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Abstract

This study explores Thai bilingual speakers’ code-switching in a formal work setting. 
Although code-switching may appear to be random, there is an underlying choice 
which speakers decide upon when switching between languages: Language proficiency, 
the initial speaker’s language choice, the setting, and role relationships all contribute 
to these choices. This study investigates the factors contributing to code-switch 
decisions by participants within their specific work environment. The main findings 
show that adopting one language over the other depends on two main factors: first, the 
initial sequence of the interaction; second, the role relationship that the participants 
wish to maintain. This study has drawn upon the conversational approach and Auer’s 
sequential analysis to collect and interpret data from ethno-graphic observations, 
questionnaires, and semi-structured interviews.
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1 Introduction

A Bilingual speaker uses different languages for different purposes, in differ-
ent contexts, with various degrees of proficiency to communicate with other 
interlocutors (Wei 2000). One aspect of bilingualism recognized throughout 
all definitions is the use of code-switching. Gumperz (1982, 59) defines code-
code-switching as “the juxtaposition within the same speech exchange of 
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passages of speech belonging to two different grammatical systems.” More 
recent definitions have focused on conversation and social aspects. Tseng & 
Cashman (2015) explain code-switching as essentially, bi- and multilingual 
speakers’ use of more than one language or language variety within a single 
interaction or conversational turn.

Code-switching is often used as an umbrella term to include different lan-
guage phenomena within the sentence and beyond. Code-mixing and language 
mixing are also well-known terms. (See Muysken 2000; Wei 2001). However, 
some researchers use the term code-switching for specific areas of language 
use. For example, Singh (1985) uses the term code-switching for inter-senten-
tial switches and the term code-mixing for intra-sentential switching.

2 Research Aims

Code-switching can occur either intra-sententially, defined as an occurrence 
within a single sentence, constituent, or even word (Poplack 2001), or inter-sen-
tentially, an event which Koban (2013) characterizes as a switch of language 
outside the sentence or clause level. This study focuses on inter-sentential 
switching and looks at the social elements that play a role in code-switching.

There is a wealth of research on inter-sentential code-switching, based on 
teaching and learning environments (Brice 2000; Martin-Jones 2003). This 
study hopes to add to the existing literature on inter-sentential code-switching 
by analyzing it in a specific work setting. This study examines how Thai bilin-
gual speakers who work in a restaurant in Cambridge, UK, show a marked dif-
ference in their use of code-switching under different situations in their work 
setting. The aim is to see if an inter-sentential pattern determines code-switch-
ing by the participants from English to Thai, or Thai to English, such as the 
working relationship, social identity, and interaction context. The participants 
of this study are all Thai nationals who have lived in the UK for over five years. 
To get a clearer picture of how code-switching develops, the study is analyzed 
based upon Auer’s sequential approach and the patterns of code-switching 
that he proposes. Three main questions are driving this research.

Research questions
– Do different situations initiate code-switching by bilingual speakers?
– Does the relationship between the bilingual participants influence 

code-switching?
– Does the initiating speaker influence the sequence of language use 

between different participants?

a case study of code-switching
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3 Defining Code-switching

Various theories from different perspectives define code-switching. Many 
scholars recognize that code-switching goes beyond linguistic reasons and 
conveys a more social aspect to the choice of language used (Myers-Scotton 
1995; Gafaranga 2007). Milroy (1987, 185) discusses code-switching from a 
social perspective and states, “bilingual speakers attribute different social 
values to different languages or codes.” Blom and Gumperz (1986) character-
ize code-switching as a type of social strategy. Myers-Scotton (1995) extends 
this theory to include the notion that bilingual speakers use the process of 
code-switching to frame discourse and attach social meaning to the language, 
such as showing solidarity or power relations. Myers-Scotton (2000, 150) exam-
ines code-switching as a “type of skilled performance with specific commu-
nicative intent.” Her study in East Africa observed the occurrences of language 
choice between Swahili and English. Myers-Scotton (1993, 132) emphasizes that 
there is one general motive for making marked choices; i.e. that the speakers 
engage in marked code-switching to indicate a range of emotions from anger 
to affection and negotiating outcomes ranging from demonstrations of author-
ity to ethnic identity. Valdes-Fallis (1978) states that code-switching is neither 
random nor meaningless. Code-switching often conveys social information, 
such as relationship roles between the participants in the verbal interaction 
and expresses feelings of solidarity and intimacy. Since a different social value 
is associated with each language, the speaker’s language use is determined by 
which language he/she deems more appropriate when interacting with vary-
ing interlocutors under different circumstances.

