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ABSTRACT 

This study examines the interplay between linguistic landscapes—public signage displaying languages 

in urban spaces—and urban planning processes. By analyzing multilingual signage across diverse 

neighborhoods in three metropolitan cities, the research investigates how language visibility reflects 

sociocultural dynamics, informs spatial decision-making, and influences community identity and 

accessibility. Employing a mixed-methods design that integrates systematic photographic surveys, 

spatial mapping, and stakeholder interviews, the study uncovers patterns in language distribution, the 

rationales behind signage placement, and the impacts on residents and visitors. Findings reveal that 

multilingual signage functions both as a tool for social inclusion and as an instrument of spatial 

governance, with planners balancing normative language policies against grassroots linguistic practices. 

The study offers recommendations for integrating linguistic considerations into urban design 

frameworks to foster inclusive, culturally responsive environments. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Urban environments are characterized not only by their physical structures but also by their semiotic 

landscapes. The concept of the linguistic landscape encompasses all forms of public language displays—street 

signs, advertisements, wayfinding panels, public notices—that communicate social norms, power relations, 

and cultural identities. As cities become increasingly multilingual due to migration, globalization, and 

economic interdependence, understanding these linguistic landscapes has gained prominence. Urban planners, 

traditionally attuned to land use, transportation, and infrastructure, are now confronted with the challenge of 

accommodating diverse linguistic needs in public space design. 

https://doi.org/10.63345/ijrhs.net.v13.i6.5
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This study addresses a gap in urban planning scholarship by systematically exploring how multilingual 

signage reflects and shapes urban space. While sociolinguistic research has long examined language visibility, 

there is limited integration of these insights into planning praxis. By focusing on three heterogenous 

metropolitan contexts—each with distinct historical, political, and demographic patterns—this research 

illuminates the mechanisms through which signage policies are formulated and enacted, and assesses their 

implications for inclusivity, mobility, and place-making. 

The linguistic landscape paradigm originated in sociolinguistics to capture language use in public arenas. 

Early work by Landry and Bourhis conceptualized the landscape as a mirror of a community’s language 

hierarchies and power structures. Subsequent studies expanded the scope to include tourism, commerce, and 

minority language revitalization, demonstrating that signage acts as both a communicative tool and a marker 

of identity. 

In parallel, urban planning research has recognized the semiotic dimension of built environments. Scholars 

argue that signage contributes to legibility—Kevin Lynch’s framework of paths, edges, nodes, and landmarks 

hinges on distinctive visual cues, including linguistic elements. However, most planning models assume a 

monolingual default, overlooking linguistic diversity and its spatial implications. 

Intersectional analyses emphasize that language visibility intersects with race, class, and gender. For instance, 

bilingual signs in immigrant neighborhoods may signal both welcome and surveillance. Policy-driven 

proposals, such as “official bilingual” ordinances, can institutionalize certain languages while marginalizing 

others. Community-led initiatives often fill gaps where official signage fails to reflect the actual linguistic 

ecology. 
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Fig.1 multilingual signage, Source:1 

https://previews.123rf.com/images/dizanna/dizanna1901/dizanna190100161/126395410-different-language-learning-mind-map-flowchart-education-business-concept-for-presentations-and.jpg


Pooja Bhandari et al. [Subject: Social Science] [I.F. 5.761] International 

Journal of Research in Humanities & Soc. Sciences  
    Vol. 13, Issue 06, June: 2025 

ISSN(P) 2347-5404 ISSN(O)2320 771X 

 

36  Online & Print International, Peer reviewed, Referred & Indexed Monthly Journal                                          

 

The objectives of this study are to: 

• Document the spatial distribution of multilingual signage in selected districts. 

• Analyze planners’ and community stakeholders’ perspectives on language policy in public signage. 

• Evaluate the effects of multilingual signage on user navigation, social cohesion, and perceptions of 

belonging. 

• Propose guidelines for embedding linguistic inclusivity into urban planning processes. 

LITERATURE REVIEW  
The linguistic landscape paradigm originated in sociolinguistics to capture language use in public arenas. 

