest, obviously, but then as I said, there are 

some places that I noticed myself that there is no Swedish or the Swedish is after 

English… I feel that it like some at some point, they use the Swedish a lot. But then 

when it comes, you know, to, in practice, they don’t. 

Likewise, T1 also pointed out that Swedish is usually ignored and expressed a willingness to 

see Swedish in the signs, even if only for symbolic intention (example 7). 

(7) T1: I’m always quite pleased when I see Swedish as well, because I think that 

Swedish is so very often forgotten. So I think that even for symbolic purposes, it’s very 

important to have it there. 

In addition to the national languages, the importance of English in signs was also mentioned 

by several interviewees. The special status of English signs to them can be seen from their 

responses. For instance, T3 suggests in example 8 that the sign can attract more attention 

when the content is presented in English.  

(8) T3: Automatically I pay more attention when it’s (the sign) in English. 

From a foreigner’s perspective, S4 expressed the significance of English in the physical space 

of the university and its informative function (example 9).   

(9) S4: Because me as a foreigner…Quite marvellous for me to see English there. And 

that is the way how I have survived in the university when nobody was around. 

Regarding the language variety, on one hand, some of the interviewees were satisfied with the 

languages used in the signs, especially the multilingual signs, as illustrated in example 10.  

(10) T3: In our university, in our faculty, before we get emails, many in Finnish, but 

nowadays, when we get information, we have three language versions. Think about 

those people who provide those emails, it’s so much work, triple time for them to do it. 

I think it’s very nice to provide those language signs with three languages.  

T3 is happy with the language variety of three languages appearing in the signs. As a staff 

member of the university, T3 compared the previous and current language versions of 
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university emails and expressed the satisfaction with the latter even if they acknowledge the 

extra work this requires from the sender.     

On the other hand, the displeasure of monolingual signs was expressed by a few interviewees, 

particularly those that only appear in Finnish, as illustrated in example 11.  

(11) S2: I wonder about those who don’t speak Finnish at all… because I understand 

anyways. But if I wouldn’t understand, you know, then I would be quite upset because 

why they wouldn’t like just translate it, like the most important ones. 

In the example, S2 ponders that for those who do not understand Finnish at all it would be a 

problem when the sign is only in Finnish. The most important information, as suggested by 

S2, ccould be translated into English.  

Next, I show some representative examples of what signs the interviewees preferred as 

opposed to disliked, as well as the reasons for their preferences or dislikes. In general, most 

interviewees reported they prefer multilingual signs with three or more languages. 

Specifically, S1 and S7 both stated (examples 12 and 13) that the best layout of the signs is 

located in the main library for the reason that the signs with English version are more widely 

utilized and understandable than in the other buildings.  

(12) S1: The best layout for me is the library for some reason. I feel like the signs are a 

lot clearer in English…like remember to borrow the books…I don’t know why I just 

feel like this building in particular, is the clearest of them all. 

(13) S7: I think the signs in the library are very useful because they are or most of them 

are all multilingual. And they all contain English and I can understand them totally. 

 

Figure 4.3 A multilingual sign in the main library 
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The sign S1 mentions in example 12 is shown in Figure 4.3. The sign serves as a reminder to 

customers, and the content is presented in the same way in Finnish, Swedish, and English. 

Aside from their preferences of using different languages to convey information, pictures 

were mentioned as a preferable component in signs which can be helpful for a better 

understanding of the intention of the signs, as illustrated in example 13.  

(13) S6: Some important information, it should be in all the languages, like more 

languages, and maybe more like, pictorial things...I think having pictures is helpful for 

signals, like this, no smoking and no bikes makes more sense for anyone.  

In the example, S6 addresses the No Smoking sign as exemplified in Figure 4.2 as well as 

the No bikes sign in Figure 4.4, both of which use pictorial elements to deliver the 

information more efficiently. 

 

Figure 4.4 A sign that is accompanied by a picture 
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Similarly, T2 also preferred signs with pictures and indicated that multilingual signs with 

three languages work best (example 14).  

(14) T2: I prefer the sign with pictures…pictures and also, like, instructions in three 

different languages. I think this is the best one.  

On the flip side, some interviewees reported that certain signs did not function well in terms 

of the communicative function of the languages in the sign. Coincidentally, three of them, S2, 

S3 and S7, identified the issue in the same sign as revealed in examples 15–17.  

(15) S2: Maybe that one in Metsätalo, it was a little bit weird… I mean, if I wouldn’t 

understand, you know, that Älä kaada nesteitä tähän, kiitos. Then I wouldn’t understand 

that sign. I would need to think about it a little bit. 

(16) S3: What is it don’t pour the liquids here? So that was maybe some, I don’t know, 

some personnel, local personnel wrote it. 