Mabule (2015) explains that code-switching is seen as functional in social 
conversations. However, it is considered marked code-switching because even 
if the relationship and socialization are relaxed, factors such as social status 
or age differences will have a role in language use. Romaine (1995, 122) looks 
at code-switching from a pragmatic level and states that “all linguistic choices 
are indexical of a variety of social relations, rights and obligations created and 
exist between participants in a conversation.”

Fishman (2007) discusses an interactional sociolinguistic analysis of use and 
provides a framework for analyzing factors governing code-switching in a bilin-
gual situation, group membership, situation, and topic. Fishman et al. (1971) 
undertook a study in a Puerto Rican community in New York City and identified 
five domains used in both languages: family, friendship, religion, employment, 
and education. These domains are abstract and refer to conversational activities 
within a specific time, setting, and role relationships. The argument put forward 
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is that each of these domains holds different expectations as to which language 
is used by the bilingual speaker. However, the domains can be ill-defined, espe-
cially when examining code-switching from an inter-sentential approach. 
Auer (1995) suggests that instead of looking for an association between verbal 
activities and code-switching, the focus should be on which activities bilinguals 
switch from one language to another.

4 Sequential Approach

Auer’s (1995) sequential approach sits within the framework of conversation 
analysis, which believes that the meaning of code-switching emerges out of 
the sequential development of conversational interaction. Auer’s sequential 
approach was a reaction to the semantic approach theory, which distinguished 
between situational and metaphorical code-switching (Gumperz 1982). One 
main issue with this theory was that it was static and did not consider the fluid 
and active variables that go into language use within an active interactional 
context. Auer (1984, 4) states, “situational parameters do not determine lan-
guage use by bilingual speakers; language is part of a complicated business of 
defining the situation.” The complication is because the same cue can carry 
different meanings and receive a different interpretation depending on the 
situation and circumstance in which the exchange occurs between various 
participants. Tseng and Cashman (2015) support this theory and state that a 
single code-switched utterance can simultaneously fulfill multiple functions. 
Therefore, code-switching meanings are only understood in the interactional 
context. A central claim in Auer’s model is that code-switching’s pragmatic 
meaning depends on its sequential environment. A speaker may use a ‘marked’ 
(conscious) language choice depending on the following: who initiates the 
preceding utterance, topic, setting, and the relationship between the partici-
pants. The receiver then interprets this marked language in the next stage of 
the interaction sequence by interpreting the situation and understanding the 
speaker’s intended meaning.

Unlike a macro-level socially focused approach, which links code-switching 
with ‘the group identities of speakers involved, a conversation analysis approach 
believes that macro interpretations might rely too much on analysts’ perceptions 
and purposes. In contrast, the sequential analysis focuses on the local, turn-by-
turn interpretation of code-switching meaning, which develops and changes as 
the conversation is evolving (Wei and Moyer 1998, 170). Each situation in which 
the interaction occurs will have its own unique cues and interpretations.

a case study of code-switching
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Many researchers see the benefit of using a sequential approach to ana-
lyze code-switching. Jorgensen (1998) looked at language and power relation-
ships amongst children in a Danish-Turkish environment. Similarly, a study 
undertaken by Wei and Milroy (1995) looked at code-switching in a Chinese 
community in the UK. They used a conversational-style sequential approach 
to bilingual code-switching. Their research revealed that the language used 
represented social symbolism, defined as ‘we code.’ Often the speaker is aware 
of the preferred language. For example, if the speaker code-switches to a dif-
ferent language, it is often to draw attention to a part of the conversation to be 
interpreted differently from the interaction. Wei and Milroy (1995, 282) stated 
that using code-switching of such contrastive language choices by different 
speakers in consecutive turns is only used in a sequential approach within a 
conversational analysis framework.

