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“The first [challenge] is to define bilingualism….” (Bialystok, 2015:5).

 Bilingualism is not a new linguistic phenomenon, and people have been speaking more than one 

language since ancient times (Cenoz, 2013). In fact, it is now the world’s monolinguals who are the 

minority, as the majority of the world’s population grow up speaking more than one language (Ortega, 

2009). Despite this, a definition of the term “bilingualism” lacks consensus, and without a clear definition, 

the language sciences and related disciplines have developed multiple descriptions and interpretations 

throughout the last century (Hamers & Blanc, 2000).

 Of course, when seeking to define any term, one always needs to look at why a definition is important. 

Bilingualism impacts on areas as diverse as education; in assessing which language instruction should be 

in, brain function; how the languages relate and affect the speaker, and identity; does the speaker relate to 

one language more than the other? With such a broad range of applications, it is important to work towards 

a way to ensure that the term is clearly defined and understood.

 Factors such as the age of language acquisition and the domains of use (Bialystok, 2015; Grosjean, 

2014; Li, 2000), all impact on the development of an all-encompassing definition, and this bilingual 

diversity has meant that such a definition has not been clearly established. Consequently, there are many 

different ways to describe bilinguals and researchers generally decide on their own definition according to 

their subjects’ classification, and their own research objectives (Cenoz, 2013).

 Given the diversity of bilinguals, when researchers need to provide a measurement of their subjects, it 

becomes challenging. How can we give a starting point for what scholars and researchers are attempting to 

measure if there is no definition? (Slatyer, 2006). In recent years many bilingualism scholars have begun to 

call for measurement tools to be devised in order to make research more uniform and reliable within the 

field (The Authors, 2011).

 In this essay, I will firstly outline why a definition of bilingualism is important. Secondly, I will provide 

an overview of how the definition has evolved over time. Thirdly, I will follow this with an analysis of why 

that definition has proven to be difficult, and finally I conclude with an outline of where the issue of a 

definition for bilingualism may go from here.
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Why is a Definition of Bilingualism Important?

 While a unique definition of bilingualism has evaded even the experts (Myers-Scotton, 2009), it remains 

an important challenge because it has implications that span such diverse areas as immigration policies 

(Chen et al., 2008), designing linguistic and educational policy (Baetens Beardsmore, 2009; Shin 2017), 

cognition, thought, identity (Chen, 2014; Dressler, 2014), and in conducting research (Slatyer, 2006).

 Many countries have long accepted immigrants who require language education for successful 

integration into their new country’s population (Chen et al., 2008). As a result, bilingualism has heavily 

influenced language and education strategies within immigration policy. However, frequently there is little 

effort to educate the new arrivals in the country’s dominant language, with much of the education being left 

to the immigrants themselves (Pillar, 2013). There is also little effort made in defining the level of language 

proficiency these new immigrants are required to acquire. Are they judged on verbal communication skills 

alone? How is their bilingual ability defined? How can we ascertain when immigrants have reached the 

level of cognition in their new language to feel that they are truly integrated?

 Language and cognition have always been thought to have been deeply intertwined, and this is 

particularly prevalent in younger children, as it affects their cognitive development throughout their 

lifetime. Indeed, learning a language at any age may contribute to a change in one’s cognitive systems 

(Bialystok, 2015). In earlier publications, bilingualism was presented with a negative view, as results such 

as IQ scores appeared to favour monolingual subjects (Saer, 1923).

 In an early Welsh study by Saer (1923), bilingual children were reported to have a lower IQ than their 

monolingual peers, and it was thought their bilingualism had also led to language confusion. Arsenian 

(1937), Jensen (1962) and Diaz (1983) also reported that bilingualism was an intellectual handicap which 

confused children’s minds (as cited in Hakuta & Gould, 1987, p. 41). It was Peal and Lambert’s (1962) 

revolutionary study which reported positive effects of bilingualism, and discredited negative prejudices, 

paving the way for a more positive turn in the research. Although bilingualism is nowhere near clearly 

understood or defined, these studies were carried out before features such as the lead-lag issue (Myers-

Scotton, 2009) or the weaker links hypothesis (Gollan et al., 2008) were recognized or established as 

phenomena which would produce so-called negative results.