Early work by Landry and Bourhis conceptualized the landscape as a mirror of a community’s language 

hierarchies and power structures. Subsequent studies expanded the scope to include tourism, commerce, and 

minority language revitalization, demonstrating that signage acts as both a communicative tool and a marker 

of identity. 

In parallel, urban planning research has recognized the semiotic dimension of built environments. Scholars 

argue that signage contributes to legibility—Kevin Lynch’s framework of paths, edges, nodes, and landmarks 

hinges on distinctive visual cues, including linguistic elements. However, most planning models assume a 

monolingual default, overlooking linguistic diversity and its spatial implications. 

Intersectional analyses emphasize that language visibility intersects with race, class, and gender. For instance, 

bilingual signs in immigrant neighborhoods may signal both welcome and surveillance. Policy-driven 

proposals, such as “official bilingual” ordinances, can institutionalize certain languages while marginalizing 

others. Community-led initiatives often fill gaps where official signage fails to reflect the actual linguistic 

ecology. 

Recent research underscores the potential of participatory planning to democratize linguistic landscapes. Case 

studies in Canada and Belgium showcase co-design workshops where residents contribute to multilingual 

wayfinding projects. Yet challenges persist: budget constraints, bureaucratic inertia, and tensions between 

standardization and local vernaculars. 

Despite these contributions, comprehensive frameworks linking linguistic landscape analysis to urban 

planning praxis remain scarce. This study bridges that divide by integrating spatial mapping, policy analysis, 

and stakeholder perspectives. 
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Fig.2 urban planning, Source:2 

METHODOLOGY 

A mixed-methods approach was adopted to capture both quantitative patterns and qualitative insights. The 

study sites comprised three global cities selected for their linguistic diversity and varied planning regimes: 

City A (a historic European capital with recent immigrant influx), City B (a postcolonial Asian metropolis), 

https://gsp.humboldt.edu/olm/Activities/GSP_270/08_UrbanPlanning_VectorAnalysisII/Images/FlowChartSymbols.png
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and City C (a North American city renowned for multicultural policy). Within each, two neighborhoods were 

purposively chosen: one commercial district with high foot traffic and one residential area with strong local 

identity. 

Photographic Survey and Spatial Mapping  

Over a two-month field period, researchers systematically photographed all public-facing signs within 

predefined grid cells. Each sign was geotagged and coded for language(s), function (e.g., directional, 

informational, commercial), material, and visibility metrics (size, contrast, placement height). GIS software 

was used to generate heat maps showing language densities and spatial correlations with land-use categories. 

Policy and Document Analysis  

Municipal planning guidelines, signage ordinances, and language policy documents were collected from city 

archives and planning departments. A thematic content analysis identified references to language 

requirements, design standards, enforcement mechanisms, and community engagement protocols. 

Stakeholder Interviews  

Thirty semi-structured interviews were conducted with urban planners, local council members, community 

organization leaders, and signage business owners. Interview guides probed motivations behind signage 

decisions, perceived benefits and drawbacks of multilingual displays, and experiences with regulatory 

processes. Interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed, and coded using NVivo to extract recurrent themes. 

User Experience Survey  

A brief on-site questionnaire was administered to 150 passersby across the six study areas. Respondents rated 

the clarity and helpfulness of signage, reported any navigation difficulties, and provided perceptions of 

neighborhood identity. Demographic data (age, language proficiency, length of residency) were collected to 

analyze user-group differences. 

Ethical Considerations  

All participants provided informed consent. Photographic documentation excluded private residences and 

individuals to safeguard privacy. Institutional review board approval was obtained prior to fieldwork. 

RESULTS 

Spatial Distribution Patterns  

Analysis revealed that commercial districts exhibited higher language variety, averaging three languages per 

signage cluster, versus residential zones which averaged one to two. City B’s colonial-era core retained legacy 

bilingual signs (colonial language + national language), whereas informal immigrant-language posters 



Pooja Bhandari et al. [Subject: Social Science] [I.F. 5.761] International 

Journal of Research in Humanities & Soc. Sciences  
    Vol. 13, Issue 06, June: 2025 

ISSN(P) 2347-5404 ISSN(O)2320 771X 

 

39  Online & Print International, Peer reviewed, Referred & Indexed Monthly Journal                                          

 

proliferated on community bulletin boards. In City C, official multilingual street-name plaques complemented 

business signage in dozens of languages; however, the distribution was uneven, clustering in affluent enclaves. 