4.1 Code-switching in a Formal Setting
There are a few studies that focus on code-switching in a formal setting, such 
as a workplace. Socarraz-Novoa (2015) observed bilingual English and Spanish 
speakers in a formal university workplace. They discovered three main rea-
sons that code-switching occurred: face-saving, expression of raw emotion, 
and compartmentalization of work and private life. The findings showed a 
distinctly marked language use between English for work-related issues and 
Spanish for social issues. Mondada (2007) revealed that code-switching is a 
powerful resource in the workplace for building work activities amongst par-
ticipants. Mondada (2007, 315) says that “This order is achieved by specific 
ways of doing things, that are locally anchored in the participants’ identities 
and at the same time elaborate them.”

4.2 Code-switching among Thai Speakers
Kongkerd (2015) researched code-switching on Facebook by Thai users. The 
findings indicate that code-switching to English can express politeness and 
respect, convey exact meanings and feelings, and express Thai identity or group 
membership. Promnath and Tayjasanant (2016) examined the characteristics, 
types, and functions of code-switching in conversations between teachers and 
students in two esp classes at a university in Bangkok. The research looked at 
both intra-sentential and inter-sentential switching. The results state that for-
mal code-switching was used as a pedagogical interaction to serve the course’s 
goals. Conversational code-switching was used for socialization, enabling 
teachers and students to organize and create a good classroom atmosphere. 
Both studies highlight the use of code-switching to include group identity and 
formal and informal context for code-switching.
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5 Research Methodology

This research is primarily a qualitative study that produces descriptive data in 
the form of words. Dornyei (2007, 19) states, “qualitative data…usually involves 
recorded spoken data (for example, interview data) that is transcribed to tex-
tual form as well as written reports.” Researchers in code-switching tend to pre-
fer certain types of data. For instance, Myers-Scotton (2006) has argued that 
only naturalistic data can inform code-switching research since it is the only 
type of data in everyday situations. This study uses an ethnographic approach 
for real-time observation of different interactions amongst different partici-
pants. The data collection includes various techniques, including observation, 
questionnaires, and semi-structured interviews. Using a combination of col-
lection methods helps to ensure the research is trustworthy and credible.

To ensure that data collected from observations came from different sit-
uations and conditions at the restaurant, they took place over two weeks 
at varying times of the day. Participants completed a questionnaire which 
gathered data on their perception and knowledge of their language use and 
code-switching. Semi-structured interviews probed for more in-depth infor-
mation about the participant’s work and social relationship and identity using 
Thai and English languages. The data collected from the semi-structured inter-
views and questionnaire was compared to the ‘real-time’ exchanges observed 
at the restaurant. This comparison helped identify if the participant’s per-
ception and belief about their language use at work took place in real-time 
situations. It was important for the researcher to administer the data collec-
tion techniques in a specific order: first observation, next, questionnaire, and 
semi-structured interviews. The order helped to minimize any unintentional 
influence of the findings. For example, observations were conducted before 
the questionnaire and semi-structured interviews to minimize any pre-iden-
tified patterns. The questionnaire data helped to ask follow-up questions in 
the interviews to minimize any participant’s answers. The analysis from all 
the data yielded some interesting results regarding code-switching within a 
work setting.

6 Participants

The participants in this study are all Thai nationals, who are bilingual speakers 
of Thai and English. The participants have all lived in the UK between 5–10 
years. Their English proficiency is high, as they have experience studying in 
a UK school and college. The participants are male between the ages of 22 

a case study of code-switching

MANUSYA: Journal of Humanities 24 (2021) 106-125



112

and 25. All participants indicated and demonstrated confidence and capabil-
ity to use English and self-rated themselves as at high intermediate levels. For 
this study, a letter code is assigned to each participant shown in table 1 below, 
unless otherwise stated.

7 Questionnaire

The following data represents feedback from the questionnaire that the Thai 
bilingual participants completed. Questions 1 and 2 are ranked [1–5], which 
represents self-assessment of language ability. Table 2 below shows the partic-
ipants responses for questions 1 and 2, ranking from 1 being the lowest and 5 
the highest. 

