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ABSTRACT  
The relationship between economy and language is thought to be key to 
language revitalisation efforts, although the nature of the relationship is 
often discussed only in general terms. Royles sets out to address this 
ambiguity by defining the different dimensions of this relationship, 
however the resultant framework is based on a limited body of 
evidence. Using the case of Wales, we undertake a systematic review of 
what is known about the impact of economic variables upon language, 
thus generating a wider body of evidence to verify Royles’ framework. 
Our investigation reveals that of the 15,414 references generated as 
part of the review, 73 were found to satisfy the search criteria and all of 
which were successfully allocated within Royles’ categories. In validating 
Royles’ framework we advance a new understanding of economic 
impact on minority languages by moving from general to definitive 
terms and suggest that the clarity that this provides can be utilised by 
policy practitioners in their efforts to halt language decline.
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Introduction

According to Grin (1996, 2), the connection between economy and language is indisputable, and 
this belief is shared by several other leading scholars (see Crystal 2002; Kaplan and Baldauf 1997; 
Williams 2000). Furthermore, as Lewis and McLeod note ‘economics has always been central to 
the prospects of minority languages’ (2021, 260) and as such it is suggested that the relationship 
is key to language revitalisation efforts (Royles 2019, 3); a view shared by Welsh Government 
who connect economic and linguistic vitality in both their language and economic strategies 
(2017a, 2017b). Indeed they note that ‘thriving local economies will support our target of one 
million Welsh speakers by 2050’ (2017b, 21). However, it is argued by more than one party that 
the connection between economic and linguistic processes is typically discussed only in general 
terms (see Austin and Sallabank 2011; Grin 1996; Royles 2019).

Royles (2019) set out to address this apparent ambiguity by attempting to define the different 
aspects of the relationship. Academic researchers from the arts, humanities and social sciences 
were joined by policy practitioners from the field to take part in a workshop exploring the different 
aspects of this key relationship (Royles 2019). A framework categorising the various dimensions of the 
relationship resulted. The main dimensions were defined thus: ‘how language variables can influence 
economic variables; how economic variables impact upon linguistic variables; and the indirect impact 
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of economic factors on levels of language vitality (Royles 2019, 3). It was found, however, that there 
was limited evidence to explain the impact of economic processes upon language.

A similar conclusion is reached in a Rapid Evidence Assessment (REA) commissioned by the 
Welsh Government reviewing ‘the relationship between the Welsh language, and other languages 
relevant to the linguistic context in Wales, and the economy’ (2020a, 4). The authors conclude that 
there is a tendency for previous research to focus on the influence of linguistic aspects on the econ-
omy (language > economy) noting that there is less evidence of the effect of the economy on 
language (economy > language) (Welsh Government 2020a, 84).

Returning to Royles’ framework, we argue therefore that it is based on limited evidence, that is the 
views and research of a select few academics and policy practitioners gathered together for a limited 
amount of time, and so the evidence on which the framework is based cannot be considered compre-
hensive. This critique could also be applied to Welsh Government’s REA, which by its very nature is a 
method designed to be indicative of the evidence available rather than exhaustive. We identify the need 
therefore to undertake a systematic review (SR), that is a more methodical and rigorous method 
(Shamseer et al. 2015), to investigate what is known about the direct and indirect impact of economic 
processes upon language variables to provide a stronger body of theoretical and empirical evidence in 
support of Royles’ framework. Whilst it is acknowledged that all aspects of the framework should even-
tually be verified, we argue that the need to assess the direct and indirect impact of economy on 
language is most pressing due to the focus of Welsh Government policy on this particular dimension 
of the economy/language relationship and that further evidence is urgently needed to support their 
policy rationale. This paper therefore focuses upon the (economy > language) dimension specifically.

This paper investigates: 

(1) What is known about the influence of economic policies, activities and trends on the Welsh 
language?

(2) What are the gaps in knowledge that could form the basis of further research and how could 
they be responded to?

(3) Using Welsh as an example, does Royles’ (2019) categorisation framework encompass every-
thing that is known about the influence of economic policies, activities and trends on minority 
languages?

The Welsh language context

Wales is a bilingual nation with 538,300 (17.8%) of the population aged 3 years and over able to 
speak Welsh (ONS 2022). Despite a general decline in the language throughout the twentieth cen-
tury, numbers appeared to stabilise around the turn of this century (Davies 2014). Legal reform in 
the shape of the Welsh Language Act 1993, which put Welsh on an equal footing with English 
(within the public sphere), alongside the growth in Welsh-Medium education are factors often 
attributed to the albeit temporary halt in decline (Davies 2014; Grin and Vaillancourt 1999). 
More recently, the Welsh Language Measure 2011 gave Welsh official status in Wales and saw 
the establishment of the role of Welsh Language Commissioner whose duties include promoting 
and facilitating the use of the Welsh language; however their regulatory powers are confined in 
the most part to the public sector (Vacca 2013). This said it is notable that by today Welsh Govern-
ment consider the economy to be an important sphere for language revitalisation as they aim to 
nearly double the number of Welsh speakers by the middle of the century (2017a, 2017b).

