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Abstract
Creating internships for newly arrived refugees and immigrants is a well-established
part of the Swedish national integration program and is seen as a strategy to speed up
immigrants’ establishment process. One common belief is that the workplace is
expected to give the newly arrived trainee necessary language training, as well as
contextual and cultural knowledge. Here, the transferring direction of knowledge is
from the Swedish workplace to the receiving newly arrived trainee. However, it is
rarely discussed whether the trainee will bring valuable knowledge to the organization,
or what the relational aspects of the internship should look like. In this paper, we
develop the analysis of internships as a mean for integration in Sweden, by analyzing
what trainees and their supervisors experience in terms of knowledge transfer and
development. By interviewing trainees (4) and supervisors (5), the aim of this paper is
to discuss ideas and practices in an internship program for refugees that The University
of Gothenburg started in 2015. The interviews focus on the structural and organiza-
tional level, though individual experiences also play a central role. Theoretically, the
analysis is interdisciplinary and a cross-cut between organizational theory and cultural
studies, especially the work of Sara Ahmed. Our results show that the trainee is seen
both as a resource and as someone who represents multiculturalism, hospitality, and the
altruism of the university and its employees. The trainee is expected not only to
integrate in a productive way, but also to stand out in non-productive areas, such as
the social context.
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Introduction

According to the European Parliament (2017), over two million people crossed the
European borders in 2015 due to war and international crises. Of those two million,
162,877 applied for asylum in Sweden—an unprecedented number of asylum
seekers in the country (Migrationsverket 2017). In the Swedish public debate
during 2015, the situation was described as the largest humanitarian crisis since
World War II (Radio Sweden, Studio Ett, 11 mars 2015). No other political question
was debated more at the time. In 2015, the government made historical changes in
the countries refugee laws, making it more difficult to be granted asylum (Lag
2016:752). At the same time, a myriad of initiatives were launched by individuals,
groups, and organizations at all levels in society, aiming to formulate constructive
ways forward with regard to welcoming and integrating newly arrived refugees into
Swedish society. The University of Gothenburg was one such organization. It
rapidly decided to offer 80 internships for newly arrived academics in Gothenburg
(Björned 2015) and have since then continued to develop activities in connection
with migration, refugees, and scholars at risk.

Following this pioneer initiative, the Swedish government commissioned all Swed-
ish governmental agencies, including the universities, to offer internships to refugees
who had recently been granted asylum, from 1 April 2016–31 Dec 2018 (The
Government 2016).

In the Ministry of Finance’s assignment to the governmental agencies, the aim and
measures are formulated as such:

The increased immigration means opportunities for Sweden and can contribute to
a growing and more dynamic economy. The Government’s focus is to make sure
that newly arrived women and men get an employment as soon as possible in
order to help develop Sweden. […] The aim of this assignment is to give recently
arrived work seekers, women as well as men, the opportunity to develop their
Swedish language skills, increase their networks and gain knowledge of the
different types of work performed within governmental agencies, which could
increase their possibility to find future work regardless of the sector of the labour
market. (The Government 2016, p.2)

The document states that by integrating the newly arrived into the Swedish labor
market, the trainee program could benefit the Swedish economy as well as the country’s
new inhabitants.

The document is underpinned by a strong belief in the positive outcome of
developing language skills for the individual trainee. A similar focus on language
development is evident in recent research (Sandwall 2010) as well as in official
Swedish policy. The public, and mandatory, Swedish language education program
(SFI: Swedish for Immigrants) has since 2006 adopted a Bpractical work placement-
strategy.^ The strategy explicitly aims to speed up the immigrant’s transition from
school-supported language learning to being an integrated member of the society,
speaking the language, having a real job, and being self-sufficient (Sandwall 2010).
In that respect, the above-mentioned assignment is in line with, and an extension of,
previous policy.
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In the assignment, the newly arrived trainees are expected to Bincrease their net-
works and gain knowledge of the different types of work performed within govern-
mental agencies^ which is assumed to Bincrease the possibility to find future work
regardless of the sector of the labour market.^ This assumption reveals a pre-existing
idea of how knowledge will be transferred in the program, from the Swedish workplace
to the receiving trainee.

By investigating how trainees and their supervisors experienced the internship
program, the aim of this study is to discuss how these experiences can be understood
in relation to the national goals and measures. Combining sociological theory and
method with the field of humanities, we are also able to contribute to an interdisciplin-
ary critical perspective on internship as a mean for integration.

Method

The study builds on four in-depth interviews with persons that either have or have had
an internship at The University of Gothenburg at the time of the interview, together
with five in-depth interviews with supervisors at The University of Gothenburg. The
supervisors were all employed at the university at the time of the interviews, and spoke
as such. The trainees were placed in many at different departments. For each trainee,
one or two supervisors were appointed from the department’s staff. Nobody was forced
to be a supervisor, but rather members of staff were encouraged to sign up if they
wanted to volunteer. The supervisors acted as guides and mentors for the trainees. The
interviews were conducted during the second semester of 2016. The trainees as well as
the supervisors were placed at different departments, were appointed to different kinds
of tasks, and given administrative as well as more research-related positions within the
university organization. The departments were free to choose what tasks the internship
would entail.

