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Introduction

Multilingualism is often discussed almost exclusively in linguistic terms, yet it is
so much more than just words. Each language is part of us and opens a window to a new
world. It is a way of thinking, feeling, experiencing the world and ultimately, of being.
As a multilingual person myself, living in an increasingly multilingual world and
surrounded by other multilingual individuals, I believe it is essential to study
multilingualism from a psychological perspective, in the way it shapes our identities,
emotions, and experiences in unique ways. In particular, I strongly believe that
psychotherapy should be able to fully embrace and integrate multilingualism into
therapeutic practice, rather than overlooking it or reducing it to a simple detail.
Therefore, the aim of this thesis is to present the role of multilingualism within
psychology and psychotherapy, as an essential part of who we are, and as a powerful
resource for transformation, healing and self-understanding.

This thesis is divided into two parts: Part One provides an overview of the
psychology of multilingualism and consists of Chapter 1 and Chapter 2. Part Two
focuses on multilingualism in therapeutic practice and consists of Chapter 3.

Chapter 1 begins by presenting the different perspectives from which
multilingualism has been studied and states the intention within this thesis to adopt
both a holistic and an atomistic perspective to its understanding. A definition of
multilingualism is then offered, one among many, as a complex phenomenon that
encompasses several interesting dimensions, including the number of languages spoken,
the level of proficiency, the ways in which these languages are used, and the concept of
multilingualism as both a social (environmental multilingualism) and an individual
(personal multilingualism) phenomenon. The chapter continues discussing the origins
and historical development of multilingualism, tracing its evolution up to the
contemporary globalized society, where individual multilingualism is increasing at the
expense of environmental multilingualism, with the consequential risk of reducing the

world's linguistic diversity. For this reason, the chapter concludes by highlighting the



importance of multilingualism as a key element of biocultural diversity, which can
support cultural and ecological resilience and promote more sustainable ways of living.
Chapter 2 introduces the psychology of multilingualism as a field of research
within psychology, and more specifically within psycholinguistics, outlining key
contributions from developmental psychology, social psychology, cognitive
psychology, and educational psychology. From a developmental and educational
perspective, it describes how individual multilingualism is acquired and developed in
children and adults across speaking, writing, and reading. The chapter then presents
research from cognitive psychology on the cognitive development of multilingual
individuals and arriving at the most recent paradigm known as the “bilingual
advantage.” Following this, the psychology behind multilinguals’ linguistic abilities is
examined. It discusses how, why, and when multilinguals use their different languages
and the meanings they attribute to them. In particular, code-switching is analysed as a
distinctive feature of multilingual communication from three perspectives: its
linguistic characteristics (out of the mouth), its conscious and unconscious
motivations (in the head), and its social and psychological functions within the
environment (on the spot). The final topic for this chapter is multilingual identity.
Literature from social psychology and sociolinguistics is reviewed to explore how
language shape's identity and how linguistic identity can evolve into multilingual
identity. The chapter concludes by considering the possibility of a multilingual
identity composed of particular ways of thinking, being, and feeling that are unique to
multilingual individuals, one that deserves recognition in therapeutic contexts.
Chapter 3 uses the knowledge from Part one to re-examine personal
multilingualism within the context of psychotherapy. It begins by explaining the
importance of multilingualism within psychotherapy at both an individual level,
considering the specific needs and characteristics of multilingual individuals, and at a
global level, in relation to issues such as globalization, migration, displacement and the
spread of linguistic injustice. Research in the emerging field of multilingual
psychotherapy is then presented by highlighting key areas of interest, starting from the

study of emotions and emotional expression in multilingual individuals and how



therapists integrate this knowledge in trauma work with multilingual clients. This
chapter also examines studies on code-switching by both multilingual clients and
multilingual therapists and its therapeutic functions during sessions, together with
ways in which the multilingualism of both clients and therapists can shape their
identities and significantly influence the therapeutic process. The role of language as a
source of power in the therapist—client dynamic and its importance as an element of
awareness in therapeutic practice are also briefly addressed. Finally, the chapter
concludes with practical indications for therapists working with multilingual clients,
recommendations for therapist training, and possible future research directions in this

still relatively recent emerging field.



Part one
The psychology of multilingualism



Chapter 1.
Understanding multilingualism

Over the years, research on multilingualism has gone in different directions,
shifting from an atomistic to a holistic approach (Cenoz, 2013). The atomistic view
has traditionally been dominant, especially in fields like linguistics and
psycholinguistics, which have focused on specific elements of language such as syntax,
phonology and lexis. This perspective tends to treat language as a fixed and
independent phenomenon, breaking it down into separate components instead of
considering the relationship between them. As a result, multilingual speakers are often
perceived through a monolingual lens that views them as a mere sum of several
monolinguals. In contrast, the holistic approach looks at the broader aspects of
multilingualism, focusing on how multilingual speakers interact with and within their
communicative context and the way they use their linguistic resources differently from
monolinguals. This approach, in opposition to the atomistic view, considers
multilinguals’ language repertoires as dynamic, constantly evolving in different
directions, both in terms of ability and use.

However, rather than viewing them as in opposition, the two approaches
should be considered complementary. While the holistic approach allows us to gain a
more integrated understanding of multilingualism, there are times when adopting an
atomistic standpoint is necessary to capture specific aspects more clearly. For this
reason, in this thesis I will strategically alternate between these two approaches, using
them like a magnifying lens, as both perspectives have made valuable contributions to
the understanding of the complex phenomenon of multilingualism and its study

within the field of psychology.



1.1. Defining multilingualism

Multilingualism is a complex phenomenon that can be defined in many ways,
as there is no single universally agreed upon definition, a fact which furthermore
underlines its relative and multifaceted nature. This derives both from the complex
ways in which different languages are used in various contexts and from researchers’
diverse backgrounds, ideologies and purposes (Kemp, 2009). As an interdisciplinary
concept, it has been explored across many different intersecting fields including
linguistics, sociolinguistics, sociology, education, neurosciences and psycholinguistics.
Experts in each discipline have developed their definitions based on their specific
perspectives. Nevertheless, a broadly accepted definition of multilingualism that
encompasses a wide spectrum of diverse perspectives is provided by the European

Commission (2007):

[...] the ability of societies, institutions, groups and individuals to engage on a
regular basis with more than one language in their day-to-day lives. In this
context, a language is defined neutrally as a variant which a group ascribes to itself
for use as its habitual code of communication. This includes regional languages,
dialects, and sign languages. In addition, the term multilingualism is used for
referring to the coexistence of different language communities in one

geographical or geo-political area (p.6).

From this it clearly emerges that multilingualism is the result of an intricate
interplay of dimensions that can, though not necessarily, be conflicting, and must be

considered together to be fully understood.

1.1.1. Bilingualism and multilingualism
The distinction between the terms bilingualism and multilingualism is not
always clear, as there are different positions that can lead to them being used either

separately or interchangeably (Dewacle, 2015). Traditionally, bilingualism has been



used as a generic term for the learning and use of just two languages, although it could
include at times additional languages as well. Today, multilingualism has replaced
bilingualism as the preferred general term, as it refers to the use of two or more
languages. As a result, terms like bilingualism, trilingualism, and so on, are seen as
subordinate to the broader phenomenon of multlingualism. A third position,
however, argues that bilingualism and multilingualism are distinct phenomena as they
differ both quantitatively and qualitatively (Cenoz, 2013). Quantitatively, bilingual is
used to refer to two languages and multilingual for three or more. Qualitatively, having
larger linguistic repertoires, as multilinguals do, increases exposure to situations that
require language choice, which therefore increases the ability to use languages in a
more balanced and versatile way than bilinguals (Nordquist, 2024).

In this thesis, for the sake of clarity and simplicity, I will use multilingualism as
a general term encompassing every situation involving more than one language and

will only make explicit distinctions between different terms when necessary.

1.1.2. Proficiency and use

The focus on diverse terms such as proficiency or use of languages in defining
multilingualism depends on the perspective used to analyse this phenomenon.

Proficiency involves a given level of ability in speaking, understanding, writing
and reading in a language and it can vary depending on individual language skills and
the contexts in which the language is used. When considering proficiency, most
definitions can be clustered into three groups based on their position along a
multilingual continuum that goes from a maximal to a minimal point of view. The
maximal viewpoint’s main focus is on the result of language acquisition (Bathia, 2017)
that should be a “native-like control of two languages” (Bloomfields, 1933, in
Landsberry, 2019), which means an equal competency in both languages, often
referred to as balanced bilingualism. This type is extremely rare even when it involves
just two languages, so in practically all cases using it for three or more languages would
be exaggerated and unrealistic. It would mean judging multilinguals on the standards

of monolinguals with reference to an impossible ideal.
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At the opposite end of the continuum, there is the minimal view that focuses
on the process of becoming multilingual. Having basic skills in a second language is
enough to be considered multilingual. To some extent, therefore, because everyone in
the world knows at least a few words in another language, we are all multilinguals.
However, defining multilingualism based on minimal competence has also been
criticised as too simplistic. Moving toward a more moderate stance, we can refer to
Haugen’s (1953) definition: “the point where a speaker can first produce complete
meaningful utterances in the other language” (in Landsberry, 2019, p. 149).

It is possible to categorise individuals according to their language proficiency.
The balanced or symmetrical multilingual, that is, someone who possesses equal
proficiency in two or more languages, coincides with Bloomfields' maximal view. In
contrast, there is what is called semilingualism, which implies an inability to express

oneself adequately in either language. Hansegard defined semilingualism as a “half-

knowledge” of the second language coupled with a “half-knowledge” of the first
language (Hansegard 1962, 1968, in Skutnabb-Kangas 1984).

Asymmetrical multilingualism, on the other hand, occurs when one language
becomes more dominant than the others. This dominance can be referred to in terms
of both proficiency and use. When it comes to proficiency it can take different forms:
receptive or passive multilinguals can understand the language but cannot, will not or
do not speak it (Harding & Riley, 1986), while productive multilinguals are able to
comprehend and to produce utterances in more than one language (Bathia, 2017).

Since today the idea of perfect mastery of two or more languages is no longer
considered a necessary requirement when talking about multilingualism, it is preferred
to emphasise on the use of the language, more specifically, “the alternate use of two or
more languages by the same individual” (Mackey, 1962, in Landsberry, 2019, p. 144).

The way individuals use their languages often involves behaviours such code-

11



switching' and code mixing?, both of which have been extensively studied and will be
explored from a psychological perspective in the following chapters.

Perhaps a more inclusive and flexible definition was given by Li in 2008 (in
Cenoz, 2013; Landsberry, 2019): “Anyone who can communicate in more than one
language, be it active (through speaking and writing) or passive (through listening and
reading)” (p. 149). At the same time, it is important to recognize that both listening
and reading involve very active mental processing of the content listened to or read
about and that understanding is far from being a passive process. For this reason, in
this thesis I will use the terms receptive skills for listening and reading and productive
skills for speaking and writing.

Both proficiency and use of language are thus key dimensions in defining
multilingualism, but these are also closely connected to the individual and societal

aspects of the phenomenon.

1.1.3. Environmental and personal multilingualism

Multilingualism can be understood as both a social and as an individual
phenomenon and, as such, it can be divided into environmental multilingualism and
personal multilingualism. The former refers to the use of different languages that
coexist in societies, groups and territories, while the latter is defined as the ability of an
individual to use different languages in their everyday life (Dodman, 2014). The two
aspects are not completely separate. On the one hand, an individual’s bilingualism is
partly the result of environmental pressures and influences. On the other hand,

personal multilingualism, in the way that it shapes people’s mind in terms of thinking,

! Code-switching is the process of shifting from one linguistic code (a language or dialect) to another,
depending on the social context or conversational setting (Morrison, 2025). Multilinguals, when talking
to other multilingual individuals, can call upon the full communicative resources of all languages. It is
considered to be always meaningful.

Code-mixing refers to the use of various linguistic units—words, phrases, clauses, and sentences—
primarily from two participating grammatical systems within a sentence. It is constrained by grammatical
principles and is motivated by socio-psychological factors (Bathia, 2017).

12



feeling and acting in the world, inevitably has an impact on the environment they live
in. However, environmental multilingualism does not necessarily coincide with
individual multilingualism, as it is possible to have a multilingual society in which
members speak one language, just as it is possible to have multilingual individuals in
an otherwise monolingual society, territory or group (Harding & Riley, 1986).

It is important to recognize that non-linguistic factors, such as social
evaluations and judgments towards multilingual individuals in certain contexts, play
an important role in shaping the linguistic aspects of multilingualism at a personal
level, such as the type of language contact, language maintenance, shift and education
(Bathia, 2017). For example, an individual who speaks both a minority language and a
dominant language may face social pressures in certain environments, such as school
or in the workplace, where the minority language is viewed as less prestigious. This
social evaluation can directly influence the person’s language choices leading to a
personal decision to reduce or limit its use to specific contexts, such as with family and
friends. Furthermore, these social pressures can diminish motivation in maintaining
the heritage language through education and thus reducing the individual’s ability to
use that language.

These social judgments stem from the distinction between what is called folk
and elite multilingualism. The sociolinguist Fishman (1926) describes it for the first
time as “a type of bilingualism [or, in this case, multilingualism] attained through
formal study, [...] and is considered a sign of high social status” (American Psychology
Association, n.d., Elite Bilingualism). In contrast, folk multilingualism results from
conditions in which ethnic groups have to involuntarily become multilingual in order
to survive (Tosi, 1982, in Harding & Riley, 1986). It is, therefore, the byproduct of
social dominance and imposition and is often seen as socially problematic. However,
these two forms are not mutually exclusive. The outcome of stable elite and folk
multilingualism is diglossia, where different varieties of languages coexist and are used

under different conditions in a community, as with "high" (elite) varieties which are
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used for formal settings and "low"(colloquial) varieties for everyday conversation
(Bathia, 2017).

It is evident that even though in modern society multilingualism is no longer
considered associated with specific social strata but spread across different social classes
and sociocultural activities, it is not yet completely free from power dynamics as we
would like to believe. In light of this, multilingualism can be seen as a socially
constructed phenomenon. Important contributions to this understanding have been
made by the sociologist Bourdieu who developed post structuralist critical approaches
to the study of multilingualism. He believed that the way people use language is a type
of "symbolic capital”, meaning that certain languages are valued more than others
based on who is in power (Cenoz, 2013). This model has allowed us to rethink and
redefine multilingualism in terms of the underlying power dynamics that shaped its

emergence.

1.2. From multilingualism to monolingualism and back to

multilingualism

Multilingualism is not a recent phenomenon. It has always been the norm
globally as it was originally driven by evolutionary processes. Its origins can be traced
back to around 120,000 B.C., when Homo sapiens began migrating outside of Africa
(Dodman, 2014). As each nomadic group encountered new environments and
technologies, they had to adapt for survival. They therefore created new languages and
enriched existing ones to communicate more effectively and express the new
knowledge they were gaining in response to their changing surroundings. Over time,
groups grew larger and became unsustainable for functioning as hunter-gatherer
societies. Therefore, they had to split into smaller groups that spread in different
directions. On one hand, this constant splitting led to linguistic drift, reducing
personal multilingualism due to the loss of contact with previous groups. On the other

hand, processes of contamination and hybridization resulting from contacts between
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different groups caused languages to multiply, thereby promoting environmental
multilingualism (Dodman, 2014).

This trend began to shift with the rise of agropastoral societies, which marked
the transition from a nomadic to a sedentary lifestyle. As different groups settled in
one place and their languages came into closer contact, environmental multilingualism
began to decrease, and initially personal multilingualism increased. However, this
reduction in the range of linguistic diversity through the establishment of more stable
and larger human societies gradually led to the establishment of more monolingual
trajectories for their members.

Although for a long time monolingualism was considered the natural
linguistic condition, in fact it is a recent development resulting from centralization
processes in society (Harding & Riley, 1986), particularly the invention of nation-
states and the rise of colonialism. On the one hand, the emergence of nation-states in
Europe between the 18th and 19th century, established a monocultural and
monolingual identity that implied the idea of one territory, one people, one language
and one culture. Colonialism, on the other hand, amplified this framework by
expanding borders and therefore contributing to the spread and maintenance of
certain languages that became dominant across various societies (Dodman, 2014).
Initially, this could have resulted in a form of multilingualism in colonised regions,
where indigenous languages coexisted with the newly imposed ones. However, due to
the power dynamics of colonial practices, instead of flourishing into a linguistic
diversity, dominant use of colonial languages which were imposed at the expense of
native ones, encouraged monolingualism, leading, in some cases, to language death and
thus reducing linguistic diversity.

Nowadays, on the contrary, multilingualism is viewed as the typical state and
monolingualism as an uncommon and limiting phenomenon (Goénez, 2021).
Compared to the past, multilingualism is not geographically situated, limited to
specific areas or borders, but is a global phenomenon spread over different parts of the
world. This is to be expected, considering that, according to Ethnologue (2023), there

are today nearly 7,200 known living languages in the world, and undoubtedly there are

15



many more to be yet discovered, and only about 200 countries to fit them all into. Not
only are there more languages than countries, but the distribution of speakers among
these languages is uneven, meaning that it’s more likely for people from minority
groups to speak languages other than their native one (Cenoz, 2013).

Globalisation and the spread of new technologies contributed to this trend
leading to what Costa (2020) describes as “an era of post-monolingualism where the
majority of people are multilingual” (para. 6). However, while globalisation through
the widespread adoption of prestigious languages, English in the first place, has led to
the rise of personal multilingualism, it has also ironically posed a threat to the linguistic
diversity of the world by reducing, once again, environmental multilingualism. This
paradox is also reflected in researchers’ alarming predictions of language extinction, or
mortality: they estimate that about half the known languages have already vanished in
the last 500 years, and that at least half, if not more, of the existing living languages will

become extinct in the next century (Hale, 1992; Nettle & Romaine, in Bathia, 2017).

