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Introduction
CRISTINA PENNAROLA, VANDA POLESE,
SOLE ALBA ZOLLO
This volume brings together different kinds of expertise
and disciplinary approaches to human development and
well-being, crucial issues in today’s world threatened by
such diverse problems as climate change, natural catastrophes, depletion of natural resources, unequal distribution of
wealth and economic exploitation of developing countries,
uncontrolled technological progress, fundamentalisms,
systematic violations of human rights, transnational
networks of organized crime, discrimination and racism,
health emergencies. It is striking that according to the Pew
Research Centre (2017), despite the noticeable improvement
of individual countries’ quality of life in this new millennium, people’s perception of whether today’s life is better
than in the past is divided: for example, half or nearly half of
the respondents in Italy and in the USA respectively have
admitted to holding a more pessimistic view on actual life
improvement over the past. Besides large-scale societal
threats such as wars, terror attacks and humanitarian crises,
other more subtle but equally crucial problems affect our
day-to-day life, from an overreliance on virtual worlds and
relationships (Weinstein & Lejoyeux, 2010) to a deep
distrust of institutions worldwide (Aguilera, 2021).
If the advancement of knowledge and technological
progress shaping our contemporary world have not (yet)
managed to solve contingent or structural problems, we may
become even more concerned with general and personal
well-being and search ways to cope with all the petty or
major catastrophes affecting our lives. Human Development
is a new approach for advancing human well-being “focused
on people and their opportunities and choices […] [to] create
7

an environment for people, individually and collectively, to
develop to their full potential and to have a reasonable chance
of leading productive and creative lives that they value”
(UNDP, n.d.). Each community of practice within areas of
specialization ̶ from law to linguistics, from geography and
demography to economics and political science ̶ contributes
different approaches to promote human development and
well-being and considers these key concepts from different
perspectives.
This interdisciplinary volume stems from the lively chats
and academic discussions in the classrooms, lecture halls
and corridors in our Department of Political Science in the
University of Napoli Federico II. The language analysis
toolkit ̶ e.g., cross-cultural pragmatics, corpus linguistics,
Critical Discourse Analysis, Systemic Functional
Linguistics ̶ has been enriched by the analytical tools and
frameworks volunteered by our colleagues specialists in
demography, economics, international relations, law and
political geography. The analysis of the specialized
discourses of well-being and human development has meant
to investigate to what extent different communities of practice share approaches and methodologies around these
current issues.
This volume is organized into three sections reflecting one
of the leading themes associated with well-being and human
development. The contributions of Section 1, Critical
Discourses, offer some epistemological reflections on the
concepts of well-being and human development in contemporary societies. In her study, VANDA POLESE surveys the
meanings associated with well-being and human development across a variety of settings, genres and disciplinary
contexts, from the EU Action Plan 2021-27 to linguistic,
philosophical and economic theories. She concludes that,
despite the reassuring and positive message they conveys,
they “can have more than one chance to be subject to
concealed ideological implications”.
8

As argued by MARINA ALBANESE, economic thought is
closely related to ethical concerns, as proved by the way in
which subjective well-being is not merely the result of
greater income and consumption but appears to derive from
inner attitudes. After illustrating the three paradoxes of
modern market economies, the author underlines the importance of introducing new approaches to economic analysis
and developing a constant dialogue among social sciences
“to increase the levels of well-being by including social variables in the explanation of economic processes”.
In her contribution, GABRIELLA DI MARTINO points out that
well-being notions are deeply influenced by personal,
cultural and societal models of living; for example, the clash
between a Western-based competition model and the African
collaboration philosophy known as ‘Ubuntu’, i.e. the deep
awareness that “we are part of the others and the others are
part of us”, can be seen at work in much of our routine decision-making, even as we may decide to interpret it as an
inner struggle rather than as a cultural clash (especially if we
have just found out about the Ubuntu philosophy).
Section 2, Institutional Discourses, includes some case
studies that focus on the function of well-being in various
institutional contexts from education to policy-making.
CRISTINA PENNAROLA examines how English is taught and
researched at university to promote greater awareness of
academic discourse conventions and help second language
learners socialise in their communities of practice and
develop their sense of belonging to a disciplinary community. Despite the prominent role attached to the English
language in international communication, particularly in
academic, business and diplomatic settings, she argues that
the role of English language teachers and professors is often
downplayed, quite regardless of the way in which language
development and academic enculturation in English for
Specific Purposes classes enhance the self-confidence and
well-being of international students.
9

In her study, DANIELA LA FORESTA widens the scene to
global policymaking as she investigates the potentially
unbalancing growth of digitalization in light of the fierce
geopolitical competition between the world superpowers,
also considering the looming threat to security and citizens’
right to privacy. The author emphasises that, even though the
digital strategies adopted by international players are based
on three common elements (data, technologies and infrastructures), values and investments are different. For
instance, while the EU digital strategy has a “humancentric” approach, referring to European shared values and
fundamental rights, the US digital program pays more attention to national security and China tries to combine
economic growth with broader security targets.
In academic contexts AMELIA BANDINI argues that wellbeing is a tool of persuasion used to promote Higher
Education Institutions’ (HEIs) image to attract prospective
students. The parameters for students’ well-being also
include academic and cultural factors; great emphasis is
placed on the students’ multilingual and multicultural
profile. A combination of content analysis and multimodal
discourse analysis has allowed to demonstrate that in
German HEIs’ home pages “well-being is represented as a
two-sided coin because webpages portray not only relaxed
and happy students but also learners showing interest in
course attendance, which suggests academia’s commitment
to promoting students’ physical, social, and psychological
health and at the same time to equipping students with the
resources and skills necessary to make a meaningful contribution to society”.
The contribution by GIOVANNI CHIOLA on the issue of the
prison health services in Italy seems all the more valuable
given its focus on the ideal plane of what should be rather
than on the actual world of laws somehow disconnected
from the real needs of people, particularly mentally ill
inmates. Starting from the assumption that the promotion of
10

well-being must also concern prisoners who suffer from
psychological disorders, the author investigates, from a legal
perspective, the recent decisions taken by the Constitutional
Court and the National Council of Bioethics in Italy and the
Strasbourg Court aimed at promoting the well-being of those
prisoners who suffer from mental disorders.
The integration of immigrants’ students in school largely
depends on their knowledge of the host country language and
their ability to use it successfully both in assignments and in
daily interactions, as illustrated by CORRADO BONIFAZI,
ALESSIO BUONOMO, ANGELA PAPARUSSO, SALVATORE STROZZA
and MATTIA VITIELLO in their exploration of the Italian
school system. Based on the results of three different
National surveys, this study explores the efficiency and selfassessment of immigrants developing their Italian learning
skills and the main characteristics of their learning experience, essential for the integration processes leading to
greater employability and well-being.
Likewise, SETTIMIO STALLONE’s focus on the United
Nations Development Program (UNDP), aimed to realise the
Agenda 2030 Sustainable Development Goals in the
Western Balkans and the former Soviet Republics reinforces
the idea that “it is necessary to create resilient societies and
economies” and combat poverty, hunger, child mortality,
diseases and gender inequalities to ensure the thriving of all
human beings. The UNDP is, in fact, promoting in these
countries the concept of a more inclusive growth, more
focused on the development of innovative social protection
and care policies. The author states that only a human rights
law-abiding approach can guarantee institutional progress
and contribute to diminishing historic tensions and conflicts.
Well-being and human development in old and new media
is the main focus of Section 3, Media Discourses. The
contribution by SOLE ALBA ZOLLO in this volume emphasises the need for job satisfaction as a major ingredient of
people’s well-being and also suggests that different jobs
11

require different job skills (for example, statisticians resort
to creativity and problem-solving). By investigating a
sample of Amstat news issues, the American Statistical
Association’s monthly magazine, the linguistic analysis has
foregrounded the persuasive strategies employed by the
organisation to promote the practice and profession of statistics by eradicating some misconstructions about statistics
and prioritizing work-life balance and well-being.
The systemic functional analysis carried out by CHIARA
NASTI on two corpora from two websites – the Chartered
Society of Physiotherapy (CSP) and the healthtalk online
community – has shown that physiotherapists contribute to
their patients’ and their own well-being mostly thanks to
their non-verbal interaction and emotional involvement. She
concludes that “the physiotherapist’s identity-making
process is the result of diverse and different discourses
expressing the point of view of their authors, that is, patients
and physiotherapists”.
Similarly, a corpus collected from some food and wine
company websites is investigated from a linguistic perspective by STEFANIA D’AVANZO and ANTONELLA GAROFANO.
The authors emphasize the importance of values in the
online promotion of Italian food and wine and argue that
storytelling techniques spotlight the craftmanship and dedication of the producers and create an emotional bond with
the customers.
In their contribution, FLAVIA CAVALIERE and GUIDO
PALMITESTA scrutinize both a UK tabloid, The sun, and a
website, Worldometer, in order to identify the (para)textual
strategies used by the two media in two different periods to
disseminate information about the H1N1 virus and the
COVID-19 pandemic. The study has demonstrated that in the
last few years digital evolution has changed the way how
health-related information is conveyed and affected the reliability of the news itself. In fact, as pointed out by the
authors, a statistics website such as Worldometer has
12

provided reliable information on the spread of the
Coronavirus and shown that online media may have very
different ways of representing front-page news compared to
popular press.
While providing detailed analyses and novel insights on
the concepts of well-being and human development, all
contributions bring to the fore key theoretical and methodological approaches in contemporary cross-disciplinary
research. By acknowledging the need to broaden investigation of the theme in critical, institutional and media
discourses, this volume provides an open forum for multilevel dialogue among researchers, experts and practitioners
interested in exploring new paradigms and dimensions of
well-being and human development.
The guest editors would like to thank the anonymous
reviewers for their invaluable insights and feedback and all
the contributors for their commitment and dedication.
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SECTION 1.
CRITICAL DISCOURSES
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Reflections on ‘well-being’
and specialized discourses
VANDA POLESE
Università di napoli Federico II - vpolese@unina.it
Introduction
Research on specialized discourses from a linguistic
perspective has always been the main concern of the
Doctorate of “Lingua Inglese per Scopi Speciali” (English
for Special Purposes) (ESP) which was founded in 1980 by
Professor Edvige Schulte in the Università di Napoli
Federico II (Italy) and provided the backbones to generate a
macro-doctorate under the name “Mind, Gender and
Language” in the same University.
This interdisciplinary volume constitutes a further step in
line with the investigations on specialized discourses at the
core of the Doctorate in ESP and since the 2019 ESP volume
in the International Journal of Language studies (IJLS)1. It
is, thus, a further development in the field of specialized
discourses combining the collaborative efforts of other disciplines in the Department of Scienze Politiche in the
Università di Napoli Federico II mainly around two current
issues, human development and well-being, to investigate if
and how different disciplines with their own views of the
world, theoretical frameworks and methodological
approaches can find convergence around them.
From the linguistic perspective, the critical observation
starts taking into account the co-occurrence of terms
15

belonging to the same family as ‘well-being’ in the 20212027 EU Action plan2. As a matter of fact, in the Action
Plan, the term ‘well-being’ is associated with ‘integration’
and ‘inclusion’ alongside a premodifier ‘long-term’
suggesting continuity and stability, implied with reference to
well-being, and a noun ‘stability’, overtly expressed when
referring to ‘economies’: “The European way of life is an
inclusive one. Integration and inclusion are key for people
coming to Europe, for local communities, and for the longterm well-being of our societies and the stability of our
economies.” (p. 1). As can be noticed, whereas the first
occurrence of ‘well-being’ is at the very beginning of the
document when stating the relevance of integration and
inclusion as essential to achieve the primary objective for
EU societies and their economies, the successive occurrence
can only be found in the Conclusions, in a similar phrase,
still with reference to European societies and in association
to two terms ‘prosperity’ and ‘cohesion’ and adding a new
side, more human and social, to political-economic matters:
Ensuring that migrants and EU citizens with a migrant background can fully participate and contribute is key to the
future well-being, prosperity and cohesion of European societies. A successful integration can contribute to address many
of the challenges faced by society today: the human and
social cost of economic exclusion, the spread of all forms of
extremist ideologies and a lack of trust in the fairness of
housing or health systems. (Action Plan on Integration and
Inclusion 2021-2027, pp. 25-26)

The occurrences of ‘well-being’ in the two most relevant
sections of the European Act, that is, in the opening and
closing sections of the document, alongside the co-occurrences of sister terms – ‘integration’ and ‘inclusion’ in the
former, ‘prosperity’ and ‘cohesion’ in the latter – enshrines
the cognitive content of the sentences in which it occurs
providing a specific positive value through association with
16

co-occurrences. As a matter of fact, terms like ‘well-being’,
‘wellness’, ‘human development’, ‘happiness’, satisfaction’,
‘integration’, ‘inclusion’, ‘resilience’ and others need to be
clarified through association to gain their own meaning in a
particular context. Thus, as a starting point, we may pose
two key questions:
- How are human development and well-being conceptualized
and made operative across disciplinary perspectives?
- What aspects of such terms are prioritized in academic
research in specialized discourse across disciplines?