The reason for the relatively small number of informants is twofold. First of all, the
study has a qualitative approach, meaning we do not seek to be explanatory nor show
any specific causality. Instead, the validity of the study springs out of what the
informants’ statements and the national and organizational goals represent in relation
to theory (Van Maanen 1979). Secondly, the study is a pilot study. It was initiated
shortly after The University of Gothenburg implemented the trainee program, which
causes a natural limitation of the empirical sample. Our aim with the study is mainly to
develop research questions and perspectives that could later on be pursued in a larger
study.

Both the authors and the respondents were associated to The University of Gothen-
burg at the time of the interviews, but there is no closer affiliation between them. The
interviews were conducted in Swedish and were semi structured (see Kvale 2007). Two
of the trainees had certain questions explained in a language they were more familiar
with during the interviews. Each interview took about 1 h each. The interview guide for
the trainee concerned questions such as educational or working background, how the
internship was perceived and experienced, and what kind of tasks were appointed to the
trainee. It also investigated the experienced relationship to colleagues and what expec-
tations the trainee had before, during, and after the internship. The interview guide for
the supervisors targeted questions about how they got involved in the trainee program
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and how they organized the internship, the tasks appointed to the trainee, and their
beliefs about learning outcome for both parties.

Since the study has a qualitative approach that seeks to understand the experiences
of the trainees and supervisors, the interviews were thematically analyzed (see
Vaismoradi et al. 2013). To be able to grasp the conditions of the trainee vis-a-vis the
supervisors on their own premises, the interviews with the trainees and supervisors
were initially analyzed separately. After the coding was done, the interviews were read
in relation to each other. In this second, merging step, the final coding was done and
with it the structure of the article.

All names are feigned and substituted for ethical reason. As the internship program
at The University of Gothenburg is relatively small and recently started, we have
chosen not to name the individual departments. This does not affect the validity of
the study as its focus lies on a structural perspective, targeting the university in general
as a space for knowledge transformation and knowledge processing.

Theoretical Perspectives

Implementing Organizational Changes

To be able to understand the context in which both the trainees and the supervisors are
working, we will outline some theoretical points of departure. Firstly, we will discuss
concepts within organizational theory, and secondly, we present a critical perspective
drawing on the work of Sara Ahmed. Through this interdisciplinary approach, the
article attempts to deepen the understanding of beliefs and outcomes of the trainee
program.

Conceptual and Operational Knowledge

Within the field of organization theory, the terms practical/operational knowledge and
cognitive/conceptual knowledge have been used to describe different learning processes
(see for example Fiol and Lyles 1985; Romme and Dillen 1997; Hedberg 1981;
Shrivastava and Mitroff 1982; Senge 1990). Practical/operational knowledge involves
learning concrete tasks and work methods, such as handling computer systems or
writing protocols—assignments that do not require a broader understanding of the
organization one is working within. Cognitive/conceptual knowledge, however, refers
to an overall understanding of the organization, its history, and desired future. It
involves having a coordinating position and, in some cases, even a vision.

This kind of division is often dependent upon which position or status an individual
has in the organization (Bunderson and Reagans 2011). The higher up in the hierarchy,
the more probable it will be for the person to engage in the conceptual field, whilst a
person in a lower or precarious position most often is directed to practical tasks.

Another factor that affects this division is the informal social life that occurs in every
organization (Knoche and Castrogiovanni 2015). It should also be mentioned that
attaining cognitive/conceptual knowledge, practical/operational ones, is mainly an
analytical distinction. A learning process in real life is hard to divide into reified
abstractions, and it would not even be correct to do so (Alvesson 1993). However,
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on an analytical level, when pointing out the power structure—for instance the division
of manual and intellectual labor—it can be a useful tool.

The Knowledge Economy, BHard^ and BSoft^ Skills, and the Merging of Space
and Body

As part of the concept of life-long learning, a more common way to view knowledge is
by making a distinction between Bhard skills^ (sometimes referred to as technical
skills) and Bsoft skills^ (sometimes referred to as cultural skills) (see for instance the
European Network of the Heads of Public Employment Services 2011). In contrast to
the terms conceptual and operational knowledge, these categories cut across the
organizational hierarchy, as employees and employers are all expected to master both
hard and soft skills. While Bhard skills^ are defined as Bspecific job-related technical
abilities,^ Bsoft skills^ involve social competences such as adaptation, openness, and
positive attitudes that will enable the employee to communicate, co-operate, and work
well within the organization (Urciuoli 2008, 2010).

In the so-called Bknowledge-based^ economy which demands flexibility, since the
labor market is ever changing, the ability to learn becomes more important than what is
actually being learned. Soft and social skills, which includes the above-mentioned
competences, become a resource. BSoft skills,^ meaning the ability to adapt, becomes a
fundamental quality for the individual worker. To be able to meet and handle fluctu-
ations, individuals must learn how to stay innovative and positive—qualities that do not
automatically come with Bhard skills^ or formal education (see Shulz 2008).