1.3. Multilingualism and sustainability

In a world where people are increasingly mobile and culturally interconnected,
being able to communicate in more than one language is becoming considered
increasingly important, if not essential, for human life and the sustainability of its
trajectories. The concepts of resilience and transformability are generally used as key
components of the definition of sustainability. In this respect, Westley et al. (2011)
define resilience as “the capacity of a system to absorb disturbance and reorganise while
undergoing change, so as to still retain essentially the same function, structure, identity
and feedbacks” and transformability as “the capacity to create untried beginnings from
which to evolve a fundamentally new way of living when existing ecological, economic
and social conditions make the current system untenable” (p.763).

While both environmental and personal multilingualism refer to the use of multiple

languages, linguistic diversity indicates the existence of a wide variety of languages that

16



have emerged through cultural evolution. These two concepts are closely connected, as
multilingualism is a product of and, simultaneously, contributes to linguistic diversity.
Personal multilingualism naturally arises in environments with high linguistic diversity,
conversely, when people learn and use multiple languages, they contribute to sustaining
and expanding that diversity.

Moreover, both multilingualism and linguistic diversity are key components
of biocultural diversity. Biocultural diversity can be defined as the intersection of
biodiversity, cultural diversity and linguistic diversity and it is crucial for the resilience
of any ecosystem, as well as for the adaptation and evolution of humanity and life itself.
In this sense it can be argued that sustainability and the vitality of languages are directly
interdependent: when languages thrive, so does the culture and knowledge they
embody which, in turn, helps maintain biocultural diversity, ensuring the ongoing
flow of life. Therefore, linguistic diversity is crucial for sustainable evolutionary
processes (Dodman, 2014).

However, as we have seen, dominant use of certain languages has led, and is
still leading, to monolingualism and, together with the growing rate of language
mortality, these processes are significantly reducing the entire range of human
linguistic diversity. This uniformity naturally threatens biocultural diversity,
potentially leading to ecological and cultural collapse.

A language is not only its grammar or its lexis, but is also living human
cognition, interaction and identification (Bastardas-Boada, 2014). Each language
system influences our mental activity, creating different ways of thinking and
perceiving the world (spatially, temporally and in terms of agency) and shaping the way
we think, express and act according to those ideas. At the same time, language evolves
and adapts in response to the changes happening in society and in the world, finding
new ways to make sense of them. As a consequence, language mortality is not just the
extinction of a language, it is a loss of a unique idea of the world and of the different
ways of thinking and acting in it. Monolingualism, on the other hand, fundamentally
reduces “our understanding of what is the full range of possibilities of life and of

natural human language” (Dodman, 2014, p.15). It means an impoverishment of the
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noosphere (knowledge and meaning-building processes), the “psychosphere” (mental
activity) and the “sociosphere” (action in society), which inevitably narrows our social
and mental horizons (Bastardas-Boada, 2014).

Multilingualism offers a solution by enabling alternative ways of
thinking, perceiving, reflecting and acting in the world. Through multilingualism we
reflect on the different ways we experience reality, constructing mental schemata
through which we interpret and build knowledge. Action is how we engage in and
with the world through our ideas, as well as the way we interact with others (Dodman,
2014). As such, multilingualism does not only create an opening for dialogue between
languages, but also between people, promoting tolerance and respect for others and
offering a promise of peace and of a sustainable future (Rémer, 2020).

In conclusion, linguistic sustainability is not just about recognizing equal
dignity of all languages and linguistic groups (Bastardas-Boada, 2014), it is also about
promoting multilingualism as a means of protecting a valuable part of humanity's
heritage, to ensure the resilience of cultural and ecological systems, and recognizing its
role in transforming unsustainable human trajectories into new sustainable ways of

living (Dodman, 2014).
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Chapter 2.
The psychology of multilingualism

As we have seen from multiple perspectives, language is an essential
component of our lives. We use it to communicate our thoughts and feelings, to
connect with others, identify our culture, and understand the world around us. As
Maturana (2002) puts it, “we human beings exist and operate as human beings as we
operate in language: languaging is our manner of living as human beings” (p. 27).
Multilingualism, as a complex and integral segment of human reality, has therefore
generated significant interest within the field of psychology, particularly in
psycholinguistics and, more specifically, within the sub-field of the psychology of

multilingualism.

2.1. The psychology of multilingualism as a field of
research

Gonez(2021) defines the psychology of multilingualism as “one of the sciences
of psychology that studies one’s inner life, experiences and behaviour in different
multilingual settings” (para. 7). It is a fragmented and diverse branch of research
that primarily adopts a holistic approach to the study of multilingualism, using
knowledge from different psychological disciplines and sciences that have contributed
to important advancements in this field. At the same time, if Génez’s definition is
adopted, this obviously entails separating the psychology of multilingualism from all
disciplines which deal with this phenomenon without considering its psychological
components.

The following are some of its key domains together with related questions that

researchers in this field seek to answer.
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1. Developmental psychology and psycholinguistics both study the effects of
multilingualism on early development. They investigate questions such as: who is
likely to become multilingual and in what circumstances? How do different types of
multilingualism emerge? How does early multilingualism relate to the development of
other psychological functions?

2. The psychology of personality looks at how multilingualism influences the
formation of personality, asking questions such as: how do different types of
multilingualism lead one’s personality to develop in different ways?

3. Social psychology delves into the socio-psychological dimension of
multilingualism, exploring questions such as: what are the psychological aspects of
multilingualism and multiculturalism?

4. Cognitive psychology focuses on the cognitive processes implicated in
managing multiple linguistic systems within the brain and the cognitive differences
between multilingual and monolingual individuals.

S. Educational psychology addresses the psychological implications of a
multilingual education in the way it affects learners, including the development of
their linguistic competence across different languages and of certain language
behaviours.

In order to answer these questions, it is necessary to consult current knowledge
of speech and language from secondary sources that come principally from
sociolinguistics, neuropsychology, psychophysiology, cognitive neurosciences, and
also from other areas of enquiry (Gonez, 2021).

It’s important to note that, when discussing multilingualism, each of these
psychological branches, both primary and secondary, intersect with one another to
some extent. Because of this overlap, it would be too complex and beyond the scope
of this thesis to expand on the contributions of each branch. Therefore, in this chapter,
to provide an overview of the psychology of multilingualism, I will focus on the main

contributions from the core psychological fields, which also include insights from

their related fields and sub-fields.
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This approach could highlight a possible limitation within this emerging field
of research. Moreover, it is not the only one. As G6nez (2021) emphasises, one of the
biggest limits is the absence of clearly defined concepts. This field often relies on
empirical generalization instead of on definitive scientific findings, there are few
theories and those that exist are largely hypothetical and at times contradictory, making
the discipline poorly integrated. Furthermore, its practical applications are limited as
well, which means the knowledge that comes from research is not fully applicable to
real-life situations and is often only relevant to the specific populations studied.

Despite these limitations, the psychology of multilingualism still offers
valuable insights for identifying and understanding the conditions necessary to
cultivate multilingualism in ways that promote the full realization of human potential

in terms of cognitive, social and emotional development.

2.2. Language(s) development and learning

Human beings are born pre-disposed, or pre-adapted, to language acquisition.
Language development can be defined as a biophysical process “based on biological
and neurological systems dedicated to particular functions that correspond to the
physical characteristics of language itself and adapt and change through experience and
the sensory stimulation it provides” (Dodman, 2014, p.11). It can be then analysed at
three intersecting levels: phylogenetic, ontogenetic and microgenetic.

The phylogenetic level examines the evolution of linguistic systems, focusing
on the development of the two main technologies of language, speech and writing. The
ontogenetic level, on the other hand, concerns the individual’s linguistic development.
This includes the gradual transition from protolanguage to fully developed language,
the shift from one language system to eventually the use of multiple linguistic systems
and the proficiency achieved in speaking, writing, reading and understanding a
language or different languages. Lastly, the microgenetic level looks at specific
communicative experiences and actions that contribute to both phylogenetic and

ontogenetic developments (Dodman, 2014). When discussing the development and
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learning of languages in monolingual and multlingual individuals, whether in
childhood or adulthood, our focus will primarily be on the ontogenetic level.

As we have seen when considering multilingualism as an overall phenomenon,
we are inevitably dealing with a series of intersecting dimensions. It is therefore useful
to examine how these dimensions, particularly those of personal and environmental
multilingualism and of proficiency and use, develop in a multilingual individual.

Language development enables individuals to acquire the ability to use
different languages in their everyday lives, forming the foundation for personal
muldlingualism. However, this process is also influenced by environmental
multilingualism, the presence of diverse languages in one’s surroundings like societies,
groups, and territories. Understanding the interplay between these two dimensions is
key for comprehending how multilingual individuals develop their language skills.

Proficiency involves intersecting language skills such as speech, writing,
reading and listening, which are essential for producing and understanding language
atafundamental level. Use, on the other hand, refers to the way individuals apply their
languages to real-life situations, including behaviours such as code-switching, code-
mixing and translation, which do not necessarily depend on high levels of
proficiency. In considering the process of language acquisition and development, we

will examine proficiency first.

2.2.1. Speech development

Within proficiency, the two main forms of language are speech and writing.
Speech existed long before there was any form of writing and children learn to speak
before they learn to write. While speech is an individual act, language is a communal
system of signs and rules that becomes speech through actualization (Gonez, 2021). It
consists of several elements such as articulation (how speech sounds are produced),
voice (the use of the vocal cords and breathing to produce sound), fluency and prosody
(thythm, intonation, stress, etc.) and is dependent on a crucial organ: the brain

(University of California, San Francisco, Memory and Aging Center, n.d.).
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Studies in psychophysiology of speech and neurosciences, reveal that there are
specific speech centres within the brain, with the best-known being the Broca motor
area and the Wernicke sensory area, the functions of and the relationship between
which are still the subject of ongoing research (Lyu, 2024). The Broca area is located
in the posterior inferior frontal gyrus and is associated with speech production and
articulation. It enables us to articulate ideas and use words accurately in spoken and
written language. Wernicke’s area, on the other hand, is in the posterior superior
temporal lobe and is connected to the Broca centre through a neural pathway. It is
thought to be primarily responsible for language comprehension, whether spoken or
written.

Indeed, damage to either of these can result in aphasia —motor aphasia if
Broca’s area is affected, or sensory aphasia if Wernicke’s area is damaged— leading to a
complete loss of either speech production or comprehension (Howard, 1997, as cited
in Gonez, 2021). While both these areas are critical for speech, they function in
synchronicity with other subcortical regions that likely play an important role as well.
According to the dynamic speech localization theory, complex psychological processes
such as speech, cannot be localized in a specific part of the cortex but instead depend
on a combination of multiple cortical zones. Moreover, Broca and Wernicke areas
are, in most cases, situated in the left cerebral hemisphere but in some rare cases they
can be found in the right hemisphere or even in both. The formation of these speech
centres and the consequent specialisation of the cerebral spheres is called speech
lateralization, and it takes place in childhood within a sensitive period (Génez, 2021).

Gabard-Durman and Mclaughlin (2020) define sensitive periods as
“experience-expectant learning processes that shape development of sensation and
perception as well as affective and cognitive processes” (p.120). It refers to a time when
the brain is particularly receptive to certain types of experiences and inputs. This
means that in early childhood the brain is “expecting “to hear and practice sounds,
words and eventually language patterns in order to develop speech and its cognitive

centres within the brain.
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The sensitive period for language acquisition lasts from the age of one and a
half to the age of eight, with the most intense period of language learning happening
during the first few years of life. During this time, children are very sensitive to
linguistic input due to their brain’s heightened neural plasticity, which makes it easier
for them to learn a language naturally. In fact, studies have shown that younger
children can easily distinguish between sounds in different languages (phonology)
(Eimas and Miller, 1992, in Finn, 2010) which is why they can develop native-like
pronunciation in any language they are exposed to. Additionally, during this period,
children can also easily learn a language’s grammar (syntax and morphology) and its
vocabulary (lexis) relatively quickly, as they are naturally able to absorb and integrate
both elements of language into their speech.

Chomsky’s theory of generative grammar (1965) is also based on the idea that
language acquisition is an innate function of the human brain, involving a language
acquisition device (LAD), which possesses a universal grammar, a set of rules or
principles that underlie all languages and enables us to generate an infinite number of
grammatical sentences from a finite set of vocabulary and rules. Subsequently this
theory has been criticized because the study of the vast range of linguistic diversity
within human language shows that the idea of a universal grammar is untenable if
applied to language families beyond the Indo-European (Evans & Levinson, 2009). It
has also been challenged because it ignores the importance of social interaction
through which children discern patterns in the language(s) they hear around them.
Interactionist theorists have argued that the language behaviour of adults when talking
to children, known as child-directed speech (CDS) is specially adapted to facilitate the
acquisition process. Bruner (1983) coined the term Language Acquisition Support
System (LASS) that provides scaffolding for the child's language learning.

Scientists have distinguished between two big stages of language acquisition in
childhood: the prelinguistic and the linguistic stage. The prelinguistic stage typically
takes place from birth to around twelve months, before a child begins to use words.
During this time, babies develop early social communicative skills as they learn how to

communicate their needs through sounds, gestures, and facial expressions, and begin
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to recognize social cues from their caregivers. This stage can be further divided into
vocalization and babbling.

Children start vocalizing with sounds like cooing. It is universal among
children and its characteristics are influenced by the language or languages they are
exposed to: as they grow older, the range of sounds they are able to utter decreases and
only those spoken in their environment are retained. By around six months of age
infants start babbling, producing and experimenting with repetitive consonant-vowel
combinations, showing they can understand language before they can speak it.
However, sounds in this phase are not considered language because they are still
involuntary responses.

The transition from the prelinguistic stage to the linguistic stage occurs around
the end of the first year when children start to combine sounds meaningfully. The
linguistic stage lasts from the first year of life to around eight years of age. It starts with
the use of simple nouns and verbs until later other parts of speech appear. By the end
of this stage, children can form complex sentences and engage in meaningful
conversations with adult speakers. This is also because the number of words they learn
expands at a rapid pace (about 700 words annually), so by the time a child starts school,
their vocabulary ranges from 4,000 to 5,000 words, although with significant
individual differences. However, the ages associated with these stages are highly
indicative as the pace of speech development can vary based on several
overlapping factors such as gender, individual differences(e.g., health and
intelligence), and the type of relationship and interaction with the family, particularly
with the caregiver (G6nez, 2021).

Because sensitive periods are developmental learning mechanisms that
neurobiologically encode particular, expectable environmental experiences (Gabard-
Durman & Mclaughlin, 2020), it is vital for children during these developmental
windows to engage with their caregivers and environment. If this exposure is
insufficient or absent, it can result in long term consequences on their development.
We may be predisposed at birth to learn language, but the process is also a social

phenomenon. Speech can only be learnt in direct face to face interaction with a variety
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of partners, this means we have to learn it from someone, that is, from the members of
the community we live in, starting from caregivers and then shifting to other children.

For most children, early language experiences occur with an adult, usually with
their primary caregiver. Caregivers play a crucial role in a child’s language
development, especially in the early prelinguistic stage, by responding to the infant’s
sounds and gestures and encouraging further vocalizations and interaction. During the
linguistic stage, the caregiver should scaffold and build on the child’s weak and
incomplete speech, to help them become a more sophisticated interactor (Bruner,
1983, in Ely, 2005). This is also reflected in the child’s use of pronouns, which
shows they are now aware of the separate existence of others (Harding & Riley, 1986).
If the caregiver fails in this process, it can have negative consequences for both the
child’s language development and their social abilities, which are necessary for
interacting with other children and not just adults. In fact, as children begin to enter
the larger world, their linguistic proficiency, especially speech and comprehension,
play a very important role in their social and cognitive development during the
sensitive period (Teasley, 1995, as quoted in Ely, 2005). As children mature, they may
find themselves in the company of other children and peer interaction becomes
crucial for them to evolve their communicative competence (Preece, 1992; Rice, 1992
as cited in Ely 2005).

Gender differences in language are also more likely to be the product of
socialization and context rather than the result of innate biological differences. In fact,
early on children develop genderlects, which are ways of talking associated with their
gender (Ely, 2005). It is perhaps adults who influence children’s acquisition of these
genderlects which affect both the quality (how they speak) and quantity (how much
they speak) of their speech. For example, girls are typically encouraged to speak more,
as it is often seen as a desirable trait for females in many cultures. In contrast, boys are
frequently found to have a higher incidence of speech impediments, because being less
verbally expressive and more physically active is often associated with desirable
masculine traits. These cultural expectations can manifest in a child’s speech

development as girls tend to speak earlier than boys (G6nez, 2021).
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In conclusion, speech development is a complex and highly individualized
process that is shaped by both biological and environmental factors. The interplay
between genetics, brain specialization, caregiver interaction and peer socialization, all

contributes to a child’s language development and learning.

2.2.2. Speech development in multilingual children

Thus far we have seen how language acquisition in terms of speech and
comprehension develops in monolingual children. We will now consider how is this
process different in children who grow up multilingual.

Since at birth a child is naturally predisposed to language acquisition the rapid
neural growth that occurs in the first years of life allows for the acquisition of any
language and any number of languages. It is likely that the influence between neural
plasticity and language learning is bidirectional. The more plastic the brain, the easier
it is to approach different languages, and the more languages a child is exposed to, the
higher the rate of neural growth (Barac & Bialystok, 2011). We can therefore conclude
that the earlier learning languages takes place, the more likely it is that the different
languages will be incorporated into the neural plasticity which, in turn, forms and
organizes the mental schemata that underlies a child’s development.