These entail further questions: What is the meaning(s)
associated to ‘well-being’? Happiness, good economic
conditions, good health, or other? In food discourse, for
instance, ’well-being’ is conceptualized as providing best
diets for people in different physio-pathological conditions,
thus meaning ‘staying safe and healthy, following a good
diet, living in good physical conditions’, and so forth.
Nonetheless, how can you do so unless you are in good
economic conditions? Thus, the main objective here is
connected to what constitutes a primary objective for
another discipline. The same can be said for ‘happiness’,
‘satisfaction’ and the other above mentioned terms: these
terms appear to have a common positive core that can/must
be connected to specifications subordinate to choices and
preferences in a social context.
The present critical analysis offers reflections on the
concept of well-being and human development mainly from
a linguistic, a philosophical and an economic perspective,
also with reference to other terms that can be described as
synonyms or correlates, with a view to identifying and
investigating their role in the new paradigm for the postCovid-19 global world.
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From a linguistic perspective
toward a definition of ‘well-being’
Considering ‘well-being’ from a linguistic perspective,
this view necessitates other specialized notions, that is,
discourse, genre – genre conventions (Bhatia, 2015);
discourse and text in context of use – text features, standards
and purposes (de Beaugrande & Dressler, 1981); language
as a social semiotic expressing meaningful content realized
by words according to the ideational, interpersonal, textual
functions of language respectively for conceptualization,
interactional and textualization (Halliday, 1978, 1994). This
means that any text is not merely constituted by meaningful
stretches of language to decode but purposeful forms of
discourse reflecting cognitive attitudes and power roles in
society (Antelmi, 2007; van Dijk, 1989).
Discourse as text is embedded in context. At the surface
level¸ the focus is on the construction of the textual product
and not on the interpretation of the text. Neither is it on the
reader’s cooperative efforts in the interpretation or use of
such social product. The surface level properties of
discourse include formal and functional aspects of
discourse, that is, phonological, lexico-grammatical,
semantic, organizational, and other aspects of text structure
including inter-sentential cohesion, intertextuality, without
necessarily taking into account context in a broad sense.
At the genre level, instead, the analysis goes beyond the
construction of the textual product and focuses on its interpretation, use and exploitation in specific contexts, aiming at
achieving “specific disciplinary goals, which often require
the use of methods that investigate not only linguistic issues,
but also socio-pragmatic ones” (Bhatia, 2015). Thus,
starting at the bottom end of the analysis can help understand the formal and functional elements interacting in the
construction of a textual product; nonetheless, stopping at
this level would mean disentangling the analysis of the
18

textualisation of formal and functional aspects of discourse
from the analysis of more explicitly socio-pragmatic
elements of interpretation and use of generic resources. In
moving from discourse as text in the direction of discourse
as professional practice, the focus shifts from textualisation
to features of context, i.e. the institutional structures,
concern with text-external factors that link the text production and lexico-grammatical features to a specific/
disciplinary context.
Furthermore, when speaking of context, an aspect to be
looked at in a text is the notion of ideology, which may have
political connotations but also refer to a way of living and to
a set of beliefs concerning social life and the way it is organized. As a conceptual and moral system, ideology is
reflected in discourse providing schemata for interpreting
reality and establishing attitudes towards it. It may as well
exert control over discourse implying the possibility to influence individual mental models and social representations
thus creating a great interdependence between ideology,
society, cognition and discourse (van Dijk 2001, 2004).
Ideology is studied by Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA)
through the analysis of semiotic data (Fairclough, 1989;
Fairclough & Wodak, 1997) mainly as regards asymmetrical
power imbalances that hinder socio-political and cultural
processes. As Wodak (2001, pp. 2-3) remarks:
[CDA is] fundamentally concerned with analysing opaque as
well as transparent structural relationships of dominance,
discrimination, power and control as manifested in language.
In other words, CDA aims to investigate critically social
inequality as it is expressed, signalled, constituted, legitimized and so on by language use (or in discourse)…

The main concern of CDA, as underlined by van Dijk
(2001, pp. 352), is the study of:
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the way social power, abuse, dominance, and inequality are
enacted, reproduced, and resisted by texts and talk in social
and political context. With such dissident research, critical
discourse analysts take explicit position, and thus want to
understand, expose, and ultimately resist social inequality.

In this view, definitions reflect and also, to some extent,
contribute to shaping reality; they are revealing of how
discourse may influence representations of reality (Antelmi,
2007) through ideological implications that provide
schemata for establishing attitudes towards it. The next
questions therefore are: “What definition(s) may be found
for ‘well-being’ and for ‘human development’?” and “Is it
possible to find one single definition for each of them or
more than one?” or “How do such definitions affect cognitive values of the terms selected and the ways they are made
operative across disciplinary contexts?”
First of all, we must admit that ‘well-being’ and ‘human
development’, like other terms of this type, are strictly
linked to time; they are ‘time markers’ and perhaps much
more than that. Nowadays, for example, the quest for better
lives, by maximizing well-being and minimizing ill-being, is
central to human culture, history, and actions. Problems
arise when choosing policies for better lives. Economists
have so far recommended economic growth as the way to
satisfy human beings’ desires. In recent years, however,
even a growing number of economists have argued that a
monetary-based focus has led people to neglect aspects of
life that are relevant to a harmonious way of well-being. Is
that all we can say or can there be found ideological implications in this view? To date the debate remains open on
questions like the following:
- What conceptualization of well-being is selected by civil
society?
- What is the role for civil society towards the promotion of
well-being?
20

- How can policy-makers best integrate the findings from
well-being studies?

These questions are based on interrelations with more
strictly societal issues like productivity, immigration, occupation, health; long-term well-being; well-being inequality;
inequality and inclusive growth; well-being and the
changing environment; public or private interventions for
well-being and their evaluations; future directions in wellbeing research; the impact of Covid-19 on well-being and its
correlates. Exploring ideological implications in the use of
these terms in specialized contexts is key to understanding
their role across disciplines. Taking into account the notion of
‘well-being’, a few considerations on its original value may
be of help. The next section will attempt to reflect on this.
Well-being and human development:
economics and beyond
The concept of ‘well-being’ is a core notion in the
philosophy of Indian Nobel prize for economics Amartya
Sen, US philosopher Martha Nussbaum and following
scholars who felt inspired by their theories. It is in opposition to dominant philosophical and economic theories and
an attempt to identify more appropriate and satisfying
forms of valuing ‘well-being’ in relation to human beings.
Its multidimensional nature affects philosophical, ethical,
as well as social, pedagogical, cultural, political, economic
and linguistic issues.
From a linguistic perspective, three terms seem to be very
close to one another. A definition of ‘well-being’ focuses on
“the state of feeling healthy and happy”, and looks at it as a
synonym of ‘welfare’. Collocations of well-being in this
direction are: economic well-being, emotional well-being,
feeling of well-being (from the Cambridge English Corpus).
The term that is indicated as a synonym, ‘welfare’, designates “mental and physical health” and “living conditions”,
21

as well as “money or aid given by government to people in
need” (Cambridge Dictionary online).
In addition, another term, ‘wellness’, can be used with
reference to health, as a collocate of mind and body, or is
employed metaphorically in economic discourse as “a
healthy return” on one’s investment, with ‘illness’ and ‘sickness’ as its opposites, also with reference to “activities” that
are designed to help people feel healthier and happier, or the
business of providing these activities (Cambridge Dictionary
online).
Considering their origin, ‘well-being’ is signaled as originating in 1610s “(a n) (adv.) + gerundive of be” (Online
Etymology Dictionary, https://www.etymonline.com/). As
to ‘welfare’ as a noun, its origin is signaled in 1300,
from Old English wel faran “condition of being or doing
well,” from wel (see well (adv.)) + faran “get along” (see fare
(v.)). Similar formation in Old Norse velferð. Meaning
“social concern for the well-being of children, the unemployed, etc.” is first attested 1904; meaning “organized effort
to provide for maintenance of members of a group” is from
1918. Welfare state is recorded from 1941) (Online Etymology
Dictionary, https://www.etymonline.com/).

As regards ‘wellness’, instead, this term is reported as:
“(wellness (n.) 1650s, from well (adv.) + -ness.)” (Online
Etymology Dictionary, https://www.etymonline.com/).
Thus, although the oldest term seems to be ‘welfare’, a
meaning has been attached to it with reference to social
issues only in 1910s before acquiring the more connoted
meaning with a socio-political value collocating with ‘state’
in 1941. Nonetheless, all three terms appear to have a similar
denotative meaning on an ideational level, designating
mental, physical and economic qualities or state of doing
well, prosperity, wellbeing. Why focusing on well-being,
then, rather than on material conditions or welfare with a
focus on market goods or wellness?
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From a philosophical perspective, one definition of ‘wellbeing’ is the realization of the elements constituting the
essence of human life (Nussbaum & Sen, 1993, pp. 36-38),
in relation to eight dimensions (Stiglitz et al., 2010): material standards of life (income, consumer goods, prosperity),
health, education, personal activities (employment and
work), political sympathy and to government, as well as
integration and social relations, environment (current and
future conditions), economic and physical security.
From the economist’s perspective, the answer provided by
Sen (1986) points to satisfying one’s own aspirations and
gives way to individual management of a decent human life
in a harmonious balance with nature, society and one’s own
existence. In this view, goods and State resources are actions
and dimensions that are subservient to a satisfying quality of
life. This new paradigm moves from ‘welfare’, which
mainly relies on economic and instrumental parameters of
evaluation, to ‘well-being’, with a holistic view of human
life involving the realization of the varied opportunities of
being and doing for an individual aiming at the realization of
one’s own existential project. As a time marker designating
a particular use in context in a particular historical period,
‘well-being’ is related to other concepts pertaining to the same
context in time and thus requires more than one indicator.
In the debate on ethical-political models, the inadequacy
of consolidated economics theories like A. Smith’s, A.
Lewis’, A. Bergson’s, J. Hicks’ and J. Rawls’ has appeared
alongside the inadequacy of the so-called social indicators
pointing to issues of social justice and human dignity
(Nussbaum, 2002). The change in paradigm has given way
to new operational parameters which undermine the instruments of evaluation so far based on monetary accounting
(Nussbaum, 2012a), with GDP (Gross Domestic Product)
(PIL) as the most relevant element, and highlights the fact
that the economic well-being of an individual or a community is not a satisfying indicator of one’s own level of
23