(17) S7: Maybe they want to warn me that you can’t drink the water from this tab? 

Because most international students may don’t know that. 

  

Figure 4.5 A sign in Metsätalo confused readers  
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As we can see in Figure 4.5, this sign included two pieces of paper with both text and image. 

Despite the fact that the texts are presented in both Finnish and English as imperative 

sentences, the content is completely different. Finnish is placed on top as the preferred code 

and informs sign readers not to pour liquids into this wash basin. The English version, on the 

other hand, only says "Not in use!". Furthermore, the image accompanied by the English text 

delivers the same message as the Finnish text. Even though there is an image alongside the 

texts, the readers were perplexed by the sign. According to their responses, even though S2 

and S3 understand the meaning of the Finnish sign, they still feel confused about the sign. S3 

assumed that the Finnish sign was most likely produced by people who work for the 

university. The assumption might be based on the fact that the content in the Finnish sign is 

similar to an instruction with a strong tone and a red line is drawn at the bottom of the text, 

which is particularly eye-catching to draw everyone’s attention.  

Figure 4.6 Another sign in Metsätalo confused readers  

Another example is shown in Figure 4.6; S2 and T1 expressed their confusion about the 

content of this sign.  

(18) S2: What’s that in the middle with the fire thing? I don’t know. It’s just weird that 

it’s there. 

(19) T1: That particular sign, when I’ve seen it in Metsätalo, I thought, what on earth 

does that mean? I didn’t understand it in any language, but because I had already 

received an email about where we can pick up our post now, then I understood it. So it’s 

kind of like I had to have this background knowledge. 
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S2 described the location of the sign, stating that it is next to the fire extinguisher. I wonder if 

the fire extinguishers that happened to be there were an additional misleading element for S2. 

Then, from T1’s description, we were acknowledged the actual meaning of this sign. It seems 

that the target audience of this sign are staff members of the university. The term used in this 

sign ‘poste restante’ can be found in the dictionary which means “a system in which a post 

office keeps someone’s post until it can be collected, usually used by people who are 

travelling” (Cambridge online English dictionary). Nevertheless, as pointed out by T1, the 

language used in the sign is incomprehensible to readers, and understanding the sign requires 

specific background knowledge.  

4.4.2 Perceptions related to the university’s language policy 

Gorter (2012,10) addressed that language regulations imposed by authorities can have a 

significant impact on what signage will be present in the public space. To look into the 

relationship between language used in signs and the university’s language policy, the 

interviewees shared their thoughts based on their observation.      

Most interviewees were familiar with or at least had heard of the university’s language policy. 

Concerning the trilingual language policy’s regulation on signs, the majority of interviewees 

identified that the language choice of the signs mostly corresponds to the policy. Meanwhile, 

they discussed the subject and presented their points of view from different aspects. 

S3 and S6 raised the issue of the disparity between official and temporary signs in relation to 

the language policy, as described in examples 20 and 21.  

(20) S3: I think most of the signs they use, they’re made in accordance with this policy, 

like those that are more official… but yeah, there’s some inconsistency, of course, and 

most of those inconsistent signs are more temporary. 

(21) S6: And then when they’re like ad-hoc signs, there’re usually not English, you 

know, or Swedish. So it’s mostly corresponds, but there definitely are exceptions that 

I’ve noticed. 

In fact, the perspectives of the two interviewees involved two categorizations of signs: official 

vs. non-official and permanent vs. temporary. To be more specific, official signs typically 

represent governments and public authorities (Cocq, C. et al. 2020, 21), while temporary signs 

are made from fragile materials, such as paper, or written in impermanent media such as chalk 

that can be made illegible by the weather (Pavlenko 2012, 46). It can be concluded from the 
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participants’ responses that signs that adhere to the language policy are more likely to be 

placed by authorities, whereas the majority of inconsistencies appear in temporary signs as 

fewer languages are used on temporary signs. According to my observation from the 

linguistic landscape data, it has reached the same conclusion. Six of the seven monolingual 

signs in Metsätalo, for example, are temporary. 

Aside from the consistency between the languages used in signage and the university’s 

language policy, a few interviewees expanded on the topic, focusing not only on the language 

choice in the selected settings, but also on language choice in a broad sense. A case in point is 

example 22. 

(22) S2: Many times there is no Swedish at all and many times there is no English, but 

Finnish’s the main and it’s always the first…Finnish and Swedish are both national 

languages, and then English is like an extra…and it’s not just like the buildings but in 

general, like I noticed.  

According to S2’s observation, the language choice does not always follow the guidance of 

the language policy and the absence of Swedish and English is common. At the same time, 

the interviewee emphasized the disparity in the status of Finnish, Swedish and English that 

Finnish is always the preferred code, Swedish appears to be less important than Finnish, and 

English is not as important as the national languages. In fact, the observation made by S2 is 

supported by the linguistic landscape data shown in sections 4.1 and 4.2. It can be inferred 

that this disparity in language status appears to be reflected not only in signs, but also in other 

circumstances of the university.  