When a child learns more than one language from birth, their languages
develop simultaneously alongside other cognitive functions. However, if they begin
acquiring additional languages at a later stage, it is believed they must first have
developed the basic cognitive and linguistic abilities necessary for the acquisition of the
first language. If the process of first language learning acquisition is interrupted in
favour of learning a second language, the general cognitive and linguistic development
of the child, may to some extent be impeded or slowed down. Therefore, the ideal
situation is where all languages develop harmoniously together. However, the
relationship between first and further languages remains complex and may lead to
discrepancies. In fact, even in simultaneous multilinguals, not all languages develop in
perfect synchrony. Researchers have therefore distinguished between balanced, or

symmetrical multilingualism, where two or more languages are spoken with equal of

27



fluency competence, and dominant multilingualism, where one of the languages is
spoken with greater fluency and competence than the others. However, today the idea
of perfect mastery of two or more languages is by no means considered the norm when
talking about multilingualism.

In terms of language development, there are some striking similarities between
monolingual and multilingual children. A child learns two or more languages in the
same way and in the same order as the monolingual child learns one, with the primary
difference that the multilingual child has to learn to distinguish between the different
languages. Furthermore, the mechanisms involved in this differentiation are not
different in nature from those used by monolingualism to make distinctions within
their single linguistic system. Moreover, although multilingual infants and children
can start speaking slightly later than monolinguals, they remain within a normal degree
of variation, so at an age which would be considered acceptable in a monolingual
child. We can thus conclude that multilingualism does not require any “special”
mental process, but only an extension and refinement of those common to all language
speakers. (Harding & Riley, 1986)

To explain how children distinguish between the different languages they are
acquiring, Volterra and Taeschner (1978, in Harding & Riley, 1986) proposed a
bilingual model consisting of three phases. During the first phase, the child has one
lexical system which includes words from both languages. However, at this stage, the
pair of words from the two languages are not yet matched so the child thinks according
to a “one word for one concept” principle. This means that they either only use one of
the words in the pair, or the two words are used with different meanings. During this
phase, words from the two systems may be used in a way that creates blends and
compounds. This same phenomenon initially seems to also apply to sounds, as the
child has one unified system made up of sounds from both languages.

In the second phase, children begin to develop separate vocabularies for each
language. Once they can distinguish between the two languages, they also begin to use
those languages in different ways, that’s how behaviours like code-switching and code-

mixing start to appear. At this stage, children will insert words from one language in a
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sentence in the other language, and they are also able to translate from one language to
another. These skills are very important because at a cognitive level, the child realizes
very early the arbitrary nature of language, in that the relationship between words and
the objects they refer to is not necessarily one, that some things have different names.
This exercise in abstraction is fundamental to the flexibility and open-mindedness that
multilingualism can provide.

In the third and final phase, the child fully differentiates between the two
languages, both in terms of vocabulary and grammar. This is also the stage when some
children rigidly associate each language with specific people or contexts.

Given this model was conceptualized for bilingual children, we may assume
that this type of functioning can be similarly applied to multiple languages and not be
limited to just two. However, even though it offers an interesting insight on language
differentiation from a linguistic and cognitive perspective, there are a few limits that
must be considered.

Firstly, these phases can vary from child to child, so it is not possible to say
exactly at what age they will reach a particular phase. Secondly, very little is still known
about how the separation of the two systems happens. Whatis evident is that gradually
children are capable of differentiating between languages and their mixed utterances
seem to significantly decrease. Finally, the social dimension is not adequately
considered, which, as previously demonstrated, is fundamental for language
development. In fact, the process of language differentiation can be accelerated or
slowed down and can unfold in different ways based on various contextual factors
such as the specific context and person the languages are associated with, the child’s
gender and the quantity and quality of the interaction the child has in each language.

A child’s linguistic environment influences how and when they learn their
languages. For example, children may grow up being exposed to multiple languages to
the same degree from birth (simultaneous) or may learn them in different moments
within the sensitive period (successive) (Wang, 2008, in Bathia, 2017). A child’s
linguistic environment can also imply the parents’ or caregiver’s attitude, for example,

towards mixing or disfluency. In the first case, caregivers may themselves try to avoid
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it and thus prevent their children from doing it too. On the other hand, they may
themselves switch and mix frequently from one language to another and, as a result,
may become part of the family’s or caregiver’s interactive style. In the second case,
parents often may unnecessarily worry of their child’s disfluency, which is a common
phase that children go through during their development and acquisition of multiple
languages. In turn, they may make their child self-conscious or anxious about their
speech and, as a result, the child may try to articulate with more effort even though
they still do not have the cognitive and linguistic capacity to do so. This can create the
conditions for stuttering. Once again, the problem relies more on the child’s social
surroundings rather than on the child themselves.

Results can also vary based on individual differences within one’s social
environment, for example, the child’s position in the family (Harding & Riley,
1986). It is perhaps possible to find children from the same multilingual family who
may become multilingual in different ways. For example, it is often considered that
first-born children usually start speaking earlier than subsequent children because they
do not need to share their parents’ attention. We can then conclude that these social
factors are essential for the full realisation of multilingualism in childhood and,
therefore, must be considered when discussing language development and acquisition
in multilingual children.

In this respect, a different model is proposed by Filmore and Keller-Cohen
(1979,in Harding & Riley, 1986), which emphasizes the social, cognitive and linguistic
strategies a child learns to acquire a second language in a natural environment across
three stages. In the first interactional stage, the child establishes social relationships
with the speaker of the second language relying on fixed formulas and nonverbal
communication. In the second stage, the child starts analysing the formulas and the
elements they have learned to use them to create new sentences. The third stage is when
the child checks systematically that the forms they use are correct.

Some of the social strategies children learn to use in this process, whether

consciously or unconsciously, include:
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- Joining a group and participating as a tough one understands the ongoing situation,
even though there is not a full comprehension of it.

- Creating the impression, through a few well-chosen words, that one is proficient in
the language.

- Relying on peers or caregivers for assistance in understanding and communicating.

Children also employ cognitive and linguistic strategies. The former includes:
- Assuming that what is being communicated is directly relevant to current situation
or experience.

- Using expressions that have been previously learned and understood.

The latter refers to strategies such as:

- Paying attention to the order of linguistic elements.
- Looking for sequences.
- Representing information simply.

This model is not only innovative for introducing the social dimension in
language learning, but also because it involves the development of a child’s
metacognitive and metalinguistic abilities, going beyond the simple process of
comprehension and production seen in the previous model._

The relationship between language and ontogenesis also involves the
development of metalinguistic and metacognitive skills. In children, the development
of metalinguistic abilities is when language itself becomes object of thought (Génez,
2021). This development includes the ability to consciously reflect on and reach
abstract levels of awareness of one’s mental processes. It therefore promotes
metacognitive abilities. Thus, metalinguistic and metacognitive skills are closely

interconnected.

2.2.3. Reading and writing development and learning in
multilingual children

Language development in children encompasses more than just the ability to
speak and understand spoken language. It also includes learning how to read and

write. Writing and reading are inextricably linked, and both influence and are
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influenced by the child’s ongoing language development and metalinguistic
knowledge (Adams et al., 1998; Perera, 1986, in Ely, 2005).

While speech is fast and fleeting, writing is slow, permanent and abstract,
tending to favour a more structured, paradigmatic way of representing phenomena,
facts, knowledge, and ideas (Dodman, 2014). For these reasons, both writing and
reading are complex abilities to acquire and perhaps are less natural to learn and
necessarily require a form of instruction.

In the earliest stages of writing, children do not follow conventional rules of
spelling and produce letter strings that may have little direct connection with the
meaning they want to convey (Bialystok, 1995, in Ely, 2005). Over time, in order to
develop their writing skills, children must learn to master the conventions of standard
spelling. This process develops slowly continuing through adolescence, reaching full
maturity only in adulthood, and sometimes only for certain writers (Ely, 2005).

Learning to write in one language is challenging enough, but it can be even
more complex for multilingual children, who must develop writing skills in more than
one language. Canagarajah (2015, in Schnoor & Usanova, 2022) proposes a framework
for understanding multilingual writing development by distinguishing between a
recursive model and a translingual model.

The recursive model suggests that language development is dynamic and
complex, where languages reciprocally interact. The influence of one language on
another occurs sequentially over time because to transfer skills from one language to
another, a learner must first develop mature skills in one. This model treats languages
as distinct but acknowledges that language development is a fluid and an evolving
process. In contrast, the translingual model theorizes a deeper connection between
languages which allow multilingual individuals to simultaneously use their languages,
mixing and switching between them, without keeping them separate during learning
or use (Schnoor & Usanova, 2023). In other words, multilinguals may have varying
levels of proficiency in each language, but their linguistic abilities form a unified,

integrated competence.
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Both models recognize that languages influence written production in
multiple directions, with the main difference that the translingual model extends this
idea by suggesting that the influences between the languages are not just sequential but
also simultaneous.

However, good writing is not merely about transferring knowledge and ideas
accurately onto paper. Itis a process of learning, a way of using language to understand
and engage with the world, providing a tool for representing and manipulating
experiences. Multilingual children, whose experience of the world is necessarily more
complex, need such tools perhaps even more than monolinguals.

Similarly, reading is a complex process that requires the ability to comprehend
and interpret texts. However, this depends on several developing skills and knowledge
such as the automaticity of word recognition, vocabulary size, the capacity of working
memory, and world knowledge (National Reading Panel, 2000, in Ely, 2005). For
multilingual children, learning to read in more than one language plays a significant
role in their development of higher cognitive functioning.

When multilingual children begin learning to read, they tend to have
vocabulary knowledge spread across their different languages. While their overall
vocabulary size might be similar to or even larger than that of monolingual students,
their proficiency in each language can vary, with weaker vocabulary in the languages
they are less dominant in. Although this position might seem more challenging for the
child, it offers unique opportunities for their reading development as it encourages
flexibility in language use and a deeper understanding of cross-linguistic connections.

From a linguistic interdependence perspective, just as with
writing, proficiency in a child’s first language can support the acquisition of reading
skills in additional languages. When a child knows how to read in one language, this
knowledge can transfer to the learning process in another language. If the languages
share an alphabet, the child may already be familiar with many of the letters, which
eases the learning process. Additionally, even if a child doesn’t know a word in the
second language, their understanding of the concept in their first language can help

them connect the meaning and thus, facilitate comprehension (Bruggink et al., 2022).

33



Reading in and with multiple languages is also important on a personal level,
as it allows one to fully engage with and participate in different cultural worlds (Ely,
2005). By reading, children gain access to a broader range of ideas and experiences,
enriching their understanding of both their own culture and of others. In this
perspective both reading and writing become significant tools for personal and

cultural growth.

2.2.4. Language development and learning as a lifelong process

Itis often believed that multilingualism is a privilege exclusive to those who are
fortunate enough to be born into a multilingual family where one or both parents are
multilinguals themselves, or for those who were exposed to multiple languages from a
young age. While this seems to be indeed the most common and favourable situation
for the development of multilingualism from a young age, it is not necessarily the only
way nor the best one.

According to the critical period hypothesis of Lenneberg (1967), humans are
biologically programmed for acquiring language between birth and puberty. After this
time, the brain begins to lose its plasticity and our ability to learn a language naturally
reduces (Bathia, 2017). This hypothesis, however, has been seriously questioned since
it was first formulated (Harding & Riley, 1986). For this reason, I have adopted
reference to the term “sensitive period” of language development rather than “critical
period”, because it recognizes that language acquisition is possible beyond the initial
years of life, that the optimal window for language learning is not as strict as described
in the critical period hypothesis. Thus, language development is now understood to be
a process with lifelong span (Ely, 2005).

When considering how a person can become multilingual, we must then start
from the idea that anyone can achieve multilingualism at any age. Multilingualism
holds potential in everyone throughout their lifespan, this means that a person can
become multilingual at any point in their life; during infancy, childhood, adolescence

and adulthood, by adding a new language to their existing one(s).
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However, even though language learning is possible outside of this
development period, it does tend to require more effort, and adults often experience
less ultimate success compared to children (Hakuta, Bialystok, & Wiley, 2003, in Ely,
2005). For example, adults can still learn a new language, but achieving native-like
fluency, particularly in terms of accent and grammar, is more difficult once the
sensitive period has passed. This is because after the “fossilisation” stage, adults have to
rely on their native language in order to learn a new language (Bathia, 2017).

While a child learning a language is learning about the world, about how it is
organized and how it works, adults when learning a language do it the other way
around. They bring their world with them and use language to try to express that
knowledge. This is because they already have notions and concepts shaped by their first
language which can interfere with their learning. No amount of training can bypass
this stage and free them from second language errors, as adults cannot learn a first
language twice.

However, due to their stage of cognitive development, adults are able to use
language in ways which are not available to young children. For instance, adults can
use their already fully developed cognitive skills to solve complex problems or plan
actions, which helps them in language learning in ways that are different from those of
children (Harding & Riley, 1986). Siegel (2003, in Bathia, 2017) argues that this stage
does not only have a biological basis; instead, it results from the identity adults develop.
Adult learners are not ready to give up their identity and, as a result, it prevents them
from achieving a perfect native-like competency in a second language. For example,
younger people seem to acquire native-like accents more easily, whereas older people
are less likely to lose their foreign accents. It looks as if the reasons have nothing to do
with the neurological development and organization of the brain but rather from their
need, whether conscious or unconscious, to show they are 'different’, to proclaim and
protect their individual and social identity.

Differences in language competencies in adult bilinguals, can also be explained
from a sociolinguistic point of view. Factors such as workplace, education, social

networks, exogamic marriage, religion as well as the type of learners they are, all play a
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role. Furthermore, research (Singleton, 1983 as cited in Harding & Riley, 1986) has
clearly shown that age in itself is not particularly relevant to success in language
learning, whereas motivation and opportunity are.

Children, compared to adults, may have more opportunities to learn a new
language, but it is also the learner's attitude towards the opportunity that matters the
most. A child who has a positive attitude towards a new linguistic community will
obviously be more motivated to try to make friends and communicate with people
from that community, which, in turn, is going to increase their opportunities to use
the new language. On the other hand, a child who feels rejected or ignored by a new
community will have low motivation and will avoid situations where they need to
communicate, thus, reducing their language learning opportunities.

Adults in general may have fewer opportunities for language immersion
compared to children, so motivation plays an even greater role for them. Motivational
factors can fuel their persistence in language learning, even when faced with obstacles,
and if motivated, they will intentionally seek out opportunities for language learning.
We can thus conclude that the availability of opportunities, together with a positive
and open attitude towards learning are shown to be more important than intellectual
capacity or language aptitude in predicting whether a person will become a successful

multilingual, regardless of their age.

2.3. Cognitive advantages of the multilingual brain

In the first half of the 20th century, research on bilingualism and intelligence
concluded that speaking multiple languages had negative effects on cognitive
development. Since multilingual children tended to score lower on verbal and
cognitive tests, researchers argued that exposure to two or more languages would
crowd and confuse the brain, leading to linguistic and intellectual impairments. As a

result, multilingualism was believed to put children at risk of developing issues such as
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semilingualism, stuttering, lower intelligence and even mental disorders like
schizophrenia.

These results reinforced the widely held misconception that multilingualism
was problematic, instilling fear and stigmatization which in turn contributed, until
relatively recently, to the oppression of non-dominant languages and the maintenance
of a monolingual society.

However, this perspective shifted in the opposite direction with pioneer
research of Peal and Lambert in 1962 (in Bathia, 2017). Their study challenged
previous assumptions, demonstrating that multilingual children were not at a
disadvantage but, instead, showed greater abilities in various cognitive tasks and
appeared to be intellectually superior to their monolingual peers. This discovery, along
with further research built on this new paradigm, eventually led to the development of
the linguistic augmentation hypothesis, according to which the more languages a child
is exposed to, the greater the potential for cognitive enhancement during the brain’s
development (Bathia, 2017). These findings opened new ways and perspectives for
research into the cognitive and linguistic benefits of multilingualism, which was no
longer viewed as a burden but rather as a source of cognitive and personal enrichment.

One of the most well-known theories emerged from this shift is the bilingual
advantage, which suggests that speaking multiple languages strengthens executive
functions (Fiirst & Grin, 2023). Executive functions are a set of higher-level cognitive
processes or mental skills responsible for self-regulation, problem-solving and
memory. Studies indicate that maintaining multiple active language systems within the
brain, enhances fundamental cognitive functions such as inhibition, selective
attention, working memory, and cognitive flexibility, all of which are largely
controlled by the prefrontal cortex and play a crucial role in decision-making and
multitasking (Goénez, 2021). As a result, multilingual individuals are thought to be
better at managing complex information, switching between tasks efficiently,
performing rapid operations and adopting alternative perspectives (Dodman, 2014).

A core executive function that has been the focus of research in

multilingualism is memory. Researchers in this field have been particularly interested
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in the characteristics and processes of memory organization such as encoding,
retaining and recalling. Within this strand of research, two different positions debate
on how multiple languages are stored and processed within the brain. Some argue that
multilingual memory consists of separate but interconnected lexical stores, each one
containing lexical and grammatical knowledge from each language, linked by a shared
conceptual system which holds the abstract representations of the world. Others
suggest that while different languages are neuro-functionally independent, they are not
completely isolated from one another or situated in completely different locations, as
no proof has been found on differential lateralization (Gonez, 2021).

Evidence has also supported the idea that multilingualism has a potential to
enhance working memory by strengthening inhibition abilities (Bialystok, 2009 in
Gonez, 2021). However, despite the progress that has been made in recent years, the
overall effects of multilingualism on memory development and it’s functioning still
remain inconclusive and unclear.

