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Figure 9. General notes on how to fill in the data form (II)
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Figure 10. Example of how to fill in a data form
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Figure 11. General notes on how to fill in the data form (III)
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 2.3.

Processing the data

In order to be able to describe and interpret the linguistic reality of a 
town’s streets, the raw data collected in fieldwork has to be subjected to 
statistical processing.

It is important to distinguish between the collection and processing of data. 
A very basic kind of data processing is presented here which aims to to 
produce answers to basic questions about language use. However, it is also 
possible to treat the data collected in more sophisticated ways, and the data 
are available to anyone who wishes to perform such statistical studies.

To answer the basic questions that are asked about the measurement of 
street use, it is sufficient to carry out some simple calculations and com-
binations. The percentage of people who speak in one or another language 
can be found through simple arithmetic on the information that has been 
collected. The results can also be presented in accordance with the vari-
ables that were incorporated in to the design. For example, we can find:

the proportion of all the observed speakers...
the proportion of observed children...
the proportion of observed young adults...
the proportion of observed adults...
the proportion of observed elderly people...
the proportion of observed males...
the proportion of observed females...

...who speak each language on the town’s streets.

The proportion of observed speakers speaking each language...
...on each route.
...in each session.
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...in conversations between children.

...in conversations without children.

...in conversations involving children and
other age groups.

Let’s look at examples of how to calculate results according to different 
variables.

		•	(Proportional) use of language X in the town: 

Number of persons observed in conversations 
speaking language X

Total number of persons observed in the town

		•	(Proportional) use of language X in the town by a given age group:

Number of young people observed in 
conversations speaking language X

Total number of young persons observed in 
the town

		•	(Proportional) use of language X in the town by females:

Number of females observed in conversations 
speaking language X

Total number of females observed in the town
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To process the data it is advisable to use a data base or a spreadsheet. It is 
up to researchers to decide what computing resources are best suited to 
their purposes.

While the calculations that must be made to obtain such results from the 
raw data are simple enough, certain doubts tend to arise at this stage.

Imbalance between subsets of the population in the survey 
sample

The town’s population data are used as a reference point for the calcula-
tion of the survey sample. We have also had available to us figures about 
the subsets of the whole population prior to collecting our data. By “sub-
sets” we mean the groups that arise from a classification of the population 
according to the variables we have used, such as female, male, young adult 
and so on. Provided the fieldwork was carried out in accordance with the 
guidelines laid down in the design stage, we will have registered a quantity 
of conversations (a sample) that is adequate to provide a measure of reli-
ability. A doubt arises when the subsets of the population have a different 
proportion in the whole population and in the sample. What should we do 
if a subset of the sample is over-represented or under-represented in rela-
tion to the original population? How should we deal with this group’s value 
when calculating the overall data? Should we weight them differently?

The answer is no. As we have observed, the key to an adequate design is 
to make sure we are able to include in the survey anyone who may po-
tentially be in the streets through good choices of times and routes. If we 
design with this criteria in mind the data we obtain will reflect the reality 
of the streets in the town in question without needing any weighting. If, 
for instance, the data obtained for a subset are proportionally lower than 
it ought to be in terms of the town’s overall population data, what this may 
mean is that the people in this subset tend to be in the street less.

Let us discuss this issue of imbalance through an example.
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Suppose we have seen in the population data that a town’s inhabitants are 
divided up by age groups as follows: 17% children, 28% young people, 33% 
adults and 22% elderly.

In our own data, however, speakers divide into age groups as follows: 22% 
children, 18% young people, 35% adults and 25% elderly.

As will be seen, in the survey data the young people’s age group is repre-
sented in a smaller proportion than in the town’s population data. When 
we see this we should ask whether a neighbourhood or a time where or 
when a lot of young people go out has been omitted in the survey design.

This raises the question as to whether we should weight data for language 
use of each age group according to the relative proportions of each group 
in the population (i.e. 17-28-33-22)?