Among Swedish advocates of the Bskill^ concepts are The Confederation of Swedish
Enterprise (Svenskt Näringsliv) and the liberal think tank Forum for Reforms, Entre-
preneurship and Sustainability (Fores). According to these market-friendly lobbying
parties, social skills are becoming more and more important. It is even stated that
abilities such as cultural competences are sometimes more crucial than technical skills
(Fores 2014). Since technical needs, and technology, are constantly changing, there is
no point in relying on formal qualifications. To cite OECD:

The demands on learners and thus education systems are evolving fast. In the
past, education was about teaching people something. Now, it is about making
sure that individuals develop a reliable compass and the navigation skills to find
their own way through an increasingly uncertain, volatile and ambiguous world.
(...) Today, schools need to prepare students for more rapid economic and social
change than ever before, for jobs that have not yet been created, to use technol-
ogies that have not yet been invented, and to solve social problems that we do not
yet know will arise. (...) Put simply, the world no longer rewards people just for
what they know – Google knows everything – but for what they can do with what
they know. (OECD 2015, Schooling redesigned)

What is often neglect in these discussions, however, is the preceding processes of
acquiring Bsoft skills.^ For a long time, sociology and cultural studies have emphasized
the importance of symbolic and cultural capital—a knowledge of language, customs,
social codes, and norms of the surrounding society—which accompanies one’s social
background (Bourdieu 1979/2010). Acquiring social skills is not something that can be
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planned a priori, but rather something that must be understood as a consequence and in
relation to specific hierarchies and power structures and to a certain symbolic and
cultural capital.

To enable an analysis of the processes through which soft skills are acquired, as well
as a discussion of how (global and organizational) power hierarchies with regard to, for
example, language, and race/ethnicity influence these processes, it is necessary to
complement our descriptive organizational theory with a critical perspective. In this
article, Sara Ahmed’s critical and phenomenological studies on the relationships
between employees and organizations provide this perspective (Ahmed 2007).

In BThe phenomenology of whiteness,^ Sara Ahmed discusses the relationship
between bodies and (institutional) space, noting that B[p]ublic spaces take shape
through the habitual action of bodies^ (Ahmed 2007, p.156). Ahmed offers two
important points. Firstly, she notes that such habits fade into an invisible back-
ground—we become used to them and stop noticing them. Secondly, this interconnec-
tion between body and space makes spaces, according to Ahmed, extensions of certain
bodies. This is what makes a person feel at home. If our habits are similar to the space
in which we move and to the people who are there, we fit in the space. If, on the other
hand, our habits are unlike the space, we do not fit in. This will be experienced as
discomfort, insecurity, and as being constantly exposed. Furthermore, it makes us
aware of ourselves and of our difference, similar to a double consciousness (Du Bois
1989). The difference might be described as one between moving freely and constantly
running into walls (Ahmed 2007, pp. 160–163). From such a perspective, it is the
merging of space and body that, hopefully, enables the trainee to move freely through a
workplace (and in extension—the Swedish labor market).

The (Risky) Importance of Organizational Key Figures

One of the greatest challenges when implementing new systems, as in this case
implementing a new trainee program for incorporating immigrants into the university
as a work place, is the relationship between the individuals (micro level) and organi-
zational culture (meso level). Just because an initiative or formal directive about new
work procedures is decided, it does not mean it will replace collective memories,
structures, traditions, and informal hierarchies. For it to be successfully implemented,
individuals will have to relate and integrate the information and directives in a
sustainable way. Thus, collective, organizational knowledge is more than the sum of
all individuals, and learning processes must be understood dialectically between the
individual and the organization. As Crossan et al. puts it: BComplex organizations [such
as the Universities] are more than ad hoc communities or collections of individuals.
Relationships become structured, and some of the individual learning and shared
understandings developed by groups become institutionalized as organization
artefacts^ (Crossan et al. 1999, pp.524).

For new systems or knowledge development to last and for organizational changes
to be enduring, ideas must be integrated on a collective level (Crossan et al. 1999;
Bierly et al. 2000). This requires, first of all, that the leaders of the organization must
acknowledge the benefits of the change. But the employees are also important. In
situations where changes are initiated by individuals that have an influential position,
fellow workers must legitimize the propositions and be willing to integrate changes on
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a more systematic level. If not, the changes will be fragmentized in their implementa-
tion and arbitrarily done, based on personal interests and adaptation. Thus, long-lasting
changes—both cognitive/conceptual and practical/operational—must go beyond its key
figures and become collective actions and a collective memory. Lastly, implementation
of changes is also affected by the organizational structure. The flatter the structure, the
more accessible and dynamic will the learning process be. At the same time, the more
hierarchical an organization is, the easier it is to institute changes in a systematic way.
In both cases, however, vague information and expectations hinder the realization of
change (Crossan et al. 1999).

Implementing a trainee program for newly arrived is not necessarily something that
would increase the competitiveness of the departments nor contribute to the ranking
system under which the universities are conditioned. If formal resources are not offered
to the program, much of it will be dependent on motivated individuals, which makes
the initiative highly vulnerable.

Empirical Findings

In the following, we will present what the trainees and the supervisors experienced in
terms of knowledge transfer and development. For reasons of confidentiality, we have
chosen to call the four trainees T1, T2, T3, and T4 and the five supervisors S1, S2, S3,
S4, and S5.