Furthermore, T1 elaborated the correlation between language choice and people’s ideologies 

in example 23.  

(23) T1: I think, throughout Helsinki, and maybe even wider than Helsinki. So the 

expectation is that anybody who has Swedish as a mother tongue is also able to read 

Finnish. So I guess it’s a practical measure, it takes a lot of space, it takes a lot of 

resources to have everything in three languages. So it’s like the Swedish speakers are 

just left out because the assumption is, well, they can understand Finnish, they’re fine. 

So, but the English is seen as being more important because English speakers, there’s 

not the same expectation, people who use English as a lingua franca, and so on. They’re 

expected to not understand Finnish. So English is there for them. 
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T1 indicated the ideology that most people take for granted will have an impact on the choice 

of a language, such as the absence of Swedish. On the contrary, English speakers seem to be 

labelled as more “international” because English is a global language. Therefore, they are 

widely recognized as being unable to communicate in Finnish, and the English in the sign or 

in general is intended for them.   

4.4.3 Perceptions and suggestions for the university’s language environment 

In the last part of the interview, the topic focused on the university’s language environment 

and multilingualism. The descriptions provided by the participants shed light on their 

perceptions of the linguistic environment at the university, differences between the University 

of Helsinki and other academic institutions they are familiar with from the standpoint of 

multilingualism, and future recommendations for the university’s linguistic environment. 

Linguistic landscape is an important component to reflect the language environment of a 

certain area. Eight of the eleven interviewees believe that the language environment at the 

University of Helsinki is multilingual according to the linguistic landscape as well as their 

study or work experiences. This is illustrated in examples 24 and 25.  

(24) S5: It is very international and friendly, language friendly, and also very important 

to create it an atmosphere of multilingual linguistics and multi languages. 

(25) S7: I think it’s multilingual and international because they surrounded with many 

different languages, mostly three languages. 

Considering S5’s and S7’s descriptions in example 24 and 25, they perceived the university to 

be international, multilingual and language friendly based on the variety of languages that 

appeared in the surrounding environment. Particularly, S7 pointed out that three languages are 

displayed in most cases.   

On the other hand, T1 held opposing views on the university’s language environment 

(example 26).  

(26) T1: Not really, no, I think, like I said before, it’s a constant reminder that we are in 

a Finnish university, in a mostly Finnish speaking city, in a mostly Finnish speaking 

country…It’s like bringing us back down to the practical reality. 

According to T1, the context of the university is not multilingual and international enough 

since the dominance of Finnish is very significant in practice. Among other languages, it 

appears that using Finnish is always given top priority. 
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Likewise, S1 also noted the unique status of Finnish and stated the differences in the scope of 

using English and Finnish as communicative languages (example 27).  

(27) S1: I’ve also noticed something else where, like in the English department in my 

head, I thought that it would always be English with even the people who their mother 

tongue isn’t English, but just because we’re in the English department, we would tend to 

use more English, but I’ve also noticed like, learners, the minute they kind of leave the 

classroom, they switch to Finnish…Sometimes I’ve encountered teachers who’ve used a 

little bit of Finnish, but that’s usually like before class… or at the end of class. 

According to the student, English is more commonly used in class, while Finnish is more 

commonly used in daily communication. 

Furthermore, all the participants had study or work experiences in other academic institutions 

before studying or working at the University of Helsinki. They made a comparison of the 

linguistic environment with other academic institutions they are familiar with and indicated 

the differences. Due to the privacy concern, the nationality of the participants involved in the 

interview data will not be displayed, but will be replaced by ‘home country’. When they 

mention their mother tongue, the language will not be specified, but rather the term ‘mother 

tongue’ will be used.  

The first example (28) is from S2, who compares the language environment in Finland as 

opposed to their home country. 

(28) S2: Obviously, in Finland, like the Finnish and the Swedish are both like national 

languages, so it should be there. That’s already like a big difference... everywhere, 

written and everything just in (S2’s mother tongue), but then here, it’s also the English 

and it’s like more international than back home. There are way more students than, like 

foreign students than back home. Yeah, so it is way more multi-cultural and 

multinational than back home, that’s for sure. 

As presented in example 28, S2 compares the language environment of the two countries at 

the national level. In the opinion of S2, Finland has shown greater diversity not only in 

language, but also in other aspects such as culture and the number of international students.  

In regard to the disparity in the context of academic institutions, S4 appreciated the promotion 

of trilingualism in different settings of the University of Helsinki (example 29). 
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(29) S4: Here at the University of Helsinki, I have seen much more promotion of 

trilingualism. I see the good effort of the university, trying to promote the way how 

things are done here and how people should be informed by using those signs. And 

comparing to the previous university that I attended, it wasn’t in that way… the 

university was telling us that English is the only way that everything functions over 

there. 