happiness and well-being. New indicators have been found,
like PLI (Plane Living Index), HDI (Human Development
Index), SIP (sickness Impact Profile), PQLI (Physical
Quality of Life Index), HSI (Health status Index), better Life
Index, ISEW (Index of sustainable Economic Welfare), GPI
(Genuine Progress Indicator), Wealth Estimates, FEEM SI,
Global Peace Index, GNH (Gross national Happiness) and
so forth (Nussbaum & Sen, 1993, pp. 88-103).
The concept of ‘well-being’ is linked to ‘human development’ in Sen’s theory: ‘well-being’ is attainable thanks to
policies pointing to such concepts like functioning, that is,
the conditions of life that we are able to realize, and capabilities, that is, individual abilities we put into action to
realize those conditions (Sen, 2000, p. 79) on the basis of
a type of freedom which allows an individual to enact a
number of alternative forms of functioning. Thus, the realization of society can be measured according to the types of
freedom enjoyed by its members in terms of the capabilities they possess to choose a kind of worthy life (Sen,
2000, p. 78).
In light of this, the concept of ‘well-being’ relies upon a
synergic integration of both material goods, pertaining to
any individual, and non-material goods, like individual
features and dispositions, role, instrumental and substantial
freedoms and the opportunities that should be granted to
any of its members by the State in a democratic view for
realizing one’s own future.
Thus, the concept of ‘well-being’ appertains to other
discourses apart from that of economics, e.g. sociology,
statistics, pedagogy, psychology and others. A number of
capabilities necessary to the life of an individual that should
be granted by the State and its policies can be valuable as
categories and dimensions (Nussbaum, 2012a, pp. 38-40),
like educational contexts, health, physical integrity, senses,
imagination, thinking, feelings, reasoning, belonging, integration, play, physical and political environment.
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In order to replace the paradigm of economic growth with
the more comprehensive paradigm of human development
which reconsiders the realization of human life in conjunction to human dignity on the most fundamental level
following Aristotle (Nussbaum, 2002, 2012b), theories and
models of well-being provide pedagogical elements
(Nussbaum, 2011) also with reference to human education,
development and growth as self-realization (Alessandrini,
2014, p. 9).
Well-being becomes the goal for self-realization and selfeducation, particularly with reference to individuals that are
economically or socially vulnerable (Alessandrini, 2004),
and to face current challenges of gender, family, social
justice and inequalities, the rights of ethnical and cultural
minorities, women’s role, education to global citizenship,
adults’ education, and the debate on educational systems
(Alessandrini, 2014). In this view, the role of the individual
becomes central in redefining self-realization and development through associating ‘well-being’ and ‘well-having’ and
reaffirming himself/herself as the protagonist of his/her life
being supported by society in building a decent human life
from a holistic point of view.
Correlates of ‘well-being’
Among possible correlates for ‘well-being’, ‘satisfaction’
and ‘happiness’ apparently seem to be the most appropriate.
Today, we feel an urgent need for interrelations among individuals so far subordinate to material well-being based upon
work and consumption. As a matter of fact, for a long time,
being wealthy has meant developing a bad form of wellbeing which eventually has turned into ill-being generating
dissatisfaction and unhappiness. At this point, the question
arises: “Do we really need to sacrifice interpersonal relations, our time and health, natural environment on a global
scale and the like to be wealthy?” The economic develop25

ment, although it correlates with human development, has
given way to a progressive impoverishment of human relations both affective and social (see Bartolini, 2013). One
more term of the new paradigm is ‘sustainability’. The
unsustainability of the current economic and social order as
regards the degradation of the natural environment, of interpersonal relationships and of human well-being arise a
number of questions, among which those regarding the
cause of all this, and above all whether it is possible to
reconcile a better quality of our environment, relationships
and well-being with economic prosperity. Our economic
system and other aspects of our life – family life, work,
education, health, the media, advertising, urban and social
life – need revisions and profound cultural and organizational changes. The new paradigm should at least be able to
reconcile economic well-being and human development
with happiness, satisfaction and sustainability.
In this rapidly changing world, there is no doubt that we
need to create a fair and productive work environment while
providing meaningful jobs and equal opportunities. We also
need approaches and tools for measuring well-being in
educational systems and transitions from early childhood to
adulthood, school climate, sense of belonging to community,
personality, individual differences and well-being, special
educational needs and students’ well-being, teachers’ wellbeing, self-actualization and job satisfaction, work/study
and life balance, promotion of well-being and prevention of
stress in schools.
Moreover, the global pandemic has urged us to learn wellbeing lessons. First, it has changed the way we were used to
think about adult learning and skills development in line
with the changing skills needs. It has allowed us to learn
how to move forward toward the realization of the dream of
flexible working and how organizations can turn it into a
reality ensuring that no one is left behind, and allowing us to
appreciate the business benefits of having a diverse work26