The Experience and Expectations of the Trainee

Understanding Bthe System^

Most importantly, every trainee hoped that their internship would help them establish
themselves on the Swedish labor market—generally or specifically within academia.
This movement towards work was connected, in the interviews, to the accumulation of
two types of knowledge. On the one hand, the trainees spoke of practical knowledge—
the technical, hard skills required to complete specific tasks. A working knowledge of
Swedish—with an emphasis on professional vocabulary—can be included in this
category. On the other hand, the trainees felt the need for another type of knowledge
that they found more difficult to pinpoint. T1 spoke of understanding Bthe system,^ T2
about gaining Bexperience,^ and T3 about learning how a Swedish university Bworks.^
T4 explained this double-sided project:

T4: I had some expectations regarding language skills development, having a
better knowledge about working environment in Sweden, and have more expe-
rience, which will provide me more space in the Swedish labour market in the
future.

It seems that working in, but also working with a space—a specific space such as a
university department or a more abstract one such as the Swedish labor market—not
only requires practical knowledge, but also a mastery of a cultural competence (in a
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broad sense) that is required of the organization, that might be described as a set of Bsoft
skills.^ This view is also shared by representatives for the university. For instance, in an
interview about the internships which was published in the university’s journal, the
project manager states that one aim of their internship program is Bproviding possibil-
ities to learn about Swedish society and workplace culture^ (GU Journalen 2016:5, p.
22). This second, soft, learning process is important both from the perspective of the
workplace and from that of the trainees. But it is harder to make explicit what such
knowledge of Bsociety^ and Bworkplace culture^ consists of, how it is learned, and why
it is important. In an effort to shed light on this underexplored aspect of the internship
experience, we turn to discuss the trainees’ engagement with their workspace.

Habit Worlds

Underpinning the above-mentioned aim is an unspoken assumption that in order to
work in and with a space, one must fit that space and the people who work there.
Drawing on Ahmed, this assumption can be described as an ideal of similarity—the
space must be familiar to the trainee, and the trainee to the space.1 The internship is,
from that perspective, a process of body and space becoming alike.

Based on our interviews, this process of merging space and body take on two
different forms. Firstly, the space can be adapted to fit the body. Such willingness to
change the space to fit the body is most commonly experienced as a feeling of being
welcomed. Several trainees talked about the importance of being given their own space,
their own office with a laptop. T2 spoke of a surprise and joy when he came to work
and a room was prepared for him, with his name on the door:

T2: It was a really nice surprise [the first day], because I received my own room
with my name, it was on the door, and I didn’t think that would happen. I was
really happy.

Nothing made T2 feel more welcome than the fact that the physical environment had
been changed to accommodate him. Naturally, everybody needs an office space to
work, but an office also gives the trainee privacy—functioning as a form of safe
space—and very concretely conveys a willingness to adapt the workspace to the
trainee. This will increase the level of belonging to the work place, giving the trainee
the feeling of being part of the team, as well as being welcome. The symbolic
importance of the physical environment was also stressed by T3, though in a negative
way. She spoke about the frustration of constantly getting lost, not finding her way
Bhome,^ and working in lunchrooms or other public spaces. In her case, the experience
of being a stranger, of running into walls, took physical shape.

Changing the space to fit the body can be done concretely. But it might also be done
abstractly; by adapting the internship to fit the trainee. S4, for instance, mentions
flexibility with regard to a trainee unable to perform the task that the department had
in mind. There are also examples of departments making the internship fit the specific
skills of the trainee, enabling the trainee to enrich the department’s ordinary activities.

1 Ahmed would phrase it as a necessity of the space being an extension of the trainee. She writes: BWhite
bodies are comfortable as they inhabit spaces that extend their shape^ (Ahmed 2007, p. 158).
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One example is T4, who had previous experience in communication and university
administration. She approached her department with the idea to launch a conference on
the topic of university internship. In this case, the department adapted the trainee’s tasks
to fit her previous work experience. T4, together with her supervisors, arranged the
above-mentioned conference where a number of university departments and organiza-
tions participated.

For most of the interviewees, however, their schedules and assignments were pre-
determined. To some extent, the same can be said for the expected outcome of the
internship. Supervisor, S4, spoke of a hesitation to accept a too highly trained trainee,
since they felt unsure about how to structure the situation to produce a pre-determined
outcome:

S4: We were offered a person who was… or is… incredibly competent, who has
been a lawyer previously. And I would have been happy to take that person
another time – to teach mainly, but I’m worried that this person might have too
much competence to find it [the internship] fun. It has to be a challenge too, so
you feel that you evolve.

This attitude might be put down to a desire to provide a rewarding experience for the
trainee—it can be daunting to come into a workspace without clear instructions about
what to do there. But at the same time, the wish to pre-determine the internship also
reveals an unwillingness to adapt the workspace—thought of more abstractly as the
work situation rather than the actual rooms—to fit the trainee, leaving the responsibility
of the Bfit^ between workspace and trainee up to the trainee’s ability to adapt.

Secondly, thus, body and space can merge by the body adapting to fit the space.
Though not spoken of in such explicit terms, this seems to be the common approach
and the natural point of departure. It is telling that the above-mentioned goal of the
internship is formulated as a one-way process of the trainee learning about Swedish
society and work culture, rather than being spoken of as an intra-action between trainee
and workspace, in which both sides explore how they can adapt to each other. In our
examples, one department held the door Bopen^ for the initiatives from the trainee (the
example of the conference). Other supervisors and trainees describe a more pre-
organized internship, where tasks were sometimes decided beforehand, or decided by
the supervisors and departments rather than suggested by the trainees. The reason might
be that many supervisors saw language learning as the most important aim of the
internship, together with learning the Swedish workplace culture.