The answer is no, because the objective established from the start was to 
measure real language use in the street. It may be the case that there is a 
difference between age groups in terms of their presence in the street; for 
example, children may spend longer in the street than old people. Given 
this, if we were to resort to weighting, old people’s conversations would 
be attributed greater importance than those of the children in our sur-
vey. That would not meet our criterion of measuring accurately the use of 
Basque in the street4.2

4 As a by-product we can find out what the language’s street presence by age groups is.
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 2.4.

Interpreting the results

Once the data have been collected and undergone initial processing, it is 
up to the researcher to subject the results to further processing in order 
to draw whatever conclusions are possible. This process of analysis and re-
flection is known as interpretation of results.

At this stage, it is very important not to get lost amidst all the numbers. 
The data obtained are so numerous and varied that it becomes necessary 
to analyse them in a highly orderly and structured way. Otherwise there 
is a risk of coming up with results that are imprecise, or worse still, simply 
inaccurate.

The results cannot be interpreted without keeping methodological prin-
ciples clearly in mind. Decisions at the design stage are highly relevant to 
analysis of results.

In the methods used to measure language use and respecting the inter-
pretation of the results, the following points are of special importance.

Not individuals’ language but groups’ language of 
conversation

Spoken use of a language is by nature a collective matter. Oral use of a 
language does not depend on the individual, but on the group. Knowledge 
of the language, on the other hand, is a matter for the individual.

When giving general results on use we should bear in mind that what we 
are measuring is not so much the language of individuals as the language of 
conversation of the group. Where street use is concerned it is conversa-
tions that are observed and counted, and those conversations always take 
place, by definition, between two or more people. Consequently, when 
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we observe a conversation in a group we take into account the language 
of the person who is speaking at the time, on the assumption that if this is 
the language they are speaking, then they also speak it at other times, and 
assuming also that if it were not this person but another member of the 
group who were talking, they would speak the same language5.3

In measurements of street language use, we observe each conversation 
group for such a short time that it does not permit us to discover the 
behaviour of every member of the group. Nevertheless, our procedure 
is founded on a solid methodological basis. The groups of speakers that 
we observe in the street tend to have a fixed pattern of linguistic behav-
iour which seldom varies. The people we observe are in most cases mutual 
friends, relatives or partners. In such cases, depending on their linguistic 
habits it is normally already decided (perhaps unconsciously) what lan-
guage the conversation is going to be in.

A given language is chosen among a given group of speakers, and there-
after conversations between those people will in most cases by far take 
place in that language. It is true that linguistic habits do change, but such a 
change does not happen “on its own” or easily, and this rigidity in linguistic 
habits between particular speakers results in their enduring nature.

Percentage by individuals

The main result of the measurement of language use will be expressed as 
a percentage. This use statistic can be presented in two ways: according 
to the language of conversation (out of X conversations, Y are in Basque, 
Spanish, French, Catalan...), or according to the individuals (out of X peo-
ple whom we have observed, Y were speaking Basque, Spanish, French or 
Catalan).

5 This is not the same situation as in bilingual conversations, where one person speaks one 
language and the other people answer in another, or where, in a conversation between three 
people, two of them speak one language and the third another language.
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One important advantage of giving the information in terms of individu-
als is that the characteristics of the speakers can be analysed, calculating 
indices of language use according to the variables. For example, if we spe-
cifically want to find the use of children in a given place, we need to know 
whether a speaker is a child or not.

The favoured option and usual practice of the Soziolinguistika Klusterra is 
to calculate percentages of use on the basis of individuals. There are two 
main reasons for this. One is that this is how the first surveys were calcu-
lated and it is important to maintain continuity in order to be able to study 
trends in use over time. The other is that, as we have seen, it is necessary 
for results to be given in terms of individuals in order to obtain use data 
according to speakers’ characteristcs (such as age or sex).