The questionnaire data revealed that the participants indicated their 
English proficiency levels for Q1: W1 [4], S, and W2 at the highest rank of [5]. 
All Thai participants live in the UK and use English in everyday situations and 
for academic purposes. For Q2, the participants stated that they are comfort-
able interacting in English and do not have to revert to Thai for proficiency. 
All participants selected a score of [5]. From this information, we can discern 
that the participants can conduct all interactions using English. The next set 
of questions 3–5 uses a ranking score of [1–5], representing frequency. The 

table 1 Participants of study

Participant Code Language

Interviewer I English speaker
Customer/s C English speakers
Waiter 1 W1 Bilingual speakers
Waiter 2 W2 Bilingual speaker
Supervisor S Bilingual speaker

table 2 Questionnaire responses [Q1-Q2]

Rank (Ability) W W2 S Mean S.Dev

1=very poor; 2=poor; 3=average; 4=good;  
5=very good

1 What level of English do you have? 4 5 5 4.66 0.57
2 Are you confident & comfortable using English? 5 5 5 5.00 0.00
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following table 3, shows the participants  feedback on the amount of English 
they speaking during work hours and in more social situations.

Q3 indicated that Thai was the more popular language spoken outside of 
work amongst Thai friends and family, but English was high due to high inter-
action with non-Thai speakers in everyday life in the UK. W1 had the lowest 
use at a score of [3]. In follow-up interviews, W1 was the only participant not in 
university, so English outside of work scored lower than the other participants 
because he did not need to communicate and interact in English with class 
friends and professors daily.

Q4. Participants rated [4] for English at work, for work-related issues but indi-
cated in Q5 a lower rating of [3] for non-work interactions while at work. One 
reason for the frequency of English used at work is interaction with customers, 
who are primarily English speakers or use English as the lingua franca. However, 
the observations also revealed code-switching taking place amongst the partic-
ipants, even when there was no customer interaction. Observation data reveal 
that the code-switch greatly depended on the initial sequence of discourse by 
participants. Moreover, the interviews revealed that the participants used a 
marked choice, either English or Thai, depending on the specific situation and 
the established relationship they were trying to maintain in each exchange.

The following data represents questions 6–9 of the questionnaire. A numeric 
code represents each response for data analysis.

For Q6, all participants responded with [yes] to comfort in speaking English 
at work. A similar question was asked for Q7 but asked about comfort speaking 
in Thai when at work. The results show W1 indicating [no], W2 [yes], while S 
ranked a response of [neutral]. As we see, there is a disparity between each par-
ticipant on this question. The interviews revealed that Thai was used mainly 

table 3 Questionnaire responses [Q3-Q5]

Rank (Frequency) W1 W2 S Mean S.Dev

1=never; 2=rarely; 3=sometimes; 4=very often; 
5=always

3 How often do you speak English outside of work? 3 5 4 4.00 1.00
4 How often do you speak (in English) to each other 

in the work environment on work-related issues?
4 4 4 4.00 0.00

5 How often do you speak (in English) to each other 
in the work environment on non-work-related 
issues?

3 3 3 3.00 0.00

a case study of code-switching
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for social interactions and English for formal interactions. However, this can 
depend on the conversation. For example, if S used Thai, then W1 and W2 
felt more comfortable responding in Thai, indicating the interaction’s initial 
sequence has a role in the code-switch. It was interesting to note that S, who 
rated a [neutral] position, felt that code-switching between Thai and English 
depended on the relationship he wanted to portray to the other participants, 
either as a supervisor or as a friend, during work hours.

Q8 yielded expected results with all participants indicating positive [yes] 
responses. Q9 showed a slight difference between W1 and W2 [no] results with 
that of [S] who selected [neutral]. Further feedback from interviews ascer-
tained that the use of Thai was for specific situations. This point is discussed 
further in the following section.