Methods

The SR was identified as a suitable method for meeting our research objectives as it facilitates the 
process of synthesising the results of previous studies in order to present what is known about a 
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specific subject together with identifying gaps in knowledge that can form the basis for further 
research (Paul and Criado 2020). In addition, it reduces the risk of bias by offering a systematic 
and thorough framework for accessing, processing and presenting evidence (Shamseer et al. 
2015). By allocating the studies within Royles’ categories new connections are made between the 
various aspects of the information. This, according to Jesson, Metheson, and Lacey (2011), is one 
of the fundamental ways in which a SR ensures a contribution to knowledge.

Protocol

A protocol for this review was adapted a priori based on ‘Preferred reporting items for systematic 
reviews and meta-analysis protocols (PRISMA–P) 2015 statement’ by Moher et al. (2015). Its content 
and use are reported here. The systematic review took place between January 2021 and February 2022.

Eligibility criteria

The key terms of the research questions were defined, and it was decided to include quantitative and 
qualitative studies in order to gather as much evidence as possible. Quality was ensured by rejecting 
references that were not primary research or academic work. The 1960s are generally regarded as a 
significant period in the development of the socio-linguistics field and so the search period was 
defined as from 1960 onwards, in line with that of the Welsh Government’s own REA (2020a). 
The search was not restricted by language.

Information sources and search strategy

The sources of information were selected according to their likelihood of reporting on relevant 
areas. The initial search terms were adapted based on the search terms of The Welsh Language 
and the Economy REA (Welsh Government 2020a) and a strategy was developed for the ProQuest 
database initially, and then adapted for the Web of Science, Sage Journals and National Library of 
Wales databases. Mock searches were used to test the strategy and changes were made based on the 
results. Three keyword strings were decided upon, namely ‘language’, ‘economy’ and ‘context’. Key-
words associated with leading sectors or influential trends within the field were added to the ‘econ-
omy’ category (Table 1).

In addition to searching the databases named above, the Welsh Government and the United 
Kingdom Government websites were searched, and the Welsh Language Commissioner’s office 
was contacted directly in order to access grey literature that would not likely be included in the data-
bases. Towards the end of the process, journals, reference lists and specific reports were hand- 
searched to ensure thoroughness.

Study selection and data extraction

The flow chart below, adapted from Moher et al. (2015) and Welsh Government (2020a), illustrates 
the flow of information through the phases of the SR. Phases 1 and 2 of the SR were reported above 
(initial scoping and search), and therefore phase 3 will be addressed in this section, namely the 
screening and data extraction phase (Figure 1).

Table 1. Example of a ProQuest database search string.

Database The search string used

ProQuest ab(language* OR speak* OR linguistic OR bilingual* OR multilingual* OR sociolinguistic) AND ab(econom* OR 
business* OR enterprise* OR entrepreneur* OR ‘labour market’ OR employ* OR job OR wage* OR company* OR 
workplace OR workforce OR Bexit OR Covid19 OR agri* OR media OR tourism OR hospitality OR migration OR 
demographic OR globali* OR digit* OR tax) AND ab(wales OR welsh)
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Figure 1. Information flow through the phases of the systematic review.

4 E. BONNER ET AL.



There were 3 stages to phase 3, that is the screening and data extraction phase. During the first 
stage, online database filters and a manual screening process were used to screen a total of 15,414 
references for their relevance and suitability to the study. A function within Zotero was used to 
identify and merge duplicates. 257 results were progressed to Stage 2 of the screening process 
and 9 results were progressed directly to Stage 3 as there was no ambiguity regarding their suit-
ability or relevance.

A full-text scan was conducted of all studies that reached the second stage of the screening pro-
cess. The first stage of screening was based on the title and abstract of the study only. The objective 
of the second stage was to check, where there was ambiguity, whether relevant conclusions to the 
basic question of this review are reported based on a whole text scan. 193 references were excluded 
where economic policies, activities or trends and the Welsh language are referred to, but the influ-
ence of one on the other was not investigated. 64 references where the influence of economic pol-
icies, activities and trends on the Welsh language are examined were carried forward to Stage 3.

A data extraction form was completed based on a full-text review of the 73 studies that reached 
the final screening stage to collect descriptive information, assess the quality and weight of the evi-
dence, and summarise the findings of the references and their contribution towards the evidence 
base (Welsh Government 2020a, 16). The data extraction form was developed based on the work 
of the Welsh Government (2020a, 92–97), which itself was based on previous reviews and guidance 
from reputable sources. Each study was scored based on three criteria: (i) the reference’s contri-
bution to answering the primary question of the Review; (ii) the appropriateness of the reference 
in relation to the question of the Review and (iii) the general validity of the methodology of 
each reference (Welsh Government 2020a, 95). All references that reached Stage 3 of the review 
were mapped and categorised and included in the synthesis.

Results

Mapping and categorising

The 73 references that reached Stage 3 of the review were mapped and categorised. Each reference 
reported on key conclusions linked to the influence of economic policies, activities and trends on 
the Welsh language. The objective of this step was to map the scope of the evidence, including the 
number of studies, the methods used and the quality of the evidence, within the categories devel-
oped by Royles (2019).