However, the use data of surveys in 97 towns carried out in 2011 were 
calculated two ways, by conversations and by individuals. In most cases 
the two results are quite similar, within a few decimals of each other. The 
biggest difference is 3.7 points. In most towns — 64 out of the 97 — there 
is a difference of less than one point. In 29 towns there is a difference 2 
or 3 points. In the remaining four towns it is between 3 and 3.7. A special 
study in greater detail is needed to conclude that both ways of calculating 
yield similar results, but it does appear that calculating the percentage of 
use according to either the individual or the conversation does not make a 
great deal of difference. We should also bear in mind that if the statistic is 
calculated by the individual we can obtain data of use according to speak-
ers’ characteristics.

Level of use versus level of knowledge

The fact that a given person chooses to use one language or another de-
pends on many factors, a very important one obviously being knowledge 
of the language. But conclusions drawn from simple comparisons between 
the amount of knowledge of a language and the proportion of use are often 
inaccurate. When conclusions from the chief Street Survey of the Basque 
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Country are presented in section 3.3, the relation between knowledge 
and use will be explained intelligibly by means of an example.

Town use versus citizens’ use

After carrying out a survey of a town, we must take into account the fact 
that it cannot be assumed that all the people observed necessarily come 
from that place. All we observe is someone speaking at a given time and 
place. Thus we cannot be certain that what we record in a survey is the 
language use of local inhabitants. It would be more accurate to say that 
what we analyse is the use recorded in the town’s streets.

A changeable universe

The speakers surveyed when performing a street use survey are not al-
ways the same ones each time, and we cannot predict who we will find in 
the street, and when. Therefore, although the data obtained are meaning-
ful, the variable under study — language use in the street — are slightly 
changeable. That is one of the reasons why it is particularly desirable to 
carry out surveys with a certain frequency and trace the general trends. In 
any case, the method followed provides a guarantee of the validity of the 
general conclusions drawn from the results of each survey.
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Now that the principles and guidelines of this method have been 
presented, let us look at a particular case of its application by 
turning to the 2011 survey of language use in the Basque Coun-

try, which we shall now review.

We will begin with a brief overview of the Basque Country in order to 
provide some context for the study.

 3.1.

Euskal Herria, the land of the Basque 
language

Let us quote from articles about Euskal Herria and the Basque language 
in the Basque-language edition of Wikipedia, the free, community-edited 
encyclopedia6:1

6 In the English Wikipedia, see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Euskal_Herria and http://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Basque_language . The content and wording of Wikipedia articles 
vary over time and from language to language: here we offer in English translation excerpts 
from the Basque version of the encyclopedia in its current form: see http://eu.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Euskal_Herria and http://eu.wikipedia.org/wiki/Euskara .

3.
 
OBSERVATIONS OF 
LANGUAGE USE IN 
THE BASQUE COUNTRY
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Euskal Herria is a European country. Historically it 
is the land of Basque speakers and the Basque lan-
guage, spanning the border between France and 
Spain in the western Pyrenees and extending along 
the coast of the Bay of Biscay. It comprises the ter-
ritories or provinces of Araba, Bizkaia, Gipuzkoa, 
Lapurdi, Low Navarre, High Navarre and Zuberoa. 
Euskal Herria has a total area of 20,950.3 sq km, 
and its population in 2006 was 3,005,670. 

Basque, Castilian, French and Gascon are spoken 
in Euskal Herria.

Castilian and French predominate, the former in 
the south and the latter in the north. However, 
approximately one-third of its inhabitants speak 
Basque. Gascon is spoken in a few areas around 
the Greater Bayonne region (BAB) and the north 
of Low Navarre, but its presence is weak.

The official status of the Basque language varies 
among the three parts of the territory: in the Basque 
Autonomous Community (BAC), it is a co-official 
language in the three provinces; in Navarre, it is 
only co-official in the so-called “Basque-speaking 
zone”, semi-official in the “mixed zone” and has no 
official status in the “non-Basque-speaking zone”; 
in the northern Basque Country it has no official 
status.

The Basque language

Basque or Euskara (possibly from Old Basque 
*enau(t)si (‘say’) + -(k)ara (‘way’)) is the lan-
guage of Euskal Herria. It is an ergative language 
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and an isolate. The term for speakers of Basque is 
euskaldun. Today Basque has become a minority 
language in Euskal Herria itself, where the newer 
Castilian and French languages have come to pre-
dominate.