force and a more inclusive culture to end inequalities and
unfairness at work.
Concluding remarks
In moving to a conclusion, we may admit that a narrow
view of well-being only based on happiness and merely
measured in terms of difference between levels of satisfaction and dissatisfaction may develop into a negative way of
analyzing forms of human deprivation and poverty. As a
matter of fact, valuing one’s own happiness needs to take
into account forms of adaptation for the sake of survival and
this may lead to erroneous conclusions with reference to
political and social policies (Sen, 1993, in Bruni, 2013). A
disadvantaged and poor person, “the happy slave” in Sen’s
view, who is satisfied with his/her own life thanks to religion, political regime or dominant culture, may not be said
to live happily in good conditions of well-being. Neither
does measuring the quality of life of a community or society
on the basis of maximizing pleasures and minimizing pains
work, because of the existence of “good pains” (positive
sufferings determined by fighting for one’s own and others’
rights), and “bad pleasures” (the ones derived from abusing
others) (Nussbaum, 2012b).
Similarly, subjective happiness is not always a good indicator of well-being. As a matter of fact, it may be wrong for
those who live in bad conditions as members of oppressed
minorities who are not accepted by the host community, or
unemployed people and temporary workers living extremely
unstable conditions and precarious situations owing to job
insecurity, or marginalized and exploited women in sexist
cultural contexts. Their capacity of adaptation might even
help them face and survive these disadvantages; nonetheless, this is not the same as not experiencing bad living
conditions and cannot be turned into a correct measurement
of well-being.
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Thus, what is well-being? What is meant by ‘well-being’?
Is it a clear term that designates a particular state of things,
condition, situation or other? Is it possible to measure something that has no tangible evidence and that cannot be
thoroughly apprehended? What is this term used for?
As Sen (1998, in Bruni, 2013) claims, a happy life can be
measured upon what people do and can do. One single indicator of happiness may be a danger to democracy and
freedom. In line with and quoting Gandhi, Martin Luther
King, Nelson Mandela and Aung San Suu Kyi, Sen remarks
that people’s objectives and priorities may even go a good
deal beyond and above the narrow borders of well-being and
individual happiness. Quoting Dante (Purgatorio, XII), “O
gente umana, per volar su nata, perché a poco vento così
cadi?”, the economist highlights the difference between the
good and happy life that all human beings are called to live
and the poor existence that many of them are compelled to
live by unfavourable circumstances that they are unable to
cope with.
In the end, we might refer to such terms as ‘well-being’ as
comprehensive flexible cognitive containers serving new
paradigms for a new world, terms that appear however far
too abstract and slippery since they may take on a new and
more specific value depending on the specific context in
which they are made operative (political, economic, statistic,
philosophical, educational, psychological), whereas they
should designate efficient and cooperative efforts towards
the operationalization of true benefits for human beings, like
granting respect and human rights, promoting well-being
and preventing stress in schools, providing forms of inclusion and preventing inequality, and so forth. Thus, among
the terms under analysis, ‘well-being’ appears to be the
oldest as the least politically connoted, the ideal candidate to
compete with its synonyms or near synonyms, though when
being invested with political connotations it can qualify the
new paradigm like a brand that needs no overt explanation
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and can work effectively as a teaser ad offering a reassuring
and attractive message. As such it can be given a proper
meaning across disciplinary contexts. Nonetheless, its role
as a ‘one-for-all’ term working in different disciplinary
contexts has a reverse side as it can have more than a chance
to be subject to concealed ideological implications.
Notes
Specifically, the 2019 Special Issue Volume 13, Number 4 under the
title EsP: Reflections and Perspectives (IJLS a Quarterly Journal of
Applied Linguistics ISSN: 2157-4898 | eISSN: 2157-4901).
2
The complete title is: Communication from the Commission to the
European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and
Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions - Action plan on
Integration and Inclusion 2021-2027 {SWD(2020) 290 final},
Brussels, 24.11.2020 COM(2020) 758 final.
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Introduction
According to classical economists, economic science is
the study of the paths of well-being linked to the consumption of goods and the analysis of social behaviours that
economic reality determines. This approach was abandoned
by neoclassical economists who believe that social aspects
in the choice of economic agents are only relevant in a
perspective peculiar to the homo economicus. The concepts
of altruism, happiness and solidarity are only analysed if
related to the efficiency, optimal choice and utility that are
objectives and instruments of the rational agent.1
This approach generates difficulties for economists in
explaining why greater wealth is not associated with greater
well-being, thus, making altruistic and supportive behaviours
apparently inexplicable. In this context, and in response to
these problems, there are recent lines of research based on
the assumption that the identity of counterparts assumes a
role in the choices of economic agents and for which the
social aspects of human interaction constitute a resource for
development.
In this study, starting from the description of some current
phenomena that economic theory cannot fully explain with
its traditional tools, we focus on the importance to develop
new paths for economic analysis. In the first section we
describe the different visions of economic science, concentrating on the connections between economic and social
aspects; in the second section, we define the three paradoxes
of modern market economies; in the third section, we
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designate new approaches to economic analysis including
social and relational elements; finally, we conclude on the
importance of a constant dialogue among social sciences to
increase the explanatory potential of the economic theory.
The different methodological approaches
to social interaction of economic science
The idea that an individual’s personality is influenced by
the environment and by the social institutions was strongly
rooted in important economists of the past. Adam Smith,
John Stuart Mill and Alfred Marshall considered it essential
to understand the role played by environmental conditions in
explaining the behaviour of economic agents.
For Smith, every society tends to produce different
personalities that are an expression of the values particularly
appreciated in it. In Wealth of nations (1776), the author
made it clear that personality is determined by the three
main roles of capitalist society, namely, landowners, capitalists and wage-earners. The landowner, who receives rents
and does not work, tends to be lazy and indolent. The capitalist, under the constant pressure of competition, becomes
greedy and ruthless. The wage earner, generally carrying out
increasingly alienating activities, tends to dehumanize
himself. Therefore, for Smith, the work activity determines
the behaviour of the individual even in the non-working environment according to the values that he tends to privilege.
Liberal democrat John Stuart Mill believed deeply in the
possibilities of improvement of individuals in their singularity and of society as a whole. In his The Considerations
on Representative Government (1861), the author stated that
the passive type of character is favoured by the government
of one or the few.
Marshall (1890) believed that the personality of individuals
was forged by religion and work, in relation to the mode of
development and the thoughts it inspired. Competition and
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private property, typical of capitalism, were for the illustrious economist, very important to combat laziness, but
they can be potentially harmful because they could lead to
selfishness and indifference to the fate of others. In this
context, the role of the social scientist was to stimulate men
to cultivate ethical motivations for an improved society.
Starting from the neoclassical economists and those of the
Austrian school, the close interweaving of social, economic
and institutional aspects, characterising the approach of the
classics, was set aside2. The typical example of emptying
economic relations of their social content is provided by the
Walrasian model in which market interaction is reduced to
the transmission of codified information, favoured by the
mediation of an auctioneer. In such a structured scheme,
agents do not need to meet, since they send the auctioneer a
list of purchase and sale proposals, which are based on their
preferences and on the initial endowments of a certain range
of market goods (Gui, 2004)3.
The logic of this operation, linked to the undoubted advantages in terms of simplicity on the operational level, reduces
the economic analysis to the study of economic efficiency.
There is no role for the analysis of the interaction between
economics and social analysis and their implications in
terms of distribution of wealth. In recent years, the relationship between economy and society has become problematic
as economists face the appearance of phenomena that they
cannot fully explain.
The lack of analysis of economic theory:
some paradoxes
Nowadays, the study of subjective well-being in
economics has become very important. A world full of
many dissatisfied people faces enormous economic and
social costs because it tends to produce deviance, maladaptation, marginalisation, integration difficulties, mental
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distress and general social instability. The lack of economic
theory in explaining the causes of problems not fully investigated could be summarized in the existence of three
paradoxes that we examine in the following sections.
The Paradox of Happiness
Recently, an intense multi-disciplinary debate has
developed as a result of empirical evidence regarding the
widespread discomfort existing in the advanced income societies. The most used indicator that highlights this discomfort
is the ‘subjective well-being’, i.e. the perception that individuals have of their own life and the degree of satisfaction
they feel for it. This indicator of people’s happiness, however
synthetic, has been detected for several decades and in many
countries of the world. In advanced economies, such as Japan
and the United States of America, despite the fact that the per
capita income has a clear tendency to grow (Bruni & Porta,
2004), it has not increased.
This constitutes the economists’ paradox, the ‘paradox of
happiness’ or ‘Easterlin’s paradox’, as economists use
income as a good indicator of well-being (Bruni, 2004)4. In
his pioneering contribution, Easterlin (2001) explains the
paradox on the basis of the theory of ‘relative income’
propounded by Duesenberry (1949, p. 32) which hypothesized that the utility5, a person derives from his own income
(consumption) is not a function of the absolute level of his
consumption, but rather his own level of consumption
compared with that of others. Therefore, if the income of a
person’s neighbour increases more than his own, then his
utility decreases even if he experiences an increase in
income and consumption.
A second explanation of the ‘paradox of happiness’ is
based on the studies of psychologists (Brickman &
Campbell, 1971). They extended the theory of the level of
adaptation to the study of individual and collective happiness. They affirm that improvements in the objective
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circumstances of life, including income and wealth, do not
produce real effects on people’s well-being. In recent years,
many economists have drawn on these studies by developing
the set point theory. According to this theory, there would be
a level of happiness that remains constant throughout the life
of an individual, since it is linked to the more or less innate
characteristics of individuals. The various shocks that might
occur during the life of an individual have temporary effects
on happiness and, after a short period in which an event
produces real effects, individuals tend to return to the
reference level (set point).
A third explanation of the ‘paradox of happiness’ is based
on the hedonic treadmill, which presents the idea that an
increase in income also pushes up our needs, as in a treadmill, where we run on the same point, because the carpet
also moves under our feet. Kahneman, as Bruni & Porta
(2004) affirm, has distinguished between the two types of
treadmill effect, i.e. the hedonic treadmill and the satisfaction treadmill. The hedonic treadmill derives from the theory
of the level of adaptation which suggests that the lower
income levels determine a considerable increase in utility
linked to the purchase of a new good. However, this has only
a temporary effect, since, after a while, a psychological
mechanism of hedonic adaptation begins to operate. The
satisfaction treadmill, instead, depends on the level of aspiration which marks the boundary between satisfactory and
unsatisfactory results, with the consequence that an increase
in income induces subjects to require continuous and more
intense pleasures to maintain the same level of satisfaction.
The satisfaction treadmill therefore implies that subjective
happiness (the self-assessment of happiness) remains
constant despite the better objective happiness.
The Paradox of Trust
The theory of rational choice characterising economic
theory is based on the few hypotheses of social action and
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explains human behaviour on the basis of information and
preferences which define choices of individuals in a
perspective of rational choice. The maximisation of utility is
perceived on the basis of ordered preferences, a comprehensive set of information and an efficient internal calculator6.
The analytical apparatus of the theory is sparse and is based
epistemologically on the assumptions of individualism and
the utilitarian behaviour typical of microeconomics. The
methodological individualism characterising economic
theory has led us to sub-optimal results if some hypotheses
fall. In particular, if the postulate of the totally controlled
information falls in favour of an asymmetrical distribution of
information among the subjects, two rational subjects interacting to maximize their individual utility obtain as a result
of their interaction a worse result than they would have
obtained if they had been more confident of each other.
Despite the importance of trust at the economic level, the
economic approach, faced with the difficulty of bringing
fiduciary behaviours into traditional economic categories,
makes them disappear surreptitiously or transform them into
something else, namely, other motives, other reasons, other
purposes and, in any case, all closely linked to the idea of
individual interest (Pelligra, 2007).
The Paradox of the Commons
The basic idea of the relationship between private
consumption and the use of common goods in economic
science is the following: a civil society, where everyone
simply pursues their own interests, normally works well
(better, if compared with other systems) because the care of
their own interests is an expression of civil virtue in the citizens. This, in its essence, is the idea contained in the most
famous metaphor of economic thought, that is, the Smithian
‘invisible hand’ in which each individual pursues private
interests and society providentially also enjoys the common
good. Also for this reason and in controversy with moralists
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like Mandeville (1728) and Rousseau (1774), for Smith
(1776) self-interest is not a vice but a virtue of prudence.
This ‘semantic’ operation (i.e., self-interest which changes
moral meaning and from vice, greed, becomes a virtue,
prudence) was the basis of the ethical legitimisation of the
nascent political economy and the market economy that
played an important role in the civilization of the world, as
compared with the feudal regime (Bruni, 2012). Such
visions, however, work better in simple societies where the
well-being of individuals is also directly the well-being of
all, and where goods are private. If, in contrast, the goods
become common, if the most important and strategic
economic assets for us and for our posterity are, for
example, non-renewable energies, forests, lakes, sea, environmental assets, water, landfills, but also the management
of a condominium or coexistence in multi-ethnic cities, the
matter becomes extremely complicated.
The biggest change in globalized and post-modern society
has precisely to do with the theme of the commons, which are
becoming the rule, not the exception. One of the first scholars
to pose the question of what he called the ‘tragedy of the
commons’, was D. Hardin, a biologist who, in 1968, brought
to the attention of scholars a problem that can be identified as
a tragedy, that is, a situation in which every choice involves
a high cost. Nowadays, in the case of the environment and
collective or common goods (commons), there is a tension
between the freedom of individuals and the destruction of
resources: the cost of freedom (and the absence of hierarchical and sacral mediators) is the destruction of common
resources required for survival and on which our communities depend, such as the environment or water.
Traditional economic theory is not able to grasp the need
for coordination among individuals who may cause the
destruction of the common goods with consequent irreversible negative effects on them, if they continue to behave
as selfish and maximizing subjects.
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New perspectives of the economic approach
Since the attempt to explain new dynamics of equilibrium,
the attention of economic theory towards personalised interactions has grown steadily in recent years. While the
neoclassical approach was mainly based on objective characteristics of agents (equipment and preferences) and on the
idea of an ‘anonymous’ representative agent, in recent years,
more elements that have to do with the relationships between
agents have been taken into account. In particular, the most
recent theory is highlighting, both theoretically and empirically, how much the quality of these relationships enters into
the evaluation of subjective well-being and public happiness
(Sacco & Zamagni, 2002; Gui & Sugden, 2004).
Referring to the paradoxes described above, which are just
a few examples that highlight the explanatory inadequacy of
the current economic approach, we believe it necessary that
studies on happiness dialogue with the studies on approach
of capabilities, developed above all by Sen. The analysis of
Sen (2010) supports happiness to go further: the Marxian
reference to ‘an absolute movement of becoming’ is in Sen’s
flowering of all human capacities. Individuals do not pursue
wealth as such, because it has an exclusively instrumental
and contingent importance: wealth is always a function of
some other objective (an activity that wealth allows us to do,
freedoms that it allows us to achieve).
Sen’s reflections also extend to global commons such as
water. He affirms that an important problem is that industrialized countries use a disproportionately greater share of
what they call ‘global collective goods’, that is, wealth from
air, water and other natural resources that we can all collectively enjoy (Sen, 2010). Nobel Prize winner Elinor Ostrom
and her interdisciplinary research group have feared the
existence of a ‘third way’ between the state and the market,
analyzing the conditions that must be met in order for
common properties not to degenerate. Even in the absence
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of an entity that can claim exclusive property rights, what
makes the difference is the existence of a community, the
belonging to which gives individuals certain rights of
exploitation of the common good, but also imposes on them
certain duties to provide for its preservation. Maintenance
and reproduction are sanctioned by the community itself
through the inclusion of those who respect the rules and the
exclusion of those who do not (Ostrom, 2006).
With reference to the paradox of trust, in recent years, the
idea has taken hold that the growth of an economy, as well
as its political efficiency, depends not only on the endowment of physical and human capital, but also on elements
inherent in the structure of social relations that characterizes
that economic system, generically defined, as a whole,
social capital, of which trust and relational networks represent the fundamental constituents. The economic theory of
social capital is concerned with those institutions and norms
that shape social relations and influence the economic
performance of a society, through the reduction of opportunistic behaviours and the simultaneous development of
cooperative behaviours (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988;
Putnam, 1993).
Furthermore, in the field of analysis related to the paradox
of trust, one of the solutions to its declination in the financial
field can be explained with one word: microcredit, whose
creator, yunus, received the Nobel Peace Prize in 2006.
Microcredit is proposed as an instrument of economic development that fights financial exclusion and favours the
democratisation of credit. It is based on the trust that is given
to people without any guarantee for the repayment of the
credit granted. Following this principle, today small experiences have turned into a form of financing tested and
replicated all over the world, with one more certainty:
poverty can be defeated if there is the will.
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Conclusions
Political economy, born with the aim of indicating the
paths of development and well-being, moving away from
the path traced by its founding fathers and setting aside their
initial interest in the institutions that regulate the behaviour
of individuals and society, has increasingly isolated itself
from other disciplines. This has led to the failure to achieve
some of its objectives not only because there has been no
convergence in development among countries, but also
because the inhabitants of the richest countries, while
increasing the satisfaction of their needs, have suffered
considerable losses in terms of well-being and happiness.
The idea of the calculating man maximizing a utility linked
above all to the consumption of material goods that is
directed by selfishness and individualism has in fact been
denied by the emergence of interpretative distortions of
reality and the emergence of paradoxes that can no longer be
ignored.
The recent COVID 19 crisis has posed under our eyes new
faces of these paradoxes. Only for example, consider the
case of the vaccine. It is only a single topic but covers
aspects related to the paradoxes described. There could be
two different visions – get vaccinated or not – and different
utilities associated to these different visions. A ‘no vaxxer’
has the greatest utility if s/he refuses vaccination. But, in this
case we have two types of dilemma: the problem of common
goods related to the public health, and the problem of trust
related to the ‘no vaxxers’ beliefs on the toxicity of the
vaccine. In the first case, there is a trade-off: the importance
of the utility of the single individual compared to the utility
of the community in which s/he lives. In the second case,
there is a problem of trusting the quality of information on
the effects of the vaccine in the short and long term. This
implies economic costs in terms of hospitals and care costs.
The lack of a coordination mechanism among individuals
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defined by a social tool has economic costs, but in a traditional economic perspective ‘no vaxxer’ individuals are
perfectly rational and maximizing.
It is clear that there is a need for an epistemological revision of economic science. The indications provided by
philosophers, social psychologists and sociologists could
allow the economist to know more about the needs of the
people and to understand the ways to increase the levels of
well-being by including social variables in the explanation
of economic processes. Although this may seem far ahead,
the transformation is underway.
Notes
H. Becker (1973), for example, also analyses marriage and related
choices in a rational and utility maximisation perspective.
2
The Austrian school is a school of economic thinking which
proclaims a strict adherence to the methodological individualism and,
consequently, argues that the only valid economic theory must derive
logically from the basic principles of human action, inspired by the
desire to maximize the individual utility deriving from the consumption of goods. Its most famous exponents are Carl Menger, Eugen von
Böhm-Bawerk, Friedrich von Wieser, Ludwig von Misese, and
Friedrich Hayek.
3
The Walrasian auctioneer is the presumed auctioneer that matches
supply and demand in a market of perfect competition. The
auctioneer provides for the features of perfect competition: perfect
information and no transaction costs. The process is called tâtonnement, or groping, relating to finding the market clearing price for
all commodities and giving rise to general equilibrium. In this case no
agent can affect prices and so prices cannot change.
4
In 1974 the American economist and demographer Richard
Easterlin, taking up empirical studies on people’s happiness, opened
the debate around the “paradox of happiness”. Easterlin used data
provided by qualitative questionnaires (originally elaborated by the
World Survey), which were based on general questions about the
qualitative assessment of one’s happiness.
5
Utility refers to the total satisfaction received from consuming a
good or service. Economic theories based on rational choice usually
1
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assume that consumers will strive to maximize their utility.
6
Utility maximisation refers to the concept that individuals and firms
seek to get the highest satisfaction from their economic decisions. For
example, when deciding how to spend a fixed sum, individuals will
purchase the combination of goods/services that give the most satisfaction.
References
Bourdieu P. (1986), “The Forms of Capital”, in J. G. Richardson
(Ed.), Handbook of Theory and Research for the sociology of
Education, New york, Greenwood Press.
Brickman P. - Campbell D.T. (1971), “Hedonic relativism and planning the good society”, in M.H. Apley (Ed.), Adaptation-level
theory: A symposium, New york, Academic Press.
Bruni L. (2004), L’economia la felicità e gli altri. Un’indagine su
beni e benessere, Roma, Città Nuova.
Bruni L. - Porta P. (Ed.), (2004), Felicità ed economia, Milano, Girini
& Associati.
Bruni L. (2012), Il significato del limite nell’economia dei beni
comuni, sophia - Ricerche su i fondamenti e la correlazione dei
saperi - 2011-2, pp. 212-225.
Coleman J. (1988), “Social Capital in the Creation of Human
Capital”, American Journal of sociology, 94, 95-120.
Duesenberry J. (1949), Income, saving and the Theory of Consumer
behavior, Cambridge, Harvard University Press.
Easterlin R.A. (2001), “Income and Happiness: Towards a Unified
Theory”, The Economic Journal, 111, 465-484.
Frank R. (1997), “The frame of reference as a public good”,
Economic Journal, 107, 1832-47.
Gui B. - Sugden R. (Eds), (2004), Economics and social interactions:
Accounting for interpersonal relations, Cambridge, Cambridge
University Press.
Hardin G. (1968), “The tragedy of commons”, science, 162(3859),
1243-1248.
Kahneman D. (1999), Objective happiness. In D. Kahneman, E.
Diener, & N. Schwarz (Eds.), Well-being: The foundations of
hedonic psychology, Russell Sage Foundation, 3-25.
Mandeville B., (1728), The fable of the bees; or, private vices, public
benefits, London, J. Tonson.
Marshall A. (1890), Principles of Economics, Vol. I, London,
Macmillan.
43