Royles (2019) recent framework categorises the main characteristics of the relationship between 
language and economy, including economic influences on language. By allocating the findings of 
this review within Royles’ categories it is possible to test the validity of the framework and assess 
the need for further development.

The main characteristics of the influence of economic dimensions on language were categorised 
by Royles as follows: 

(i) Category one is economic developments that are specifically associated with industries and 
activities that are directly related to a minority language and where the language may be a con-
dition of employment. Examples of this category include cultural industries whose products 
are in a minority language and who operate in a minority language.

(ii) Category two are developments where the focus of the business does not directly relate to the 
minority language itself. However, the economic activity can impact upon the vitality of a 
minority language, due to decisions regarding the language(s) through which the business 
operates and/or the language(s) in which they provide services. An example where a develop-
ment may promote linguistic vitality within this category is a legal firm that operates internally 
though the medium of the minority language and that provides services through the medium 
of that language.

JOURNAL OF MULTILINGUAL AND MULTICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT 5



(iii) Category three relates to larger scale economic developments that have no direct association 
with a minority language, but that can have a direct impact on its vitality. In contrast to cat-
egory (i) the work is not directly related to a minority language, and in contrast to category (ii) 
there is no specific language policy in place for the workplace and activity being undertaken 
that can influence linguistic vitality. Nevertheless, the linguistic impact may be either due to 
the impact of the development in providing employment in a particular geographical area (eg. 
a linguistically significant area with a high density of language speakers), or in other types of 
locations as a consequence of employing a large workforce, where there is high or low rep-
resentation of speakers of a minority language.

(iv) A fourth category is the indirect impact of economic factors on levels of language vitality. 
Economic processes and developments identified may stimulate either single or multiple pro-
cesses of social, economic, and political change associated with globalisation that consequently 
impact upon regional and minority language vitality. The most evident factor in discussions to 
date is the indirect impact of economic variables upon linguistic vitality as a result of promot-
ing and facilitating higher levels of mobility and (intranational or international, or outward) 
migration. (Royles 2019, 6–7)

Overview of the methods used by category

Table 2 summarises the number of studies and the main method(s) used by category.

An overview of the quality of the evidence by category

This section offers an overview of the quality of the evidence by category.
The 73 references were assessed according to criteria of contribution, appropriateness, and val-

idity, based on the criteria developed by the Welsh Government (2020a, 25). Eleven references were 
not screened using the quality and weight of evidence criteria as it was decided that the criteria were 
not entirely suitable for these types of studies e.g. literature reviews.

Table 3 summarises the number of studies and their overall score within each category.
In general, the Medium scores given to the studies were linked to their moderate contribution 

towards the evidence base and their low score in terms of appropriateness. The relatively higher 
scores are attributed to a more significant contribution to the evidence base and a higher appropri-
ateness score. As is common with systematic reviews, appropriateness scores in this study favoured 
quantitative over qualitative studies. This highlights a problematic aspect of the methodology, in 
that qualitative studies are not afforded the same status. However, most of the studies performed 
well in terms of their individual validity.

Synthesis

The first objective of this SR is to assess what is known about the influence of economic policies, 
activities and trends on the Welsh language. The scope is therefore broad, and the types of study 

Table 2. The number of studies and the main method(s) used by category.

Category Number of studies and main method(s) used.

Category (i) Industries and activities directly related to the 
minority language

10: 5 mixed methods; 3 quantitative methods; 1 theoretical 
study; 1 review

Category (ii) Developments where the focus of the business is 
not directly related to the minority language itself

23: 14 mixed methods; 5 qualitative methods; 2 quantitative 
methods; 2 literary reviews

Category (iii) Larger economic developments that do not have 
a direct link with a minority language

14: 4 quantitative methods; 3 literary reviews; 2 mixed 
methods; 2 qualitative methods; 2 evaluations; 1 ‘other’

Category (iv) Indirect economic impact upon a minority 
language

26: 10 mixed methods; 9 quantitative methods; 3 qualitative 
methods; 1 literary review; 1 theoretical study; 2 ‘other’
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included too heterogeneous to allow for a quantitative analysis. In cases such as this, Petticrew and 
Roberts suggest that different methods of synthesis, such as narrative synthesis, may be more suit-
able (2006, 164). That which is important is that the information is presented in a logical and mean-
ingful way (Jesson, Metheson, and Lacey 2011; Petticrew and Roberts 2006).

It was therefore decided to deal with research questions 1 and 2 of this SR in turn. To address the 
first research question, the information is analysed thematically within the categories developed by 
Royles (2019). In this way, the third research question is addressed concurrently as the validity of 
the categories are also assessed. Then, in response to the second research question, the information 
is synthesised across the categories, drawing attention to any gaps in knowledge that could be the 
basis for further research and considering how these gaps could be addressed.

What is known about the influence of economic policies, activities and trends on the 
Welsh language?

Category (i): industries and activities directly related to the minority language
This section summarises what is known about the influence of policies, activities and trends linked 
to industries that are directly connected with the minority language. Royles (2019) posits cultural 
industries producing a Welsh language product as an example of this type of industry, and indeed, 
most of the sector specific references that satisfy the definition of this category relate to this sector. 
The other sector bearing attention are language industries.