Example 29 suggests that S4’s previous university appears to have only emphasized the use of 

English and has fallen far behind in terms of creating a multilingual linguistic environment.  

In the similar way, when compared to other academic institutions, the University of Helsinki 

demonstrates greater multilingualism from the perspective of an international teacher, as 

shown in example 30.  

(30) T1: Before coming here, I worked at two different universities in Finland. And 

certainly, compared to those, I think that this university has a more multilingual 

atmosphere. But if I compare it to places like Aalto, for example, or even our faculty to 

other faculties, like, you know, the signs in Kumpula, I think that they’re much more 

oriented towards English than we are. They have a more international perspective, I 

would say, even though I’ve never worked there, but I’m just kind of going on what 

other people have said. 

In the example, T1 conducts a horizontal comparison of different faculties on different 

campuses: The orientation of the languages used in signs in the faculties on the Kumpula 

campus appear more international than those on the city centre campus. In T1’s mind, using 

English as the preferred language for the linguistic landscape can be viewed as a phenomenon 

of being more international. It is interesting to see how English is associated with an 

international perspective in this context. When we consider the linguistic diversity of students 

and staff on campus, in many ways multilingualism would be more international than the use 

of English only. 

Finally, yet importantly, the interviewees provided various valuable suggestions regarding the 

university’s language environment. Four of them recommended to show three languages in all 

public signs, like S3 in example 31.   
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(31) S3: If there is a policy like this, of three languages, they should like stick to it more 

thoroughly, so that all these notices should be written in three languages. Because 

there’s some inconsistency now.  

S3 suggests that the languages used in all signs should be improved so that they would be 

more closely aligned with the trilingual policy, which calls for the simultaneous use of 

Finnish, Swedish, and English. In example 32, T4 explained why monolingual signs do not 

function as effectively as multilingual signs.  

(32) T4: Well, I think some people raise the issue that sometimes when you have a sign 

in just one language, then it feels like this sign is only for the people who speak that 

language. 

In the teacher’s comment, the limitation of the target audience’s scope is considered to be a 

critical factor.  

When discussing the linguistic landscape text of different locations in the city centre campus, 

Unicafe was mentioned several times by the interviewees as an exceptional setting where 

most signs did not adhere to the university’s language policy. Examples 33 is a case in point.  

(33) S1: I think they can just, you know, make sure that the menu, also the screen 

changes to the English menu as well. And that they will have English written above the 

meals, because I find that really frustrating when I have to ask other people what is that 

and bother them because I really want to know what the food is. It’s not always clear to 

me what’s the ingredients of that meal. 

Taking S1’s description as an example, the interviewee addressed the importance of providing 

the menu and ingredients in English, especially for international students who do not 

understand Finnish at all. The inconvenience caused by the lack of an English menu was 

mentioned by several interviewees, indicating that this is a common problem perplexing 

international students. 

As was shown in Table 4.1, Unicafe has the most monolingual signs that are in Finnish 

among all the locations. Because Unicafe is owned by the Student Union of the University of 

Helsinki, rather than the university itself, it may not be required to follow the university’s 

language policy. However, as one of the places most frequently visited by students, it is 

surprising that Unicafe is not taking into account the needs of the whole student body, not 

only in terms of food, but also in terms of the linguistic landscape of the restaurants. 
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In addition to the suggestion of using three languages, some interviewees suggested including 

pictorial elements in the signs. As shown in example 33, S4 stated pictures can convey 

information more intuitively.  

(34) S4: Maybe to include more pictures, because sometimes it’s a message can go 

straightforward just watching a picture. 

In conclusion, the linguistic landscape data and interviews provided sufficient valuable 

resources to answer the research questions of this study. It can be summarized that the 

University of Helsinki has a multilingual linguistic environment in general and more than 

half of the signs in the studied setting show three languages, which is consistent with the 

guidance of the language policy.    



 

44 

 

5. Discussion 

The goal of the study was to provide insights into the linguistic landscape of the University of 

Helsinki’s city centre campus, to observe and examine to what extent the languages used in 

the signs align with the language policy of the university, and to investigate the perspectives 

of international students and academic staff members on the linguistic environment of the 

university. 

The first section of this chapter discusses the findings of the study, which are organized to 

address the four research questions. The implications of what has been discovered in this 

study will then be discussed. Finally, I will go over the limitations of this study. 