8 Interviews

Each interview was on a one-on-one basis to ensure that each participant 
did not influence each other or follow each other’s responses. The interviews 
were semi-structured based upon the questionnaire responses. Further discus-
sions obtained detailed answers. The participants’ feedback is under headings 
[Feedback 1–8]; this helps the reader see the connection between the ques-
tionnaire, interviews, and observation data. The question was asked to the 
participants if they considered themselves bilingual speakers. The responses 
were yes, although labeling themselves as bilingual had not been a previous 
consideration.

table 4 Feedback to questions 6-9

Rank (Comfort) Yes=1; No=2; Neutral=3 W1 W2 S Mean S.Dev

6 Do you feel comfortable speaking 
English to each other when at 
work?

Yes Yes Yes 1.00 0.00

7 Do you feel comfortable speaking 
in Thai, to each other, when at 
work?

No Yes Neutral 2.00 1.00

8 Do you feel comfortable speaking 
English in front of customers?

Yes Yes Yes 1.00 0.00

9 Do you feel comfortable speaking 
Thai, in-front of customers?

No No Neutral 2.33 0.57
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Feedback 1
W1: “I guess I just speak Thai and English.”
W2: “I think I am a Thai speaker who can speak English.”
S: “I feel comfortable with Thai and English, so I guess I am a bilingual.”

Further discussion confirmed the responses to Q2 of the questionnaire that 
participants felt confident and comfortable using English.

Feedback 2
W1: “I don’t think about it. I have been using English for such a long time.”
W2:  “I sometimes think my English is stronger than my Thai because I use it 

every day, and living in the UK, there is not a choice.”
S:  “English is the language we hear and use all the time because we are in 

the UK. Thai is used when we are together or with family, as no one else 
can speak it.”

All participants stated that Thai was the preferred language for social interac-
tions. However, there was an acknowledgment that it depends on the situa-
tion. For example, outside of work was more accepted than at work.

Feedback 3
W1:  “Using Thai is just natural when we are chatting about stuff, I think it is 

just a habit. But I use English more when I am at work because there are 
always customers or people that can’t speak Thai around, so it may not 
be ok.”

W2:  “It kind of depends on what we are talking about. When we are talking 
about ourselves and friends, we say it in Thai. You know, when we are jok-
ing around. When our supervisor is around, we always talk in English. I 
think it sounds better, as he is our boss. But sometimes, if he jokes around 
with us, he will speak Thai as well.”

S:  “I mainly use English, sometimes I use Thai, like at break times and 
before we open to customers.”

These responses show that each situation is not the same, and factors such 
as customers, topic, location, and relationship all contribute to the language 
choice made. For example, W2 explains that the relationship with S is formal 
and social, so, depending on the situation and relationship established for that 
specific conversation, either Thai or English may be used. As Mondada (2007) 
explains, code-switching is locally anchored in the participants’ identities.

a case study of code-switching
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When asked about the preferred language used to discuss work-related 
issues, the responses were as follows.

Feedback 4
W1:  “I use English when I am passing on information from a customer. Like, 

if a customer asks me for something from the bar, I usually then will ask 
whoever is working at the bar in English.”

W2:  “I don’t know, sometimes I just say it in Thai and other times in English. It 
is just the way it comes out. If I hear English, I speak in English, if I hear 
Thai, I speak in Thai.”

S:  “I nearly always use English, as I must work between customers and staff. 
It sounds better, and everyone can understand what is going on.”

These responses illustrate that the participants are aware of what they deem 
appropriate talk in a work situation. Depending on language use, for the initial 
conversation, the same language is continued for the interaction. Interestingly, 
the observations show that if the initial sequence between C/W1 is in English, 
when W1 moves away and continues the sequence with W2 (away from the 
customer), the conversation continues in English with no switch to Thai. 
However, it was also noticed that code-switching is sometimes used, especially 
by S, when having to repeat an instruction. For example, the initial sequence 
between C/S is in English; S/W1 continues in English [nil response], then S/W1 
code-switches to Thai. This point is discussed further in section 4.4.3.

When participants were asked about using Thai at work in front of custom-
ers for work-related issues, they all indicated that they did not think this was 
appropriate.

Feedback 5
W1: “No, because it is not ok, as the customers might get upset.”
W2:  “I think it would be confusing to keep changing from English to Thai, so 

if we speak with a customer in English, then it is easier to keep using 
English between us.”