The evidence shows that the traditional and digital Welsh language media sector influences the 
language in the following ways, by: (i) offering domains for language use (Ben Slimane 2008; 
Hughes 2017; Magnussen 1995) and as a result, in some cases, increasing the languages status 
and prestige (Ben Slimane 2008; Magnussen 1995), (ii) its promotion (Uribe-Jongbolde 2016; Zaba-
leta et al. 2010), (iii) its modernisation and standardisation (Hughes 2017; United Kingdom Gov-
ernment 2018; Zabaleta et al. 2008) and by (iv) supporting attainment (Baker 1985; Bangor 
University 2017, cited by the United Kingdom Government 2018). There is also evidence that 
the language industries offer opportunities for people to use the language as well as supporting 
learning and teaching (Ben Slimane 2008). Additionally, there is evidence that such industries pro-
vide employment for Welsh speakers, such as within the Welsh media in northwest Wales (Mag-
nussen 1995). In this case, it is supposed that providing jobs outside Cardiff may stem the 
outward flow of Welsh-speaking workers to the capital city, however there is little empirical evi-
dence to support this assertion (Magnussen 1995).

In general, the findings described above show that industries directly linked to the Welsh 
language have a positive influence on the language with examples provided of common facets of 
language planning measures, including status, prestige, corpus and acquisition planning (Baldauf 
2006), and some claim that as a result the Welsh media have contributed towards saving the 
language (Hughes 2017; Magnussen 1995). O’Rourke and Hogan-Brun (2013, 1) argue that such 
language planning measures are employed to improve language attitudes, often considered impor-
tant in the process of language revitalisation. However, it is also suggested that the effectiveness of 

Table 3. The number of studies and overall score by category.

Category Number of studies and overall score

Category (i) Industries and activities directly related to the minority 
language

10: 4 Medium; 4 Medium–low; 2 uncategorised

Category (ii) Developments where the focus of the business is not directly 
related to the minority language itself

23: 1 Medium–high; 12 Medium; 7 Medium–low; 1 
Low; 2 uncategorised

Category (iii) Larger economic developments that do not have a direct link 
with a minority language

14: 4 Medium–high; 7 Medium–low; 3 
uncategorised

Category (iv) Indirect economic impact upon a minority language 26: 8 Medium–high; 7 Medium; 7 Medium–low; 4 
uncategorised
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activities in this sector may also be limited. Uribe-Jongbolde (2016), for example, found that Welsh 
language media producers experience tension between considerations related to promoting the 
minority language and professionalism or political considerations, with the former not always 
receiving priority. This suggests that the potential of the media as a language regeneration tool is 
limited (Hogan–Brun 2011, cited by Uribe-Jongbolde 2016); further proof if it were needed that 
the Welsh language does not exist in a vacuum and that there are a number of influences at 
work at any time (O’Malley 2006).

Category (ii): developments where the focus of the business is not directly related to the 
minority language itself
The second category of evidence gives attention to the influence of the activities of businesses which 
are not directly linked to the Welsh language but which, instead, engage with the Welsh language in 
other ways such as by operating in the Welsh language, or providing services through the language 
(Royles 2019).

An overview is offered in this section of the various ways in which the activities of such 
businesses influence the Welsh language. The types of influence can be summarised as follows: 
(i) by appropriating language policies for business purposes, thus turning the language into a com-
modity (Barakos 2016, 2018, 2020); (ii) by providing domains for using the Welsh language in the 
form of the workplace or through services offered (Ambrose 1978; Cunliffe, Pearson, and Richards 
2010; Jones and Eaves 2010; Morgan 2000; Welsh Government 2012, 2015; Williams and Morris 
2000) and this, in some cases, promoting the status and prestige of the language (Barakos 2018; 
Royles 2019; Williams and Morris 2000) and (iii) in the way the workplace provides muda for 
new speakers to change their linguistic habits (Hodges 2021; Tilley 2020). Once again, economic 
activity is shown to increase the status and prestige of the Welsh language (Baldauf 2006), making 
it more ‘societally desirable’ (Blommaert 2006, 244), and so increasing the likelihood of success of 
policies aimed at strengthening the Welsh language as they are in ‘consonance with the society’s 
linguistic culture’ (O’Rourke and Hogan-Brun 2013, 3).