5.1 Summary of the findings 

As analysed in Chapter four, six different languages appeared in the public signs of the 

university’s city centre campus which are Finnish, Swedish, English, Russian, French and 

Polish. The proportion of multilingual signs (77%) in the selected setting is far greater than 

the proportion of monolingual signs (23%), indicating that multilingualism is a norm in most 

circumstances of the university. Among all the signs, Finnish is the dominant language used 

in both multilingual and monolingual signs.  

Regarding the language order, Finnish is always placed as the preferred code in multilingual 

signs. It was also found that the content and layout in Finnish are sometimes different from 

other languages, with more detailed information and larger font size. Coincidentally, the same 

conclusion was also reached in the interview data. On the contrary, Swedish, also the national 

language of Finland, has not been given a prominent position in the signs and is often ignored 

according to the interviewees’ descriptions. One of the interviewees suspected that Swedish 

students are somehow subjected to a language bias in that they are expected to understand 

Finnish. In addition to the national languages, English is the language that appears most 

frequently in the signs which reveals that using English as a lingua franca is a prevalent 

phenomenon within the academic institution. However, in the collected signs, English usually 

appears after the national languages and is in a relatively less important position.  

Both the language choice and language order in the signs reflect the disparity in role and 

hierarchy of languages. Given the location of the university and the fact that the UH is 

officially a bilingual university that is obligated by law to offer teaching in Finnish and 

Swedish, it is understandable that Finnish would appear to be the prominent language and is 

at the top of the language hierarchy. As one of the national languages, Finnish is most 
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associated with the authority. The university’s language policy (2014, 47) states that the 

national languages will be supported not only as the languages of research and academic 

education, but also as tools for social interaction. Therefore, Finnish is visible in almost all of 

the sample’s official and in official signs. 

The analysis of the implementation of language policy can provide insights into how the 

linguistic landscape in a specific region or country has been consciously moulded (Gorter 

2012,10). From the linguistic landscape data analysis, it can be seen that the trilingual policy 

was implemented in more than half of the signs. Moreover, the other languages used in the 

signs, in addition to Finnish, Swedish, and English, served to increase the visibility of 

multilingualism on campus. According to the description of interviewees, most interviewees 

agree the language environment of the University of Helsinki is more multilingual and 

international compared with other academic institutions they are familiar with. These findings 

correspond to the statement in the policy that “The University operates in an international 

environment, and the University is an attractive destination for international students, teachers 

and researchers.” (2014, 48). Internationalisation in at least one of the interview comments 

seemed to be associated with English, whereas it may actually be more international to 

acknowledge the presence of various languages. 

On the other hand, not all of the signs align with the trilingual language policy of displaying 

three languages, and nearly a quarter of the signs are still monolingual. It was suggested by 

several interviewees that the trilingual language policy should be implemented more broadly 

and strictly, not just on public signs, but also in everyday communication. For instance, 

UniCafe was addressed as a counter-example of the failure to implement the trilingual policy. 

In fact, compared with the linguistic landscape data collected by Mauranen and Mauko (2019, 

36) in February 2016, it was found that all menus in UniCafe were in three languages at that 

time, including special notices. However, six years later, the diversity of languages in the 

same location has regressed and the menu is only available in Finnish. When we return to the 

policy statements mentioned above, it is difficult not to notice an inherent conflict relating to 

this phenomenon. To be an attractive university for international students and staff members, 

the implementation of multilingualism should be taken into account in a broader sense.      

5.2 Implications of this study 

This study presented the current linguistic environment of the University of Helsinki’s city 

centre campus on language choice and language order in the linguistic landscape. The 
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findings from linguistic landscape data and interviews both demonstrate multilingualism has 

been taken into consideration, yet it does not apply in all circumstances. The study serves as a 

resource for the university in terms of how to improve the language environment and more 

thoroughly implement its language policy from the perspective of international students and 

teachers. Although not all the issues mentioned by the interviewees can be easily improved, it 

is necessary to understand their opinions and demands.  

Furthermore, this study may also shed light on other researchers who are interested in this 

field and would like to compare the language environment through the lens of linguistic 

landscapes in other academic settings. Combining linguistic landscape data with interviews is 

an effective method for conducting research. Applying this method may reveal that the 

experiences of people studying and working in the city centre campus are valuable in 

revealing how important it is that the linguistic landscape is and feels inclusive, as well as 

how it can be made more inclusive.  

5.3 Limitation  

By combining linguistic landscape data and interviews, I was able to achieve a high level of 

variation in my data. Valuable resources and viewpoints on different aspects in relation to the 

research questions were found from the data. The analysis depicted the linguistic landscape of 

the city centre campus and provided insights into the thoughts and experiences of 

international students and teachers.  