Mill J.S. (1861), Considerations on Representative Government,
Currin V. Shields (Eds.) New york, Liberal Arts Press.
Ostrom E. (2006), Governare i beni collettivi, Venezia, Marsilio.
Pelligra V. (2007), I Paradossi della Fiducia: strategie Razionali e
Relazioni interpersonali, Bologna, Il Mulino.
Putnam R. (1993), Making Democracy Work, Princeton, New Jersey,
Princeton University Press.
Rousseau J.J. (1761), A Discourse upon the Origin and Foundation
of the Inequality among Mankind, (Vol. 1), Library of Alexandria.
Sacco P.L., Zamagni S. (2002), Complessità relazionale e comportamento economico, Bologna, Il Mulino.
Sen A. (2010), sviluppo sostenibile e responsabilità, Il Mulino,
4/2010, 554-566.
Smith A. (1776), An Inquiry into the nature and Causes of the Wealth
of nations, I, London: printed for W. Strahan; and T. Cadell.

44

Intercultural communication:
well-being words in the world
GABRIELLA DI MARTINO
Università di napoli Federico II - dimartig@unina.it
Culture and Interculture
In the early years of the 21st century, the globalized
geopolitical landscape and the spread of computer-mediated technology have changed the nature and the role of
culture in foreign language education. Language shapes
people as well as culture. Thus, different languages provide
different ways of conceptualizing, interpreting and understanding the world, as shown in the Section “Sharing
words expressing well-being in different cultures”, where
some words expressing well-being in various cultures are
explored and discussed. Foreign language education has
come to be recognized as a golden opportunity to expose
people to expressions of ‘otherness’ and to challenge our
own perceptions and possible ethnocentric attitudes
(Byram, 2020; Fantini, 1997; Geertz, 1973; Jia et al.,
2019). That is why cultural diversity should be considered
as a source of enrichment rather than a source of conflicts.
Interpersonal communication produces culture; native and
non-native speakers change their cultural horizons in the
process of trying to understand others, or, as Clifford
Geertz (1983, p. 10) remarks, “to catch ‘their’ views in
‘our’ vocabularies”.
Among the countless goals of language study, the most
relevant are: to promote cultural openness; to widen the
narrow-mindedness of monocultural perspective and
provide multicultural awareness; to overcome sociocultural stereotypes; to raise critical language awareness in
general; and to develop intercultural competence.
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The term ‘intercultural’ emerged in the eighties in the
fields of education and communication (Hall, 1989; LeedsHurwitz, 1990). In both fields, the aim was to increase
dialogue and cooperation among members of different
national cultures within a common European area or within
multiple global communities. In foreign language study, the
concept of intercultural competence, based on the Common
European Framework of Reference, emerged in Europe
alongside the concept of communicative sociocultural
competence aiming to develop awareness of self and other,
to be able to interact, to interpret and relate, to acquire political education and critical culture awareness.
Language as communication and as culture are products
of each other. Language creates culture and this carries the
entire body of values by which we come to perceive
ourselves and our place in the world. International communication creates culture and promotes the evolution of
culture.
In a globalized world, language plays a new role: it is seen
as culture, not language AND culture, or culture IN language.
Culture imbues the language code, the use of language, and
the language education process. By focusing on language in
use, language as communication and as social action, one
realizes that language must necessarily be embedded in
cultural contexts. Culture is the “deposit of knowledge,
experience, beliefs, values, actions, attitudes, meanings,
hierarchies, religion, notions of time, roles, spatial relations,
concepts of the universe, and artifacts acquired by a group of
people in the course of generations through individual and
group striving” (Samovar, Porter, & Stefani, 1998, p. 36).
The Kenyan writer, who is considered East Africa’s
leading novelist, Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o (1986, Dedication),
dedicated his main work “to all those who write in African
Languages and have maintained the dignity of literature,
philosophy and other treasures carried by African Languages”
because “Language as culture is the collective memory bank
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of a people’s experience in history. Culture is almost
indistinguishable from the language that makes possible
its genesis, growth, banking, articulation, and indeed its
transmission from our generation to the next” (1986, p. 15).
Culture is shared by the members of a particular community. As Kramsch (2013, p. 68) remarks, “We tend to see our
own cultural ways as the only ‘natural’ ones, or in fact as the
only ones possible and our own culture as having the correct
answers to what is good and bad, morally acceptable and
unacceptable, beautiful and ugly”. But nowadays, in a postmodern world, language and culture can no longer be
defined in relation to nations and national identities:
If culture is no longer bound to the territory of a nation-state
and its history, then we have to see it as a dynamic discursive
process, constructed and reconstructed in various ways by
individuals engaged in struggles for symbolic meaning and
for the control of identity, subjectivities and interpretations of
history (Kramsch, 2013, p. 68).

Culture reflects new realities and takes into account theoretical and methodological approaches which have
developed in various new areas of research: cultural studies,
anthropology, sociology, pragmatics, and conversation
analysis.
Language awareness
In the postmodernist perspective, culture has become a
discourse, that is, a social semiotic construction. The term
‘discourse’, rather than ‘language use’, represents the link
between language and culture: “Discourse does not refer to
language or use of language, but to ways of organizing
meaning that are often, though not exclusively, realized
through language” (Pennycook, 1994, p. 128). As underlined
by Gee, Hull and Lankshear (1996, p. 10), “A discourse is
composed of ways of talking, listening, reading, writing,
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acting, interacting, believing, valuing, and using tools and
objects in particular settings and at specific times, so as to
display or to recognize a particular social identity”.
The step forward is ‘Critical Language Awareness’ (CLA),
which is the pedagogical application of Critical Discourse
Analysis (CDA), a research approach that regards language
as a social practice set forth by Teun van Dijk, Norman
Fairclough, Ruth Wodak, and by critical applied linguists as
Alastair Pennycook, Braj Kachru and A. Suresh
Canagarajah. In the world’s changing configurations, CLA
increases awareness of the role that language plays in maintaining power structures in society and of the ways in which
language supports ideologies (Fairclough, 2014b). In fact,
ideologies and struggles for power and dominance are reproduced through features of language such as words, grammar,
and discourse choices, and “people cannot be effective
[democratic] citizens in a democratic society if their education cuts them off from critical consciousness of key
elements within their physical or social environment”
(Fairclough, 2014a, p. 6).1
Creating language awareness is a basic goal in language
learning education. It is a form of consciousness-raising and
represents a productive method for exploring the complexity
of language. Reflecting on the relationships between
languages and sharing culture, knowledge, values and words
are important moves towards the development of intercultural communication skills. The analysis of lexical
innovations can also greatly contribute deeper insights into a
given culture and cultural interrelationships.
Lexical innovations
Linguistic innovations are generally based on the correlation between society and language. Changes of political or
social conditions certainly influence language and bring
about the creation of new words or the loss of others. Many
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new words appear completely new or revitalized, others
acquire new meanings, some become archaisms.
In the last decades of the 20th century, increasing possibilities of high technologies and new and sophisticated
means of communication through the Internet have shown
that McLuhan’s ideas of the world as a global village had
already become a reality. The adoption of an extremely high
percentage of Anglicisms have entered the European
languages since the end of World War II on an almost daily
basis.2
Today new ideas and new products are no longer the property of one single nation but spread extremely fast all over
the globe. The words expressing these new ideas, new products and also emotions or feelings are transferred to other
languages and nowadays these transfers might occur in split
second timing.
Each language has a variety of processes of word formation to enrich its vocabulary. Some languages try to translate
the new foreign elements. Other languages easily accept new
words, especially if they fit into their phonological, morphological and word formation systems, and therefore linguistic
changes are mainly due to neologisms which become part of
the vocabulary. The term ‘borrowing’ refers to a process of
transferring a linguistic feature from a foreign language.
Borrowings are taken as they are from the donor language
into the recipient one and are shared by communities.
Sharing words expressing well-being
in different cultures
Some words, which originally express particular cultural
or philosophical features and concepts specifically related to
a single community, have never been lexicalized in certain
languages and have been exported as they are. They are
untranslatable although they express universal emotions,
moods and feelings.
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Numerous ‘exotic’ terms denoting therapeutic procedures,
natural remedies, relaxation techniques which contribute to
physical well-being – shiatsu, reiki, wok, Tae Bo, Tai Chi,
Taekvondo – and also sports events, political summits,
cultural events, have been imported in a very short time in
the European contexts:
What exotic means in this context is, of course, very relative
– from the point of view of the recipient (in our case
European) language it would mean notions originating in
non-European countries and languages. These words are
most certainly not easy to translate because not many people
know the languages they come from. This is why – in the
majority of cases – they remain at the level of loans and
almost never reach the status of loan translations (Muhvić,
2004, pp. 142-43).

Beatriz Vasconcellos, passionate about finding and developing human connections through words, affirms that her
interest in untranslatable words grew when she started
making friends from other countries.
Learning untranslatable words is realizing that something
you can’t easily name exists and matters […] With each
untranslatable word I learn, I grow my understanding of the
human experience, and deepen my connection to others […]
It’s not a mere question of linguistics, but of bringing attention to peculiar angles of our human experience. It reassures
us that our feelings are global. More than anything, it’s an
exercise of empathy and understanding (Vasconcellos, 2021).