Along with the influences above, several studies identify factors that influence the use of the 
Welsh language in the workplace or when offering services. Among the main factors posited are 
(i) the linguistic ability or fluency of staff, managers, owners and customers (Barakos 2012; Menter 
a Busnes 1993, 2003; Puigdevall i Serralvo and Williams 2003; Tilley 2020; Welsh Language Board, 
quoted by Welsh Government 2012; Welsh Government 2015); (ii) the opportunities available to 
use the language in various forms (Barakos 2012; Jones and Eaves 2010; Morgan 2000); (iii) the 
confidence individuals have to use the language or to request services (Barakos 2012; Hodges 
2021; Puigdevall i Serralvo and Williams 2003; Consumer Focus Wales, cited by Welsh Government 
2012; Welsh Language Board, cited by Welsh Government 2012); (iv) the access that companies 
have to resources to support the use of the language (Barakos 2012; Martin-Jones, Hughes, and Wil-
liams 2009; Puigdevall i Serralvo and Williams 2003; Thomas 1996; Welsh Language Commissioner 
2018); (v) the approach that the company, managers and staff have towards the Welsh language 
(Jones and Eaves 2010; Puigdevall i Serralvo and Williams 2003; Welsh Language Board, cited by 
the Commissioner of the Welsh Language 2018; Welsh Government 2012); (vi) the investment 
of the business in terms of staff planning and training (Jones and Eaves 2010; Puigdevall i Serralvo 
and Williams 2003; The Welsh Language Board, cited by the Welsh Government 2012) and (vii) the 
company’s commercial circumstances or priorities (Barakos 2012; Martin-Jones, Hughes, and Wil-
liams 2009; Welsh Language Commissioner 2018). The last point is supported by Puigdevall i Ser-
ralvo (2005) and the Welsh Assembly Government (2008) who state that the use of the Welsh 
language within the private sector has been controlled to a large extent by the market. To this 
end, it is argued that businesses that provide services in Welsh usually do so because of loyalty 
to the language or to meet tender requirements (Welsh Assembly Government 2008). This is par-
ticularly relevant as we consider that the private sector falls outside the reach of language legislation 
in Wales.
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Category (iii) larger economic developments that do not have a direct link with a minority 
language
The third category discusses the influence of larger developments on the vitality of the Welsh 
language (Royles 2019). What distinguishes this category from category (i) is the fact that the 
major developments that are addressed here do not have a direct connection with the Welsh 
language, and unlike category (ii) it is not the activities within the business that are of concern. Roy-
les (2019) explains that the influence could cover the implications of changes within a sector that 
has a relatively high or low representation of Welsh speakers as part of the workforce or the influ-
ence of the development upon the labour market within an area of Welsh language significance.

There is evidence within this category to support the two examples offered by Royles (2019). Rel-
evant to the first example, it is proposed that due to a higher percentage of Welsh speakers within 
the agricultural workforce, economic trends that threaten the sustainability of this industry are 
likely to have a detrimental effect on the Welsh language (Farmers’ Union of Wales 2017; Hughes, 
Midmore, and Sherwood 1996, 2000; Jones 1992; Welsh Government 2020a). The family farm is an 
important feature of this industry in Wales and it is argued that destabilising the family farm dis-
rupts the way in which it contributes economically and culturally to the wider community (Hughes, 
Midmore, and Sherwood 1996; Jones 1992). It is argued, as a result, that economic policies should 
take language implications into account. This is very timely when considering the fundamental 
changes to agricultural subsidies underway as a result of leaving the European Union and recent 
trends in corporations purchasing farmland for carbon offset schemes (Welsh Affairs Committee 
2022).

Drawing on evidence from the tourism sector, research by the Welsh Government (2020b) sup-
ports the second example posited by Royles (2019), that is, larger developments can provide 
employment for Welsh speakers or work opportunities within areas with a high number of 
Welsh speakers. A belief shared by others too (Phillips 2000; Royles 2019; Welsh Government 
2020b). It is suggested that this may encourage Welsh speakers to stay in areas where there is a 
high density of speakers, however there was little empirical evidence to support this rationale 
(Welsh Government 2020b). Indeed, it is noted that some developments struggle to recruit 
Welsh speakers as they ‘tend to move away’ (Welsh Government 2020b, 46) which somewhat 
undermines this belief. Consequently, we suggest that it cannot be assumed that providing employ-
ment within areas with a high density of Welsh speakers will benefit the language unconditionally.

Also relevant to the tourism sector, research commissioned by the Wales Tourist Board 
(ECTARC 1988) shows that tourists and local residents did not consider tourism to have a detri-
mental influence on the Welsh language. This is contrary to the evidence presented as part of Phil-
lips’ (2000) literature review which shows deculturisation to be intrinsically linked to the growth of 
the sector. It is important to note that the authors of the ECTARC report believe that respondents 
confused unrelated issues, such as immigration and second homes with tourism – factors that were 
later proven by Phillips and Thomas (2001) to be a negative side-effect of the industry on the Welsh 
language. This element is discussed more widely within the next category as it is within category (iv) 
that the indirect influences of economic developments receive attention.

Comparing the community energy sector in Wales and Scotland, Haf (2016) and Haf and Park-
hill (2017) provide evidence of how larger scale developments are either bringing, or aiming to 
bring, communities together, thereby empowering minority languages. It was also found it to be 
the goal of communities to use the income generated by the initiatives to support activities that 
would directly benefit the language, such as providing Welsh lessons for local people (Haf and Park-
hill 2017). Despite this, the sector appears to be further developed in Scotland and these benefits 
may not have been fully experienced in Wales as yet.