This study focused on the city centre campus, and the majority of interviewees are from the 

same faculty, which is also located on the city centre campus. Thus, the interviewed people 

who study or work in this faculty could have already encountered the kinds of signs that I 

showed them. Since the University of Helsinki has four campuses, linguistic landscapes data 

in other campuses could be explored more, and students and teachers from other campuses 

could be interviewed for future studies. All interviewees were self-selected. The fact that the 

interviewees were not randomly selected might have influenced the results, but the choice to 

approach acquaintances and international teachers that I knew about, ensured that the 

participants were from the target group.  

Additionally, this study investigated the perceptions of the linguistic landscape from the 

international students’ and teachers’ perspective. Further research could also include local 

students and teachers. In addition, the intention and orientation of language policy can be 

further discussed from the perspective of language policy makers.  
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6. Conclusion 

The findings of this study imply that the university’s linguistic landscape has reached a 

certain level of multilingualism and internationalization, and that the impact of the language 

policy is visible in the language choices of the linguistic landscapes in the selected setting. 

The study has also provided some suggestions for further development of the university’s 

language environment from the perspectives of international students and teachers. 

Although the sample of the linguistic landscape and the interviewees are smallish in this 

study, it has provided a general image of the language environment of the University of 

Helsinki city centre campus. It is my hope that the combination of linguistic landscape and 

interview data in this study will trigger more interest in investigating multilingualism in 

academic institutions similarly taking into account not only what the linguistic environment 

looks like but also how it is experienced by those studying and working there. 

At the end of this thesis, I would like to quote the remark of an interviewed teacher as 

presented in example 35 as a final word. 

(35) T1: What we all want is open and effective communication. We all want to know 

that our needs are met. So I wouldn’t say that to let the language take over and become 

more of a barrier or more divisive than it needs to be. So just keeping in mind that 

language is a tool but we can navigate that tool some, not to make it take over as 

something that is used as a means of division. 

This idea of creating an inclusive linguistic environment is key also when thinking about 

developing the linguistic landscapes of the university.  
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Appendix 2 

List of interview guide questions (for international MA students) 

1. Are you familiar with the University of Helsinki's city centre campus? Which building do 

you usually visit? 

2. What languages do you most frequently use in class and with your peers? 

3. Do you generally pay attention to signs in the university buildings?  

If so, what languages have you encountered? Do you normally understand the languages in 

the signs? 

4. Next I'd like to show you some photos of the signs I found at the city centre campus. There 

are 5 slides and each slide with signs taken from different buildings: metsätalo, porthania, 

kaisa-talo, language centre and unicafe. I’d like to hear your opinion on the languages used in 

the signs. 

4.1 How do you perceive the language use in the signs? (e.g. think of language choice/order 

of languages/quality and style of the language)? 

4.2 Are you happy with the language variety in the signs? Why / Why not? 

4.3 Is there any sign that you think it works well or not? Which sign do you prefer? 

5. The university has a trilingual language policy that states “the parallel use of Finnish, 

Swedish or English is agreed at the units or in different situations on both general and case-

by-case bases.” Think about public signs in university buildings, whether your experience 

corresponds to what the policy says?  

6. How does the campus's language environment feel? Is it multilingual and international? 

7. Have you previously studied at any other academic institution before enrolling at the 

University of Helsinki? 

8. Can you identify any differences in multilingualism between the University of Helsinki and 

other academic institutions you are familiar with? 

9. Is there anything you’d like to suggest regarding the university’s language environment?  

 

List of interview guide questions (for international staff members) 

1. Are you familiar with the University of Helsinki's city centre campus? Which building do 

you usually visit? 

2. What languages do you most frequently use in teaching and with your colleagues?  

3. Do you generally pay attention to signs in the university buildings?  

If so, what languages have you encountered? Do you normally understand the languages in 

the signs? 

4. Next I'd like to show you some photos of the signs I found at the city centre campus. There 

are 5 slides and each slide with signs taken from different buildings: metsätalo, porthania, 

kaisa-talo, language centre and unicafe. I’d like to hear your opinion on the languages used in 

the signs. 
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4.1 How do you perceive the language use in the signs? (e.g. think of language choice/order 

of languages/quality and style of the language)? 

4.2 Are you happy with the language variety in the signs? Why / Why not? 

4.3 Is there any sign that you think it works well or not? Which sign do you prefer? 

5. The university has a trilingual language policy that states “the parallel use of Finnish, 

Swedish or English is agreed at the units or in different situations on both general and case-

by-case bases.” Think about public signs in university buildings, whether your experience 

corresponds to what the policy says?  

6. How does the campus's language environment feel? Is it multilingual and international? 

7. Have you previously studied or worked at any other academic institution before working at 

the University of Helsinki? 

8. Can you identify any differences in multilingualism between the University of Helsinki and 

other academic institutions you are familiar with? 

