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Abstract: While greetings are performed in all cultures and open most con-
versations, previous studies suggest that there are cross-cultural differences
between different languages in greeting behavior. But do speakers of different
national varieties of the same language organize and perform their greeting
behavior in similar ways? In this study, we investigate the sequential organiza-
tion of greetings in relation to gaze behavior in the two national varieties of
Swedish: Sweden Swedish spoken in Sweden and Finland Swedish spoken in
Finland. In recent years, the importance of studying pluricentric languages
from a pragmatic perspective has been foregrounded, not least within the
framework of variational pragmatics. To date, most studies have focused on
structural differences between national varieties of pluricentric languages.
With this study, we extend the scope of variational pragmatics through adding
an interactional, micro perspective to the broader macro analysis typical of this
field. For this study, we have analyzed patterns for greetings in 297 video-
recorded service encounters, where staff and customers interact at theatre box
offices and event booking venues in Sweden and Finland. The study shows
that there are similarities and differences in greeting behavior between vari-
eties. There is a strong preference for exchanging reciprocal verbal greetings,
one at a time, in both. There is also a similar organization of the greeting
sequence, where customer and staff establish mutual gaze prior to the verbal
greetings, thus signaling availability for interaction. The duration of mutual
gaze and the timing of the greeting, however, differ between the two varieties.
We have also conducted a multi modal analysis of gaze behavior in correlation
to the greeting. We found that the customers and staff in the Finland Swedish
data share mutual gaze before and during the verbal greeting, and often avert
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gaze after the verbal greetings. However, in the Sweden Swedish data, the
participants often avert gaze before the verbal greetings. Our results thus
indicate that both similarities and differences in pragmatic routines and bodily
behavior exist between the two national varieties of Swedish. The present
study on greeting practices in Finland Swedish and Sweden Swedish should
contribute to the field of variational pragmatics and to the development of
pluricentric theory.
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1 Introduction

In the present article, we compare communicative patterns in Finland Swedish
and Sweden Swedish based on how greetings are performed in brief service
interactions between customer and staff at theatre box offices and event book-
ing venues in Finland and Sweden. Similar to many other languages, Swedish
is a pluricentric language, i.e. a language that has more than one national
center (Clyne 1992). Most research on pluricentric languages has focused on
structural differences – in particular phonological, lexical and grammatical
aspects – between national varieties of pluricentric languages. However,
within the framework of variational pragmatics (Schneider and Barron 2008),
pragmatic variation has been raised as an issue of importance in the study of
pluricentric languages in use.

The present study is situated within this field, but extends its scope through
adding an interactional, micro perspective to the broader macro analysis typical
of variational pragmatics (see 2.2 below). For this purpose, we analyze how
greetings are performed in video-recorded service encounters equally distributed
across the two national varieties of Swedish. Greetings are social actions which
lend themselves to cross-cultural comparisons: they exist in all cultures, and in
all types of interactions. In that respect, they are well suited for systematic
examination of which pragmatic routines are culture specific, and which may
be universal (Kendon 1990: 153; Duranti 1997). We investigate how greetings are
produced sequentially, and how they emerge in interaction through embodied
actions, in particular in relation to gaze, with a focus on both similarities and
differences between the two varieties. Thus, the present study on greeting
practices in Finland Swedish and Sweden Swedish should be seen as a con-
tribution to the field of variational pragmatics as well as to the development of
pluricentric theory more generally.
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The article is organized as follows: Section 2 provides a background fol-
lowed by a description of the data in Section 3. The results are presented in
Section 4 and finally, in Section 5, we discuss the results from a pluricentric
perspective and present a short conclusion in Section 6.

2 Background

This section is organized as follows: In Section 2.1 we give a brief background to
Swedish as a pluricentric language. In 2.2, we introduce the theoretical and
methodological frameworks used. In Sections 2.3 and 2.4, we give an account of
selected research on service encounters and greetings respectively.

2.1 Swedish as a pluricentric language

Swedish is the main language in Sweden and one of two official languages in
Finland, alongside Finnish. In Sweden the vast majority of the population of
10 million (Statistics Sweden 2017) has Swedish as their first language. In
Finland, Swedish is a non-dominant variety where the Swedish-speaking
Finns constitute a linguistic minority of 5.3 per cent of the population of
about 5.5 million (Statistics Finland 2015; see also Östman and Mattfolk 2011).
It is a minority with a strong legal, economic and cultural position, as a
result of historical circumstances (Liebkind et al. 2007). The Finnish provinces
formed part of the Swedish kingdom until 1809 when they became part of the
Russian empire as an autonomous grand duchy. However, Swedish remained
the language of the public sphere until Finnish slowly replaced it after
Finland gained independence in 1917 (Saari 2012). The language contact
between Finnish and Finland Swedish in Finland impacts on the communi-
cative patterns used in both varieties. At the same time, the pragmatic
similarities between Finland Swedish and Finnish could also be explained
by shared sociocultural preferences.

Finland Swedish is an exceptionally well-documented non-dominant variety
(Clyne 1992; Norrby et al. 2012), not least because of a tradition of active language
cultivation. In particular, features of pronunciation, grammar and vocabulary
have been documented and contrasted with Sweden Swedish, but there has
been much less focus on language use in various interactional contexts. With
the exception of a few studies, such as Saari (1995) on politeness, address and
greeting practices, Fremer (1996) on address and personal reference, Clyne et al.
(2009) and Norrby et al. (2007) on reported address practices, our on-going
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