Attention is also given within this category to the influence of structural characteristics on the 
Welsh language. According to Puigdevall i Serralvo (2005) structural characteristics limit indigen-
ous businesses, namely those who are most likely to use Welsh as an operational language within 
business. Their research suggests that the more local the business is, in terms of their activity, 
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customers and capital, the more likely it is to operate through the medium of Welsh. However, it is 
believed that factors such as economies of scale, the diverse and changing nature of the market, 
changes in the ownership and structure of companies, high employability of Welsh speakers within 
other sectors and the economic effects of globalisation contribute towards creating unfavourable 
structural circumstances for the local businesses, that is, those most likely to use the language (Puig-
devall i Serralvo 2005, 251). The evidence provides a logical basis for the Welsh Government’s aim 
to support ‘the socio-economic infrastructure of Welsh-speaking communities’ (2017a, 63) in order 
to increase the use of Welsh. However, although the Marchnad Lafur Cymraeg1 report (2020) 
agrees that the nature of the economy in rural areas of Wales is not a good basis for language regen-
eration, it presents some evidence of areas experiencing economic growth and language decline 
concurrently (Wavehill, quoted by Marchnad Lafur Cymraeg 2020). Considering the prominence 
of supporting the economic infrastructure of Welsh language communities within the Welsh Gov-
ernment’s language strategy and the inconsistency or lack of evidence to support such a perception, 
the need for further research is evident.

Category (iv) indirect economic impact upon a minority language
The studies that are included within the fourth category examine indirect economic effects on 
language that are often linked to globalisation (Royles 2019). Royles (2019) offers an example of 
this in the way that economic developments can lead to migration and this, in turn, can influence 
the vitality of the Welsh language in the areas affected. There is a relatively large pool of evidence to 
support this particular theory (Aitchison and Carter 1987, 1997, 1999, 2000; Ambrose 1978; Carter 
1988; Drinkwater and O’Leary 1997; Giggs and Pattie 1992; Jones 2010; Lewis 1970; Morris 1990; 
1991, 1993, 2013; Phillips 2000; Phillips and Thomas 2001; Royles 2019; Tunger et al. 2010; Vigers 
and Tunger 2010; Walker 2012; Wynn 2013).

Firstly, the manner in which economic restructuring can lead to the migration of a specific 
demographic as they take advantage of job opportunities is highlighted. For example, as a result 
of support from the State’s regional development programmes at the end of the 50s, a number 
of sub-offices of companies with headquarters outside Wales were relocated to Gwynedd (Morris 
1990). It was common for these companies to employ managers from outside Wales and therefore 
a number of non-Welsh-speaking managers were moved to the area (Morris 1990). Another 
example is the way educated and relatively young Welsh speakers were attracted from the rural 
strongholds of the Welsh language to Cardiff in order to take advantage of relatively well-paid 
employment within the public sector and the media industries (Aitchison and Carter 1987; Drink-
water and O’Leary 1997; Giggs and Pattie 1992; Jones 2010). As well as contributing towards the 
ability of the language to produce and reproduce (Morris 1990) and to the language composition 
of the areas in question (Aitchison and Carter 1987; Drinkwater and O’Leary 1997; Giggs and Pattie 
1992) there was also implications for the Welsh language linked to the power and status of the 
migrants. It is believed that, in the case of the new arrivals to Cardiff, that they are representative 
of a new influential elite who demanded Welsh-medium education for their children and who con-
tributed to the cause of securing a new Language Act (Aitchison and Carter 1997), providing an 
empirical example, perhaps, of how language attitudes can form the foundations of policy and plan-
ning, as professed by Spolsky (2004). The gain of the Welsh language in the capital was of course the 
loss of the traditional strongholds, and these two examples are typical of the situation of the Welsh 
communities of the West as they experience the influence of the double-edged sword of migration 
upon the language.

According to Phillips and Thomas (2001), the tourism industry drove migration into north 
Wales, a point which is supported by Walker (2012). The results of their survey show that 41% 
of second-home owners reveal that they bought the property deliberately to retire to (Phillips 
and Thomas 2001). This provides clear evidence of a negative link between tourism and the 
Welsh language; by encouraging inward migration of non-Welsh speakers into Welsh language 
communities, weakening the linguistic makeup of these areas. Incidentally, a higher concentration 
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of holiday homes can still be found in coastal areas of Wales such as in Gwynedd and Anglesey; 
where the percentage of homes not bought as a main residence is much higher in Gwynedd 
(28%) compared with the national average (15%) (Welsh Government 2023). Referring back to 
the ECTARC report (1988) – who’s authors claimed that participants in the study ‘confused’ tour-
ism with inward migration – it appears that participants were justified in their association.

What are the gaps in knowledge that could form the basis of further research and how 
could they be responded to?

In response to the second question of the review the information is synthesised across the categories 
used in the previous section to identify gaps in information that can form the basis of further 
research. Consideration is given to how the gaps could be addressed and recommendations for 
further research are put forward.