S:  “It is not professional to talk in Thai when there are customers there. 
They may not be ok with it and get confused about what we are saying. 
Also, if I say something in Thai, and it is a mistake, how can the customer 
know?”

When asked about interactions with each other when no customers were 
present, the replies indicate that English is preferred when talking about work 
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issues, giving information, and showing urgency. Also, English is regarded as 
formal and helps to maintain role relationships at work.

Feedback 6
W1:  “I don’t know, but I guess I use English at work because [name] S does, he 

is our boss.”
W2:  “Usually, when we work, we have to find things for the customer, who ask 

us in English. So, it is better and easier to ask my workmate in English, as 
I don’t need to think about changing language.”

S:  “Using English is more professional, and my team can understand what 
I want from them easily.”

The participants perceive English as a more formal and appropriate language to 
use when at work. This language use may be a reason for S to state that ‘English 
is professional. Also, by using English, S can establish a role relationship with W1 
and W2. For example, if he were to use Thai, they may interpret it as non-urgent 
because it is attached to social interaction. The response from W1 supports this, 
as he acknowledges the relationship between himself and S while at work.

One interesting finding emerged when asked about the use of Thai by non-Thai 
speakers. For example, if a customer (non-Thai) spoke in Thai, how would the 
participants respond? All participants indicated a reluctance to accommodate 
the speaker’s use of Thai. Although there was no observation of this exchange, 
the participants discussed that they would feel uncomfortable for several reasons.

Feedback 7
W1:  “I would be surprised and not expecting it, so I do not think I would even 

realize at first they were speaking Thai. I am not sure about it.”
W2:  “I think I should speak in English because I might not understand their 

Thai accent, and I want to make sure I get the order right – so repeating 
in English is better.”

S:  “I think I would use English, as this is better at work to make sure that 
everything is correct.”

The feedback indicates that in their work setting, the preference to use English 
for formal exchanges still holds, even when the initiating non-Thai speaker 
uses Thai. The main reason for this is understanding, but there appears to be 
a strong identity attached to Thai use. A follow-on question, if the customer 
were Thai and made a request in Thai, how would you respond? The feed-
back was an emphatic affirmative by all participants; they would respond in 
Thai. When pushed further on this and reminded that the interaction was still 

a case study of code-switching
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work-related, the participants did not have a clear answer as to why they would 
respond in Thai and not English.

Feedback 8
W1: “I’m not sure actually, maybe because it would be natural to do this.”
W2: “I just do it without thinking.”
S: “I don’t want to be disrespectful.”

There was no observation of this interaction, and therefore, if such were to 
occur in a real-life situation, it is unknown what the participants would say 
in reflection. However, their answers support the idea that language plays a 
significant role in in-group identity.

All participants acknowledged the language used by the initiating speaker in 
the interaction sequence is the preferred language for further dialog between 
interlocutors within a work environment; this was evident in the observations. 
If the initial sequencing was in English, all subsequent exchanges continued 
using English. In other words, the speaker is making a ‘marked language use.’ 
The only indication that code-switching would occur from the initial sequence 
is if an English customer used Thai, in which case, the participants stated 
that they would reply in English [feedback 7]. The only time code-switching 
took place within a conversation is if the initial request got a nil response, as 
observed with S to W1 [observation 3], and between W1 and W2 in non-work-
related interactions [observation 2].

Hall (2012) states that the identity that becomes significant depends on the 
situation, our goals – what we want to achieve from the exchange, and the 
identities and role relationships. In the participants’ case, they acknowledged 
that their relationship changed at work, as they held different responsibilities 
and positions and interacted with customers. Using English helps shape their 
relationship with each other in the workplace, rather than using Thai, which 
they associate with a social relationship.