The ability to inhibit distractions is also required for another important
executive function: attention control, which, similarly to memory, appears to be
positively influenced by muldlingualism. From a psychological perspective,
multilingual individuals frequently switch between languages, meaning they have to
suppress one or more languages when these are not functional depending on the
situation, speaker or environment. This rehearsed ability allows them to develop
stronger inhibition skills, enabling them to suppress irrelevant stimuli and impulsive
behaviour more effectively. Some researchers have therefore hypothesized a potential
link between multilingualism and improved self-regulation in children with
developmental disorders characterized by impulsivity, such as ADHD, autism, and
dyslexia (Bird, Genesee & Verhoeven, 2016; Vender et al., 2018 in Goénez, 2021).
However, despite these promising findings, the extent of this connection remains a
topic of ongoing research.

Beyond cognitive benefits, but still closely connected to cognition,
multilingualism has also been strongly linked to enhanced literacy and metalinguistic

awareness. Studies have shown that bilingual children develop a deeper understanding
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of linguistic structures and meaning. For example, Gémez (1991) found that early
exposure to multiple languages improved children’s ability to distinguish between
names and objects more quickly, while Cummins (1978) demonstrated that bilingual
children are better at identifying tautological and contradictory statements (in Gonez,
2021). Perhaps, this heightened metalinguistic awareness, supported by these findings,
is believed to play a key role in strengthening and promoting literacy skills. By fostering
amore analytical approach to language it can positively impact abilities such as reading,
writing and comprehension as well as to find new alternative ad creative ways for
learning.

Interestingly, research also found that positive effects of multilingualism go
beyond language-related tasks, with growing evidence supporting the correlation
between multilingualism and creativity. For example, Fiirst and Grin (2023) showed
that multilinguals tended to score higher on tests of divergent thinking, problem-
solving, and openness to new ideas. They also found multilingualism to be related to
various aspects, activities and achievements of creative personality, like openness and
idea generation. Furthermore, their study suggested that both multilingualism and
multicultural experiences contribute to creativity. This advantage could stem from the
increased cognitive flexibility in terms of the ability to shift between differentlinguistic
and cultural perspectives which may encourage innovative thinking.

Because multilingualism is a lifelong process, the advantages it offers are not
just limited to childhood but have been proven to extend across the lifespan. In this
respect, in recent years, research has increasingly focused on the role of multilingualism
in cognitive aging. Studies indicate that frequent language use throughout life may
provide protection against neurodegenerative diseases, delaying symptoms of
dementia and Alzheimer by several years (Craik, Bialystok, & Freedman, 2010 in
Dodman, 2014). In fact, multilingual individuals seem to develop greater cognitive
resources, which is thought to help maintain mental function and flexibility even as
the brain ages (Bialystok, 2005; Hakuta, 1986 in Bathia, 2017).

In this perspective, personal multilingualism has become important not just

for cognitive development but also, once again, as a potential long-term investment for
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a sustainable living in terms of the population’s health and well-being (Dodman,
2014).

Nevertheless, despite decades of research and growing evidence supporting the
cognitive benefits of multilingualism, the bilingual advantage remains a subject of
debate. Recent large-scale studies have challenged this knowledge suggesting that the
advantages associated with bilingualism may not be as strong or as consistent as
previously thought. For example, Nichols et al. (2020, in First & Grin, 2023)
conducted a study with over 10,000 participants and found no significant differences
in executive function between bilinguals and monolinguals. Moreover, they observed
that any differences that did perhaps exist seemed to disappear when accounting for
variables such as age, country of origin, socioeconomic status and education. These
findings raise important questions about the extent of multilingualism’s cognitive
benefits as, in certain contexts, they appear to be minimal to non-existent, particularly
in adults. However, the debate remains open and ongoing.

It can be then concluded that multilingualism shapes the brain in complex and
dynamic ways, deeply and positively influencing cognitive functioning, thought and
behaviour. As research continue to evolve in this direction, it becomes crucial to
explore multilinguals’ unique cognitive and linguistic abilities and their psychological

implications.

2.4. Beyond words: the psychology of multilinguals’
linguistic abilities

Multilinguals do not mind thinking in multiple languages, they do it naturally
and often perceive it as an enjoyable and creative activity. As previously discussed, this
ability is frequently linked to lateral thinking and problem-solving and has been
proven to offer significant cognitive benefits. However, this process extends beyond

simply thinking in two languages.
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Due to their complex and manifold linguistic repertoires, multilinguals
develop and rely on additional cognitive tools: code-switching, code-mixing and
translation. These skills, by definition, cannot be performed by monolinguals and
occur exclusively in multilingual situations where multilinguals can call upon their full

communicative resources (Harding & Riley, 1986).

2.4.1. Translation

One common assumption about multilinguals is that they naturally possess
the ability to perfectly translate and interpret between different languages. In reality,
translation is a complex skill which varies based on different factors including age,
experience, personality, context, and the relationships between those involved in the
conversation. Children, for example, begin translating as soon as they are able use
languages independently. While the quality of their translations may vary, if provided
with a supportive environment, children generally find it an enjoyable activity which
they engage in spontaneously. However, translation is also often used as a benchmark
to evaluate the "true" multilingual ability of both children and adults. In this type of
evaluation, proficiency is measured by how accurately individuals can transfer
meaning between languages (Harding & Riley, 1986).

This emphasis on precise translation, turns it from a natural linguistic process
into a performance. For children, in particular, this can be quite pressuring because
instead of viewing it as a fun and creative way to navigate their multilingual identity,
they feel compelled to perform in order to meet external expectations, especially if
imposed by adults. The pressure to conform to these expectations and the perception
of not being able to meet them can lead to linguistic insecurity from an early age,
gradually undermining a child’s confidence and self-expression. Over time, these
children may come to believe that they must first prove their linguistic competence to
the world, that they are perfect balanced multilinguals, in order to be allowed and feel
worthy of using their languages. If they fail to prove it, they might feel the need to hide

their abilities but also an important part of themselves.
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What is often overlooked is that translation is not a rigid or mechanical process
but rather a fluid and dynamic one. Language is deeply tied to thoughts and emotions,
and not all ideas or feelings can be perfectly transferred from one language to another.
Linguists speak of lexical non-equivalence across languages, when certain culturally
tied items cannot be translated into a different language without losing important
cultural connotations. This phenomenon seems to often occur when words carry
affective connotations which are unique to a given culture, whereas more concrete
items tend to be more resistant to translation since their meanings are more universally
shared and less tied to specific cultural aspects (Backer, 1997). This is where code-
switching serves as a natural alternative. Unlike translation, which requires careful
reconstruction of meaning, code-switching allows multilinguals to express themselves
more authentically by preserving the nuances of their identity and emotions. It is a
flexible strategy that challenges the limitations of translation, demonstrating that
multilingual communication is about more than just word-for-word equivalence, it is

about conveying meaning in the most natural and effective and affective way possible.

2.4.2. Code switching
Callahan (2004, in Jassem, 2020) defines code-switching as the use of words

and structures from more than one language by the same speaker within the same
speech situation, conversation or utterance. Code-mixing, on the other hand, is
described by Hudson (1999) as a "linguistic cocktail,” where speakers alternate
between a few words in one language and a few words in another (in Becker, 1997).
Both terms should not be confused with "borrowing” and "language choice.”
Borrowing occurs when a word or expression from one language is adopted into
another and used naturally as if it was borrowed. In contrast, language choice refers to
when a speaker fully changes from one language to another according to the person
they are speaking to (Harding & Riley, 1986). The key distinction between these terms
and code-switching and code-mixing is that the latter always carry intentional

meaning.
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However, there are opposite views on whether or not there is a real distinction
between code-switching and code-mixing. While some scholars consider them separate
linguistic phenomena, others argue that no clear distinction exists between them
(Jassem, 2020). In this thesis, I will use "code-switching” (CS) as an umbrella term that
encompasses code-mixing, as both processes, despite their slight linguistic differences,
serve the same psychological function. In fact, both allow multilingual speakers to
consciously or unconsciously choose a speech style within the same language and to
shift fluidly between codes or linguistic systems. This ability makes them practical
tools for adapting to different communicative contexts, but they also serve a deeper
function, that is, they are an important part of one’s unique multilingual identity.
Transitioning between languages becomes an essential means for expressing thoughts,
emotions more precisely, naturally and personally, allowing for a full and authentic
self-expression. Lipski (1982 in Becker, 1997) describes this as a way for multilinguals
to find a balance between the different linguistic and cultural worlds they belong to.

Given the profound personal significance of these abilities, it becomes crucial
to explore their implications, understand how they function, and examine the
motivations and contexts in which they are used.

CS is a highly dynamic phenomenon. For this reason, explaining it through a
one-dimensional model would be overly simplistic. Researchers from various fields,
such as linguistics, sociology, and psychology, agree that both internal and external
factors must be examined to adequately describe this speech behaviour. This highlights
even more the need for an integrated approach, where grammatical constraints are
examined in connection with functional constraints to fully capture and understand
the affective and situational aspects of CS.

In this respect, to provide a more comprehensive explanation, Becker (1997)
introduced a synthetic model of CS, which considers three interacting and intersecting
dimensions:

1. Structural linguistic factors ("out of the mouth"). This dimension refers to the
linguistic rules and structures underlying the CS process, which can be studied

once the code-switching utterances come out of the mouth.
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2. Psychological and psycholinguistic processes ("in the head"). This dimension
examines the mental processes that happen consciously and unconsciously
during CS.

3. Social-psychological influences ("on the spot”). This last dimension focuses on
the social context and how it influences multilingual’s CS behaviour on the

spot.

Out of the mouth

For a long time, multilingualism was viewed negatively and, as a result, code-
switching and code-mixing were mistakenly perceived as random processes which
reflected a supposed language deficiency. However, with the rise of the bilingual
advantage paradigm, this perspective was abandoned. If bilingualism is not a deficit
but rather a cognitive advantage, then code-switching is not a sign of linguistic
deficiency but rather an indicator of linguistic ability. Today, linguists widely
recognize that these linguistic behaviours are governed by systematic rules and are
phenomena that can be analysed both functionally and structurally (Becker, 1997).

Choosing one language over another is not merely a matter of interlocking
different systems or simply stopping the use of one language and starting in another, it
actually requires highly developed communicative skills, and a deep understanding of
the languages involved. When switching between languages, speakers must follow the
grammatical rules of each language to ensure that the sentences remain grammatically
equivalent (Harding & Riley, 1986). According to Woolford (1983 in Becker, 1997),
in this process the sentences produced are generated by drawing on the rules from
separate grammars at the same time, without altering the structure of either language,
meaning that no new grammar is created during the process. In this perspective, code-
switching reflects an integrated knowledge of the rules of all languages used, including
their similarities and differences. Perhaps, the more multilingual a person is, the better
they tend to be at code-switching. Individuals with a dominant language may limit
their switching to a few words, while highly fluent multilinguals are capable of making

more complex in-sentence switches (Harding & Riley, 1986).
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According to Sankoff and Poplack (1981 in Becker 1997) non-fluent
multilinguals, because of their lower level of proficiency in the other language(s), may
avoid "risky” switching whenever they feel more likely to switch incorrectly. On the
other hand, they might use CS for words or sentences they are not sure of, shifting to
the other language in order to avoid making a mistake. In contrast, fluent multilinguals
find switching from one language to another easier because their proficiency in the
languages makes them less likely to violate the grammatical rules of either language.
These differences provide further evidence in favour of CS as an indicator of linguistic
ability. Moreover, engaging in frequent CS is believed to counteract the process of
language separation because, on a grammatical level, it favours the structure where the
languages converge (Harding & Riley, 1986).

Despite the paradigm shift in scientific research, which has demonstrated that
code-switching occurs within the confines of grammatical rules, their social perception
remains largely negative. These practices are often regarded as a degraded form of
communication. For this reason, multilinguals are often implicitly or explicitly
mocked for their language use, judged for speaking "bad" or "irregular” language,
labelled as "lazy," and, in some cases, even accused of destroying their linguistic heritage
(Bhatia & Ritchie, 2008, in Bhatia, 2017).

However, in line with the holistic approach to multilingualism, it is crucial to
understand that language structures cannot be analysed in isolation. Both internal
psychological factors and external social factors must be considered in order to

understand the complexities of code-switching.

In the head

Psycholinguistic factors can trigger code-switching both consciously and
unconsciously. While a seemingly straightforward way to explore the psychological
motivations behind a specific code-switch would be to ask a multilingual speaker
directly about their intrinsic motivations, psycholinguists have found that code-
switching is often triggered by unconscious psychological factors, meaning that

multilingual speakers are frequently unaware of their spontaneous alternation
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between languages (Becker, 1997). That being said, when referring to CS as an
unconscious process, it is essential to consider terms like "triggering” and
"interference.” Interference occurs when the appropriate words fail to come to mind,
and the speaker instead uses words from another language. For example, when
speaking in one language, the second language may interfere with the first, causing a
shiftin speech. Triggering, on the other hand, happens when an external stimulus such
as a word, a topic, an environment or an internal state like an emotional state, activates
the other language, leading the speaker to continue using that language in that
particular speech (Harding & Riley,1986). This activation occurs unconsciously,
often without the speaker's awareness,

Becker (1997) categorized the various unconscious reasons for CS and code-
mixing into three distinct categories: (1) switches triggered by momentary inclination,
(2) switches resulting from frequent exposure to specific items in one language, and
(3) by cultural untranslatability.

CS is frequently unconsciously triggered by a bilingual speaker’'s momentary
inclination. Evidence shows that multilingual speakers often know the appropriate
words in both languages but produce the word that is closest to the “tip of the tongue”
(Lipski 1980, in Becker, 1997). This phenomenon is also referred to as avazlability,
meaning the switching will occur because the word that comes out is more available in
that language (Lance, 1970 in Becker, 1997).

Another one of the most common reasons for code-switching occurs when the
speaker cannot recall the right word or expression in the language they are currently
using. This may happen not because they don’t know the translation, but because they
more frequently use that word in the other language. Psycholinguists have
demonstrated that lexical items are more accessible to multilinguals in one language
than in others. This is due to frequent exposure to these words or expressions in a
particular language, which leads to developing a habitual use of those terms with that
one language. As a result, when bilinguals encounter a situation where these language-
specific items are needed, their switch to the other language is often unconsciously

triggered.
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Another significant reason for CS occurs due to cultural untranslatability.
This refers to situations where some lexical shifts are triggered unconsciously to help
bilingual speakers reconcile between two cultures and two languages. This may
happen when certain terms or concepts have no direct equivalent in the other language
or where a translation is perceived as inadequate. In such cases, a multilingual may
code-switch to ensure they can accurately convey the meaning or cultural significance
of a certain term, as no suitable translation exists (Becker, 1997).

More recently, research using electrophysiological and experimental
approaches has provided further evidence of the unconscious interaction between
languages in multilinguals. These studies have shown that both languages compete for
selection, even when only one language is necessary for completing a task (Martin,
Dering, Thomas, & Thierry, 2009; Hoshino & Thierry, 2010 in Bathia, 2017). This
further supports the idea that bilingual speakers’ language systems are constantly
interacting, even when they are unaware of it.

However, not all code-switches are triggered by unconscious factors. CS can
also occur as a result of conscious decisions. These conscious switches are often
strategically used in order to influence the outcome of conversations, adding a stylistic
meaning and express specific communicative intentions. In these cases, individuals
alternate between languages with a particular purpose in mind.

Becker (1997), in his synthetic model, identifies four conscious psychological
factors that can trigger CS.

The first reason why bilinguals may switch languages is to emphasize a
particular message or idea they want to convey. By using CS as a stylistic device, they
create contrast within and between sentences. In this way, CS can be viewed as a
conversational strategy in which the shift signals to seek for an additional meaning in
what was communicated. The intention behind CS is not inherently different from
monolinguals, the key difference is that multilingual speakers have additional linguistic
tools at their disposal, allowing them to perform multiple operations to achieve their

communicative goals (Fina, 1989, in Becker, 1997).
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The second common conscious reason for CS is a mode or topic shift.
Research shows that bilingual speakers often use code-switching as a strategy to
indicate a change in discourse mode. For example, a bilingual speaker might switch
languages when moving from making an assertion to asking a question. This change
can also serve to indicate a temporary break in the conversation. Moreover,
multlingual speakers may alternate between languages to mark a shift in the
conversation's topic. This language change can be interpreted as a sign that the speaker
has finished discussing a particular topic and is now ready to begin a new one. On the
other hand, it may be used as a way to escape or avoid a difficult or compromising
topic.

Once again, while the underlying motivation is not fundamentally different
from what a monolingual might do in a similar situation, multilinguals can
additionally shift in language in order to shift topic.

The third reason identified for CS isdescribed as personalization or
objectification of messages. This communicative strategy highlights and identifies each
language as a marker of group membership. According to the Sociolinguistic Model of
Markedness, the socio-psychological motivation for code-switching is often to
communicate a desired or perceived group membership and establish interpersonal
relationships (Bhatia, 2017). Within this framework, psycholinguists distinguish
between two main codes. On the one hand the "they-code”, which refers to the
language associated with the external community. It is often used for more objective
and impersonal communicative exchanges. On the second hand, the "we-code", which
refers to the language associated with the multilingual speaker’s ethnic or cultural
identity. This is their most intimate and personal linguistic mode, used to convey a
sense of closeness, solidarity, and belonging within a group (Gumperz, 1976 in Becker,
1997). From this perspective, CS serves as a tool for both inclusion and exclusion. By
switching to a shared language, speakers can reinforce closeness in relationships,
making their interlocutor feel included, fostering a sense of intimacy, strengthening
social bonds, and expressing solidarity with a conversation partner. On the other hand,

code-switching can also function in the opposite way as a means of exclusion. This
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brings us to the final reason identified. CS can be used as a communicative strategy to
control the conversation and the people who participate in it. By switching languages,
speakers can intentionally exclude someone form a conversation a relationship or a

group (Backer, 1997; Bathia, 2017).