Euskara’s most ancient roots (from before the Ro-
man Empire) have shown up throughout Aquita-
ine and along both sides of the Pyrenees from the 
Bay of Biscay to Andorre, and in the Middle Ages 
there is documentation of its having been spoken 
at least as far south as Rioja and the northeast of 
the province of Burgos. It has been subjected to 
vigorous oppression, gradually losing more and 
more ground. In High Navarre this process was 
very notable over recent centuries. In the late nine-
teenth and the early twentieth centuries there was 
a degree of revitalization due to the influence of in-
tellectuals and politicians such as Arturo Kanpion 
and Sabin Arana, and this was closely linked to the 
growth of Basque nationalism. After suffering re-
newed persecution in the era of the Franco regime 
(1936-1939), the language began a comeback 
from the mid-twentieth century onwards helped 
by the establishment of a written standard.

Starting in the 1980s the Basque language has 
achieved acceptance by official institutions, de-
spite the territory’s considerable fragmentation. 
The Gernika Statute designated it as the Basque 
Autonomous Community’s own language and 
gave it an official status together with Castilian 
in the provinces of Araba, Bizkaia and Gipuz-
koa (but not in Trebiñu and Villaverde Turtzioz). 
In High Navarre, in accordance with the Law of 
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the Basque Language, it is only co-official in the 
northwest of the province (the Basque-speaking 
zone). In Pamplona and other important towns in 
the central region (the mixed zone), it meets less 
official acceptance and faces greater obstacles. In 
the south of Navarre (the non-Basque-speaking 
zone), Basque has no recognition. In the north-
ern Basque Country, the Basque language is not 
recognised by the public institutions with author-
ity, the only officially recognised language being 
French.

Figure 12. Location of Euskal Herria
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TECHNICAL SPECIFICATIONS

UNIVERSE: Conversations that can be heard in the streets of the Basque Coun-
try. 

SAMPLE: 154,277 observed conversations among 363,616 individuals.

CALCULATION	OF	MARGIN	OF	ERROR	(attributable	to	completely	random	
samplings): ±0.4% for the whole sample of conversations, 95.0% reliability, p=13.3% 
(percentage of conversations in Basque out of all conversations observed).

 3.2. 

Background and development of the study 

The most recent survey was performed in 2011. This was the sixth survey 
since the first one was carried out in 1989. Briefly, these were the charac-
teristics of the survey:

General objective:

To obtain data of language use in the Basque Country and its regions.

Fieldwork:

Ninety-seven towns were surveyed across Euskal Herria. The localities 
surveyed were chosen according to various criteria including the need to 
coincide with places surveyed on previous occasions and the need to cover 
all the sociolinguistic zones of all provinces.

The survey was conducted in the autumn months of September and Oc-
tober, in the centres of towns, for six hours in three separate sessions.

Table 4. Street Survey of Language Use in the Basque Country. Technical specifications
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 3.3.

Main conclusions from the study

We will pick out seven conclusions from the results of the observations of 
language use in Euskal Herria:

Conclusion 1: The percentage of use of Basque in the 
latest street survey of 2011 was 13.3%.

The use of Basque on the street has not varied from ten years ago, and 
seems to have stagnated.

Over the twenty-two years since the first Street Survey of the Basque 
Country was carried out, the use of Basque has increased by 2.5 percent-
age points on average for the whole of Euskal Herria. In the first survey of 
1989 the recorded use was 10.8%.

But if we take the period of the last ten years, use seems to have stagnated 
or fallen slightly. Use of Basque in 2001 was the same as in 2011: 13.3%.

Figure 13. Street use of Basque in Euskal Herria. % Basque
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15,0

10,0

5,0

0,0
1989 1993 1997 2001 2006 2011

10,8 11,8 
13,0

 
13,3

 
13,7

 
13,3

Lower margin of error              Upper margin of error

Source: Soziolinguistika Klusterra, Street survey of language use in the 
Basque Country, 1989-2011
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Conclusion 2: The data of use are better than statistically 
expected.