9. Is there anything you’d like to suggest regarding the university’s language environment?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

54 

 

Appendix 3 Privacy Notice 

DATA PROTECTION NOTICE FOR 
SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH 

General Data Protection Regulation of the EU 
Articles 12–14 

Date: 10.01.2022 
 

Information on the processing of personal data in the research project 

entitled Exploring linguistic landscape in a multilingual Finnish university 

The research project entitled Exploring linguistic landscape in a multilingual Finnish university 

involves processing of personal data. The purpose of this data protection notice is to provide 

information on the personal data to be processed, from where they are obtained and how they 

are used. Detailed information on the rights of data subjects will be provided at the end of this 

notice. 

Your participation in the research project and provision of personal data are voluntary. If you 

do not wish to participate in the project or you wish to withdraw from it, you can do so without 

negative consequences. 

Data Controller 

Name: Xiaoyi Li (Lesley) 

Faculty of Arts/Languages/English Studies 

Email: xiaoyi.li@helsinki.fi 

Contact person and principal investigator 

Name: Xiaoyi Li (Lesley) 

Faculty/department/unit: Faculty of Arts 

Email: xiaoyi.li@helsinki.fi 

Contact details of the data protection officer 

See above part 1. Data Controller. 

Description of the research project and the purpose of processing personal data 

The research project is done as a part of the Master’s thesis in English Studies. The aim of 

this study is to provide an insight into the linguistic landscapes of the University of 

Helsinki’s city centre campus and to observe and examine the languages used on the signs 

in relation to the language policy of the University. I will attempt to find out the views of 

international students or academic staffs on the language choice of linguistic landscapes 

and language policy at the University of Helsinki and to compare institutional 

multilingualism in different context, therefore data provided by the participants of the in-

person or online interview will be analysed for scientific purposes for the research. 

Personal data included in the research data 

The following types of direct and indirect identifiers concerning the study participants will 
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be collected in the project (not all information listed below are collected from all study 

participants):  

Direct identifiers: name, contact information, voice, study/work history  

Indirect identifiers: nationality, major, language skills, perceptions and views expressed 

by study participants  

staff: work experience 

Sources of personal data 

The personal data are collected by interviews, audio recording and email communication. 

 Sensitive personal data 

No special categories of personal data (i.e., sensitive data), as defined in Article 9 of the 

GDPR, will be processed in this research. 

Duration of processing 

The researcher mentioned in section 2 may continue to process the personal data for the 

research purposes also after the project has ended and also in other research related to 

language studies. The personal data will be processed until the Exploring linguistic 

landscape in a multilingual Finnish university project as well as other studies which use 

personal information collected in this project have ended. After this, the information is 

archived as explained in sections 10, 15 and 16.  

If personal data collected in this research project are disclosed to another research project, 

the purposes of this other project determine how personal data are processed in it, and 

research participants will be informed according to the General Data Protection 

Regulation. 

Lawful basis for processing personal data 

Personal data are processed on the following basis (Article 6(1) of the GDPR):  

 Performance of a task carried out in the public interest or in the exercise of official 

authority vested in the controller:  

 Scientific or historical research purposes or statistical purposes 

 Archiving of research material and cultural heritage material 

 Consent by the research subject 

 Compliance with a legal obligation to which the controller is subject 

 Legitimate interests pursued by the controller or by a third party 

 Specify the legitimate interest: 

If the processing of personal data is based on the research subject’s consent, he or she can 

withdraw that consent at any time. The withdrawal of consent does not affect the 

lawfulness of processing based on consent before its withdrawal. 

 Recipients of data 

The thesis writers may process personal data collected in the project if this is necessary for 

the purposes of the study. Personal data processed in this project may later be processed in 

other projects related to language studies.     

 Transfer of data to countries outside the European Economic Area 
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Data will not be transferred to countries outside the European Economic Area. 

 Automated decision-making 

The research project involves no automated decision-making that has a significant effect 

on data subjects. 

Automated decisions 

      No automated decisions with significant effects on the participants are made in the study. 

Safeguards to protect the personal data 

Personal data included in the research dataset will be processed and kept protected so that 

only those who need the data can access them. 

The data processed in data systems will be protected using the following: 

  Username and password  

  Registration/log of use     

  Access control   

  Encryption   

  Two-factor identification   

  Other, please specify: 

How data in physical format (e.g. paper) is protected: storage in lockable cabinets in 

lockable rooms. 

Processing direct identifiers: 

        ☐ The controller collects the personal data without direct identifiers. 

 Direct identifiers will be removed during the analysis stage and kept separate 

from the analysed research data. 

 The data will be analysed using direct identifiers, because (give grounds for 

preserving the direct identifiers):  

 

 

Duration of the processing of personal data in this research project: 

The research is expected to be finished in 2022 Spring. With permission from the study 

participants, the interview data that will be anonymized can be processed for twelve 

months or longer.  