 The lead-lag issue proposes that bilingual children are found to have a smaller vocabulary when 

compared to monolinguals, but a larger or equal lexicon when their languages are combined. The weaker 

links hypothesis asserts that, as bilinguals have to share the frequency of use between two languages, they 

will show poorer language skills in each language compared to monolinguals who have exclusive use of 

the one language (Gollan et al., 2008). As a result, it was common for doctors, clinicians, teachers and 

psychologists to advise parents and carers against raising their children bilingually, consequently, many 

heritage languages were lost amongst these families (Romaine, 2017). However, how bilingual do children 

have to be for the lead-lag issue and the weaker links hypothesis to have an affect on their language 

abilities?
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 Research has shown that architects, London taxi drivers and jugglers all have adapted brain structures in 

keeping with their profession or experience, and that this impacts on their cognitive ability (Bialystok, 

2010, p. 559). This is also increasingly evident among bilinguals, where evidence has been found of an 

impact upon cognitive function. Due to the demands of processing and controlling two languages, 

bilinguals have shown greater activity in the language related areas of the left hemisphere compared to 

monolinguals (Costa & Sebastian-Galles, 2014). Research is increasingly reporting the positive benefits of 

bilingualism and many now consider it to be an asset (Luk & Bialystok, 2013; Ramirez & Kuhl, 2017).

 Research is now more focused on specific measurable details of bilingualism than was previously the 

case, and progress in technology now allows for neuroimaging, with the differences between monolinguals 

and bilinguals shown in physical images (van Heuvena & Dijkstra, 2010). This has led to an understanding 

that bilingualism, with its relationship to cognition, has the potential to affect neuroplasticity in the brain. 

While it was once believed that the brain could not rewire itself after brain injury, it is now understood that 

the brain constantly rewires itself throughout life (Bialystok, 2015). However, what proficiency is 

necessary for these bilingual brain differences to be observed in an individual? To truly understand how 

this rewiring is impacted by bilingualism, a definition is needed, and the means by which bilinguals with 

diverse experience can be measured against it.

 In the 1930’s the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis that language shaped thought was an exciting concept to 

linguists (Koerner, 1992). However, with no evidence, it was discredited and had lost the interest of 

researchers by the 1970’s (Borodistky, 2011). After several decades the hypothesis has re-emerged with a 

strong body of evidence, and some researchers (see Thibodeau et al., 2017; Boroditsky, 2011, 2018 for 

examples) have now begun to consider that language influence on thought is a reality. However, if a person 

is bilingual how much of their multiple languages will influence their thought patterns and interaction with 

the world? For example, metaphorical language used in everyday life influences the way we think, even if 

it is literally incorrect (Thibodeau et al., 2017). Again, a definition of bilingualism will greatly assist as 

these questions are researched.

 Another area of research which focuses on the conception of time shows that whilst English speakers 

organize the conception of time vertically, Mandarin speakers will do so horizontally, and others in cardinal 

directions depending on the languages they speak (Boroditsky, 2001, 2018). That is, in a study by 

Boroditsky (2018), Australian Kuuk Thaayorre aboriginals were given pictures showing the natural 

progression of time and asked to organize them in chronological order. The subjects arranged the pictures 

in different cardinal directions depending on the direction in which they were seated. These people defined 

their understanding of time and chronology according to their location, and this was due to their language 

and how it dealt with such concepts (Boroditsky, 2018). So, a bilingual’s linguistic repertoire will impact 

on their cognitive ability and how they see and interact with the world (Boroditsky, 2001, 2018). How will 

these findings affect a bilingual speaker, will they lean towards their dominant language or will they have 

two ways of thinking? And to what degree does this research need to be taken into account when seeking a 

definition of bilingualism?
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 Furthermore, how will a bilingual’s languages influence their identity? With language and identity being 

inextricably intertwined, people across the globe have reported having felt lost with the demise of their 

ethnic languages (Borland, 2005). Whilst speakers of majority languages cannot identify with this loss, 

their bilingualism is in no way diminished, and certainly provides a piece of the puzzle that forms their 

identity. The degree of proficiency that a bilingual needs in order for it to have an influence on their 

identity is an area that does not appear to have been addressed in the literature, and is deserving of further 

research.