The data of Basque language use are better than is to be expected statisti-
cally considering the number of Basque speakers. On the whole Basque 
speakers are loyal to their language; if not, according to the statistical 
odds, they would speak even less Basque than they do. This claim is based 
on J.L Alvarez Enparantzak (Txillardegi)’s theory of istropic use (Alvarez, 
2001).

Txillardegi started out from the proportion of Basque speakers in a given 
place to make calculations about the use of Basque. Precisely what this 
predicts is how much Basque would be used if all the Basque speakers in 
the place are loyal to Basque (i.e. if they speak Basque to other Basque 
speakers every chance they get) and if relations between all the people in 
the place are randomly distributed (the isotropic situation). This is called 
“expected use” (or “isotropic use”), meaning how much Basque would be 
used provided the theoretical conditions were met. It is calculated by this 
formula:

 PB = mB (w2ex
2 + w3ex

3+ w4ex
4)

 where:
  PB = level of Basque use
  mB = loyalty to Basque
  ex = proportion of bilinguals
  w2 = weight of the pair
  w3 = weight of the group of three
  w4 = weight of the group of four
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Let us now apply this formula to Euskal Herria:7 2

PB = 1,0*(0,60·0,2692 + 0,22·0,2693 + 0,18·0,2694) = 0,049 = % 4,9

According to this calculation, the “expected use” of Basque in the Basque 
Country is 4.9%. Thus given random interactions between Euskal Herria’s 
inhabitants and assuming that Basques will speak to Basques in Basque, 
we can expect Basque to be spoken 4.9% of the time. However, given the 
very varied situations with regard to the proportion of bilinguals in Euskal 
Herria (i.e. their language competence), it is more realistic to limit the 
area and carry out studies of different regions. Figure 14 shows a compari-
son between real use in the street as observed in each province and the 
expected use.

Figure 14. Language competence, real use and expected use. Provinces of southern 
Euskal Herria. % in Basque

7 We have taken the proportion of bilinguals in Euskal Herria (ex) from the Sociolinguistic Sur-
vey of the Basque Government (ISL, 2011). However, it should be borne in mind that this figu-
re refers to inhabitants aged sixteen or over. The real figure for the proportion of bililnguals is 
higher than 27%.
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It is important to realise that this is a theoretical point of reference; rela-
tion networks are not random, of course. Everyone does not interact with 
everyone else: we interact more with the people around us and people of 
our own age. Needless to say, in large cities we do not interact at all with 
most of the people there. We also know that Basque speakers’ language 
loyalty is not as high as 100% and that conversations between people who 
know Basque are not always in Basque.

Given all these things, the indirect implication of the fact that real use is 
higher than “expected use” is that Basques in the Basque Country live 
in fairly compact groups and the relation network that connects them is 
quite vigorous and dense. Thus, since in their daily lives Basque speakers 
have fewer interactions with non-Basque-speakers, the use of Basque is 
higher than that statistically predicted. This also seems to say something 
about Basque speakers’ language loyalty.

Conclusion 3: Linguistic diversity in our streets is 
increasing.

In the last five-year period, use of languages other than Spanish and 
French83has increased significantly, from 2.6% to 3.7%. This point is only 
studied in the two most recent surveys; preciously use of other languages 
was not registered.

8 Spanish is included in the “other language” group in the north, as is French in the south.
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Conclusion 4: Four zone types can be differentiated in 
terms of sociolinguistic zones.94

The main findings in each zone are as follows:

Zone 1: Most of the population of Euskal Herria 
lives in the non-Basque-speaking zone in which 
fewer than 25% of people can speak Basque. 
Around 70% of the entire population live in 
such areas, where use of Basqe is about 3% ac-
cording to the latest survey. The same use level 
was recorded in 1993, but in 2006 it was 4%.

Zone 2: In the zone where between 25% and 50% 
of the population can speak Basque the level of 
Basque language use is around 14-15%. This has 
risen almost four percentage points over eigh-
teen years.

Zone 3: In the areas where between 50% and 75% 
of the people can speak Basque, use of Basque 
is around 40%. There has been a very signifi-
cant rise in use here since 1993, of almost eight 
percentage points.