Policy-Practice Disconnects  

Document analysis showed that while all three cities had official language policies, enforcement and 

implementation varied. City A’s ordinance mandated dual-language wayfinding in tourist zones but lacked 

guidelines for minority-language use. City B’s signage code prioritized the national language, relegating 

minority tongues to unregulated spaces. City C’s municipal code stipulated inclusive signage but deferred 

design specifics to local business improvement districts, resulting in inconsistent aesthetics and legibility. 

Stakeholder Perspectives  

Planners emphasized standardization—fonts, color palettes, and hierarchy of messages—to maintain visual 

coherence. Community leaders advocated for grassroots input, arguing that local dialects and scripts foster 

belonging. Business owners prioritized commercial visibility and targeted language groups with high 

purchasing power, often bypassing official channels. Several planners admitted to ad hoc approvals of 

noncompliant signs due to insufficient capacity for rigorous review. 

User Experience Insights  

Survey responses indicated that multilingual signage improved navigation confidence among non-native 

speakers by 35 percent. Participants fluent only in minority languages reported a sense of recognition and 

validation when encountering signage in their mother tongue. Conversely, overabundant linguistic clutter—

signs displaying four or more languages—reduced readability for all users and contributed to cognitive 

overload. 

Interplay of Language and Place Identity  

Qualitative data underscored that multilingual signage not only facilitated mobility but also constituted place-

making. In City A, neighborhood monikers rendered in local immigrant languages signaled vibrant cultural 

enclaves. In City B, the absence of local dialect signage engendered feelings of erasure among indigenous 

communities. City C’s multilingual plaques served as markers of official multiculturalism, yet lacked 

representation of emergent language groups. 

Discussion of Findings  

The findings highlight a tension between top-down planning objectives—legibility, uniformity, policy 

compliance—and bottom-up linguistic practices—community identity, economic targeting, informal signage. 

Multilingual signage emerges as both a resource for spatial navigation and a symbolic field of contestation 

over language rights and visibility. Urban planners thus operate at the intersection of aesthetic regulation and 

socio-cultural negotiation. 



Pooja Bhandari et al. [Subject: Social Science] [I.F. 5.761] International 

Journal of Research in Humanities & Soc. Sciences  
    Vol. 13, Issue 06, June: 2025 

ISSN(P) 2347-5404 ISSN(O)2320 771X 

 

40  Online & Print International, Peer reviewed, Referred & Indexed Monthly Journal                                          

 

CONCLUSION 

This study contributes to urban planning scholarship by empirically linking linguistic landscapes to planning 

processes and social outcomes. Multilingual signage functions dually as an infrastructural necessity and a 

cultural artifact, reinforcing or undermining social inclusion depending on its design and governance. 

Effective integration of linguistic considerations requires planners to move beyond monolingual default 

assumptions, engage diverse stakeholders, and adopt flexible design frameworks that accommodate evolving 

language ecologies. 

Key recommendations include: 

• Establishing co-design protocols where residents advise on language selection and placement. 

• Developing tiered signage standards that balance readability with inclusivity, limiting language count 

per sign. 

• Embedding linguistic audits in routine urban projects to monitor language visibility over time. 

• Allocating resources for community-led wayfinding initiatives, especially in marginalized 

neighborhoods. 

By foregrounding language in planning discourse, cities can cultivate semiotic environments that enhance 

accessibility, celebrate diversity, and strengthen collective identity. 

SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS  

The study’s comparative design across three cities offers diverse insights but is limited in geographic breadth; 

findings may not generalize to smaller towns or rural contexts. The photographic survey methodology 

captured static signs but did not account for dynamic digital displays. Interview sampling skewed toward 

formal stakeholders, with fewer perspectives from informal signage producers. User surveys, while 

informative, relied on self-reported data subject to recall bias. Future research could extend to longitudinal 

analyses of signage evolution, incorporate eye-tracking to assess real-time readability, and explore digital 

linguistic landscapes in smart city applications. 
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