Supporting ‘the socioeconomic infrastructure of Welsh-speaking communities’ to provide 
favourable conditions for the language to flourish is one of the leading aims of the Welsh Govern-
ment’s current language strategy (2017a, 63). However, although this review has generated evidence 
in support of the potential influence of various economic factors on the Welsh language, the evi-
dence base to support the hypothesis that a prosperous economy leads to Welsh language vitality 
is thin and contradictory. Indeed, Wavehill’s research in relation to the Arfor project (a scheme 
which aims to create more jobs within Welsh-language communities), found that ‘there is no posi-
tive relationship between economic development and an increase in the number of Welsh speakers 
in every case’ (Marchnad Lafur Cymraeg 2020, 12). In the same vein, Lewis and McLeod argue that 
it cannot be assumed that providing jobs will secure the minority language as it could perpetuate 
language shift if the employment opportunities attract workers who do not speak the minority 
language or if the dominant language is normalised yet further within the workplace (2021, 265). 
This is not to say that such policies should be abandoned; scholars such as Danson argue convin-
cingly in relation to Gàidhlig that ‘it is jobs and the economy that can help to drive the development 
of Gàidhlig, more than the use of Gàidhlig on its own that can help to drive the economy’ (2021, 
250). This said, we believe that a statistical study to investigate the relationship between economic 
growth and the viability of the Welsh language would provide an evidence base on which to further 
our understanding of this complicated relationship – a recommendation supported by the March-
nad Lafur Cymraeg report (2020). Following such a statistical examination, a qualitative study 
might aim to explain the findings by looking at the use of language in relation to various economic 
activities such as the foundational approach as advocated by (Danson 2021, 250) paving the way for 
assessing the best way to achieve the Welsh Government’s aim of supporting the socioeconomic 
infrastructure of Welsh-language communities. A recommendation that is supported within The 
Welsh Language and the Economy REA (Welsh Government 2020a, 85).

It is a common perception that good jobs and attractive careers are needed to prevent young 
Welsh speakers from leaving their communities, or to attract them back to Welsh-speaking heart-
lands (Arfor 2022; Welsh Government 2017a). However, although there is evidence included within 
this review of how attractive employment opportunities in Cardiff give rise to migration from 
strongholds of the Welsh language (Aitchison and Carter 1987), there is a lack of evidence to sup-
port the assumption that providing employment within Welsh communities is an effective means of 
stemming the outward flow. Furthermore, the findings linked to the influence of migration on the 
Welsh language are often based on older data. As a result, a number of knowledge gaps must be 
addressed if public policy interventions are to be based on this rationale.

Among the research questions that could be asked are, does securing quality employment and 
attractive careers within Welsh-language communities prevent Welsh speakers from migrating, 
or can it attract them back? And just as importantly, does this avoid a further decline in the linguis-
tic composition of these areas or are there unexpected side-effects? In addition, the work of Wynn 
(2013) could be built upon by investigating what motivates young Welsh speakers to move from 
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Welsh-language communities, and also what attracts them back, complementing recommendations 
made by the Marchnad Lafur Cymraeg report (2020) and Menter a Busnes (2003).

Staying with the issue of migration, the literature generated as part of this review is based on 
older data, and there is a lack of evidence of the influence of current migration patterns on the 
Welsh language. As a result, it is argued that there is a need to examine contemporary migration 
patterns based on recent data, such as the United Kingdom census and other official statistics as 
recommended by Welsh Government (2020a). Migration patterns within the United Kingdom 
and internationally as a result of Brexit (Royles 2019) or anti-urbanisation in response to the 
Covid-19 pandemic could be examined, taking into account any implications for the Welsh 
language.

Another issue requiring attention is the influence of larger developments on the Welsh language. 
The Welsh Government states within its Welsh 2050 strategy: A million speakers that the ‘type, 
scale and exact location of developments within a specific community has the potential to have 
an effect on language use, and as a result on the sustainability and vitality of the language’ 
(2017a, 63). However, there is very little evidence to support this finding. Case studies could exam-
ine the influence of major developments, such as M–Sparc in Anglesey, from the point of view of 
explaining how they contribute to the viability of the Welsh language in the areas where they are 
located and, in this respect, contribute towards a wider understanding of how economic develop-
ments can influence the minority languages. An idea supported by the Marchnad Lafur Cymraeg 
report (2020).

By systematically reviewing the literature, a number of research gaps relating to the influence of 
policies, trends and economic activities on the Welsh language are highlighted. Due to the breadth 
of the research field, and the dearth of research contributing towards the evidence base, more gaps 
were identified that could not be dealt with here. As a result, gaps were prioritised which, when dealt 
with, it is argued will make the most valuable contribution to the existing evidence base or, due to 
the current situation, most urgently need attention.

Methodological challenges and limitations

The main methodological challenges and limitations associated with this SR are highlighted here. 
The eligibility criteria limited the searches to the Welsh language due to the economic focus of cur-
rent macro-level attempts to revitalise the Welsh language. It is suggested therefore that inclusion of 
other minority languages that are relevant to the context of the Welsh language would have pro-
vided a richer understanding of the influence of economic activities, policies and trends on minority 
languages more generally whilst assessing the validity of Royles’ categorisation framework within 
other contexts. Furthermore, we suggest that this review could be extended by including theoretical 
models that, although do not reference the Welsh language specifically, could be applied within a 
Welsh language context (see for example Grin and Vaillancourt 2021).

Additionally, drawing on Petticrew and Roberts (2006, xiv), we agree that the nascent use of this 
SR methodology for social policy purposes means that it should not be considered perfect. Possible 
flaws may include a restricted search (Petticrew and Roberts 2006, 271) as the evidence generated is 
determined by the specific keywords and databases selected by the researchers. In an attempt to 
mitigate this risk, a hand-search of key journals, reference lists and specific reports was undertaken.