From this perspective, one of the most crucial aspects of the internship is the
question of language.

The Importance of Swedish

Most trainees faced difficulties with the language. Interestingly, the problem was
not the professional vocabulary, but rather social conversations during lunch or
coffee breaks. The difficulty came from the speed of talking, and from the fact that
the topics that were being discussed often demanded a high level of language and
slang. T4 spoke of one situation when colleagues were discussing their skiing
vacation in the north of Sweden:

Internship as a Mean for Integration. A Critical Study 331



T4: For example, some employees were discussing their skiing up in the north of
Sweden mentioning certain names of equipment’s as well as names of familiar
places to other Swedish, but not for persons outside Sweden. This complexity in
language use cause uncertainty and caused me to self-withdrawal. As I do not
understand the topic they are talking about so I will not contribute in the
conversation.

This complexity in language use causes a feeling of fear to not being able to contribute
to the conversation, resulting in self-withdrawal and difficulties to interact with other
employees. This is another example of how the space is not fitted to accommodate the
trainee.

A related question is that of culture, specifically workplace culture but also culture in
a wider sense. One obvious example is, naturally, the Swedish tradition of Bafter work,^
of going to a pub or bar together after work. This tradition, which always includes
alcohol, might exclude many people from taking part in the Bworkplace culture^ that
they are supposed to learn about, making any such knowledge useless. T1 highlighted
how certain cultural differences meant that she could not or did not feel comfortable
engaging in some social activities. Though T1 was not excluded from them, she was
faced with the choice between excluding herself or breaking her cultural codes. This is
a painful choice—even more so considering the precarious situation that the trainee is
in with regard to the provider of the internship. Beneath the welcoming phrase of the
invitation was, thus, a less friendly message—an impossible ultimatum, again causing
self-withdrawal. It is important to note that our interviewees experienced similar
situations differently. In contrast to T1, T3 was engaged in many social activities with
her Swedish colleagues outside the workplace. This might have been due to the length
of the internship: T3 had a 6-month-long internship, whereas T1’s was much shorter.
But it is also important to consider what cultural norms different people may need to
give up to be able to profit from different efforts to be introduced to Swedish
Bworkplace culture.^

At this point, it is important to point out the power imbalance between the em-
ployees of the department who are at Bhome,^ and the trainee who is trying to fit in. In
the situation discussed here, such a power dynamic becomes more profound. Some of
the factors mentioned above, such as the need for an office, are not limited to refugee
trainees but can be thought to be universal. But other aspects of the workspace-body
Bfit^ are specific to these trainees. One such aspect is the question of language.

It is interesting that learning Swedish was stressed by trainees and supervisors alike.
With its emphasis on internationalization, the University of Gothenburg has, for a long
time, recruited international members of staff. These co-workers, mostly from Western
Europe, the USA, and Australia, are rarely required to master Swedish. Both students
and staff are accustomed to switching to English to accommodate international staff. In
the case of such members of staff, the workspace adapts to fit individual. The trainees,
however, are expected to adapt to fit the pre-existing linguistic environment. The
question is seldom one of enabling communication—all of the trainees interviewed
were highly proficient in English. Tentatively, one might suggest that since the Anglo-
phone international members of staff often are more alike the workspace in other
ways—be it culturally, academically, or ethnically, they are Bsimilar enough^ to be at
home in the workspace without the demand of sharing the Swedish language. The
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trainees on the other hand seem to be perceived as being in a greater need of Bfitting in^
and therefore requested to master the Swedish language at a level where they are
capable of doing the work in Swedish. Language is thus one of the most palpable
differences between trainee and workspace, but perhaps also thought to be most
Bneutral.^ Another tentative conclusion is that whether it is the space that adapts to
the body or the body that adapts to the space is a question of global power hierarchies.

The Experiences and Expectations of the Supervisors

None of the supervisors were given extra time or resources to engage in the mentorship
as the involvement was voluntarily organized and based on personal motivation. The
supervising was thus done parallelly with the employee’s ordinary work tasks. When
asked why they engaged in the project the answers focused on both emotional as well
as practical reasons.

Question: How were the discussions about receiving a trainee?

S1: Well firstly, the directives were given from our Head of department… he was
the one who presented the university’s initiative for us and asked us if we wanted
to be involved and take on a trainee. And then our group said, ‘yes, we do!’ – and
one person would be enough, we thought. In that way, we could split the work as
well between us... and also, well you know we’re read about the situation in
Sweden, how it is and all, so it also felt meaningful for many of us to do
something. And since it was a voluntary task you’d have to feel that you have
something to give and that it’s enjoyable as well.

This type of reasoning was widely spread among the supervisors. The reason for
engaging in this extra work was partly because of altruistic arguments, albeit
concerning different matters. It could be to help the trainee or it could be to gain a
feeling of meaningfulness on a personal level. As S1 stated: BIt might not be the biggest
thing in the world, but it means a lot for the person who gets here [to Sweden]^ and that
Byou get something out of it as a human being.^ Or as another supervisor, S2, put it:

S2: As being part of a government body, it is my opinion that you have some sort
of responsibility, I think there lies a moral obligation to do so… well then of
course, one always has a personal motivation as well.

