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Page 2 – Project Description 

Scientific Excellence 
(500 words) 

It is well-known that language policy is an incontrovertible 
necessity for the state. Public authorities at the regional, 
national and international level must make choices regarding 
the languages in which fundamental government functions such 
as law, public administration, health services and education 
individuals may request. A situation of absolute linguistic 
equality, therefore, is purely theoretical. Yet, in the world 
societal multilingualism is the norm rather than the exception. 
The presence of traditional minorities and the unprecedented 
mobility of modern humans is leading to extraordinary levels of 
multilingualism in many cities and countries. The choice of the 
government as to which language should be used is not neutral.  
 
As public goods and services can be more or less multilingual, 
alternative language policies can entail different effects on the 
socio-economic situation of individuals living in a country or 
region, on minorities and migrants alike. Some forms of 
language policy can ensure a greater degree of linguistic 
inclusion in society, or on the contrary exacerbate linguistic 
exclusion and entrench existing inequalities. This question has 
been discussed by scholars from various academic traditions. 
The labels used may differ — e.g. “linguistic discrimination”, 
“linguistic justice”, and “linguistic disadvantage”— but all 
contributions share a common ground, that is, the study of the 
unequal relationships between languages in a given territory, 
and the consequences of these inequalities for their speakers.  
 
This body of literature provides an important and valuable 
backdrop to debates over language policy, but the question of 
linguistic disadvantage has not yet been addressed from an 
empirical point of view. We lack indicators that can be used to 
measure language-related disadvantages across countries 
and/or over time, and to monitor the extent to which particular 
language policies reduce (or conversely increase) such 
disadvantages. There are two core dimensions in this respect. 
The first one is the “negative right” to the absence of 
interference of the State in individuals’ private language 
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choices. The second dimension concerns “positive rights,” 
namely access to various collective goods that the government 
must provide in the form of basic public services. We identify 
four domains of particular interest: the justice system, public 
administration, health care, and education. In the first two of 
these domains, the government (or subordinate public 
authorities) exerts exclusive competence. The relevance and the 
importance of linguistic disadvantage with respect to law and 
order, i.e. judicial authorities such as tribunals, and public 
security systems (police and prisons), is straightforward, as it 
descends from the right to a fair trial. Likewise, lack of adequate 
language policy can turn out to be a source of serious linguistic 
disadvantage for minorities and mobile people in dealing with 
administrative authorities such as the general register office, the 
tax office and the office dealing with immigrants. Finally, the 
government exerts a predominant (although not exclusive) 
competence in the third and fourth domains, including such 
essential public services such as clinics and hospitals, 
emergency centres for refugees, and compulsory schooling. 
These are all settings where linguistic disadvantage can 
enhance people’s vulnerability and pose a significant threat to 
their well-being. 

Aim (400 words) 
 

Aims. 1. Identifying core dimensions of linguistic inclusion 
(or its converse, linguistic exclusion or disadvantage) 
associated with measurable political and socio-economic 
consequences for identifiable groups of individuals. 2. 
Designing indicators that make use of available statistical 
data to characterise and quantify such forms of inclusion/ 
exclusion/ disadvantage. 3. Combining these indicators to 
create an “index of linguistic inclusion” that can be 
employed as a policy tool to evaluate, in a comparative 
perspective, the effectiveness of measures aimed at 
mitigating language-related inequalities. The project 
develops an index that makes it possible to produce 
interregional and international comparisons and rankings 
and thereby stimulate public debate on linguistic 
inclusion.  
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Theoretical framework. It is organised in two substantive 
dimensions of linguistic disadvantage (practical and 
symbolic) and two temporal dimensions. This gives a table 
with four distinct (albeit interrelated) combinations that 
define and organise four categories of indicators. Practical 
disadvantage arises when a certain language policy 
creates disparities in access to public services. The 
possibility of using one’s language in communication with 
local authorities can carry symbolic meaning linked to 
political recognition and cultural dignity. Time is the 
second relevant dimension. Indicators should be able to 
evaluate linguistic disadvantage in different spheres of 
public life both in the short and in the long term. The 
needs of tourists in the emergency room, for example, are 
very different from stable foreign residents. 
 
Methodology. It is based on both deductive and inductive 
approaches. The deductive approach, by which broad 
conceptual ideas are specified in constitutive dimensions 
and then converted into instruments of empirical research, 
relies on the following principles: (i) an indicator should 
have a clear and accepted normative interpretation, that 
is, there should be a general agreement that a movement 
in a particular direction represents an improvement; (ii) it 
should be robust and statistically validated; (iii) it should 
be responsive to effective policy intervention and difficult 
to manipulate. The inductive approach includes an in-
depth analysis of existing databases of relevant 
information and existing linguistic indicators, and 
feedback from actors involved in language policy in 
different (officially or de facto) multilingual regions or 
cities. 
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Innovation. Indicators will focus on the outcomes of 
language policies rather than inputs, because the aim is to 
measure the effects of a policy and not the means by 
which they are achieved. Information concerning the 
context and the costs of language policy are of course 
relevant. 
 

Strategic Relevance 
(300 words) 

The goal of the project is to enable policy makers to make 
better decisions based on a more realistic, evidence-based and 
comprehensive understanding of their likely effects. 
 