Discussion

According to Duchene and Heller (2012) there has been a hegemonic shift in recent times from a 
discourse of language as cultural asset to language as commodity. In line with the earlier discourse, 
subsidising minority language activities (with little economic benefit) were justified on cultural 
terms, linked to the building of nation-states (Duchene and Heller 2012). In the case of Wales, 
Grin and Vaillancourt (1999) found Welsh language television to be relatively cost effective as a 
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means of promoting the minority language, given its positive impact on language attitudes and 
language use in particular. However, the demand for such an evaluation perhaps points to the 
languages limited economic worth and the need to justify investment on cultural grounds. More 
recently however, S4C (the Welsh language television channel) has sold a Welsh language pro-
gramme to Netflix for the first time (S4C 2023) suggesting that the language has by now gained mar-
ket value in of its own right. Scholars such as Puigdevall i Serralvo (2005) have argued that the 
Welsh language within the private sector in Wales is controlled by the market, and so the lack of 
market value attributed to the language historically has resulted in its relative absence from the sec-
tor. It follows therefore that the newfound market value afforded to the Welsh language may lead to 
an increased presence within this sector and the economy more generally. However, as noted by 
Hogan-Brun (2017, 24), ‘language is not a widget that can be manufactured, bought or sold with 
no other value attached to it’ and so we must watch with interest as Welsh, and other minority 
languages, negotiate their position within the relatively new domain of the economy. In providing 
an account of this story to date, this review provides and empirical insight into this transition.

In summary, the review concludes that there is a relatively solid body of evidence to support the 
importance of the workplace to the Welsh language, and a collection of studies that prove the sig-
nificance of specific sectors such as agriculture and the Welsh language media to the sustainability 
of the language; and this aligns well with the Welsh Government’s language strategy which, in prin-
ciple at least, has the potential to raise the status and prestige of the language, leading to more 
favourable speaker attitudes (O’Rourke and Hogan-Brun 2013) and contributing towards reaching 
their target of one million Welsh speakers by 2050. However, when it comes to creating the socio- 
economic conditions for Welsh-speakers to stay in, or return to, Welsh-speaking communities – 
that is, a central tenet to the Welsh Government’s language policy (2017a) – there is still very 
much more unknown than there is known, particularly in relation to the types of employment 
which could stem the flow. The main empirical and practical contribution of this review is therefore 
to highlight the urgent need for further primary research to better understand the influence of cer-
tain economic developments upon the Welsh language so that it may guide the implementation of 
the Welsh Government’s economic and language strategies.

Turning to the theoretical contribution of this paper, we are reminded that the main purpose of 
this SR was to assess what is known about the impact of economic policies, activities and trends on 
the Welsh language in order to test the validity of the economy > language aspect of Royles’ frame-
work. Of the 15,414 references generated as part of the review, 73 were found to satisfy the search 
criteria and all of which were successfully allocated within Royles’ framework. The evidence gener-
ated as part of this review suggests therefore that Royles’ framework accurately encompasses and 
defines the various dimensions of economic impact on minority languages.

It is important to remember that only part of the framework has been tested here, and therefore 
the need remains to test the remaining parts of the framework, namely the impact of language vari-
ables on the economy. Other minority languages such as Irish, Basque or Catalan could also be 
examined to see if the framework is applicable to other minority languages. By comparing and con-
trasting with other minority language contexts and thus recognising similarities and identifying 
divergences it is possible to significantly enrichen understanding of the field.

Having verified the validity of the framework, it remains for us to assess ‘its value and its poten-
tial’ for policy makers in the fields of both economy and language (Royles 2019, 7). As previously 
noted, the precise nature of the relationship between economy and language has received little scho-
larly attention to date and so by identifying and defining similar types of development within dis-
tinct categories, the framework provides clarity and assists analysis within a complicated field. 
Broadly speaking, the types of development within the individual categories require distinct policy 
approaches; the potential of the framework lies in its ability to define and target such bespoke inter-
ventions. Although many of the policies discussed above are aimed at improving the status and 
prestige of the minority language, we emphasise that existing and emerging attitudes to language 
(themselves influenced by status, prestige and acquisition planning) will likely impact the success 
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of these policies (Lewis 1981), and this should be born in mind by those responsible for public pol-
icy if attempts at language revitalisation are to succeed.

Summary

This study concludes that the impact of the economy on minority languages is an extremely com-
plex area, where various conflicting and constantly changing influences are at play. By demonstrat-
ing the strength of evidence in specific policy areas, a clear rationale is provided in support of 
particular Welsh language strategies. However, the review has also highlighted gaps in the evidence 
base as well as drawing attention to unexpected or problematic consequences of past economic pol-
icies, suggesting that further research is needed to bolster some of the rationale underlying current 
policy thinking in Wales. Moreover, the study offers evidence in support of Royles’ economy >  
language framework and in doing so moves understanding of economic impact on minority 
languages from general to more definitive terms, providing researchers and policy makers alike 
with a useful and reliable tool to help make sense of this complex field of evidence and to target 
future policy interventions more effectively.

Note
1. Marchnad Lafur Cymraeg was a pilot project which aimed to develop the Welsh language as a catalyst to the 

economy.
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