Besides these altruistic arguments, there were also practical reasons why the trainee
program was of interest. In the first quote, the supervisor is telling us that they needed
to split the work with the trainee which indicates the lack of readiness and formal
resources. Consequently, because it was an extra task for the department, and because
the departments are under productivity pressure, the trainee was sometimes seen as an
extra resource. BSince we have a heavy workload, it would be great if someone could
help un-burdening us a bit^ (S3) as one supervisor stated. The supervisors therefore
hoped that the trainee would have relevant operational skills, Bsomeone with good
computer experience such as Word, Excel and other programs^ (S4) for example. In
other words, the trainee was given a dual role: one that is supposed to learn—Ban
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investment,^ and one that is already competent enough to become a resource—Ba
return.^

Accordingly, when the supervisors reasoned why the internship was important for
the trainees, the arguments were quite hands-on. They concerned operational/practical
knowledge, learning specific tasks such as computer systems and administrative
routines, though two things were mainly emphasized: their ability to practice the
Swedish language and getting merits on their CV. These, they stated, were the biggest
gains for the trainee. As one supervisor framed it:

S4: (…) as our head coordinator stressed, that they would get the chance to be a
trainee in order to practice their [Swedish] language skills. And that was also
what we pointed out for those [at the department] who were to meet the trainees:
that it is Swedish that is the deal. We know that the directives didn’t reach
everyone, all the way but… that was really our explicit instructions, that they
would practice their language skills and get a merit in their CV, yeah…

The language skill is, as have been pointed out above, a competence that participates in
more than one category. In one way, it could be classified as a practical knowledge, a
Bhard skill.^ In another way, languages are cultural phenomenon which demand social
understanding and sense of nuances. A language includes collective memories, such as
emotions and traditions, which is not easy to learn in a formal way. In the interviews,
therefore, when discussing the language aspect of the internship, it is easy to see that
the cognitive aspects were very close to hand as well.

But interestingly, when the cognitive/conceptual knowledge was mentioned, it was
mostly defined by the definitions of Bsoft skills,^ such as the trainees’ possibility to
have a social and cultural exchange.

S5: I think it’s a really good possibility for the newly arrived to get an insight of
the different parts of society, on different levels. Both socially but also as a
training; to be able to practice the language and to get a foot in to society more
generally. I think it’s really effective in a way.

The cultural aspect was a complicated and conflicting issue. In one way, the supervisors
thought it was interesting to listen to the trainees’ private experiences and to learn
something about for instance the war in the trainee’s home countries, their traditions,
and perhaps even their religious beliefs. This tended to create a Blistening^ and pending
dynamic while in those cases where the trainee showed signs of assimilation or
sameness, the trainee quickly became something familiar and associated with positive
qualities. This wasn’t just something that occurred during the internship, but something
that also affected the actual process of choosing the trainee. One trainee was actually
chosen because of the trainee’s involvement in sports activities and in the engagement
in training young people which was taken as an ambition to learn Swedish and Swedish
culture.

It becomes evident that the informal qualifications, the soft skills, are just as crucial
as the formal ones. Being the double stranger that the trainee is—both a newly arrived
in the country and on the Swedish labor market—the personal qualities (being ambi-
tious, active, social etc.) makes the stranger less strange. In this case, the person earned
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its placement as a trainee due to the fact that the trainee had already showed cultural
competence and a soft skill mastery.

During the interviews, the supervisors were mostly concerned with what the trainees
could gain from the internship—not what they could contribute with in professional
terms. When asked what the department could gain, the answer was often centered
around the altruistic/moral aspects combined with the Blistening^ and pending dynam-
ics described above.

Question: What was your gains having a trainee?

S1: Well I think we’ve had a whole lot of cultural exchange. We’ve learned so
much about the situation in Syria during our coffee breaks. They’ve been sharing
some of their experiences with us… which I personally find very interesting, to
get to know someone with a background that is so different from most of ours.
And then… I don’t know, for instance the first trainee we had, he’s got a job now
at the university, that makes me very happy. It feels like you’ve actually done
something. Maybe he could’ve gotten the job anyway, but it’s easier for him after
he’s got a foot in, and for us to be a part of that feels… [great] You really do feel
good as a person, as a human being. And I think we all feel that way. So it’s on
different levels, that’s very positive… yeah.

There were, in other words, moral and cultural aspects in the supervisors’ engagement,
rather than professional curiosity or professional academic interest. For the trainee,
though, the gains were said to be concrete, involving language training, getting Ba foot
in^ the Swedish society and a better CV.

Themotivation behind taking on a trainee was in all cases the result of a collective wish
to Bdo something^ in the 2015 chaotic European refugee situation. The intention was to
Bgive^ and Bengage.^ However good the intention was, a certain charity aspect of such a
motivation and action is foregrounded and thus pushing to the background a willingness
to pay attention to the real potential beneficiations of the internship, which was stressed in
the governmental decree. In the following, we will go on to discuss the structure between
trainee and the department employees and make some concluding remarks.