 In more recent years, emerging research has also indicated that bilingualism has medical implications, 

such as the slowing of cognitive aging (Bak et al., 2014; Bialystok et al., 2014), and less severe aphasia 

following stroke (Paplikar et al., 2018). In an area such as this, where precision is essential, successful 

research will be dependent on having a clear set of definitions for degrees of bilingualism, and the means 

by which people can be measured against those.

 Researchers working within the bilingualism field need to be able to categorize the type of bilingualism 

applicable to their subjects (The Authors, 2011). Having no consensus around a definition, researchers and 

scholars have proposed a range of terms and definitions to describe different types of bilingual speakers:

 • Simultaneous—those who grow up learning two languages simultaneously;

 • Early—those who learn two or more languages early in childhood;

 • Late—those who learn another language later than childhood;

 • Passive—those who can understand a language in its spoken or written form but cannot speak or write 

it;

 • Balanced—someone whose two languages are of almost equal ability (see Li, 2000, p. 6 for other 

examples).

And the list goes on. This sort of substantial list reflects the significant diversity of experience across 

bilinguals (Grosjean, 1992).

 As bilingualism intersects with a broad range of disciplines, including linguistics, psycholinguistics, 

psychology, sociology, education and neuroscience (Baker, Prys Jones, 1998), experts in each discipline 

have developed definitions of bilingualism that fit their particular research paradigms, research methods, 

and methods of measurement for testing their hypotheses (Cenoz, 2013).

 In order to produce a universally accepted definition, interdisciplinary cooperation across a range of 

fields is required. Some of the factors that need to be taken into account in the definition are:

 • The age of language acquisition

 • How the language was learnt

 • Domains of use

 • The subject’s proficiency in each language in each of the four skills (speaking, writing, listening and 

reading) (Li, 2000).

All of these points need to be carefully investigated and determined (Bialystok, 2015, p. 6). Only when 

there is a clearer definition of bilingualism, along with an understanding of which aspects of bilingualism 
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are the foundations of cognitive change, will the various fields influenced by it be truly able to advance 

with reliable scientific research.

How has the Definition of Bilingualism Evolved Over Time?

 In the late 20th century many linguists began to turn their efforts towards a newly recognized field 

(Romaine, 1989), one that would become known as bilingualism. Various definitions have been developed 

traversing the entire bilingual continuum. At one end of the scale is the maximalist high standard proposed 

by Bloomfield (1933), that bilingualism is “the native control of two languages” (p. 56). However, later 

researchers saw this view as too severe, and Diebold (1964) and MacNamara (1969) suggested a 

minimalist view stating that speakers who only knew or recognized a few phrases in another language were 

bilingual, or that one should be considered bilingual even with only basic skills.

 Taking a more moderate stance, Haugen (1953) defined bilingualism as “the point where a speaker can 

first produce complete meaningful utterances in the other language” and although that requires more than 

Diebold and MacNamara’s definition, it is a significantly lower standard than Bloomfield’s (p. 7).

 “The alternate use of two or more languages by the same individual” was a definition presented by 

Mackey (1962) in 1962 (p. 52). Weinreich (1968) also agreed with Mackey, proposing what would become 

one of the most influential definitions in 1968 saying “The practice of alternatively using two languages 

will be called [here] bilingualism, and the person involved bilingual” (p. 1). These researchers placed 

emphasis on the usage of the languages rather than the speaker’s proficiency levels, and this thinking was 

continued by Hamers and Blanc (2000) when they said that a speaker’s language may not be used equally, 

but that the ability to interchange and select the appropriate language in accordance to time, place, purpose 

and social context would make the individual considered bilingual. Later, Grosjean (2008) also placed 

focus on usage saying that “the bilingual uses the two languages—separately or together—for different 

purposes, in different domains of life, with different people” (p. 14).

 Myers-Scotton (2009) in her book about bilingualism considered speaking skills most important, placing 

emphasis on proficiency towards the lower end of the bilingual continuum, she said that “bilingualism is 

the ability to use two or more languages sufficiently to carry on a limited casual conversation” (p. 44).

 Perhaps the most flexible and liberal definition was proposed by Li (2008) when he defined a bilingual 

as “anyone who can communicate in more than one language, be it active (through speaking and writing) 

or passive (through listening and reading)” (p. 4).

 Despite all of these attempts by scholars and others to define bilingualism, the term remains ambiguous. 