On the spot

Bilinguals also adjust their language use based on external social factors to
conform to the expected speech norms of their community. As Aguirre (1988, in
Backer 1997) explains, code-switching is a dynamic process of negotiation that helps
maintain both linguistic and social harmony within a given context. This suggests that
multilingual speakers do not switch languages randomly, rather, they make deliberate
linguistic choices to align with their social environment.

Multilinguals code-switching behaviour is influenced by three "on-the-spot”
contextual factors. Research on code-switching highlights that multilingual
individuals actively respond to external social cues when selecting a language, ensuring
their speech resonates with the identity and expectations of their conversation
partners, meaning that multilinguals typically do not engage in CS unless they have an
understanding of the listener's linguistic background and attitudes. This awareness
allows them to navigate social norms, in order to avoid inappropriate CS and
misunderstanding.

The first factor multilinguals consider is the physical characteristics of the
addressee, such as ethnicity, gender, and age. They assess these attributes and adjust
their language choice accordingly to match the social identity of their conversation
partner. The second consideration is the listener’s and their own perceived social role.
For example, multilinguals often respond in the same language as someone they
perceive to have higher status. However, if they see themselves as having higher status,
they may choose whether or not to switch languages in order to conform to the other
person’s speech.

The environment in which a conversation takes place also influences code-

switching behaviour. In predominantly monolingual settings, multilingual speakers
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may restrict themselves to a single language, conforming to the dominant linguistic
norms. Conversely, in multilingual environments that encourage language diversity,
bilinguals are more likely to shift to a multilingual mode engaging in code-switching
more naturally (Bathia, 2017). Moreover, the formality or informality of the situation
plays a crucial role in language selection as well. CS is generally more prevalent in
informal conversations, where social norms are more relaxed. In fact, according to
Zentella (1990 in Becker, 1997), while informal contexts allow for CS because the “we-
code” is associated with intimacy, solidarity, and familiarity, it is often perceived as
having lower prestige in public or professional settings. In contrast, formal settings
discourage it, as the "they-codes”, are typically higher social status languages which are
linked to power and education.

In fact, a speaker’s perception of language prestige, dominance, and linguistic
security influences their code-switching patterns. If a multilingual speaker views a
particular language as more prestigious in a given social context, they may consciously
switch to that language to conform to societal expectations. On the other hand, if a
language is considered less socially valuable, they might suppress it in favour of the
dominant language, even if their natural inclination would be to switch.

Furthermore, unexpected emotional or cultural circumstances can also
influence code-switching behaviour. Experiences such as emotional trauma, cultural
shock, or significant stress may lead speakers to instinctively revert to their native
language for comfort and emotional expression, even in situations where they would
otherwise avoid code-switching. This kind of involuntary language shift can persist for
an extended period, depending on the individual's psychological state (Bathia, 2017)

Lastly, the subject matter being discussed also plays a significant role in code-
switching behaviour. As previously mentioned, certain topics can unconsciously
trigger CS. However, multilingual speakers can deliberately suppress CS when they
recognize that doing so would be considered inappropriate in that particular situation.

However, despite this ability to regulate their language use, multilinguals tend
to associate different topics with specific languages based on their cultural and

linguistic experiences. Certain topics are more naturally discussed in one language than
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another due to cultural context, education, or socialization. For example, a bilingual
speaker might prefer to discuss academic or professional matters in one language while
reserving personal, emotional, or familial topics for another (Becker, 1997). These
preferences reflect deep-seated connections between language, culture, and personal
identity which all shape the way multilingual speakers navigate their linguistic choices

and build the specific characteristic of their multilingual biographies and life courses.

2.5. The multilingual identity

Identity is a complex construct that continues to be a subject of academic
debate across disciplines such as psychology, sociology and linguistics, each offering
different perspectives to its understanding. Understanding these perspectives on
identity is essential for exploring its connection to language, particularly when

discussing multilingual identity.

2.5.1. An overview on identity

For a long time, classical theories described personal identity as coherent and
continuous. According to Erickson’s theory of psychological development (1950, in
vom Ordre, 2016), identity formation was seen as a mostly linear process centred
around significant agents of socialisation in a child’s life, such as family and school.
The underlying idea was that identity is a largely fixed and stable essence which must
be gained and possessed permanently.

However, this essentialist view was later criticized and deconstructed by
postmodern approaches in the 1980s, which considered identity as a life-long work of
construction. Today, the dominant perspective in social sciences is that of social
constructivism, which frames identity as a social process rather than a fixed,
predetermined entity. It emphasizes how identity is shaped through the ways in which
individuals position themselves and are positioned within specific social, historical,
and cultural contexts (Block, 2016). Therefore, identity is flexible and subject to

constant change, adapting and developing in response to its surroundings, constantly
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building and rebuilding itself in the process. Identity is not something we simply
“have”, but something we continuously build and negotiate throughout life.

Research has increasingly adopted this social lens, focusing on how identity
emerges from an individual's daily interaction in social activities or in the narratives
produced and the discourses that circulate in a particular society (Block, 2016).
However, not all aspects of identity are negotiable in every context. Social psychology
acknowledges that while social experiences play a significant role, people also have an
inner self. In other words, identity is not just socially constructed but it is also deeply
rooted in internal processes.

Identity is composed of multiple intersecting axes such as ethnicity, gender,
age, education and social class (Gauntlett, 2002, in vom Orde, 2016). These “identity
inscriptions” are deeply connected aspects of the self and cannot be considered in
isolation (Block, 2016). Moreover, some of these elements also often remain stable over
time.

The duality between the social and psychological dimensions of identity was
turther explored by H. Mead (1967, in vom Orde, 2016). He sees identity as a relatively
flexible construct that emerges through life-long interactions with others, where the
self has to constantly negotiate between the “me”, the object, the internalized
expectations of society, and the “I”, the subject, the spontaneous self. However, it
would be a mistake to believe that the self is solely shaped by external social forces.

This is where the concept of “psychobiography” becomes essential. Layder
(1997, in Block, 2013) uses this term to refer to identity as the product of life events,
activities, and interactions that accumulate and shape the self over time and space. It
includes both experiences common to all individuals and unique, deeply personal
experiences that operate below the level of consciousness. It becomes a flexible self-
representation that does not change just in response to an ever-changing environment
but also as a result of one's emotions and internal psychological struggles. All of these
current life experiences are integrated to construct a personal narrative, a coherent

whole that is inevitably always going to be subject of revision throughout a person’s

life.
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Paul Gee (1999, in Block, 2013) further contributes to this discourse by
distinguishing between socially situated identities, which are the roles individuals
adopt in different social contexts, and a stable core identity, which represents a deeper
sense of self that provides continuity despite these constant shifting in social roles. This
means a person has different social and situational identities and yet is always identical
to himself (Mummendey, 2006, in Siebenhiitter, 2023).

Similarly, Keupp (2009, in vom Orde, 2016) describes identity as a "self-
reflective project” which is constantly evolving through adaptation and self-
development. He used the term “patchworking” to describe identity construction as
an endless, everchanging and creative process, aimed, nevertheless, at achieving a
certain degree of coherence and authenticity.

In other words, identity can be understood as having a stable core but also
being a process that is dynamic in time (Siebenhiitter, 2023). We all possess a sense of
self that remains consistent over time despite external changes and allows us to answer
the fundamental question, “Who am I?”. Itreassures us that, despite the many
changes and disruptions we may experience in life, there is something essential and
unchanging at the heart of who we are.

Taken together, these perspectives suggest that identity exists across multiple
continua. It is simultaneously an individual and relational process, as well as
a psychological and social one (Block, 2006; Fisher et al., 2020; Norton & Toohey,
2011 in Block, 2013). It can be understood as developing on two intersecting levels:
the micro-level, which consists of personal experiences, family, close relationships, and
immediate surroundings that shape identity at an individual level; and the macro-level,
which consists of larger social structures such as institutions, cultural norms, and
economic conditions that influence identity at a broader societal level (Siebenhiitter,
2023). Moreover, identity is neither completely stable nor entirely fluid; instead, it is
seen as existing on a spectrum between stability and change.

Although the phenomenon is generally studied adopting one of these

perspectives, researchers should consider all levels when studying identity. In light of
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this, the American Psychological Association (n.d.) provided a more thoughtful and

inclusive definition of identity which manages to capture this entire spectrum:

An individual’s sense of self is defined by (a) a set of physical, psychological, and
interpersonal characteristics that is not wholly shared with any other person and
(b) a range of affiliations (e.g., ethnicity) and social roles. Identity involves a sense
of continuity, or the feeling that one is the same person today that one was
yesterday or last year (despite physical or other changes). Such a sense is derived
from one’s body sensations; one’s body image; and the feeling that one’s

memories, goals, values, expectations, and beliefs belong to the self (/dentity).

In conclusion, identity is complex, multifaceted, and contradictory (Norton,
2006). While some theories emphasize an inner, more stable self, others highlight the
influence of external social structures in shaping identity. The debate centres around
how much of identity is fixed and constant versus fluid and changing. However, it is
generally understood by both internal and external factors, which are in constant

dialogue throughout our lives.

2.5.2. Language, identity and linguistic identity

In order to understand human beings, we must begin with understanding their
language. (Kresi¢, 2006, in Siebenhiitter 2023). The languages we use are part of what
makes us who we are, they give us community and meaning and we reveal something
about ourselves with every utterance. Whenever we speak, we are doing more than just
using grammar, we are trying to express something, we build ourselves as we speak
through negotiation and co-construction of meaning (Bathkin, 1981; 1984, in
Norton, 2006). However, language is not just a tool for communicating and
interacting with others, we use it as a medium for inner dialogue and self-reflection. It
therefore provides the basis for self-understanding and becomes a crucial element

through which we form our identity (Krumm, 2020 in Siebenhiitter 2023).
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The relationship between language and identity is often explored through the
lenses of social identity or cultural identity. In terms of social identity, which is
grounded in Social Identity Theory (Tajfel and Turner, 2004 in Siebenhiitter, 2023),
individuals categorize themselves and others into groups in order to navigate and better
understand the social world. In this process, language becomes an identity marker that
acts as a tool used to categorize individuals. The way and the language someone speaks
can provide immediate cues about their social identity, including gender, class and
ethnicity (Andrews, 2010 in Martin, 2021).

Cultural identity, on the other hand, concerns the relationship between an
individual and an ethnic group with a common history, language and worldview.
Language here is not just a marker, but part of a lived culture itself. It carries cultural
knowledge, ways of thinking and collective memories (Norton, 2006). However, this
connection is not absolute as it is possible to speak the same language without
necessarily sharing the same cultural background and cultures can exist with the people
who share it speaking multiple languages (Siebenhiitter, 2023).

Moreover, the distinction between social and cultural identity is not always so
clear as they intersect in many ways. For this reason, identity in second language
rescarch is often examined in terms of being socioculturally constructed
(Norton,2006), because the ways in which we use language to communicate reflects
social and cultural norms (Costa, 2020).

Although social and cultural sciences have assumed that different forms of
identity, such as personal identity, group identity or national identity, cannot be
conceptualized without recognizing the central role of language, there is still an open
debate regarding its place in identity theory, in which language is often overlooked or
continues to play a subordinate role, especially in psychology. For example, classic
models such as Erickson’s theory of identity development, make only a brief mention
of the importance of the role language plays in childhood (Siebenhttter, 2023). This
omission may stem from the fact that language is such a fundamental part of human
existence that it often goes unnoticed. In turn, language is often equated with identity

by being grouped under broader identity categories such as nationality, ethnicity and
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culture, instead of being recognized as a separate category of its own. According to
Martin (2021) this overlap is a conceptual mistake which she describes as “a special case
of the whole/part distinction, where the whole is distributed among its part” (p.2).

However, as previously discussed, identity is not just shaped by social or
cultural forces, it also involves our internal sense of self, and language becomes
important in expressing and shaping it. The variouslanguages we speak are
intrinsically linked to the self (Martin, 2021). The way individuals use language
through register, word choice, the choice of topic and the way they talk about
themselves and others, can reveal a lot about their self-concept.

For multlingual individuals, the relationship between language and self
becomes even more intricately layered. It is not just whar language they use, but how,
when and why they use it which can reveal parts of their identity. Every language they
speak may carry different emotional, cultural and personal associations. As a
result, code-switching, accent and language mixing consciously and unconsciously
express aspects of heritage, group membership or personal identity or can reflect shifts
in identities or multiple senses of belonging.

In order to bring together the multiple dimensions of the relationship between
language and identity, some researchers have proposed using the term “linguistic
identity” as a distinct concept. However, the literature on the analysis of what
constitutes linguistic identity remains largely sparse and limited. While the term is
widely used by linguists, few have offered a clear and coherent definition
(Siebenhiitter, 2023).

Martin (2021) defines it as “the relationship of a person to her language over
time” (p.5) and conceptualizes it as a “composite identity”, situated at the intersection
of personal identity and social identity. Linguistic identity encompasses not only one's
ability to communicate, but also one’s evolving sense of self and belonging within a
linguistic community and it requires a continuity of one’s internal psychological
experience which is expressed through external dynamic language practices.

She then identifies three key elements: idiolect, dialect and linguistic

agency. Idiolect refers to an individual’s unique and personal way of using language
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which include phonemes, vocabulary, sentence construction and discourse patterns.
This uniqueness is closely connected to personal identity as there are no two
individuals in the world, even within the same linguistic community, who share an
identical linguistic repertoire. In this way, one’s idiolect serves as a personal identity
marker within a language community.

Dialect, on the other hand, reflects the social dimension of linguistic identity.
Itisa variation of a language thatis shared by a particular group, often based on region,
ethnicity or social class. Speaking a certain dialect connects a person to a specific
linguistic community and thereby expresses their social identity.

By combining both idiolect and dialect, individuals negotiate their place
between the personal and the social dimension. This is where linguistic agency comes
into play. Linguistic agency represents the individual’s capacity to act intentionally
within their language practices. It is how the idiolect and dialect come together to give
the individual epistemic agency within his or her language community. Costa (2020)
defines linguistic agency as the power of language to influence how we perceive the
world, understand our experiences, form relationships, express needs and feelings and
imagine new ideas and possibilities. Therefore, it is where an individual becomes a
linguistic agent, who acts as a self-legislating member of a linguistic community and
uses language to shape knowledge, express and participate in the co-construction
of meaning.

While this model concentrates on the linguistic structures and usage of
language, others emphasize more the role of the social and emotional experience of
language in constructing one’s linguistic identity.

According to Leung, Harris, & Rampton (1997 in Dressler, 2014) linguistic
identity can be expressed and experienced in terms of expertise, affiliation and
inheritance. Expertise is an individual's level of linguistic competence, including how
fluently and accurately they can use a language (Block, 2014 in Dressler, 2014).
Children in particular strongly draw upon this competence when developing their

linguistic identity. Affiliation, on the other hand, captures the emotional or social
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attachment towards a language, regardless of proficiency. For example, children
express it through liking or disliking a language (Dressler, 2014).

Lastly, inheritance refers to the familial connection to a language. This
connection may come from growing up in a family that still speaks the language, or it
may exist symbolically through stories, traditions or cultural practices that tie an
individual to a linguistic heritage (Block, 2014, in Dressler, 2014). However, this
inherited connection does not necessarily translate into active use or emotional
investment. As Little (2023) suggests, involving children in leading the family’s
language practices, by allowing them to explore the heritage language, can encourage
the child to build stronger emotional ties to the language, instead of simply viewing it
as a passive inheritance.

Together, these perspectives offer a fuller picture of how individuals both use
and experience language as part of their identity and how it shapes the development of
their own linguistic identity. Linguistic identity, becomes essential for understanding
how individuals relate to language on both a personal and a social level and layers the

foundation for examining the multilingual identity

2.5.3 Multilingual identity

The previous section explored linguistic identity as a general phenomenon
rooted in an individual's relationship with language. When shifting focus to
multilingual individuals, this concept becomes more complex, and thatis why the term
“multilingual identity” is used to explore how multiple linguistic affiliations coexist
and interact within one individual.

Language is deeply rooted in our sense of self. However, when multiple
languages are connected to the self, an important question that arises is whether we
can speak of one unified linguistic identity or multiple, coexisting identities. In other
words, does being multilingual imply a multi-identity or can we speak of a singular
multilingual identity? And if so, can we even speak of a multilingual identity at all?

Various models and theoretical approaches have tried to unravel the

relationship between multilingualism and identity, mostly adopting a pluralistic view.
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This perspective hypothesizes the existence of multiple or partial identities which make
up the self of multilingual individuals.

One example of this is Kresi¢’s (2006) Multiple Language Identity Theory (in
Siebenhiitter, 2023). Kresi¢ builds on Keupp’s flexible “patchworking” view of
identity but adds language as a central element in its construction. More specifically,
she introduces the concept of “partial identities” to explain the experience of
multilingual individuals. In this way, each language is connected to a different part of
identity and becomes the medium of the “multifaceted self”, meaning our identity is
composed of different facets or selves, and language is the medium through which
these facets are expressed. Therefore, the speaker becomes a “multi-identity speaker”,
where each language corresponds to a partial identity. However, these identities are
not simultaneously active because a multilingual does not use all of their languages
simultaneously, they shift between them successively depending on the speech
situation and setting and, in doing so, they shift from one partial language identity to
another. For example, one partial language identity could be the “me as a student who
speaks English at school” and the other might be the “me as a granddaughter who
speaks German with my grandparents”.