Critical Discussion

Conflicting Motivations and Cultural Reproduction

On a national level, the aim of the trainee program has been to integrate the newly
arrived into the Swedish labor market (through the means of language learning and
work placement). The program has been formulated both as a way for well-educated
newcomers to get more specialized work life experience, and as an opportunity for the
Swedish labor market to use these Binternational competences.^ In the knowledge
economy, organizational learning and development is seen as crucial in the processes
of reaching competitive advantages (Moingeon and Edmondson 1996). Language
training can be seen as one such process (Shin 2016). Being advanced professional
learning organizations, the universities have become important platforms when
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branding the nation (Deem et al. 2008; Marginson 2006). Roughly speaking, the name
of the nation is today expanding (the continuation of its sovereignty) not through
conquest but competition. Attracting a skilled and flexible work force is one way of
succeeding in this competition.

On a meso/organizational level, however, this general profitability is not realizable
in the internships’ initial phases, as the trainee program is characterized by social and
professional training. Rather, the program could be viewed as an Binvestment in human
recourses^ that will give the organization a competitive advantage in the long term.
However, in our findings, it is clear that on a meso level, The University of Gothenburg
was not mainly driven by the potential economic and professional gain that the trainee
program could bring to the organization (Moingeon and Edmondson 1996). Instead, the
aim was to help specific people and society as a whole in a difficult time. This altruistic
motivation might explain why the program has been dependent on organizational key
figures rather than being implemented on a collective level. The project, as well as the
responsibility for knowledge development both for individuals and for the organization,
remained on a micro level. Firstly, the University of Gothenburg initially provided
internships to help newly arrived refugees without being a part of a national program.
Secondly, when the program was implemented—even when it was adapted by the
government—the departments did not receive extra resources to work with the trainees.
The program was entirely dependent on individual members of staff and their personal,
be it altruistic or practical, motivation. The risk with such a set-up is obvious. Crossan
et al. emphasizes that in order for change to become permanent in an organization,
leading figures must acknowledge the benefits and importance of that change (Crossan
et al. 1999). By not granting the necessary resources to the program, heads of
departments and the chancellor of the university implicitly undermined the importance
of the program, regardless of what they actually said about it. One possible outcome is
that the program as well as the potential knowledge development that the trainees could
bring to the organization is never integrated at a collective level.

Even though the personal, altruistic motivation of the key figures in the program is
understandable, two critical points can be made about it. Firstly, not giving any resources
to the supervisors and using the trainees to relieve the existingworkload, as was sometimes
the case, is to exploit both supervisors and trainees. The supervisor gets an extra task and
the trainee does unpaid labor. As the trainees weremostly occupiedwith tasks that required
practical/operational skills, there is a risk of a power hierarchy developing in the organi-
zation between trainees and employees (Bunderson and Reagans 2011). Such a develop-
ment would be a long way both from the altruistic motivation underlined by our respon-
dents and from the view that Binternational competence^ could advance the Swedish
knowledge economy (Moingeon and Edmondson 1996).

Secondly, the fact that the trainee program is dependent on the altruistic motivation
of the supervisors affects the dynamics of the internship on a micro/interpersonal level
between trainee and supervisor. This leads us onto a second critical point. It is
important to remember that the trainee has an ambivalent position in the organization.
As trainees, he or she is not a fully integrated member of the organization. The trainee
was expected to do some work, though not any vital work. Even if the newly arrived
had freely accepted and applied for the internships, they had little other choice in a
broader perspective, as there were few Breal^ jobs available. Ahrne (1993) describes the
general position of an organization member as half dependent, half free (an
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Borganization centaur^). In the case of the newly arrived trainees, however, they must
be considered much less free than controlled, as their position at the university is
dependent on the good will of other people.

Since the supervisors’ work is voluntary and based on personal motivation, the
trainee has a dependent position not only with regard to the organization but also to the
supervisor’s good will (Ahrne 1993). Thus, the interpersonal dynamics between trainee
and supervisor tend to become based on social and personal emotions, notably involv-
ing certain expectations of the trainee being Bgrateful,^ Bambitious,^ or Bcurious.^ As
Knoche and Castrogiovanni (2015) have pointed out, access to organizational concep-
tual knowledge is often dependent on the informal, social life of an organization. With
the trainee program, this certainly seems to be the case. In order to gain access to the
cognitive/conceptual knowledge necessary for understanding how the university
Bworks,^ the trainees must perform a certain social role, and demonstrate soft skills
such as adaptation and ambition (Urciuoli 2008, 2010). Correspondingly, the supervi-
sors must get to feel that they have done something Bunselfish^ by helping the trainee
and contributing to the ethical goodwill of the organization. To sum up the different
levels and the relations between them, the department does something altruistic for the
trainee, where the trainee is expected to perform in a certain way and demonstrate
certain soft skills (socially and professionally), which eventually is supposed to lead to
promote the Swedish labor market and economic growth. This is supposed to leave the
trainee with a sense of gratefulness (since it has to do with actual life chances), whereon
the university can be content with fulfilling an ethical obligation.

In all, in order for a trainee program to represent an enduring change on a meso level
and not be dependent on key figures and their differing motivation, to avoid exploita-
tion, an in order to avoid power imbalances between trainee and supervisor on a micro
level, we would suggest that it receives separate funding. Great effort must also go into
making the program a collective project with a framework for knowledge development
and retention. Altruistic motivation might seem enough at first glance, but to build a
program on it has many risks.