 Processing of personal data when the research project ends 

☐ The research data will be deleted 

 The research data will be kept for the purposes of validating or replicating the 

results of this research project: 

 without identifiers    

 identifiers included 

 The research data will be kept for later, compatible scientific research in accordance with 

the requirements of the GDPR: 

 without identifiers    

 identifiers included 
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The storage of the research data is based on Article 5(1)(b) and (e) of the GDPR. 

Before the data can be used for other research, the controller will ensure that the new use 

is compatible with the initial purpose in accordance with the requirements of the GDPR. 

Data subjects will receive a new data protection notice on the new use of the research 

data, unless the controller can no longer identify the subjects from the data. 

In addition, the data subjects will not be informed of the new research if delivering this 

information to them is impossible or involves a disproportionate effort or renders 

impossible or seriously impairs the achievement of the research objectives (Article 

14(5)(b) of the GDPR). 

 Rights of data subjects and derogations from those rights 

The contact person in matters related to research subjects’ rights is the person stated in 

section 2 of this notice. 

Rights of data subjects 

Under the General Data Protection Regulation, data subjects have the following rights:  

∙ Right of access to their data 

∙ Right to rectification of their data 

∙ Right to the erasure of their data and to be forgotten 

∙ Right to the restriction of processing of their data 

∙ Right to data portability 

∙ Right to object to the processing of their data 

∙ Right not to be subject to automated decision-making 

However, data subjects cannot exercise all their rights in all circumstances. The 

circumstances are affected by, for example, the legal basis for processing personal data. 

Further information on the rights of data subjects in various circumstances can be found 

on the website of the Data Protection Ombudsman: https://tietosuoja.fi/en/what-rights-do-

data-subjects-have-in-different-situations. 

If data subjects cannot be identified 

If the processing of personal data for research purposes does not require the identification 

of the data subject and if the controller is unable to identify the data subject, the right to 

access, rectify, erase and restrict the use of personal data, as well as any notification 

obligations and the right to data portability do not apply unless the data subject provides 

additional data enabling their identification (Article 11 of the GDPR). 

Derogations from rights 

The General Data Protection Regulation and the Finnish Data Protection Act enable 

derogations from certain rights of data subjects if personal data are processed for the 

purposes of scientific research and the rights are likely to render impossible or seriously 

impair the achievement of the research purposes. 

The need for derogations from the rights of data subjects will always be assessed on a 

case-by-case basis.   

Right to appeal 

If you consider that the processing of your personal data has been carried out in breach of 

data protection laws, you have the right to appeal to the Office of the Data Protection 
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Ombudsman. 

 

Contact details: 

Office of the Data Protection Ombudsman 

Street address: Ratapihantie 9, 6th floor, 00520 Helsinki 

Postal address: PO Box 800, 00521 Helsinki 

Phone (switchboard): 029 56 66700 

Fax: 029 56 66735 

Email: tietosuoja(at)om.fi 
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Appendix 4 Consent form 

Consent form 

Project title: Exploring Linguistic Landscape in a Multilingual Finnish University 

Investigator: Xiaoyi Li 

This consent form is for taking part in the Exploring Linguistic Landscape in a Multilingual 

Finnish University (investigator Xiaoyi Li). In the following text, I will describe the aims and 

procession of my research. Please read the following information, do not hesitate to ask if you 

need clarification, and consider if you have the possibility to take part in this study. 

Purpose of the research 

The aim of this research is to provide insights into the linguistic landscape of the University 

of Helsinki’s city centre campus, to observe and examine the languages used on the signs in 

relation to the language policy of the University, to find out the views of international 

students and academic staff on the language choice of linguistic landscapes and language 

policy at the University of Helsinki and to compare institutional multilingualism in different 

contexts. 

Data collection and participation 

The data for this research will be collected by interviewing international students who are 

currently studying in the master’s programme and international academic staffs who are 

working at the University of Helsinki.  

The participation is voluntary and the participants are free to withdraw at any time. 

Anonymity and data storage 

The interview will be audio recorded, and the recording will be transcribed, translated (if 

needed) and stored electronically. Passages from the transcripts can be used in the Master’s 

thesis. Your identity as an informant will be protected: any documents labelled with your 

name or personally-identifying information will be anonymized.  

Participant’s permission 

I have read the consent form and conditions of this study. I have had the opportunity to 

discuss the consent form with the investigator. Any questions I have about this research have 
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been answered to my satisfaction. I hereby acknowledge the above and give my voluntary 

consent.  

Please choose the specific conditions of your participation below by selecting the options and 

sign the form. 

• I will take part in the study.  

 

Signature _______________________________________ Date _______________________ 

 

Name __________________________________________________ 

 

If you have any further questions about this study, please contact: 

Xiaoyi Li 

xiaoyi.li@helsinki.fi  

 

 