This idea aligns in some ways to Paul Gee’s (1999, in Block, 2013) model of
socially situated identities. Justas we adopt different social identities depending on the
social context, these identities are associated with specific use of languages and thus
form socially-linguistically situated identities. In this case, they are referred to as
“partial language identities”, which together form a composite multilingual
identity. Furthermore, if multiple identities are occupied by the individual in relation
to language and register (Clark & Gieve, 2006, in Little, 2023) and the different
linguistic codes are equated with identities, then code-switching becomes a mechanism
used to activate the different linguistic identities and the “we-code” and the “they-
code” are to be understood as separated identities.

Although Kresi¢'s model illustrates well the complex interplay between the
social, cultural factors with an individuals’ multilingualism, the idea of partial or

multiple identities has been seen as problematic for potentially implying the
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fragmentation of identity (Siebenhiitter, 2023). It risks suggesting the individual can
be split into separate and unrelated parts. This would ultimately lead in the direction
of a dissociative identity disorder (DID). However, research has shown that acquiring
additional languages does not lead to split personalities or to a linguistic schizophrenia
(Pavlenko, 2006, in Siebenhiitter, 2023).

In this respect, instead of talking about self-fragmentation we should speak in
terms of self-perception. Multilinguals often describe their experience not as having
multiple selves, but rather as having different ways of being themselves. They have
different perceptions of themselves in different contexts based on the language they
use. Code-choice, therefore, is not the same as identity, but rather the medium through
which express parts of one’s identity.

Moreover, if we accept the notion of identity as subjected to a continuous
process of development over lifetime, where it cannot increase nor decrease
quantitatively or even be erased, then the acquisition and use of further languages
cannot mean the splitting of one’s existing identity nor generate new ones. In light of
this, Siebenhtitter (2023) suggests that research would benefit from studying the
concept of identity in less detail, without treating every social role, every ability and
competence as a discrete identity.

In an attempt to study the phenomenon of multilingualism in relation to
identity from a holistic perspective, a more recent theoretical model is presented by
Forbes. et. al. (2024) which tries to explain how the multilingual identity is formed and
experienced. It is assumed that multilingual identity is a latent construct which
encompasses a number of linguistic identities under a broader multilingual identity
umbrella (Fisher et al., 2022). Rather than framing it in terms of distinct or
partial identity, the model conceptualizes it as composed of three main interrelated
components: experience, evaluation and emotion.

Experience refers to past and present contact with languages. These
experiences shape the multilingual identity by influencing how individuals perceive,
relate and identify with their own multilinguality. Evaluation concerns beliefs both

about language and the self in relation to language. This includes beliefs about
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multilingualism in general, for example, whether being bilingual is perceived as an
advantage or as an extra effort, as well as self-perceptions of competence and efticacy
as a language user and learner. The latter is in turn influenced by many factors such as
age, frequency of language use,level of socialisation into different linguistic
communities and the way in which the languages were learned (e.g. natural or
instructed learner).

Nevertheless, these beliefs are not just built based on self-evaluations, they are
also shaped by the sociocultural values of those around them. The expectation,
ideologies and collective beliefs of peers, family and the broader community, influence
how an individual views their languages and place in a multilingual society.

Such beliefs are inherently linked to emotions, that is why the third
component proposed by Fisher et al. (2022), considers how the emotional disposition
towards languages influences one’s multilingual identity. Research on emotions and
multilingualism has shown that multilingual speakers have different emotional
responses to the languages they speak (Dewacele, 2013; Pavlenko, 2005, 2006, in
Siebenhiitter, 2023). In particular, a strong emotional bond often exists between
heritage language and identity (Pavlenko, 2009, in Forbes et al., 2023), which also
aligns with Leung, Harris, and Rampton’s (1997 in Dressler, 2014) distinctions
between affiliation and inheritance as ways in which linguistic identity is expressed.
However, the relationship between emotions and multilingual identity still needs
further exploration (Siebenhiitter, 2023).

Thus, the model proposed by Fisher et al. (2022) still has difficulty in
capturing the complexity of the multilingual identity as there are other socio-cultural
factors that go beyond those identified by the authors, although what these could be
is still to be further explored.

To summarize, while Kresi¢'s model conceives multilingual identity as a set of
partial, coexisting identities that individuals shift between across contexts, Forbes et
al., on the other hand, frame it as a singular but multidimensional identity shaped over
time by experiential, cognitive and emotional factors. Thus, the debate centres

around whether multilingual identity is to be understood as an assemblage of separate
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identities activated in different contexts or as a dynamic but singular identity that
encompasses a range of influences.

More recent research seems to lean towards multilingual identity being
understood as singular and continuous, even in the face of important life changes. For
example, during transformative experiences such as migration, parts of one’s identity
or self-concept may go through a complex process of negotiation, but the identity itself
remains stable. The result is not the acquisition of a new separate identity, but rather a
qualitative shift where a “transcultural identity” (Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004, in
Siebenhiitter, 2023) is formed. These transitions do not fragment the self but reflect
its adaptability. In fact, children from multiple linguistic and cultural backgrounds
are more likely to develop flexible identities that evolve with changing social and
linguistic context (Choudry, 2010, in Little, 2023).

On the other hand, more critical perspectives argue the term “multilingual
identity” does not explain more than the identity of a person able to speak or
understand more than one language and offers no deeper insight into the psychological
dimension of the phenomenon of multlingualism. The main argument is that
language is not the determining factor in identity formation, it is an influential, yet
non-defining, component. For this reason, it would be more precise to speak of a
“multilingual profile” that more or less influences identity and enriches it. According
to Siebenhiitter (2023) research should move away from rigid classifications of
identity, such as linguistic or multilingual, and should focus instead on observable
expressions and interactions in connection with multilingualism. These might include
emotional attachment to language(s) and other psycholinguistic phenomena.

In this thesis, I will consider the possibility of speaking of a multilingual
identity as described by Fisher et al. (2022). This choice is based on the understanding
that subcategories or types of identities like linguistic identity and multilingual
identity, are not an end in themselves nor are they separate identities. They should
instead be conceptualised as one of many layers which make up our identity and which
do not fit perfectly together like puzzle pieces. They overlap with many other parts of

ourselves creating a combined identity in which one aspect cannot be separated from
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the next, forming an interconnected web that constitutes, builds and continually
reshapes who we are. Acknowledging at the same time that over the course of a
multlingual’s life, their linguistic repertoire may change both qualitatively and
quantitatively, however, their overall identity undergoes qualitative but not
quantitative transformations.

Adding the adjective “multilingual” to the term “identity” highlights the
specific subject under investigation, that s, the unique experience of an individual who
possesses multiple languages in their linguistic repertoire which shape their sense of
self, together with all the implications language has on one’s identity, way of feeling
and being. This seemingly small difference becomes significant, particularly in the
psychotherapeutic context, where understanding the suffering of multilingual
individuals and working effectively with them requires a recognition of how their

multilinguality shapes their identity.
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Part two
Multilingualism in therapeutic practice
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Chapter 3. Multilingualism in the context of
psychotherapy

This thesis began by defining the complex phenomenon of multilingualism
through distinguishing between environmental and personal multilingualism and
then exploring both dimensions from a psychological perspective. In this section,
personal multilingualism will be re-examined through the lens of the psychological

knowledge presented so far within the specific context of psychotherapy.

3.1. Why multilingualism in psychotherapy matters

As we have seen, it can be concluded that multilingualism is not just a
linguistic phenomenon, but also a psychological, cognitive and emotional one.
Therefore, approaching personal multilingualism in a psychotherapeutic context
requires returning to and revisiting its initial definition as the ability of an individual
to use different languages in their everyday life. This definition focuses on what
happens externally, in that it is linguistic, involving phenomena such as speaking,
writing and code-switching. However, it overlooks the internal dimension of language
in the way it shapes thought, emotion and identity and of how individuals experience

and make sense of the world.

3.1.1. Personal multilingualism and psychotherapy

As previously discussed, language plays a central role in identity construction,
emotional expression, cognitive and social development. If language is more than just
a means of communication, then multilingualism is more than just the ability to use
multiple languages. If, as according to Maturana (2002) “languaging” is the process

through which we operate and exist as human beings, then language is not simply
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something we use, but a way of being. Therefore, personal multilingualism is a way of
existing in and through different languages. Based on this understanding, an
alternative definition for personal multilingualism could be the process where an
individual uses, thinks, feels and relates in different languages in their everyday life.

With this definition my intention is to shift the focus from language solely as
a skill, or ability, to language as a space, or process, of being and becoming. While the
word ability is performative and static, the word process implies an ongoing change and
development across time and space as the way multilingualism shape's identity,
learning and development. The dynamic nature of personal multilingualism becomes
particularly significant when working with multilingual clients in psychotherapeutic
contexts.

As discussed in the previous chapters, language is a tool for cognitive, emotional
and psychological development. The term development it is often understood in its
common definition “the process in which someone or something grows or changes and
becomes more advanced” (Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.). However, the word derives
etymologically from the Latin dis- (expressing both ‘the reverse of” and ‘separation’) and
viluppare-viluppo (meaning entangle or entanglement). In this sense, development
means a process of disentangling or unravelling with a further extension deriving from
the French dévelopment, and the verb desveloper, meaning to “unwrap” or “unfold
(Harper, n.d). Thus, development can mean to unravel, to create order and understand
better and not just to advance. Language, then, is a tool for personal development in the
sense of revealing something within and of untangling the knots of our inner struggles.
Through language we give shape to our thoughts, articulate our experiences and feelings
and create new meaning. Recognizing this power of language means acknowledging its
role in mental health and psychotherapy.

Language is at the heart of psychotherapy (Zahra Al-Mahroos & Di Braccio,
2022; Verkerk et al., 2024) and has traditionally been known as the “talking cure”, a
treatment method that operates through an exchange of words (Marx et al., 2017).
However, when working with multilingual individuals, therapy is an exchange of

words just as it is an exchange of languages.
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Psychotherapy deals with trauma, emotions and identity all of which are
influenced by language and by one's multilingualism. Addressing multilingualism in
psychotherapy introduces a psycholinguistic perspective (Costa, 2020), where
therapists need to address how multilinguals individuals manage their languages in
therapy and the psychology behind their linguistic abilities (Verkerk et al., 2024; Costa,
2020; Dewacle et. al., 2020). In fact, just as not all words are equal, not all languages
are interchangeable. In psychotherapy, paying attention to a person’s multilingualism
means asking:

- Why did the person choose this particular word, in this particular language?

- Why can’t this person express their emotions in one language but in another?

- Why does this person feel like switching when talking about a certain topic?

- Why does this person feel different when talking about themselves and their

emotions in another language?

When a multilingual client chooses a particular language, it may shape their
emotional expression, introduce cultural nuances or distort their self-presentation
(Verkerk et. al., 2024). It therefore becomes important for psychotherapists to pay
attention to their clients' linguistic and cultural needs, to the way they choose their
emotional language, how their languages reflect their culture and how their identity
manifests itself differently in each language. Multilingualism becomes part of the
therapeutic material and the window to one’s identity, memory and emotions.

This attention, however, is often missing because it is frequently assumed that
multilingual individuals are the same as monolinguals, even in therapy (Costa, 2020).
This assumption reinforces the idea of a “language barrier”, that presumes therapy can
only happen if therapist and client both share a mother tongue, but it is precisely this
monolingual assumption that creates the barrier which can negatively affects the
course and the outcome of psychotherapy.

As the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein (1922) said: “The limits of my
language are the limits of my world” (5.6). Language is the medium through which we
build our inner world, and also the tool through which we can access it. In therapy,

limiting a multilingual’s language is also limiting the exploration, the expression and
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the understanding of their own internal world. It means engaging with only a part of
their self, restricting access to memories, emotions and parts of the client’s story. This
can ultimately undermine the therapeutic alliance and the transformative potential of
psychotherapy.

Nevertheless, research shows that therapists don’t have to necessarily be
multlingual to work effectively with multilingual clients. What is needed is a
multilingual therapeutic framework (Costa, 2020), that embraces personal
multilingualism in its new definition: not as a skill the therapist lacks, but as a core part
of the client’s psychological being that is worth exploring. In this framework
multilingualism will not be something that separates, but something that connects
inner and outer words, therapist and client, past and present. Addressing
multilingualism can thus become a powerful therapeutic tool, particularly in the
treatment of trauma and identity-related issues (Verkerk et al., 2024; Costa, 2020). It
allows multilingual client to express themselves in the language that feels most
authentic, it can facilitate emotional access, unlock repressed memories, and support
the containment and processing of intense emotions, some of which may be embedded
in language itself (Costa, 2020; 2021). This requires therapists to be trained to be
linguistically sensitive to the psychological significance of multiple languages, dialects,
registers, and styles. For this to happen, there must first a shift in perspective where
multilingualism is not viewed as a disruption to the therapeutic process, but rather as
something that enriches it (Zahra Al-Mahroos & Di Braccio, 2022; Costa, 2021;

Rolland et al., 2020; Verkerket al., 2024).

3.1.2. A global perspective and the spread of linguistic injustice
The need to acknowledge and integrate multilingualism in psychotherapy is
not only a personal concern but also a broader societal and global one. Multilingualism
is no longer an exception and is in fact becoming the norm in many parts of the world
largely due to globalization, migration and displacement (Verkerk et al., 2024).
With accelerating globalization, our world is becoming more interconnected,

and linguistic diversity is both expanding and evolving at a rapid pace, increasing the
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number of multilingual individuals worldwide. On the other hand, in Europe, recent
migration waves, whether voluntarily or forced, stemming from conflicts in Palestine,
Ukraine, Syria and other regions, have brought and are increasingly bringing large
numbers of people with diverse linguistic profiles into contact with mental health
services. Many of these individuals do not speak the host country’s language and may
lack access to therapy in their native tongue (Verkerk et al., 2024). As a result, they may
feel misunderstood, isolated and unable to fully express themselves and their emotions.

As Gasseau, Scategni, & Seidita, (2025) explain:

Vivere in un contesto in cui si parla una lingua diversa o pit1 lingue differenti puo
risultare destrutturante e confusivo, alla ricerca faticosa a volte delle parole della
propria lingua madre per parlare di sé, delle proprie emozioni, lingua che, come
sappiamo, ha il potere di evocare 'universo fisico, conoscitivo, esperienziale
soprattutto affettivo, relazionale ed emotivo personale. Spesso, nei racconti,
emerge la difficolta di vivere le relazioni in Paesi parlanti lingua diversa proprio

perché ¢ piu difficile e complesso comunicare le proprie emozioni (p.88).

This linguistic and emotional paradox is not just limited to real life
interactions, but it extends to the digital realm, where an increasing number of
therapeutic encounters now take place. Advances in telecommunications, accelerated
by the COVD-19 pandemic, have normalized remote work and, consequently, remote
psychotherapy. This shift is allowing psychotherapists to reach clients across the globe,
many of whom speak different languages (Zahra Al-Mahroos & Di Braccio, 2022;
Gasseau et al., 2025).

Together these factors have increased both physical and virtual contact with
multilinguals in society and, therefore, in the workplace, posing new challenges for
mental health professionals to support people with diverse linguistic profiles and to
meet the growing demand for culturally and linguistically responsive therapeutic

practices.
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However, despite the increasing number of clients with multilingual
backgrounds, multilingualism at a personal level remains largely overlooked in
psychotherapy and in training programs (Costa, 2020). The lack of attention to
multilingualism in both clinical practice and therapist training represents not only a
professional concern but also an ethical and social one. Addressing linguistic diversity
in therapy could be helpful in reducing health disparities that stem from various forms
of discrimination, including linguistic discrimination (Costa, 2021).

As previously discussed, language is deeply tied to power. It functions as a
marker for our social identity, and it creates the basis for both social and linguistic
discrimination. Although these judgments are often implicit, they can lead to unequal
access to mental health care and influence the way multilingual clients are treated
within therapeutic settings.

Van Parijs (2004, in Costa, 2020) introduces the concept of “linguistic
injustice” to describe how certain languages are dominant and hold more power than
others. Costa (2020) suggests that in the context of psychotherapy, this injustice occurs
when a client’s native language is dismissed or overlooked in favour of a dominant
lingua franca, often chosen for the therapist’s convenience rather than for the client’s
needs and wellbeing. This dynamic can be very harmful as it creates a power imbalance
in the therapeutic relationship where multilingual clients may feel judged for their
proficiency in the dominant language and pressured to articulate complex thoughts
and emotions in alanguage in which they do not feel confident. This can lead to a sense
of inferiority, reduced linguistic agency and even feelings of infantilization.

This phenomenon has unfortunately become normalized in many
psychotherapeutic settings, reflecting a systematic form of linguistic discrimination
that calls for change. An early example of addressing this issue was the Mother Tongue
Project in the UK, which ran for 18 years, starting in 2000 (Costa, 2021). This project
provided linguistically and culturally sensitive counselling services to minority
communities and it represented a first model of how psychotherapy can be made more

socially and linguistically inclusive.
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According to Costa (2020) psychotherapists should adopt an attitude of
linguistic empathy which begins with recognizing one 's linguistic privilege and
cultivating openness and sensitivity to language differences. It also involves an effort
for psychotherapists to tolerate ambiguity and unfamiliarity as they explore a new
linguistic territory, made of different grammatical structures, vocabulary and
meanings that may be difficult to understand.

In conclusion, the increase in multilingualism in the population is reflected in
the growing number of multilingual individuals seeking psychotherapy. Language is
never neutral, it is shaped by power and political dynamics which influence
interpersonal relationships, even professional ones. As a result, to adequately meet the
needs of the population, mental health services should offer linguistically sensitive
therapy and provide therapists with training programs that foster linguistic empathy

and awareness.