Zone 4: Finally, in zones where most people (be-
tween 75% and 100%) can speak Basque, about 
66% of the people observed spoke Basque. This 
has risen by three points since 1993.

9 Two notes here. We have data on zones by language knowledge since 1993, so we can analyse 
the trend over the past eighteen years. Unfortunately we have no language knowledge data 
for the northern Basque Country so we must limit our conclusions to the south here.
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Figure 15. Use of Basque by language zone. % in Basque
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Conclusion 5: Younger people use more Basque

Four age groups were distinguished: children (2 to 14 years old), young 
people (15 to 24), adults (25 to 64), and elderly (65 and more).

Two interesting things are worth pointing out about the analysis by age 
groups:

If we order the age groups from those who speak most Basque to those 
who speak least, children are first (19.2%) followed by young people 
(13.4%), adults (11.7%) and, in last place, the elderly (9.7%). This suggests 
that the younger people are the more Basque they use. Although this 
pattern holds in most parts of the country, in Bizkaia there is a departure 
from it since elderly people use more Basque than the adult group.

Figure 16. Use of Basque by age group. Basque Country, 2011
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Source: Soziolinguistika Klusterra, Street survey of language use in the 
Basque Country, 2011
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When the first street survey was performed in 1989, the highest level of 
use of Basque was registered in the childrens’ group but the next group in 
order was that of the elderly, followed by adults, with young people in last 
place.

When we break down the trend over twenty-two years, we find that in 
general the use of Basque has risen in children, young people and adults 
but not in the elderly.

Figure 17. Trend by age groups, Basque Country, 1989-2011
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Source: Soziolinguistika Klusterra, Street survey of language use in the 
Basque Country, 1989-2011
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Conclusion 6: Females speak more Basque than males in 
all age groups except the elderly.

Females speak Basque more than males in all the age groups, except in 
that of elderly people. This pattern is found in all parts of the country ex-
cept the northern Basque Country and Navarre.

Figure 18. Use of Basque by sex and age group. Basque Country, 2011

Source: Soziolinguistika Klusterra, Street survey of language use in the 
Basque Country, 2011
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Conclusion 7: The presence of children is a very 
significant factor affecting use of Basque in 
the street. 

The highest figures for use of Basque are recorded when children and 
grownups105are together. Uses of Basque decreases considerably when 
children are talking in the absence of grownups or when grownups are 
talking in the absence of children. The exception is Gipuzkoa, which is 
where the most Basque is spoken.

Figure 19. Use of Basque depending on the presence of children. By province, 2011

10 “Grownups” encompasses young, adult and elderly people.

Source: Soziolinguistika Klusterra, Street survey of language use in the 
Basque Country, 2011
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4

A guide to language 
use observation
SURVEY METHODS
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So far we have discussed street surveys. The street is an open space 
where you can run into anyone. In this section we will think about 
more restricted places, because interest has grown in recent years in 

the observation of language use in “closed” spaces.

Figure 20. Survey types by the kind of space

In our case, the most common are surveys in workplaces and in schools. 
Some language normalization assessment services in workplaces111have 
been monitoring and evaluating spoken language use in companies for 
years. They carry out annual studies to analyse the effect of intervention 
aiming to promote the language.

11 Cf. the well-known programmes at companies such as Elhuyar, AEK-Ahize, Emun and Artez.
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The method described above is by and large applicable in closed spaces as 
well. Apart from the specifics, we can maintain the same methodological 
principles. It is just the specific details which need to be adapted or adjus-
ted to the particular conditions. These will now be discussed.

Information about the subjects

One specific feature of closed domains is that we possess more informa-
tion about the individual speaker. For instance, a surveyor who belongs to 
the organisation may already know where a subject comes from or how 
well a subject knows each language. In street surveys we do not know 
the speaker personally and the information recorded about the variables 
that are examined is obtained purely through observation. Thus the in-
formation about each individual that can be registered together with the 
language use data will be more complete and more reliable in surveys of 
restricted domains.