Although the participants acknowledged they used English for work-related 
purposes, they underestimated the regularity of English they used between 
themselves in contrast to the observations’ findings. Interestingly, all partici-
pants indicated that when a customer initiated the exchange’s initial sequence, 
the following sequence of interaction amongst themselves continued in 
English, even when the customer was no longer in the exchange. This exchange 
was observed on numerous occasions during the observations and under dif-
ferent conditions, and fits into Auer’s model, suggesting that the receiver’s lan-
guage to continue the exchange depends on the initial sequence and how the 
receiver interprets this. When asked why the participants thought this occurred, 
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the responses were varied. All participants recognized that the language they 
used reflected their social identity in each interaction and situation. However, 
this was not overtly evident to the participants, but they connected how their 
language helped identify themselves in different exchanges during discussions. 
Sometimes, done explicitly, for example, S noted that it was a conscious choice 
to use English in exchanges between either W1 or W2 when requesting or giving 
work orders, as this helped to reaffirm his position as supervisor. Sometimes it 
was implicit. For example, the participants did not recognize that they often 
revert to Thai when engaging in social conversation, even if they had just been 
interacting using English for work-related exchanges. During observations, as 
discussed in section 4.3, [observation 2], this was evident when the restaurant 
was quiet with few customers present. The participants appeared relaxed, and 
the conversation turned to non-work-related topics.

9 Observations

All observations were conducted in real-time, across two weeks at various times 
of the day. The interactions were analyzed as authentic exchanges of commu-
nication between the participants and between participants and customers. 
For this study, three out of the five observations were analyzed. The data col-
lected from these observations shows similar findings from all observations.

9.1 Observation 1
This observation took place on a Wednesday evening. The restaurant was mod-
erately busy, with approximately 80% occupancy. All participants were present. 
W1 greeted the customers in English (4 persons) and showed them to a table. 
All greetings and initial interaction were conducted in English as expected 
due to language knowledge on the customers’ part. W1 offered a menu (during 
this period, little or no verbal exchange took place, except for the giving of the 
menu). W1 returned to the table and asked what drinks the customers would 
like. The customers gave their requests; W1 acknowledged their requests and 
then walked over to the bar area where W2 was positioned and conveyed the 
request to W2 in English. The sequence was as follows: [W1/C, C/W1, W1/W2]. 
This interaction shows that the initial language in the sequence continues 
for the whole situation, even between W1 and W2 when no customers were 
present. This conversation sequence follows Auer’s model, which states that a 
speaker may use a marked choice depending on the initiating utterance. Both 
participants indicated in [question 9] of the questionnaire and [feedback 4] 
from the interviews that they are consciously deciding on the language they 
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use due to what they deem appropriate in their work setting and the specific 
interaction context.

9.2 Observation 2
Observation 2 took place during a Thursday lunchtime. The restaurant was 
quiet, with approximately 30% occupancy. On this occasion, S was not present, 
and W1 was covering for S. W1 initiated a direction to W2 in English, asking to 
check on the status of the order for table 4 that was occupied by two custom-
ers. W2 showed acknowledgment by repeating the direction in English and 
proceeded with carrying out this request. The conversation sequence was [W1/
W2, W2/W1]. This exchange was done in the customers’ presence and followed 
Auer’s model’s conventions, considering the participants and setting. The par-
ticipants discussed this exchange in interviews [feedback 5] and reviewed in 
[question 8] of the questionnaire. Where participants acknowledged, they felt 
more comfortable using English in front of customers.

However, it was also observed later in the afternoon, when there were only 
two tables occupied, that when W1 and W2 were not interacting with custom-
ers, they conversed in Thai. The conversation was relaxed and appeared to be 
on a general, non-work-related topic. This was the only instance during obser-
vations where the restaurant was very quiet, low occupancy of customers, and 
S was not present. It was unclear who initiated the interaction in Thai, but 
it does show that code-switching to Thai was under a unique situation. It is 
unclear whether, if S was present, W1 and W2 would use Thai, due to the estab-
lished work role relationship. However, due to the conversation being social 
talk and not work-related, there is a possibility that S would also have used 
Thai, as indicated in his interview [feedback 3].

Moreover, the environment during this time was extremely quiet and 
relaxed, with minimal customer interactions. This instance highlights that it 
is important to look at each interaction as a localized event when researching 
code-switching with its specific cue. As stated by Auer (1984), bilingual speak-
ers’ use of language depends on how they define the situation.