Reducing linguistic disadvantage can indeed contribute to 
mitigating social tensions and conflicts, and to reduce political 
disenfranchisement. Language policy, therefore, can contribute 
to a stronger and cohesive society. Therefore, there can be also 
allocative benefits associated with reducing linguistic 
disadvantage. Linguistic inclusion does not require the 
government to communicate with individuals in the language of 
their choice; rather, it requires greater consideration of how 
disparities could be reduced. Some language policies, all other 
things being equal, create more disparities than others, and 
certain policies are more effective than other in reducing or 
mitigating existing disadvantages. The project contributes to 
increasing the effectiveness of government action because it 
provides context-sensitive indicators to plan policy aimed at 
reducing linguistic disadvantage. In order to manage linguistic 
diversity in the short term, for example, the government can 
make greater use of linguistic mediation (interpreters, 
translators, machine translation), as it is not realistic to ask civil 
servants, members of a minority or asylum-seekers to become 
suddenly fluent in the dominant language. In the long term, 
however, the government can alter, at least to a certain extent, 
the linguistic repertoire of individuals (e.g. by investing in 
language training of civil servants and health care staff; this 
makes it possible to provide bilingual or even multilingual 
public services). It can also invest in linguistic training of 
speakers, e.g. teaching the local language to immigrants or 
asylum-seekers. Of course, these temporal dimensions co-exist: 
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the government must systematically manage multilingual 
communication in the short term for some actors (e.g. tourists, 
asylum-seekers), and the long term for others (e.g. traditional 
minorities). The strategic value of the project consists in the fact 
that presents a consistent system of indicators that policy 
makers can use to nudge language policy towards incremental 
improvements. 

Interdisciplinarity and 
fit with DTA3 

The debate on language-related inequalities is highly 
interdisciplinary. This question has been discussed by 
scholars from various academic traditions, including 
political philosophy, policy science, law, economics, and 
sociolinguistics. The project, therefore, relies on a rich 
body of knowledge, and it combines in a balanced way the 
contributions of different academic traditions. It fits with 
the goals of the Social Policy area of DTA3. Better 
informed policies aimed at reducing linguistic 
disadvantage can contribute to social cohesion and to a 
greater level of inclusion. The project will produce results 
that inform policy makers about the outcomes of their 
choices and about the successful practices implemented 
in other regions, thereby contributing effectively to the 
social policy challenges facing communities and societies 
in increasingly complex global contexts. 
 

Industrial Relevance 
(300 words) 
 

The project opens the way to numerous collaborations. 
First of all, there is cooperation with national and 
international public organisations and universities involved 
in the development of indicators for the evaluation of 
public policies. We have to mention the Multidimensional 
Poverty Index, the Social Progress Index, and the Social 
Institutions and Gender Index (all World Bank), the Human 
Development Index (HDI) of the United Nations 
Development Programme, as well as academic projects 
such as the Multiculturalism Policy Index (Queen’s 
University at Kingston, Ontario, Canada). Of all indices can 
be said that they oversimplify a complex reality. Yet, the 
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use of indices for national and international comparisons 
should be understood as the starting point of a 
conversation about important social and political issues 
rather than as its endpoint. The result of the project could 
prod policy-makers to look beyond the immediate social 
and political context to broader visions of linguistic justice 
and inclusion. This brings us to the second point. As 
already noted above, the development of indicators of 
linguistic disadvantage must consider the inductive 
approach. This requires the study of some existing 
practices and data. It is therefore be necessary to get in 
touch with the managers of some public services (e.g. 
public administration offices) in bilingual regions or states 
such as Wales or Catalonia, and some multi-ethnic cities 
such as Berlin or Brussels, to collect information on 
existing policies, and to get feedback on the results of the 
project. Finally, if the version of the index is successful, in 
subsequent phases it could be expanded to include 
domains only partially influenced by government action, 
such as the media, cultural activities, and the labour 
market. The project outlined here, therefore, can provide 
an essential foundation for this subsequent work. 
 

Economic and 
Societal Impact (300 
words) 

The project is expected to produce societal benefits in the 
following ways: 
1. By providing a context for the comprehensive discussion of 
linguistic disadvantage, the project will encourage public 
debate that goes beyond the customary focus on single issues. 
2. By concretizing and popularizing the concepts of linguistic 
inclusion and disadvantage and by clarifying their 
socioeconomic consequences, the project will stimulate 
reflection on the benefits and limitations of existing language 
policies, and spur new thinking and policy development. 
3. By providing data on the effects of government policies, the 
project will encourage more inclusive and explicitly evidence-
based decision-making in the area of language diversity. 



 

 

 
DTA3/COFUND Programme Research Project Proforma 

 
 

 

 
This project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research 
and innovation programme under the Marie Skłodowska-Curie grant agreement No 
801604. 

 

The impact of better policies to manage linguistic diversity 
should not be underestimated. Sociolinguistic research has 
shown that speakers feel at ease when they use the appropriate 
code in the appropriate situation at an appropriate level of 
proficiency. Some people may not mind using the official 
language of the state in communication with the tax office and 
a minority language at home, but may feel uneasy (and 
therefore disadvantaged) if they cannot use their minority 
language with a doctor because of the greater intimacy 
involved. Other people may feel disenfranchised if they are not 
are not allowed to use their (minority) language in 
communication with public authorities, notwithstanding the fact 
that they are fluent in the official language of the State. Clearly, 
there are other areas of social life such as the labour market that 
are relevant. The idea in this project, however, is to define a set 
of core dimensions of linguistic disadvantage in the areas that 
are most profoundly affected by the exclusive or predominant 
action of public authorities. Minimising linguistic disadvantage 
in such domains is more likely to be accepted as a necessary 
condition (although clearly not sufficient) for linguistic inclusion. 
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Page 3 – Admission Requirements 

 

Specific Admission 
Requirements 
 

A degree in public policy, political sciences, public economics, 
social policy, political philosophy, sociolinguistics, or sociology. 
Interest in language policy and multilingualism. Very good 
knowledge of English and of at least another language.  

Minimum IELTS score 6 (with no score less than 5.5) 

 

 