3.2. Research on multilingual psychotherapy

Psychotherapy is a dynamic and constantly developing field, perhaps even
more so when more than one language is involved (Verkerk et al., 2024). In recent
decades, the intersection of psychotherapy and linguistics has attracted interest by
scholars, leading to the emergence of a new field of research on multlingual
psychotherapy.

This growing body of research explores how multlingualism shapes
therapeutic processes, particularly in relation to emotional expression, identity and
communication. Recent research in this field have focused on understanding the
linguistic dynamic at play in therapy such as code-switching, language fluency and the
implications of language choice in expressing emotions (Costa, 2020; 2021; Dewacle
et al., 2020; Verkerk et al. 2024; Shakiba, 2015). Studies have also examined how
cultural differences and power dynamics underlie language use (Al-Mahroos & Di

Braccio, 2022).
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While multilingual psychotherapy is often discussed in terms addressing the
needs of multilingual clients, therapy is a relational and co-constructed process, that s,
multilingual psychotherapy does not only concern the client’s linguistic experience, it
also involves that of the therapist. In some cases, monolingual therapists work with
multilingual clients. Here, scholars have introduced concepts like the multilingual
framework and linguistic empathy (Costa, 2020), suggesting that therapists do not
need to speak all the client’s languages, but rather develop sensitivity to the client’s use
of language as a form of meaning-making and identity expression. In other cases, both
therapist and client are multilingual and may share one or more languages. This allows
for a more flexible use of language in therapy, where both can switch between
languages. This dimension has led researchers to explore not only the experiences of
clients but also how multilingual therapists navigate their own language use in therapy
(Zahra Al-Mahroos & Di Braccio, 2022).

Ultimately, research shows that both the therapist’s and the client’s linguistic

repertoires play an essential role in shaping multilingual psychotherapy.

3.2.1. Multilingualism and emotions

In recent years, research on emotional communication in multilingual
individuals and in multilingual psychotherapy has increased and expanded
significantly. This area of research studies emotional expression across different
languages in multilingual individuals and in multilingual therapeutic settings, in the
attempt to find new meanings beyond words.

Multilingual individuals often have specific language preferences for
expressing emotions (Dewaele et al., 2020). These preferences are not casual but are
deeply tied to the emotional resonance and personal significance they feel towards each
of their languages. Multiple factors influence how individuals relate to their languages
and, therefore, how they choose to express emotions through them (Shakiba, 2015).
Among the most significant factors are the age and context of language acquisition.

Languages learned early in life, typically a person’s mother tongue or heritage

language, are more frequently used to express emotions and one’s inner world. These
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carly-acquired languages are often associated with stronger psychological and
emotional bonds due to the intense affective socialization during childhood. From a
psychobiological perspective, the first language co-evolves with the development of
emotional regulation systems and is neurologically linked to subcortical brain regions
involved in emotional arousal. From a social-development perspective, parents often
use their native language to communicate feelings to their children, therefore, causing
it to become the language of emotional expression within the family (Costa, 2020).
These factors contribute to the association of the mother tongue with a heightened
emotionality, authenticity, intimacy, and expressive power. In contrast, second or
later-acquired languages tend to feel more emotionally distant. This is often because
they were learned in later years or in less emotionally charged environments, such as
formal educational settings. Languages acquired in emotionally rich environments,
such as through family interactions or romantic relationships, are more likely to be
used to express feelings than those learned in impersonal settings like classrooms
(Shakiba, 2015), where the integration between language and emotion is less likely to
form as deeply.

However, some researchers (Harris et al., 2006 in Costa, 2020) suggest that the
language in which an individual is most proficient, regardless of its order of
acquisition, may carry more emotional weight. In other words, multilingual
individuals with high fluency in their second language, especially those who learned it
early or in naturalistic settings, may find it just as, or even more, emotionally charged
than their first language.

Nevertheless, even less frequently used languages can serve as a medium for
emotional expression (Costa, 2020). In fact, it’s not solely the linguistic proficiency,
but rather the “emotional fluency” in the language that allows a multilingual
individual to express their emotions in the most authentic and satisfying way (Verkerk
et. al., 2023).

Language learning is indeed an “emotional endeavour” itself and one that is
strongly linked with identity and belonging (Norton, 2013, in Little, 2023). The way

individuals learn, forget, or lose a language can have significant psychological effects.
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For multilingual individuals, these effects may be even more complex, as they form
distinct emotional connections with each language they speak.

On the one hand, acquiring a new language can be felt as empowering because
it opens up a new range of expressions (Costa, 2020) and it can facilitate emotional
expression that was suppressed in the first language, such as discussing taboo topics or
expressing anger and swearing (Dewacle, 2013 in Costa, 2020). These expressions
might have been discouraged in childhood or could be negatively viewed in the first
language due to cultural or religious norms. In this sense, a second language can offer
psychological distance and serve as an escape from those restrictions. For others, using
a second language symbolizes a break from the past and a step toward personal
transformation (Costa, 2020).

On the other hand, acquiring a new language can provoke strong feelings of
anxiety. For instance, some people may develop foreign language anxiety (FLA), or
Xeno glossophobia, a common phenomenon characterized by unease or fear when
using a second language. This type of anxiety increases with the number of languages
a person speaks and may be intensified by fears of losing the first language and its

emotional and cultural connections (Shakiba, 2015). As Costa (2020) explains:

Sometimes people have such a strong attachment to their home language and
such a fear of losing it that they are unable to learn another language.

Their language may be their last tie to home and adding another may feel like

a betrayal (Para. 30).

Learning the new language excites anxieties around separation and loss — not only

of the mother but also of the mother tongue and the motherland (Para. 31).

When a person loses fluency in a language they acquired early in life, either
because of disuse or changing life circumstances, it can be a painful experience. This
phenomenon, known as language attrition, often involves feelings of mourning,
inadequacy, and infantilization. It means losing one’s linguistic agency, a part of

oneself and access to a world, particularly an emotional one. Yet not all individuals
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react the same way. For some, this loss may be experienced neutrally or even as part of
the process of self- reinvention (Costa, 2021; Costa, 2020).

Nevertheless, many other factors influence which language feels most
emotionally resonant and is preferred to express emotions, such as the size of one’s
social network in a particular language, the frequency of use, socialization with other
speakers, number of languages known, emotional intelligence, age, gender, education
(Shakiba, 2015) and many others.

Regardless of these factors, it can be concluded that for multilingual
individuals expressing the same emotion in different languages can evoke different
meanings and emotional experiences and that emotional expression across languages is
not uniform. While strong emotions are often associated with the first or heritage
language, there are circumstances in which a later-acquired language (LX) may be
preferred for emotional communication. The language an individual chooses to
express particular emotions is deeply personal and shaped by one’s unique
psychobiography. These factors need to be considered in multilingual psychotherapy
to have a better understanding of the emotional significance attached to each language
and of how clients use them to access and express their inner world.

While many psychotherapists are trained to explore their clients' inner worlds,
they may overlook their clients’ linguistic backgrounds and may not recognize that
proficiency in a second language does not automatically equate to fluency in the
expression of complex emotions (Dewaele et al., 2020). In fact, expressing emotions in
anon-native language can feel vague, disconnected, or inauthentic, even for proficient
speakers. However, when placed in a psychotherapeutic context, the sense of
emotional authenticity, of feeling connected to the language of expression, can nurture
self-understanding and healing (Verkerk et al., 2023). In fact, translation alone is often
not enough for expressing emotions because the semantic and conceptual
representation of emotion words can vary significantly across languages, making direct
translation imprecise or, at times, impossible (Pavlenko, 2005 in Dewacle et al., 2020).
Even when translation is possible, emotion-related words in different languages often

carry subtle differences in meaning and emotional impact as they are shaped by
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cultural-historical contexts, and personal experiences. When working with
multilingual clients this can lead to misinterpretation or misunderstanding. These
differences are not just linguistic but deeply psychological and understanding them
could significantly contribute to the therapeutic process. It therefore becomes
important to consider the different emotional attachments clients have to their
languages, as well as how emotional expression varies across those languages.
Language does not solely function as a medium for emotional communication
but also allows clients to access their own emotional experiences and autobiographical
memories more easily. Many multilingual individuals report that recalling certain
affective states, such as those linked to childhood or trauma, is easier in their first
language because it has a heightened emotionality (L1). For instance, hearing a
childhood song or revisiting a meaningful phrase in L1 can trigger vivid, emotionally
rich memories (Verkerk et al., 2023; Dewaele & Costa, 2013 in Costa, 2020). Some
individuals are only able to retrieve early memories in the language in which those
memories were originally encoded, which may not be their native language (Costa,
2021). Therefore, in psychotherapeutic practice, it becomes useful to encourage or
allow clients to switch languages temporarily during a session to facilitate the access to
emotions connected to those memories (Costa, 2020). The connection between
language, memory, and emotions can be particularly powerful in trauma work, where
re-accessing and reprocessing traumatic emotional experiences in the language most

closely tied to those events can support a deeper healing in multilingual clients.

3.2.2. Multilingualism and trauma

Traumatic experiences can deeply impact an individual’s life, mental and
physical health, disrupting thoughts, feelings and behaviours and overall psychological
functioning. For multilingual individuals, trauma is closely connected to specific
languages, which can undermine their linguistic agency and affect not only how they
recall events but also their ability to express and process those experiences.

As discussed in chapter 2, linguistic agency is a fundamental component of

linguistic identity as it refers to the ability to use language to shape how we understand
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the world, express needs and emotions, form relationships, and imagine new
possibilities. In psychotherapy, this is crucial because language creates a framework
through which clients make sense of their experiences, allowing feelings to be seen,
named, processed, and, eventually, integrated. However, agency is not fixed, it is
constantly changing. For multilingual individuals, this becomes even more dynamic
due to the access to a repertoire of languages, with each language carrying distinct
emotional, cultural, and autobiographical associations (Costa, 2020). In other words,
different languages embody different degrees of agency. Therefore, when working
with trauma in multilingual individuals, linguistic agency can be viewed in two
perspectives: the agency lost in one language, and the agency preserved or potentially
reconstructed in another. This multiplicity can be used as a therapeutic tool to regain
or compensate for the agency lost in one language through the agency afforded by
another. The pain that comes from traumatic experiences can in fact damage the sense
of agency in a language and often manifests more intensely in the language in which
the trauma occurred. For example, if someone has been traumatised in one of their
languages (whether it s their first language), they may feel a diminished sense of agency
when speaking that language.

When dealing with early traumatic experiences it is often the first language, the
mother tongue. In this case, studies show that clients who discuss trauma in L1
experience a more rapid emotional release, not only because the trauma happened in
that language but also due to the heightened emotionality that comes with a first
language (Verkerk et al., 2024). For example, Schwanberg (2010, in Verkerk et al.,
2023) studied Spanish-English bilinguals and found that participants reported higher
intensity of PTSD symptoms when recalling traumatic memories in their first
language (L1) than in their second (LX). Many showed little emotion when discussing
trauma in their LX but became visibly emotional when switching back to L1. These
findings suggest that the language of memory retrieval can either intensify or mitigate
the emotional impact of trauma, depending on the language's relationship to the
original experience, and that if the language of the traumatic experience matches the

later language of retrieval, it can greatly contribute to the healing process.
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Azoke et al. (2020, in Verkerk et al, 2023), examined a case where a therapist
observed a discrepancy between a multilingual client’s verbal reports and clinical
assessment scores. When the client was invited to switch to their L1, their emotional
responses became more aligned with their clinical profile. Moreover, Szoke et al. (2020,
in Verkerk et al., 2023) also showed that when clients discuss trauma in L1 they
experience a more rapid emotional release. These studies show that switching to L1 in
therapy can lead more easily to emotional discharge and, therefore, highlight L1’s
potential as a vehicle for emotional processing and healing, which can significantly
improve the therapeutic outcomes. However, this is not true for everyone. A later-
acquired language (LX) can also provide new forms of linguistic agency. It allows
individuals to explore, narrate, and reframe their trauma in a way that feels safer and
more empowering by offering a sense of psychological distance. For example, studies
by Cook (2019, in Rolland et al., 2020) and Dewaele et al. (2020) reveal that some
individuals benefit from using LX precisely because it offers a degree of emotional
detachment. For these clients, the second language creates an emotional buffer that
provides enough distance to enable and facilitate the processing of the traumatic event
and to discuss painful events without becoming overwhelmed. LXs may also feel less
constrained by the social, cultural, or familial baggage carried by the first language.
This sense of freedom can be particularly valuable for clients who associate their L1
with shame and oppressive norms (Cook and Dewacle, 2022, in Verkerk et al., 2023).

In sum, the emotional intensity and expressive power available in L1 can be
both a strength and a vulnerability. While L1 often provides the most authentic and
emotional means of describing and expressing feelings, it can also provoke strong
emotional responses with the risk of potentially retraumatizing the client (Verkerk et
al., 2021). In fact, the self-soothing neural system, which is essential for the healing
process, develops in early childhood and is often associated with the first language. Yet,
when trauma is encoded in L1 it may no longer be able to provide comfort. In such
cases, subsequent languages (LXs) may help by providing cognitive and emotional

distance (Gilbert, 2005, in Costa, 2020).
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Fortunately, the association between language and trauma is not permanent.
When working with multilingual patients, therapy should value and acknowledge
multilingualism as a dynamic feature and work with the client's linguistic toolkit that
includes code-switching, translation, and strategic use of language based on emotional
and psychological and psycholinguistics needs.

The ability to shift between languages flexibly can become a therapeutic asset
(Costa, 2020). A client might choose to use L1 to express grief but switch to LX when
discussing shame or anger. Some may use LX for protection and L1 for connection, or
vice versa.

On the other hand, when clients are not proficient or fluent in the language
used in therapy, an interpreter may be brought in to facilitate communication.
Therapists often report feeling anxious about introducing a third party into the
therapeutic relationship as this can make it harder to build a therapeutic alliance
especially if a stronger alliance forms between the client and the interpreter (Costa,
2021; Deawele, 2020). Nevertheless, research has shown that therapy outcomes for
clients who worked with an interpreter were just as positive as those for clients who
received therapy without one. This suggests that the presence of an interpreter does
not negatively affect the effectiveness of therapy (Brune et al., 2011, in Verkerk et al.,
2023). In fact, for many clients, the opportunity to speak about their trauma in the
original language in which it occurred is more important than any discomfort
associated with a third person being present during sessions. Achieving such positive
outcomes, however, requires preparation and collaboration between the therapist and
the interpreter, who must work together as a team (Costa, 2020).

Moreover, for multilingual clients who do speak the language of therapy
translation can be just as positive. The cognitive act of translating back into the
“traumatised” language can reduce the emotional intensity and help detoxify the
traumatized language (Costa, 2020). Still, therapists should be cautious not to rely
solely on translations, as important aspects of a client's experiences could be lost or

neglected in the process (Ibarra, 2021, in Verkerk et al., 2023).
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Through the alternate and multiple use of these psycholinguistic tools, clients
can reframe, reshape and reconstruct their emotional relationships to each of their
languages. When dealing with traumatic experiences or emotionally intense memories,
a multilingual approach to psychotherapy can empower clients to reclaim their
linguistic agency, process emotional pain, provide the space for their other languages
to be heard and, as a result, to significantly improve the quality of the healing process.
This approach highlights the need for therapists to remain reflective and attentive
during code-switching as the reasons behind a switch, whether conscious or
unconscious, can reveal important information about emotional states and coping

strategies (Costa, 2020).

3.2.3. Code-switching in psychotherapy

Multilingual psychotherapy combines emotional communication with the
use of more than one language. As a result, it becomes important for this field to
develop a deeper understanding of the dynamics of linguistic phenomena and their
role in emotional expression during therapeutic sessions. Nevertheless, the intersection
of psychotherapy and linguistics is still largely underexplored, with only a few scholars
(e.g. Costa & Dewaele, 2013, in Dewaele et al., 2020; Verkerk et al., 2021) directly
investigating the role of language in the emotional expression of multilingual clients.

Code-switching has emerged as a central focus in recent research on emotional
communication within multilingual psychotherapy. As previously mentioned,
multilingualism is dynamic, and code-switching becomes a key tool in navigating this
dynamism by allowing speakers to shift between languages for various communicative
and emotional purposes. This shift should not be ignored as it is often intentional and
meaningful.

There are many reasons why clients may feel the need to code switch during
therapeutic sessions. One of the major reasons identified by researchers is the
emotional proximity the client has to a given language (Dewacle & Costa, 2013, in
Dewaele et al., 2020; Rolland et al., 2020). For many clients it represents a shift into a

more or less emotionally resonant space, often driven by a desire to convey emotions
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as authentically as possible without losing meaning in translation (Rolland et al., 2017,
in Verkerk et al., 2023) and to facilitate faster verbalization of emotional content
(Alhamami, 2020, in Verkerk et al., 2023), especially during emotionally intense
moments. On the other hand, code-switching may be motivated by the need to take
an emotional distance from painful topics and memories, to enable easier and more
comfortable communication around complex emotional experiences and making the
therapeutic environment feel safer (Burck, 2011, and Das, 2020, in Verkerk et al.,
2023). Verkerk et al. (2024) also found that clients’ preferences for using an LX in
therapy may be influenced not only by emotional factors but also by the linguistic
properties of the languages involved. For instance, LX English might be grammatically
simpler than a client’s L1, which can give a sense of a more structured and clear
emotional expression. For others, speaking LX in therapy can also be seen as an
opportunity to practice the language.