The following sections illustrate and discuss some foreign
words that are untranslatable as expressions of well-being.
Hygge
One of the untranslatable words expressing well-being is
‘hygge’. It was just a few years ago that the Danish concept
of ‘hygge’ (/ˈh(j)uːɡə ˈhʊɡə/), adjective and noun, became a
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popular feature of the global lexicon and everywhere ‘hygge
nights’ are now organized. The Scandinavian term encompasses a feeling of contentment and well-being reached
through enjoying the little joys of life. The untranslatable
Scandinavian word describes a very particular winter joy
evoking both cosiness and togetherness. “It’s not just cozy
with a blanket and a glass of wine” Jaime Kurtz, professor
of Positive Psychology and Psychology of Well-Being at
James Madison University, explains in an interview (2016).
She adds: “It’s also interpersonally cozy – so having a few
people with you talking about issues and things you care
deeply about. Having some candles lit, maybe a nice warm
drink in your hand”. The feeling of being ‘safe and content’
is positively correlated with well-being. Spending time
indoors with family and friends is considered equally important to psychological well-being. ‘Hygge’ has now become a
trendy word and has its very own entry in the Oxford English
Dictionary where it is described as a noun meaning “a
quality of cosiness and comfortable conviviality that engenders a feeling of contentment or well-being (regarded as a
defining characteristic of Danish culture)” (OED).
Danish writer and keynote speaker Malene Rydahlm, an
expert in happiness and well-being, gives the following definition: “Hygge is a way of living, and a way of being
together and really connecting with people. It’s not hygge if
we’re in the same room and you’re doing something and I’m
doing something else and we’re not connected. Hygge is
created when you do things together” Rydahlm, 2018). Ole
Henriksen, a skin care producer, affirms: “hygge is all about
being in the moment, feeling completely relaxed and
centred, letting go of the hectic world around you, either
alone or with loved ones. Hygge time in Scandinavia is
enjoyed after a busy day of activities. No phones and
computers allowed in those magical moments” (Henriksen,
2018).
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saudade
It seems hard to translate in full the well-known
Portuguese term ‘saudade’. It has equivalent words in other
cultures, and is often related to music styles expressing this
feeling such as the blues for African-Americans. Saudade is
similar but not equal to ‘nostalgia’, a word that also exists in
Portuguese. The most popular themes of fado are saudade,
nostalgia, jealousy. This intriguing word, ‘saudade’, is
connected to the Portuguese soul and can be described as
very melancholic and romantic, based on a sense of loss and
absence. It refers to melancholic longing or yearning, to a
sense of loneliness and incompleteness, a sad state of intense
longing for someone or something that is absent. “It is a
bittersweet feeling of longing for a loved person or a place
that is gone. […] Some translate it as the love that remains.
It is painful, yet you yearn for it because you only feel
saudade when you deeply love” (Vasconcellos, 2021). It is a
sort of complacency, a feeling of satisfaction with yourself
or with a state of past well-being and recollection of lost
happiness.
Aubrey Fitz Gerald Bell (1881-1950), considered one of
the most distinguished of all British Lusophiles and
Hispanists of the twentieth century, states that this expression is untranslatable into most languages, and even if there
is a valid translation it seems not to be precise enough. He
does not even attempt a single English term for saudade,
relying on a list of words in other languages (Greek πόθος,
Latin desiderium, Catalan anyoranza, Galician morriña,
German sehnsucht, Russian тоска). For Bell, it expresses a
“passion for which I can give no name” (Bell, 1970, p. 135).
He describes the famous ‘saudade’ of the Portuguese as a
“vague and constant desire for something that does not and
probably cannot exist, for something other than the present,
a turning towards the past or towards the future not an active
discontent or poignant sadness but an indolent dreaming
wistfulness” (Bell, 1912, p. 7). To underline the peculiar
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type of well-being expressed by ‘saudade’, Bell focuses on
the mixture of feelings that characterizes the term:
A stronger form of saudade may be felt towards people and
things whose whereabouts are unknown, such as old ways
and sayings; a lost lover who is sadly missed; a faraway place
where one was raised; loved ones who have died; feelings
and stimuli one used to have; and the faded, yet golden
memories of youth. Although it relates to feelings of melancholy and fond memories of things/people/days gone by, it
can be a rush of sadness coupled with a paradoxical joy
derived from acceptance of fate and the hope of recovering
or substituting what is lost by something that will either fill
in the void or provide consolation (Bell, 1912, p. 7).

The combination of sadness and joy is followed by an attitude of resilience and consequent satisfaction which
operates in the direction of well-being.
Harambée
African concepts and words are not easily translatable. “To
define an African notion in a foreign language and from an
abstract as opposed to a concrete approach to defy the very
essence of the African world-view and can also be particularly elusive” (Mokgoro, 1998, p. 2). From Kiswahili, the
word ‘harambée’ /ha’rambii:/, registered on the OED in
1963, reads:
[Harambée is] pulling or working together; cooperation; […]
1963 (Times 13 Aug 6/4) The farmers joined him in the shout
of ‘Harambée’ the rallying call to the people of Kenya. […]
The self-help work carried out by the people on a Harambée
basis was intended to make them join hands together in the
development of a strong nation. Harambée groups should
offer cooperation to one another in giving donations to fundraising meetings (Compact Oxford English Dictionary).
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In the original language, ‘harambée’ literally means ‘all
pull together’, ‘let us pull resources together’, and, being the
official motto of Kenya, it appears on its coat of arms. It
symbolizes Kenyan unity, patriotism and, most importantly,
the future. It represents the achievement of well-being for
the whole community.
Following Kenya’s independence in 1963, the first Prime
Minister, and later first President of Kenya, Jomo Kenyatta,
adopted ‘harambée’ as a concept of pulling the country
together to build a new nation. Kenya’s second president,
Daniel Arap Moi, frequently evoked this word during his
presidency from 1978-2002 to rally the masses and promote
many ambitious government-wide initiatives, such as
building schools, providing all school children with free
milk, planting trees to reverse deforestation and constructing
reinforcements to stop soil erosion. It is a traditional custom
common among Kenyans as quoted in the Kenya
Development Plan (Kenya Government Printer, 1979).
The historian Njuguna Ng’ethe at the University of
Nairobi analyses the Harambée (self help) movement in
Kenya as a political phenomenon. He remarks that the idea
of harambée originated when Swahili porters needed to join
together to lift something heavy. Whenever one person
shouted “Harambée!” the porters would lift the object
together at the same time. “It means ‘let us all work
together’. Get up and go! Everything was shared and
everyone safeguarded the well-being of the greater good”
(Ng’ethe, 1979).
The Harambée spirit embodies ideals of assistance, joint
effort, mutual social responsibility and community selfreliance. It encompasses a philosophical concept of placing
the group before the individual and represents an unwritten
law of generosity, to lend a hand to assist anyone in need,
regardless of class, ethnic group, gender or religious background.
54

Ubuntu, the essence of being human
The translation of the concept expressed by the word
‘Ubuntu’3 into Western philosophy is challenging, as Justice
yvonne Mokgoro, judge of the Constitutional Court of
South Africa from 1994 until 2009, maintains (1998, p. 16),
because “the African world view is not easily and neatly
categorized, any attempt to define Ubuntu is merely a
simplification of a more expansive, flexible and philosophically accommodative idea”. The word is registered in The
Macmillan English Dictionary: “Ubuntu /ùɓúntʼù/ South
African, a quality made up of sympathy, kindness, and
respect towards other people, that is considered to be part of
the African way of life”.
‘Ubuntu’ is a complex word from the Nguni languages
(particularly Xhosa and Zulu) spoken in Southern Africa. It
comes from the saying “umuntu ngumuntu ngabuntu”,
which is a metaphor that describes group solidarity where
the fundamental belief is: a person can only be a person
through other persons. “We are human only through the
humanity of others”, as Nelson Mandela described it and at
his Memorial Service (Soweto, 10 Dec. 2013) Barack
Obama spoke about ‘Ubuntu’ and empathy:
Mandela understood the ties that bind the human spirit. There
is a word in South Africa – Ubuntu – that describes his
greatest gift: his recognition that we are all bound together in
ways that can be invisible to the eye; that there is a oneness
to humanity; that we achieve ourselves by sharing ourselves
with others, and caring for those around us (Obama, 2013).

The term appears in the Epilogue of the Interim
Constitution of south Africa (1993): “there is a need for
understanding but not for vengeance, a need for reparation
but not for retaliation, a need for Ubuntu but not for victimisation” (Gade, 2011, p. 308). The basic principle is well
expressed in The Earth Charter (The Hague, June 2000,
Preamble): “to inspire in all peoples a sense of global inter55

dependence and shared responsibility for the well-being of
the human family, the greater community of life and to
future generations”.
Mogobe B. Ramose (2005) defines Ubuntu as an African
philosophy that places emphasis on ‘being self through
others’. Thaddeus Metz (2007, p. 375) constructs it as an
African moral theory. Kevin Gary Behrens (2014, p. 78)
affirms: “So many African voices claim that the fact that we
are interconnected entails that we are morally responsible
for one another”. According to Archbishop Desmond Tutu
(2009, Foreword), “a person with Ubuntu is open and available to others, […] does not feel threatened that others are
able and good […] or diminished when others are humiliated […] tortured or oppressed”. African ethics are defined
by Kwasi Wiredu ([1998] 2003, p. 337) “as the observance
of rules for the harmonious adjustment of the interest of the
individual to those of others in society”. yvonne Mokgoro
claims that in a hierarchy of legal principles, ‘Ubuntu’ stands
higher than ‘human dignity’, considered to be the mother
principle of law. She remarks:
Human dignity is usually said to be the mother of all rights
[…] in that respect I would regard Ubuntu as the grandmother of all rights […]; to me Ubuntu goes even deeper than
human dignity […] we regard our beingness as related to the
beingness of others, those we associate with, the community
we live in. […] It is others who regard you with humaneness
(Interview, in Wewerinke, 2007, p. 37).

Ubuntu is a form of humanism where nothing can be
viewed in isolation; we are part of the others and the others
are part of us. Whatever happens to the individual happens
to the whole group. It can be called “‘humaneness’ which
regards being in the universe as a complex wholeness
involving multilayered and incessant interaction of all entities” (Ramose, 2005, p. 105), a sympathetic concern for the
well-being of others.
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‘Ubuntu’ could thus be considered a Southern-African
philosophical concept of well-being, both objectively and
subjectively, meaning not only living well but ‘living well
together’:
The individual’s whole existence is relative to that of the
group. […] It is a basically humanistic orientation towards
fellow beings. […] Group solidarity, respect, human dignity,
concern for others, humanistic orientation and collective
unity have, among others, been defined as key social values
of Ubuntu (Mokgoro, 1998, pp. 2-3).