The Trainee as Guest

Despite the heavy emphasis on trainees’ social skills, both when recruiting and during
the internship, the trainee never becomes a natural, integrated member of the organi-
zation. This has to do with organizational as well as social reasons. Firstly, the framing
of the trainee as a refugee is so strong in the program, that it risks becoming his or hers
primary identity. This framing is done both socially and organizationally. Being a
refugee is the whole premise of the trainee’s existence at the work place from the
beginning. As such, the trainee is labeled as an Borganizational centaur^ (Ahrne 1993)
in a specific way: he or she is considered to be part of the organization but in a
profoundly different way and for different reasons than other employees. Is it possible
for colleagues and supervisors to reshape this framing? Paired with the explicit demand
of learning Swedish, the refugee will have a difficult task trying to fit in to the
workspace. Since he or she might lack the Bcultural capital^ that other employees take
for granted (Bourdieu 1979/2010), the trainee is at a disadvantage when it comes to
acquiring the required and expected soft skills. Taken together, the process of merging
body and space that Ahmed calls the basis for feeling Bat home^ in an organization
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(Ahmed 2007, 2012) creates a strong indication of, though never made explicit, how
welcome the trainee is (and in what way they are welcome) at the university.

Based on our interviews, we would argue that the trainees have been welcomed as
guests—as examples of organizational hospitality rather than as an enduring change in
the collective memory of the university (Crossan et al. 1999). As Ahmed points out,
such a welcoming does not diminish, but rather perpetuates the radical gap between
those who belong and those who do not, at the same time as it presents itself as bridging
that gap (Ahmed 2012).

One aspect of this has to do with time. It is in the nature of the internship to be
limited in time. But trainees as well as supervisors stressed that the internships had been
too short, leaving the trainees with too little time to acquire neither the operational nor
the conceptual knowledge they were in need of. It is of course a daunting, not to say
impossible, task to become Bat home^ in a space constituted by a strong demand to
learn Swedish, being a guest, and it is hardly achievable in the couple of months that is
the standard length of the internships. For an internship program such as this not to
become an altruistic Bdecoration,^ or what Ahmed calls a Bnon-performative act^ (ibid,
pp.113–140), but instead be a real possibility for knowledge development in both hard
and soft skills, we would therefor suggest that it be prolonged.

Yet another, more complex, factor of the trainees’ tacit positioning as guests in an alien
space is how they are simultaneously expected to be both similar and different. On the one
hand, it is stressed that the trainees must adapt to become alike the workspace. Adaption is
an important soft skill in today’s labor market (Urciuoli 2008, 2010). Though this is often
expressed in terms of language or social skills in the interviews, the ideal of adaption
basically means gaining the Bcultural capital^ required to Bfit in^ and be similar to the
other employees in the organization (Ahmed 2007). On the other hand, many supervisors
pointed out that they wanted to interact with the trainees because of their perceived
difference—mostly discussed as cultural differences that might bring an unfamiliar,
element to the workspace. From that perspective, the trainees’ pre-existing cultural capital
and soft skills were an asset. However, their pre-existing knowledge was not thought to be
professionally useful, but only socially interesting. Though the trainees were expected to
learn to become similar to the workspace, they were also expected to be different. The
trainee is seen both as someone who could become a resource if he or she assimilates, and
as someone who represents desirable diversity. Hence, the trainee becomes someone who
is expected to be integrated in a productive way, but at the same time to stand out in the
non-productive areas such as the social context.

Charity or a Willingness to Be Enriched?

The expectations surrounding the praxis of offering a newly arrived academic an
internship seem based on a knowledge transfer direction going from the university to
the trainee. When any kind of knowledge transfer is mentioned going in the other
direction, it is not transferring on a meso/organizational level but only on a micro/
personal level, notably going from the trainee to the member of staff. This knowledge is
rarely thought to enrich the organization in other ways than socially, though such a
perspective on Binternational competence^ is prevalent both in the governmental
assignment and in research on the topic (Moingeon and Edmondson 1996). The
member of staff that interacts with the trainee gets an insight in cultural differences
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that is experienced as personally enriching. But the organization does not use the
trainee’s professional knowledge. It is even reluctant to do so.

For instance, when one supervisor was asked about recruitment, she answered that at
one occasion her department had an applicant with high qualifications in law. They
turned down the application out of fear that the applicant would not be stimulated. This
clarifies the implicit knowledge transfer direction: from the university to the newly
arrived trainee. No respondent mentioned that the trainee program could have provided
opportunity for the department to have a highly qualified trainee with the means to
contribute with both operational and conceptual knowledge to the department—i.e.,
reversing the knowledge transferring order. One explanation could be that the univer-
sity, as the managerial organization it is, has a hard time planning for the unexpected.
But the reluctance to learn from the trainees is noteworthy, since highly educated
individuals apply to become trainees and since the university is even more invested
in the ideals of a knowledge-based economy than many other work spaces (Deem et al.
2008; Marginson 2006). The fact that the trainee program was never framed as an
opportunity to develop organizational knowledge is remarkable, and telling with regard
to the implicit power hierarchies that underpin the program.

A self-awareness of the complex, unequal, relationship between the refugee and the
receiving part in an internship could hopefully make the university open up to
acknowledging the (in many cases very high) competence, the strong motivation to
start a new life and the willingness to share experiences from a professional former life
(not just exotic anecdotes at the lunch break). In order for this type of relational
knowledge development to happen, however, the space of the university would have
to adjust not only on a social level, but also on a formal level.
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