With definitions spanning the entire bilingual continuum, from minimalist comprehensible utterances at 

one end of the scale, to maximalist high functioning native-like speakers at the other, the question still 

remains: what exactly is bilingualism?
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Why has a Definition of Bilingualism Been Difficult?

 As a result of these different definitions, papers in each disciplinary area often report contradictory 

findings (Cummins & Swain, 2014), and there have even been some scholars calling out publication bias in 

certain disciplines involving bilingualism (De Bruin et al., 2014; Sanchez-Azanza et al., 2017). A recent 

example of this involves some studies investigating the decline of cognitive skills and the aging process in 

bilinguals. Due to methodological weaknesses such as “the conception of bilingualism and the assessment 

of language proficiency” these studies reported inconsistent findings. Replication studies and meta analysis 

is also hampered when researchers define bilingualism with different criteria (Calvo et al., 2016, p. 4).

 A standardized definition is also difficult when there are so many different types of bilingual 

experiences, how can bilingualism be defined when each bilingual’s experience is unique? For example, 

most people have taken a language course at some stage in their lives or have been required to learn a 

foreign language during their formal education (Block & Cameron, 2002; Harmer, 2015), but does having 

a few comprehensible phrases in a language make one bilingual? Then there is the case of the Swedes, 

Danes and Norwegians, who often become passive bilinguals with respect to one another’s Scandanavian 

languages, even though they never speak or write in that language. Are they also to be considered 

bilingual? (Gooskens, 2007). And are immigrants who refuse to speak their heritage language in their new 

country still thought to be bilingual? What about speakers who are fluent in Mandarin or Cantonese, but 

who cannot read or write the complex Chinese characters? According to bilingual definitions are all or any 

of these bilingual? And are we to base a definition solely on speaking skills?

 In the face of diverse issues such as a bilingual’s age of acquisition, learning environments, and domains 

of use, it’s clear that the questions that surround bilingualism are many and varied, and one can soon see 

why a definition has been so elusive. Whilst there have been many proponents in various disciplines more 

than prepared to offer their view of bilingualism, the difficulties in providing a firm definition begin when 

measurement of the degree of bilingualism is attempted (Baker, 2001), as measurement requires something 

concrete against which to compare.

Where to From Here

 As a starting point for research into bilingualism, the first thing a researcher must do is to determine the 

skills of their subject, or measure the degree of their bilingualism (Mackey, 1962). Whilst a bilingual will 

rarely speak both languages with equal fluency (Fishman, 1972; Grosjean, 2010), determining their 

bilingual proficiency is of utmost importance for research to progress in any area of bilingualism (The 

Authors, 2011). One of the biggest challenges of bilingual research in the language sciences has been the 

fact that bilinguals have always been compared and measured against monolinguals, with the same aptitude 

tests being used to measure their language competence (Cenoz, 2013; Grosjean, 1992).

 Recognizing the need for more models and criteria to assist with the production of more valid results, 
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and to provide more consistency across their research, in recent years researchers have begun to call for, 

and design, instruments to be used purely within the bilingual population. For example, Dunn and Fox Tree 

(2009) developed The Bilingual Dominance Scale which would put respondents on a gradient scale to 

measure their language dominance (Dunn & Fox Tree, 2009), and Luk and Bialystok (2013) created a 

Language and Social Background Questionnaire which investigates the demographics of the participants, 

the domains of usage and the frequency of use. This was used along with the Peabody Picture Vocabulary 

Test III (Dunn & Dunn, 1997) and the Expressive Vocabulary Task (Williams, 1997) to ascertain the 

participant’s bilingual levels of speaking and listening. Despite these initiatives, the search for a more 

concrete definition of bilingualism and its determiners is far from over, with researchers continually 

developing and creating new instruments.

 With bilingualism encompassing so many disciplines, research and sociological areas, it is necessary to 

work towards a universal definition. However, trying to define bilingualism is like opening a Pandora’s 

box. There are so many factors influencing the diverse bilingual experience that it may continue to be a 

phenomenon with no real consensus around its definition. Ardila (1998) called “bilingualism a neglected 

and chaotic area”, and whether a single clear definition can be developed is questionable (p. 131). As 

Malherbe (1969) concluded, it is doubtful that such a definition can be provided for the field, and perhaps a 

definition is only available in different terms to describe each individual speaker.
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