Ubuntu is interdependent in all areas of life; it has explicit
links with civil and political as well as economic and social
rights. It is closely related to human rights theory emphasizing the role of duties in relation to rights. Ubuntu is a
living concept amongst Africans. It is not merely utopian,
but has political and legal relevance. In property law,
Ubuntu is also used to combat social injustice as well as the
ecosystems and the spiritual worlds.
The Ubuntu concept of well-being, thus far, has not been
sufficiently taken into account by dominant well-being theories, hence it seems worthwhile to explore it further. “It is
not merely an obsolete philosophy from the past, but has
practical relevance. […] It is not an ideal model of life […]
it rather encourages us toward better self-realization as a
community […] to reach our full human potential as society
and as individuals” (van Norren, 2014, p. 264).
Ubuntu might be compared to seemingly analogous
concepts that can be found in Western philosophical
thinking, such as dignity and respect for human rights, and
it could be argued that Ubuntu does not add anything new. It
is not compatible though with Western notions of achieving
excellence by competition since it stresses cooperation over
competition. The Western social contract school takes the
competitive human being and homo oeconomicus as its
starting point while the African Ubuntu school considers a
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holistic view of the human being particularly focusing on
cooperation.
The following anecdote gives a much clearer example
than any words or definitions: An anthropologist proposed a
game to the kids in an African tribe. He put a basket with
fruit near a tree and told the kids that whoever got there first
would win the sweet fruit. When he gave them the signal to
start running, they all took each other’s hand and ran
together towards the tree then set in a circle, divided the fruit
equally among themselves and enjoyed their treats. When
the anthropologist asked them why they did so, they
answered “UBUNTU, how can one be happy when the
others are sad?”.
Respect, helpfulness, sharing, community, caring, trust,
unselfishness, one word can mean so much. This is the spirit
of Ubuntu, the essence of being human!
Concluding remarks
Our tendency, as human beings, is to live with others in a
harmonious way. Stability in our social relations is built
around certain shared principles, belief systems and ways of
life.
Personal, cultural and social values are the guiding principle of our behaviours and actions. They are essential for
our growth and evolution as individuals as well as collectives. The positive effects of cultural globalization allow all
citizens of the world to enjoy the aspects and the rich diversity of each other’s cultures. “Language is bound to culture
and that culture is connected to the deep values and structures that hold societies together” (Johnson, 2014, p. 194).
By adopting the right values and the words expressing
them, even from far away societies, we can create the kind
of life that is most true to ourselves in order to try to attain
our well-being.
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Notes
CLA generally includes considerations of how a person may be
marginalized by speaking a particular way, especially if that way of
speaking denotes their race, ethnicity, religion, social or political
status. In the years of colonialism, after 1884, when Africa was
divided into the different languages of the European powers, English
was imposed by force in Kenya and “the language of my education –
Ngũgĩ (1986, p. 11) writes – was no longer the language of my culture
[…] children at my English-speaking school in Nairobi were beaten
if they were caught speaking Gĩkũyũ, their local language”.
2
For English as a lingua franca in international, intercultural communication see J. Jenkins, W. Baker, & M. Dewey (eds) (2017). The
Routledge Handbook of English as a Lingua Franca. London:
Routledge.
3
The term Ubuntu is capitalised as it is a philosophical concept.
1
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Views of well-being in Academia:
the role of English for Specific Purposes
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Introduction
The concept of well-being has been investigated from
multiple perspectives, each one contributing diverse definitions and including as many different variables as income,
educational achievement, health, quality of life and positive
self-assessment (McGillivray & Clarke, 2006). For
example, a definition of well-being at the classroom level
prioritizes “an agreeable school environment, i.e. a pleasant
place, a feel-good milieu for students” (Van Petegem,
Aelterman, Van Keer, & Rosseel, 2008), where students are
able to meet the teachers’ demands and teachers are sensitive
to the students’ needs. According to this perspective,
academic achievement is only one indicator of students’
well-being besides good interpersonal relations between
teachers and students; these two aspects, the cognitive and
the affective, are closely interrelated. A student who
performs well in academia is also a student who feels good
(Caleon & Tan, 2018). Consequently, taking care of
students’ well-being and promoting their positive emotions
has now become a declared agenda in higher education and
one of the professors’ responsibilities besides lecturing,
tutoring and assessing (Delgado et al. 2008; McChlery &
Wilkie, 2009). The present paper is organized into two parts:
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in the first part, the concept of well-being is examined from
an applied linguistic perspective with reference to the valuable job carried out by language teachers and professors to
support their students’ harmonious development and selfimprovement; in the second part, well-being is examined in
a small database of research articles in the social sciences
with a view to demonstrating some of the tools and procedures of language analysis.
English for Specific Purposes as a support service
In the last few decades there has been a great surge of
interest in the role of English in specialized communication
within the academic domains (henceforth ESP) and how it
can help students engage with the demands of interdisciplinary study and research.1 A crucial and controversial aspect
for ESP professionals and teachers of academic English has
been their role as “service providers” (Ding & Bruce, 2017),
enabling students to use better English, and also helping
researchers whose first language is not English share their
findings with the wider academic community in the
language most widely used for research and dissemination,
i.e., English (Belcher, 2007; Curry & Lillis, 2004; Hyland &
Jiang, 2019).
English for Specific Purposes is largely regarded by
university administrators and policy-makers as a form of
language development/maintenance where the mechanics of
the language (for example, spelling, pronunciation, cohesion) play a prominent role and students are taught to
comply with lexicogrammatical rules in order to write better
assignments. Likewise, the specific purposes in ESP are
mostly related to the language skills used in a university
setting – e.g. reading background literature, writing essays,
speaking at conferences and listening to lectures – while
discipline-based skills, such as how to cite and convey
authorial stance, are not necessarily taken into account in
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textbooks and lessons (Harwood, 2005; Newton, Ferris,
Goh, Grabe, Stoller, & Vandergrift, 2018).
An illuminating example of this utilitarian view of ESP is
represented by proofreading, an apparently “simple, routine,
necessary but unimportant, textual procedure” (Turner,
2012, p. 19), which students perform as part of their assignment to ensure their submitted work meets the quality
standards set up by the University. yet, within the context of
international education where many students who use
English as an additional language do not master it to the full,
proofreading is anything but a straightforward procedure as
the responsibility for polishing students’ writing may shift to
an array of potential figures: the students’ supervisors, the
English language tutors, ad hoc contract staff or, in some
cases, privately paid professional editors.
One of the issues at stake is where to draw the line
between language correctness and clarity of content and,
more importantly, between the demands of language expression on the one hand and the imposition of disciplinary
conventions on the other: would proofreading entail eliminating formal inaccuracies or also presenting the research
appropriately and strategically in line with disciplinary
requirements? (Turner, 2012). According to many subject
specialists, the job of proofreaders, language teachers and
practitioners alike is “simply” to adjust the language and
make it sound right: it equates with a non-academic activity
devoid of intellectual challenge and mostly unrelated to a
disciplinary framework. The belief that language correction/revision/translation is something mechanic that could
be carried out by Aunt Flossie round the corner or any
decently educated person (Tuck, 2018) is so widespread and
common amongst non-linguists that it is difficult to eradicate. It has to do with an implicit hierarchical scale between
subject specialists and language specialists, quite tellingly
often indicated as “practitioners” and generally considered
by students far less intimidating than lecturers/professors
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and more willing to lend a hand in revising/ “proofreading”
assignments.
However, this instrumental view of English for specific
purposes does not render justice to the complexity of the job
at hand and, in particular, it fails to grasp the multidimensional approach to academic discourses adopted by ESP
teachers, i.e., their focus on “the literacy demands of the
curriculum as involving a variety of communicative practices, including genres, fields and disciplines […] a
repertoire of linguistic practices appropriate to each setting,
and […] the social meanings and identities that each evokes”
(Lea & Street, 1998, p. 159). In practice, in the ESP classroom, attention to language use is combined with analysis of
discourse, “a socially accepted association among ways of
using language, of thinking, feeling, believing, valuing, and
of acting that can be used to identify oneself as a member of
a socially meaningful group or ‘social network’” (Gee,
1990, p. 131). Learning how to use language in different
academic settings, genres and repertoires is not a purely
linguistic endeavour; on the contrary, it carries a deeply
social meaning as it helps students do research and engage
with their academic community according to the unwritten
norms and consolidated practices of their chosen discipline.
In fact, by gaining expertise at elaborating a convincing
research project, handling the genre conventions of a
research article, networking with senior scholars and peers,
amongst other things, students develop their academic identity and sense of belonging to a disciplinary community. The
combination of language development and academic enculturation in ESP classes goes a long way to ensure the
well-being of international students (Ananyeva, 2014).
English for Specific Purposes as a field of study
Just as ESP classes foreground language and discourse
aspects relevant to the learners’ programme of study – from
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specialized terminology to genre conventions and writer’s
stance –, ESP research is also focused on language and
discourse features in specialised domains and how academic
practices are enacted. The analysis of how language is used
in a research article in the humanities or hard sciences goes
beyond the rhetorical aspects and can also make us much
more aware of the knowledge-making process, its discipline-based nature and social embeddedness: whether, for
instance, it is the interpretative function of the essay or the
empirical evidence based on experimentation which can
advance our knowledge in the different disciplines.
Unlike consolidated disciplines such as history or mathematics with a distinct epistemology, i.e., a theory and
method of what counts as knowledge and its different validation systems (for example, experimentation vs.
interpretation), English for Specific Purposes seems to be
lacking a proper epistemological framework precisely
because it cuts across all the disciplines and often draws on
their principles and methods on a case by case basis
(Reimann, 2009).
An analysis of well-being in the social sciences
As an illustration of one of the possible ways in which
ESP research is carried out, I searched Scopus, a comprehensive research database in the academic disciplines, and
looked for research articles in the social sciences written in
English, dating back to 2020 and featuring the word “wellbeing” in their titles. Two thousand and seventy-eight
articles were retrieved, but only two thousand could be
accessed through the Scopus search engine. I have analysed
only the titles of these articles, because their “succint knowledge transmission” (Haggan, 2004, p. 293) can offer general
insights into well-being research trends across the disciplines. The analysis, both qualitative and quantitative, is
based on a Critical Discourse Analysis framework and takes
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advantage of the AntConc software application (Anthony,
2020), which allows users to retrieve the frequency and
contexts of occurrence of any given word in a text or set of
texts. For example, a look at the most frequent adjectives
premodifying ‘well-being’ in the Scopus titles – e.g., subjective, psychological, emotional and mental – helps us
understand the main focus and disciplinary framework of
the research articles and the prominence of psychological
research focused on well-being (see Table 1).
Even though the papers in this volume do not pertain to
psychology, they often refer to a tension between positive
and negative emotions in a variety of contexts: workplace,
school, university, hospital, prison, policy-making and
media.
Table 1. Adjectives premodifying ‘well-being’ in the titles
of the Scopus research articles.2 (The premodifying adjectives
with less than 10 occurrences have not been included in this list).
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All the adjectives premodifying ‘well-being’ are common
in everyday language (apart from the rarely used eudamonic
of Greek etymology), but their meanings may become more
nuanced as they reflect the focus and methodological framework of the study. For example, if we consider the adjective
spiritual, which means “relating to or affecting the human
spirit or soul as opposed to material or physical things”
(Soanes & Stevenson, 2003, p. 1706), we may have a fairly
general (or vague) idea of what spiritual well-being may
entail, perhaps “a feeling of inner harmony and direction” or
“higher connectedness with God” (Singh, Sharma, &
Kumar, 2021). In practice, spiritual well-being can have a
wider range of meanings and functions:
(1) Spiritual Well-Being as a Predictor of Emotional
Impairment Following Mild Traumatic Brain Injury.
(2) “God is my doctor”: mindfulness meditation/prayer as a
spiritual well-being coping strategy for Jamaican school principals to manage their work-related stress and anxiety.

In the first example, spiritual well-being is viewed as a
predictor of emotional impairment, and instrumental to the
diagnosis of brain-injured patients, while in the second
example it refers to a strategy to cope with work-related
stress, namely mindfulness meditation/prayer. In both titles,
a functional equivalence is conveyed by the preposition as,
but while in the first title the equivalence between spiritual
well-being and something else is made explicit, in the
second title the equivalence is indirect since “spiritual wellbeing” is the premodifier that defines the kind of coping
strategy. In both titles spiritual well-being is presented as an
instrument, either to prevent disability, or to relieve workplace stress. This utilitarian aspect anchors spiritual
well-being to the material world of stressful jobs and
dispiriting hospital wards, in line with the dominant neoliberal paradigm of our times whereby practically
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everything (including spiritual well-being) is assessed on its
use value rather than on its moral or aesthetic dimension (see
examples 3 and 4 on the convergence of spiritual and
consumer well-being).
Whose well-being?
Just as the premodifying adjectives convey the sheer
variety of well-being under examination in the Scopus database, the premodifying nouns indicate the categories of
people whose well-being is examined in the research articles: for example, employees’ and children’s well-being
seem the top concerns for scholars (see Table 2).
Table 2. Nouns premodifying “well-being” in the titles of
the Scopus research articles. (The premodifying nouns with
less than 10 occurrences were not included).

In order to get the full picture of the categories of people
enjoying (or not) well-being, beside the attributive noun
phrases using either the possessive ’s construction (e.g.,
employees’; children’s; students’, etc.) or compounding
(child well-being; employee well-being), also the prepositional phrases, well-being of, well-being among, and
well-being in have been taken into account (see Table 3).
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Table 3. The well-being prepositional phrases ordered by
their numbers of occurrences in the research article titles.

These phrases often provide further specifications of the
categories of people with regard to their nationality, social
class, health conditions, educational or work environment.
In fact, the pre- or postmodifying phrases/clauses indicate
whether, for example, the elderly are in Europe, Bangkok or
Chile, suffering from hypertension or dementia, in old age
homes or residential settings, immigrants or retired, addicted
to smartphones or taking care of their grandchildren and,
likewise, whether the children are migrants, refugees,
autistic, obese, lower-attaining, abused or taken care of,
growing up in the countryside or the city, with lone mothers
or orphaned, in France, Australia, China, Alaska or somewhere else (see Table 4):
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Table 4. Top modifiers of well-being ordered by their numbers
of occurrences. (These frequencies take into account words with
similar meanings: employees/workers; migrants/immigrants;
consumers/customers; LGTB/sexual minorities).