A big challenge: remaining unnoticed

One of the hardest things when carrying out fieldwork in closed or res-
tricted spaces is keeping subjects from realising they are being observed. 
Sometimes the physical space is small and the same groups of individuals 
are found there every day. Some sort of measures is necessary in order to 
be able to do something unusual (data collection) unnoticed. One thing 
that can be done is to adapt the data collection mechanism to the place; 
in an office, for example, the data can be recorded on a computer without 
needing to move around, as if the surveyor were working on something. 
Another interesting place for carrying out a survey in workplaces is the 
room where the coffee machine is; here there is a more relaxed atmosphe-
re and staff tend to converse a lot. In such spaces we may use the mobile 
phone app to record the data.
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Another way to avoid being overly conspicuous during fieldwork is for the 
surveyor to be a member of the group. It is not a good idea for a person 
who is not usually there to be collecting data, because people will realise 
that something funny is going on. It is therefore important for the surve-
yor to be a member of the staff (or in the case of schools, a pupil, a teacher 
or a member of the school staff).

Another advantage of the surveyor being somebody who belongs the-
re is that they already know the subjects. Given that it is not allowed, in 
this method, to ask the subject any questions, this permits us to analyse 
the effect of different factors on spoken language use by noting down, 
together with the language of conversations, other kinds of information 
such as language competence, or the language model of the school.

Different observation spaces

It is very important that the data recorded in closed places should be re-
presentative of all settings within the domain. For oral activities, the most 
significant places are chosen. Thus when choosing places we should think 
about which are the natural settings for spoken communication to take 
place. In certain cases, some settings may be more formal and others 
more informal. 

If so, the survey of each workplace and school may have different obser-
vation points. Let us look at some examples.

At a place of work some particularly interesting places for surveying might 
be, for instance: offices, the coffee room, dining rooms or the entrance 
area.

In schools, good places might include playgrounds, corridors, dining rooms 
or entrances.

Each survey area will have its own language use profile, and if the people 



4.
 O

B
SE

RV
IN

G
 L

A
N

G
U

A
G

E 
U

SE
 A

T 
W

O
R

K
 A

N
D

 S
CH

O
O

L

102

found at each point are representative of all the speakers in the domain, 
the sum of all these settings will give the domain’s overall language use.

Variables and the observation data sheet

Basically the data sheet used in closed domains is the same as that used in 
street surveys. A few small adaptations are made for the specific domain. 

For example, on the data sheet for workplaces, there are two dependent 
variables, in addition to the language of a conversation: speaker’s age and 
position in the company.
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Figure 21. Example of a data collection sheet for observation of language use in 
workplaces
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On the above form we recorded the speaker’s age and position in the 
organisation. We drew a line at age forty, distinguishing between spea-
kers who are younger and older than this. For position in the company 
we classified jobs into four types: director, management, office staff and 
technician. There are obviously other possible ways to classify or specify 
positions in an organisation, and the data collection sheet may be adapted 
to the nature of the company or the purposes of the researcher.

Instead of or in addition to these variables, others may be incorporated, 
such as language competence, sex or place of residence. Once again, 
when we choose a variable for study we bear in mind that the surveyor 
must record data without asking the speaker any questions, so the surve-
yor must be able to find out about such variables with regard to speakers; 
thus, the surveyor will need to know where the employee is from, or that 
language or languages the employee is able to speak.

Sample size: how many conversations should be observed?

In 2.1.4 we looked at the mathematical model used as the basis for cal-
culating sample sizes in order to ensure adequate levels of reliability and 
acceptable margins of error.

That model lets us calculate the size of an adequate sample in either open 
or closed domains.

Table 5 shows how many conversations need to be recorded in a workplace 
in order to achieve 95% reliability and a margin of error of ±5, depending 
on the number of members of staff and the proportion of Basque spea-
kers.
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Table 5. Number of conversations that need to be surveyed in a workplace

It is also desirable to carry out more than one survey session in each set-
ting, and if possible to take several days to do this, in order to be sure that 
all situations are covered properly.
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