While CS is generally viewed positively by most clients (Burck, 2011; Kokaliari
et al., 2013, in Verkerk et al.,, 2023), others believe that code-switching might
complicate the therapeutic alliance. Indeed, the emotional distance that may come
from a second language (LX) can potentially disrupt the emotional connection
between client and therapist (Das, 2020, in Verkerk et al., 2023) Nevertheless, many
therapists working in multilingual contexts do not believe code-switching to be a
limitation to the therapeutic alliance, on the contrary, they regard it as a useful and
beneficial tool that supports a deeper therapeutic and emotional exploration (Bager-
Charleson et al., 2017 and Calvo-Rodriguez, 2021 in Verkerk et al., 2023; Verkerk et
al., 2021). Even when therapists encourage clients to switch to a language they do not
understand, non-verbal cues such as tone of voice, facial expression and posture can be
powerful enough to communicate the message and clearly convey the emotional
intensity (Costa & Dewaele, 2012 in Verkerk et al., 2023).

Another important reason for code-switching is to establish a sense of
belonging and express one’s identity. Multilingualism, as discussed in the previous
chapter, is an integral part of the self, therefore, code-switching is not just about being

authentic in emotional expression but also to the entire self. For this reason, many
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clients in a monolingual therapeutic setting that does not value multilingualism often
feel that they are not fully themselves, or that they are only showing a part of who they
are (Dewaele & Costa, 2013 in Verker et al., 2023). In contrast, in a multilingual-
sensitive psychotherapy clients often feel they can bring their whole self into the
therapeutic space. Moreover, when both client and therapist are multilingual and share
two or more languages, switching to a shared language can provide a sense of closeness
in terms of cultural and national background (Verkerk et al., 2024).

For multilingual therapists, the use of code-switching may also become an
object of self-reflection in regard to both their professional identity and its possible
implications for the therapeutic alliance. Some therapists feel that using an LX in
therapy can help maintain professional distance (Satin, 2018, in Verkerk et al., 2023),
whereas conducting therapy in their L1 may risk compromising the therapeutic
neutrality (Gulina & Dobrolioubova, 2018, in Verkerk et al., 2023). Given this
awareness, therapists should actively invest in developing therapy-related language
skills, such as code-switching, to strengthen their expressive power, ultimately
empowering themselves, their clients, and the therapeutic process as a whole.

In conclusion, both therapists and clients across studies report that switching
languages during therapy can be beneficial, particularly for expressing emotions.
Code-switching in psychotherapy allows clients to exercise their linguistic agency by
using their full linguistic repertoire to better express and understand themselves and to
strategically access and manage emotions more effectively. When a multilingual client
switches to a specific language to discuss emotionally sensitive topics, therapists should
be aware and discuss the possible motivations behind this choice, what Costa (2021)
refers to as “talk about the talking”. Therapists who overlook the multilingual and
multicultural backgrounds of their clients risk misinterpreting their emotional
expressions which could result in incomplete assessments. At the same time, code-
switching invites both therapists and clients to reflect on how language use influences

their sense of self and shapes their experience of their multilingual identity.
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3.2.4. Multilingual identity and psychotherapy

Language is an integral part of identity and a medium through which we
experience the world and construct our sense of self. As such, the identity of
multilinguals and their self-perception are closely linked to the languages they learn
and choose to speak (Pavlenko, 2005, 2014, in Costa, 2020). While some researchers
suggest that multilinguals may develop distinct identities associated with each
language (Panicacci & Dewaele, 2017, in Costa, 2020) others assume that
multilingualism does not necessarily result in fragmented or multiple identities, but
rather in a more complex perception of the self (Siebenhiitter, 2023). This perception
may involve the expression of different roles, emotional expression and personality
traits.

Research has attempted to identify common effects of multilingualism on
personality. For example, compared to monolinguals, multilingual individuals have
been found to be less ethnocentric and more open-minded toward both their internal
and external experiences. They may be more willing to explore new ideas, express
divergent thinking, and to be less conventional (Dewaele & Van Oudenhoven, 2009,
in Gonez, 2021). However, multilingualism’s influence on personality was found to
be limited and non-deterministic, with many other factors playing a more significant
role such as sociocultural environment (Dewacle, 2019, in Gonez, 2021). For example,
when multilinguals migrate and must acquire a new language and culture they often
develop “transcultural identities” which results in a more open and adaptive
perspective on life. On the other hand, multlingual individuals who belong to
marginalized or dominated minority language groups can, in turn, develop
internalized rigid group identities, which can result in a closed-minded behaviour
(Gonez, 2021).

Multilingualism is not considered to have a deterministic influence on
personality (Dewacle, 2019, in Gonez, 2021), nor is it believed to create multiple
personalities or multiple identities. Instead, it is thought to generate different self-
perceptions (Siebenhiitter, 2023). Multilinguals often feel that each language

represents a different part of themselves and, therefore, that different aspects of their
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identity and personality are either expressed or suppressed depending on the language
they are using (Deawele, 2016, in Costa, 2020).

This understanding in psychotherapy translates into multilingual clients often
experiencing different parts of themselves differently depending on the language used
in the therapy (Dewacle & Costa, 2013, in Verkerk et al., 2023). For example, in
monolingual therapeutic settings, multilingual clients often feel that a large part of
themselves is missing, whereas some clients might prefer it as a helpful way to process
aspects of their L1 self more effectively. Moreover, by inviting clients to code-switch
spontaneously, clients are not only facilitated in their emotional expression but also in
the access to different parts of their self. For example, speaking in the first language
(L1) can reconnect clients to the emotional landscape of their early life and family
context. Conversely, a later-learned language (LX) may feel more detached and is
sometimes preferred in therapy for that very reason because it offers emotional
distance and the possibility of constructing a new identity. For other clients this
emotional freedom can instead create a sense of disconnection from their authentic
self (Bager-Charleson et al., 2017 and Gulina & Dobrolioubova, 2018, in Verkerk et
al,, 2021). Therefore, shifts in self-perception are closely linked to emotional
experiences.

Research on emotions and multilingualism has shown that individuals
experience changes in their “language selves” based on the level of emotional resonance
they associate with the languages they speak (Fisher et al., 2022). However, the
relationship between multilingual identity and emotions is a field that still needs to be
further explored.

Therapists should be mindful of how a client's multilingualism shapes their
identity and self-perception as it can significantly influence the therapeutic process.
Just as clients experience multiple selves through language, so too do multilingual
therapists. Literature suggests that therapists can embody different “therapeutic
selves” in different languages, and experience shifts in confidence and therapeutic
approach depending on the language used. For example, Wash (2014, in Verkerk etal.,

2023) found that a multilingual therapist felt more competent and daring in Hebrew,
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the language of her training, especially when working with complex psychodynamic
processes like transference, as she associated her psychoanalytic identity strongly with
that language. By contrast, when using her mother tongue, English, she felt her
therapeutic work was less effective.

Multilingual therapists should reflect on how their languages influence their
identity just as much as clients, as well as to navigate the relational and emotional
dynamics it can create with their clients. For example, in her reflective paper, Santin
(2018 in Verkerk et al., 2023) described the emotional challenges of working with a
client who shared her L1. Although she was used to working in LX, speaking her native
language with the client triggered emotions that disrupted her sense of professional
identity. It brought forward personal aspects of herself that she did not typically show
in a therapeutic setting, making her feel uncomfortable and exposed. This experience
encouraged her to question whether living and working in LX had made her a “less
emotional therapist,” and to reevaluate her professional boundaries, showing the
importance of recognizing how working multilingually can reshape the therapist's
sense of self and emotionality within the therapeutic relationship (Verkerk et al.,
2023).

However, not all multilingual therapists regard their multilingualism as a
possible interference to their work. On the contrary, it is believed to offer functional
therapeutic skills such as better communication and empathy, new ways to find
meaning beyond words, tolerating the anxiety that stems from working with “foreign”
languages and being less cautious of assumptions and power dynamics connected to
language (Costa, 2010 and Costa & Dewaele, 2014 in Al-Mahroos & Di Braccio,
2022).

In sum, multilingual therapists often experience both benefits and challenges
associated with their multilingualism. While some therapists view code-switching as a
way to improve the therapeutic alliance, others feel limited when certain languages
within their repertoire do not allow access to professional vocabulary, or when they
experience over-identification with clients due to shared linguistic or cultural

backgrounds.
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Nevertheless, the role of language in shaping the therapist’s sense of
professional self can also have potential implications for power dynamics within the
therapeutic relationship. Despite its importance, this topic remains underexplored,
however, understanding how language intersects with emotional expression,

professional identity, and power dynamics could benefit both clients and therapists.

3.2.5. Language and power in therapy

Identity is inherently tied to language which can disclose elements of both
clients’ and therapists’ identities and group affiliations such as culture, age, religion, or
minority status, all of which shape the power balance in therapy. However, it is
essential to recognize that power in therapy is not static or unilateral, it is a dynamic
and relational force that can be expressed by both therapist and client and, by
extension, through their languages (Zur, 2008, in Al-Mahroos & Di Braccio, 2022).
This becomes essential in therapy that relies fundamentally on language to build the
therapeutic alliance and to communicate.

Languages spoken in therapy are not neutral, they carry the sociopolitical
histories and symbolic power of the communities they represent. In this respect,
multilingualism has the potential to either reinforce or rebalance these dynamics. Al-
Mahroos & Di Braccio (2022) described a therapeutic relationship between a
multilingual therapist and a multilingual client who shared both Arabic and English,
the latter being the client’s L2 and the therapist's L1. Each language expressed power
in the therapeutic encounter differently as they reflected different sociopolitical
backgrounds. English, as the dominant institutional and global lingua franca,
implicitly positioned the therapist in a place of authority compared to the client's
minority language, which positioned them in a lower status. This shows how language
chosen for therapy can unintentionally reinforce traditional hierarchies and recreate
its power dynamics.

Moreover, power is expressed differently depending on the linguistic
properties of the language itself. In Al-Mahroos and Di Braccio’s study (2022), English

tended to convey power through assertiveness, clarity, and directness, whereas Arabic
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was perceived as harsher when expressing authority. The therapist, aware of these
power differences and to preserve the therapeutic alliance, would often decide to code-
switch to English during bilingual sessions, to access a less imposing form of power.
However, the client and therapist also recognized the power of Arabic in emotional
expression as it offered a richer emotional vocabulary compared to English. Therefore,
returning to Arabic provided both therapist and client to create a deeper emotional
connection.

These findings highlight how language in psychotherapy can influence power
relations and how therapists can consciously use language to mitigate asymmetrical
power dynamics. In other words, language does not only reveal or symbolize power,
but it can also be strategically used to maintain balance and strengthen the therapeutic
process. Although language inherently carries power, how its power manifests in
therapy depends on the way language is used. A same language in certain moments can
reinforce imbalances whereas in a different occasion can turn essential for emotional
expression and connection.

Therapists are required to remain sensitive to how different languages can
privilege or marginalize voices, especially when one language is associated with the
dominant culture and the other with the client’s cultural or minority identity.
Recognizing and addressing these dynamics will allow therapists to engage more
ethically with multilingual clients and for language itself to become a tool for
empowerment. However, there is currently a lack of research on the intersection
between language, identity and power in therapy. Future research should investigate
the nature of these dynamics and how it may interfere with the therapeutic process as

it ultimately affects the client’s mental health and overall well-being.

3.3. Indications for therapeutic practice and future research

Research in the field of multilingual psychotherapy has shown that

multilingual individuals in therapy have unique needs that can only be met by
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explicitly considering their multilingualism within the therapeutic process. These
findings have led to the definition of possible indications for therapeutic practice,

training for therapists and future research in the field.

3.3.1. Therapeutic practice

First and foremost, it is essential for therapists to recognize that emotions and
memories can be experienced and communicated differently across languages due to
the dynamic nature of language and cultural acquisition (Verkerk et al., 2024). This
awareness will allow therapists to gain a clearer perspective on the narratives of
multilingual clients.

Even when the therapist is monolingual and does not share the client's first
language (L1), therapy should be conducted within a multilingual therapeutic
framework (Costa, 2020). This involves creating a welcoming space for the use of
multiple languages, one that views multilingualism not as a barrier, but as a resource
for exploration and a container for emotions and needs. This environment should be
open to “talking about the talking” (Costa, 2021), discussing clients’ linguistic
histories, their emotional connections to different languages and their preferences.
These metalinguistic conversations can help uncover the psychological meaning of
specific language choices during therapy (Costa, 2020). As such, therapists should not
only be open to discuss language but to use different languages as well during the
sessions, by encouraging clients to use code-switching, translations, or work with
interpreters when necessary (Dewaele et al., 2020).

Another important issue to address is language negotiation, where therapist
and client discuss and agree upon the primary language(s) of therapy (Rolland et al,,
2020). Although traditionally the client’s mother tongue is considered the best
language for conducting psychotherapy (Fernando, 2003 in Costa, 2020), not all
multilinguals have the same linguistic profiles and needs. While some may prefer their
L1, others feel more emotionally confident in their second language (LX). For this

reason, investigating the client’s linguistic history can provide clues as to which
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languages can be most useful in different contexts and situations (Costa, 2021, 2021;
Rolland et al., 2020).

When therapists and clients share more than one language, language selection
is often flexible. The therapist agrees to the client’s preferred languages and clients
switch between them. In cases where only one language is shared, usually the local
lingua franca, clients often accept this by default without discussing other options,
often due to the client's internalized language hierarchies or lack of perceived agency.
In fact, Rolland et al. (2020) found that clients from language minorities avoid
discussing language preferences due to internalized oppression, stigma, or low
confidence, especially when they're struggling with their mental health. As a result,
Rolland et al. (2020) suggests therapists should be the ones to initiate discussions with
clients around which language to use in therapy, reassuring them about their language
proficiency and supporting different and flexible forms of communication such as
code-switching and written materials.

Moreover, therapy with multilingual psychotherapists appears to benefit more
multlingual clients in different ways. Firstly, clients often believe that multilingual
therapists will understand better not only their language but also their experience and
knowledge, which can in turn promote connection and empathy in the relationship
and, therefore, a stronger therapeutic alliance. Secondly, some clients deliberately seek
out these types of therapists because they consider it important that therapists know
what it means to be multilingual, what it’s like to operate in different languages in their
mind or share more than one culture (Verkerk et al., 2024). However, therapy with
psychologists from a shared culture does not always prove to be the best choice as it
can lead to assumptions, biases, and generalizations on both sides (Verkerk et al., 2024).
Therefore, therapists and clients should be aware as well of their own cultural
judgments and stereotypes.

Given the impracticality of matching every client with a therapist fluent in
their specific language or dialect, what matters most, regardless of whether the
therapist is multilingual or monolingual, is the openness and willingness to integrate

the client’s full linguistic repertoire into the therapy room, even if they do not share it.
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This will allow clients who may struggle in the lingua franca to maintain dignity and

teel authentic while expressing their multilingual and multicultural identity.

3.3.2. Training for therapists

To work effectively with multilingualism, it is essential to provide therapists
with adequate and specialized training to help them develop professional
competencies and personal awareness to work successfully with multilingual clients.
Therefore, the expansion and support of mother-tongue counselling services must go
hand in hand with the development of linguistically sensitive supervisions. Supervisors
must be trained to integrate linguistic histories into clinical assessments and to initiate
open discussions about language, identity, and the impact of linguistic privilege within
the therapeutic setting (Costa, 2021; Rolland et al., 2020).

Training programs should train practitioners to reflect on their own
unconscious assumptions, in terms of language and culture, that can manifest in
interactions with clients from different linguistic and cultural backgrounds, as well as
to understand how these might influence their therapeutic work. For this reason,
therapists need to become aware of how power is embedded in language use which
includes understanding the presence of monolingual bias in therapy and the societal
privilege of “native speakers” and accents. This means acknowledging the effort and
vulnerability involved when clients express themselves in a language that is not their
first and becoming aware of potential biases and discriminatory attitudes towards their
fluency and accents (Verkerk et al., 2024; Al-Mahroos & Di Braccio, 2022).

Another important aspect of training should involve preparing therapists to
work collaboratively and effectively with interpreters in interpreter-mediated therapy
when necessary (Costa, 2021).

Only by incorporating all these elements in training programs, therapists can
move beyond superficial interactions and learn how to create a more inclusive and
respectful therapeutic environment that will support multilingual clients’ dignity and

self-expression.
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3.3.3. Future research

Despite the growing attention on multilingualism in psychotherapy, there
remains a significant need for further research to examine more in depth the
intersections between language, emotion, identity, and power and their interplay in
the therapeutic context.

Particularly, one important direction for future studies should be to explore
how emotional expression and communication evolves over time across different
languages in multilingual individuals. Longitudinal research would be particularly
valuable in tracing these changes (Costa, 2020). Such studies could shed light on how
a person’s emotional fluency in various languages impacts their willingness or ability
to access and process psychological material in therapy. In this regard, researching the
application of translanguaging (looking at an individual's linguistic repertoire as a
whole) in psychotherapy could contribute to the understanding of the dynamic nature
of emotion communication and lead to new ways of using multilingualism in therapy
(Verkerk et al., 2024). Applying translanguaging in multilingual psychotherapy
highlights, furthermore, the need for more research on the linguistic and psychological
dynamics that take place in multilingual therapy, an area still in its early stages with
only a small group of researchers currently exploring it (e.g. Verkerk et al., 2021; Costa,
2021; Dewaele et al., 2020).

Moreover, raising awareness about multilingualism within therapy training
leads to another important direction for research to investigate the possible impacts of
introducing multilingualism in psychotherapy curricula, courses and hands-on
training at universities (Verkerk et al., 2024). These initiatives could contribute to
turning multilingual competences a standard part of therapeutic education and
practice in the hope that in the future therapists will value their client’s
multilingualism as an integral component of their psychological identities, worthy of
attention, reflection and dialogue. Only in this way psychotherapy can become a
sustainable and inclusive practice and multilingualism a tool for self-understanding

and transformation.
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