9.3 Observation 3
Observation 3 was conducted at the restaurant’s busiest time on a Saturday 
evening, with full occupancy of customers and customers waiting for an avail-
able table. All participants were present. S took an order from 4 people; S 
repeated the order back to the customers. The sequence was [S/C, C/S, S/C]. 
This exchange was in English. S called to W1 to help with the drinks order. S 
gave the instructions to W1 (in-front of the customers) using English. However, 
there was a nil response.
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Interestingly, S then spoke in Thai to repeat the request. W1 responded by 
using a Thai response khrap to acknowledge S. The pattern of this sequence 
was [S/W1, W1/S]. The initial request performed by S to W1 used a marked code 
of English, which fits with the relationship role of Supervisor and Waiter, and 
the use of English for work-related interactions. However, when there was nil 
response to the request, S made a marked code-switch to Thai. This switch was 
for two reasons, first, to make sure W1 understood the request and had not 
missed the cue of the importance of what was asked and gain a more favorable 
response by using Thai, as it is associated with social exchanges between the 
participants. It was unclear whether, if the request was repeated in English, 
the same response would have occurred, or if the initial nil acknowledgment 
and nil action were due to other factors, such as not hearing the request, due 
to noise or other distractions. However, once the specific interaction had fin-
ished, further interactions between the same participants reverted to English. 
This exchange seems to imply that a marked code-switch reaffirms the role 
relationships and social identity in which the participants wish to portray 
themselves within the work setting.

9.4 Summary of Observations
The observations showed that only when the restaurant was quiet, with low cus-
tomer occupancy, did the participants talk in Thai. They showed that English 
is the language most used in the participants’ work setting, especially during 
busy periods with high occupancy of customers. English use could be due to 
various reasons, such as a more significant number of interaction occurrences 
between the participants and customers and more work-related conversations. 
When a customer initiated the initial sequencing of interaction, the exchange 
that followed between the participants was, for the most part, conducted in 
English. On occasion, the Thai word ‘khrap’ was used to show acknowledgment 
of a request, but there was a code-switch back to English when further con-
versation occurred. This language choice indicates that the role relationship 
is maintained between speaker and interlocutor by using English, which has 
established the acknowledgment of participants that English is perceived to 
be the more formal language. When the participants interacted, without cus-
tomer involvement, Thai and English were used depending on the situation. 
However, in more than 50% of this type of interaction, during observations, 
the participants used English. This fits into the response given by W1 during 
the interview, who stated:

W1:  “I sometimes use Thai when I don’t want a customer to know what I am 
talking about, but not often.”
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In this instance, Thai is used as a ‘marked language’ to exclude the English-
speaking customer from the exchange. This was also noted by W2:

W2:  “I speak Thai when we are joking around, but it’s not really right for 
work.”

In this instance, there is a noticeable distinction made between the use of Thai 
for informal talk and English as the language for work.

10 Conclusion

This study concludes that code-switching is used among the participants to 
identify formal and social interactions in specific situations and follow the ini-
tial sequence’s language. It determines that each case has its own unique set 
of cues and interpretations and that it is not easy to categorise code-switching 
into typologies because multiple factors will influence the language used dur-
ing a conversation. Firstly, participants either implicitly or explicitly acknowl-
edge that their code-switching marks their identity while at work, whether 
with customers or among themselves. This marked identity helps to establish 
relationship roles between formal and social conversations. The role relation-
ship is especially evident with interactions between S and either W1 or W2. W1 
and W2 use English with S while at work. However, if S initiated a conversation 
in Thai, then W1 and W2 would code-switch to Thai. This helps W1 and W2 to 
establish whether S is conversing formally as their boss or engaging in social 
conversation as a friend.

For W1 and W2, there are more code-switching occurrences with each other 
when not in customers’ presence. There are more informal conversations that 
often start in English but quickly revert to Thai. Observed in every instance was 
that once a work-related issue occurs, the code-switch to English is automatic, 
supporting the data that the participants use a marked switch of language 
between work and social life.

Further research might look in more detail at the cultural influences, includ-
ing in/out-group membership, attitude, and identity in such an environment. 
It would also be interesting to see the participants’ factors to code-switch spe-
cific to these participants and the work environment. If repeated with differ-
ent bilingual speakers (different languages), would the same factors influence 
language use?
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