The modifiers of well-being in Table 4, resulting from the
sum of their occurrences as noun phrases (Table 2) and as
prepositional phrases (Table 3), can be considered indicative
of the categories of people whose well-being has proved
most worthy of academic investigation in the small Scopus
database: first and foremost, workers and students, followed
by children, old people and adolescents; women and youths
in mid-position; and at the end of the list, vulnerable people
such as immigrants, patients and lesbian, gay, transgender
and bisexual people, the nurturing figures of teachers,
parents and caregivers, and, perhaps surprisingly,
consumers. Consumer well-being takes into account the way
individuals acquire, consume and dispose of goods and
services throughout their lives making informed choices
about banking, sports, fitness, entertainment, fashion, body
care, food, etc, in order to enhance their overall quality of
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life and, possibly, preserve the environment (Sirgy & Lee,
2008). The concept of consumer well-being, extensively
explored in marketing, blurs the boundaries between ethics
and consumerism as it relates customers’ choices to spiritual
or religious values, as well as to eco-friendly and feel-good
attitudes, as suggested by the following research titles:
(3) Drivers of Sustainability and Consumer Well-Being: An
Ethically-Based Examination of Religious and Cultural
Values.
(4) Spirituality as a predictor of psychological well-being: An
explanatory mechanism of religiosity and sustainable
consumption.

The list in Table 4 outlines the major targets of well-being
research in the Scopus database irrespective of their psychological, behavioural, educational, financial, family-related,
health-related or work-related problems. Two major
concerns are made clear: one with well-being in the workplace mostly regarded as a performance and productivity
booster, the other with students’ well-being at school and
university as the foundation of better learning and social
integration. The other categories of people whose well-being
is investigated are largely regarded as vulnerable because of
their age (elderly, children, adolescents, young people),
gender (women, lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender
people), displacement status (immigrants), hospitalization
(patients), the high emotional demands of their jobs (caregivers and teachers) or duties (parents).
It is interesting to note that other categories of vulnerable
people such as drug/alcohol users or gamblers have scarcely
been considered in the research articles where the word
addiction only collocates with smartphones, social networks
and the Internet. Likewise, little attention is dedicated to
other vulnerable categories, refugees, ethnic minorities (in
particular, black people) and prison inmates. This finding,
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however, needs to be interpreted in the light of the set-up of
the Scopus database, and could be explained as evidence
that vulnerable categories such as refugees, ethnic minorities
and inmates tend to be investigated quite apart from their
relation to well-being. In fact, the term “well-being”,
profusely mentioned in educational, occupational and
psychological studies, is used much more cautiously in other
disciplines such as law, political geography, and international relations perhaps because of their concern with the
common good on a national or global level.
The addition patterns:
“well-being and”/“and well-being”
The most frequent word in the corpus of the research articles titles is the conjunction and, which is the favourite right
and left collocate of ‘well-being’, the second highest
frequency word. This highly recurrent structure is due to the
compound style of titles, often consisting of two noun
phrases, one narrowing down the meaning of the other
(Haggan, 2004), as in the examples of the titles below:
(5) Health and Well-being of young People in Ethiopia,
India, Peru and Vietnam: Life Course Impacts.3
(6) Well-being and job satisfaction of employees aged 50+:
perceived organizational support for development and innovation.
(7) Social support and well-being among older adult
married couples: A dyadic perspective.
(8) Growth, Poverty, Inequality and Well-Being: Regional
Contrast in India.
(9) Perceived stress and well-being: The role of social
support as a protective factor among Peruvian immigrants in
Spain.
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(10) Unraveling the Nexuses of Tourism, Terrorism, and
Well-Being: Evidence from Pakistan.

Interestingly, the relation between well-being and the
words in bold has a dual function: cohesive as the words
health, job satisfaction, and social support suggest a range
of positive feelings and interactions in the examples 5, 6,
and 7; contrastive as the words poverty, inequality, stress
and terrorism in the examples 8, 9 and 10 denote social
plagues in stark contrast with well-being. As the coordinating conjunction and can signal a juxtaposition or a
temporal sequence, these unexpected collocations,
combining positive and negative feelings/realities, tend to
suggest the ambivalence of well-being and the way positive
and negative aspects of living are necessarily intertwined
(Lomas, 2017).
Well-being during COVID-19
A small number of the Scopus research articles on wellbeing has taken into account the disruption caused by
Covid-19 and has suggested some countermeasures apt to
contrast the damage resulting from isolation, social
distancing and socioeconomic restrictions:
- strategic use of social media;
- training of social robots;
- family support;
- social cohesion (i.e. developing trust in the institutions);
- remote teaching;
- virtual sessions and networks (i.e., online dialogic
literary gatherings);
- enhanced library services;
- physical exercise;
- psychological resources (e.g., optimism, hope, gratitude
of being, self-efficacy, etc.).
While the analyses carried out in the Scopus research arti75

cles offer a range of insights into a global issue which has
affected us all, the ideology underlying the management of
Covid-19 may remain hidden and largely unspoken of. As
Covid-19 has become the major issue discussed the world
over and countries struggle to defeat the pandemic through
a globally coordinated effort in terms of vaccination plans,
technical equipment, health and safety protocols, and
economic relief, a critical analysis of Covid-19 discourses
seems in order. My objective here is much more limited as I
have simply tried to analyse the attitudes to Covid that can
be inferred from a small academic sample of titles dealing
with Covid in the Scopus database. I have tried to identify
the syntactic categories of the words Covid-19/Coronavirus
adapting Halliday’s functional framework and sentence
constituents:
- actor, or the one in charge of the action carried out;
- goal, or the one undergoing the action (the object
according to traditional grammar);
- possessive attribute, which denotes a relation of involvement or containment;
- temporal circumstantial, i.e. an element specifying duration;
- spatial circumstantial, i.e. an element specifying location,
either physical or metaphorical;
- beneficiary, “the one to whom or for whom the process
is said to take place” (Halliday 1994, p. 144), even in
unfavourable conditions such as a shooting or a war (See
Table 5).
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Table 5. The Covid syntax in the research article titles4.

According to these percentages, Covid-19 is largely
presented throughout these research article titles as a duration, i.e., a period of time starting with an outbreak, and due
to end as all historical periods. More rarely is it presented as
a goal, as a mental space, and as a war target, in sharp
contrast with the war metaphor that has generally permeated
the media (Craig, 2020). A number of occurrences where
Covid-19 assumes an agentive role as actor and possessive
attribute can still be noticed, but this role is limited in
comparison with its temporal function occurrences.
It seems worth mentioning that seven research articles do
not feature Covid or Coronavirus in their titles even though
they deal with it. While the reasons for this choice may be
various and elusive, the effect is clear: downplay the overwhelming presence and impact of this virus, as well as the
health and socioeconomic emergency, by foregrounding the
positive behaviours and attitudes that could be fruitfully
applied in ordinary circumstances, for example, by
managing remote work more wisely and efficiently:
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(11) Not Able to Lead a Healthy Life When you Need It the
Most: Dual Role of Lifestyle Behaviors in the Association of
Blurred Work-Life Boundaries With Well-Being.

As argued by many scholars, the language used to
describe, narrate, analyse, investigate, and advance solutions
is never neutral as it carries the language users’ implicit attitudes and evaluative stance (Hodge & Kress, 1993;
Fairclough, 1989 among many others). Especially, if we
contrast the Covid syntax adopted in the research articles
with the one currently adopted in the media, which emphasise Covid agency and also dramatize the policy-makers’
narratives of control as a frontline war against the “invisible
enemy”, we can only appreciate the scientific stance of
researchers and their way to represent Covid-19 as a circumstance and a point in time rather than as the leading character
in a cheap popular drama (Craig, 2020).
Concluding remarks
As linguists we are only too aware that any social practice,
theory, approach, ideology or knowledge making is mediated by language. We know that meanings are not only
shaped by language choices, but also by the sociopolitical
and economic context, the disciplinary frameworks, the
viewpoints and agendas of language users. The questions we
ask ourselves and the texts/discourses we want to analyse
can help us develop better insights into our research topics:
- What kind of adjectives are associated with our object of
study?
- What are the modifiers and collocates shaping its meanings?
- What are the syntactic functions carried out by the
language items?
- How does language relate to the unspoken rules, routines
and practices of our disciplinary worlds?
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The answers we find can contribute to spotlight hidden
meanings and possibly challenge mainstream practices. In
contrast with the secondary role often attached to English
language study and practitioners as offering “just a support
service” to the community of students and scholars, this
linguistic analysis has shown how language is deeply intertwined with the cultural, educational, social, political,
economic, and legal aspects in the big world out there. At the
same time, the insights from scholars across the borders of
their specialised research areas are invaluable, especially as
academic research is increasingly being posited as an interdisciplinary endeavour and the integration of different forms
of knowledge can be mutually beneficial.
Notes
Many different labels are currently used to refer to how the English
language in specialized domains is taught and investigated: English
for Specific Purposes (ESP), English for Academic Purposes (EAP),
English for General Academic Purposes (EGAP), English for
Specialized Academic Purposes (ESAP), and recently interdisciplinary EAP (Bodin-Galvez, & Ding, 2019). Although I have used
English for Specific Purposes throughout this paper, I consider these
labels interchangeable for the purposes of this study.
2
Because the word “well-being” appears only once in each title, the
percentages in Tables 1 and 4 have been calculated on the basis of
the number of research articles rather than on the total number of
words, so as to have a comprehensive picture of the types of wellbeing most investigated in the Scopus research articles.
3
Bold added here and in the following examples.
4
The percentages are based on the number of the Covid-based
research articles in the Scopus 2020 database (63 out of 2,000). It is
worth noting that seven articles do not mention Covid or Coronavirus
in their titles, even though they deal with its impact.
1
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Introduction
Technology, intended as an engine of human development,
is a powerful agent of economic and social change, represents an opportunity of well-being and is an increasingly
important geopolitical tool. Governments of all times have
funded research in the belief that scientific and technological
advancement not only can change the world improving the
quality of life of citizens, but can also be considered among
the relevant political resources to use in the international
arena (Headrick, 1981).
The relationship between science and power and the finalisation of knowledge for political purposes strengthened
after the Second World War with the confrontation between
the United States and the Soviet Union, the first two countries in which massive public investments were diverted to
research centres to support technological progress in the
aerospace and nuclear sectors (Sebesta, 2004). In the new
millennium, this relevance is even more marked: the planetary competition is today for the primacy of technologies
that guarantee a role of hegemonic power and are a source
of growing geopolitical rivalry and concern for governments
and companies (La Foresta, 2020).
The global economic giants compete for leadership in
scientific research, marketing and dissemination of innovation with completely different economic models: the U.S.
model, performant and with wide margins of operational
freedom; the Chinese one, characterized by the presence of
the State and a significant role played by subsidies for
economic development; and the European one, which seeks
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to reconcile the need to protect certain values along with the
challenges of digital competition.
The first part of this article summarizes the main technologies related to the digital revolution, whereas the second
part is an attempt to describe the main features of the digital
strategies adopted by the major global players with a view to
identifying similarities and differences.
The fourth, disruptive, industrial revolution
For the first time, the concept of disruptive innovation was
developed in a 1995 article in which the authors considered
it necessary to invest in completely innovative technologies
aiming to survive in the long term in the markets (Bower &
Christensen, 1995). This concept was then taken up by
contemporary literature to indicate the radical transformation of production, organization and distribution models that
accompanied the spread of digital technologies.
Although the list of technologies attributable to the fourth
industrial revolution is very large, the triad on which this
“second phase of the Internet” is based is represented by
Artificial Intelligence (AI), big data and the Internet of
things (IoT).
As the epicentre of the digitalization of the world economy,
IoT offers the possibility of connecting objects by creating an
intercommunicating macrosystem with infinite and still
unpredictable implications. According to the forecasts of
GSMA (Global System for Mobile Communications), by
2025, the IoT will generate almost 1% of global GDP (Gross
Domestic Product), about 1.1 trillion dollars to which the
European Union and the U.S. will only partially contribute,
due to the delay accumulated on the infrastructural front and
the legitimate concerns about security and privacy (GSMA,
2018). The countless applications in the sensitive and crucial
sectors and the relative simplicity of adoption facilitate IoT’s
diffusion even in developing countries (Bhatt et al., 2018).
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The technological field which has already brought about
visible results to the general public is that of Artificial
Intelligence (AI). According to some scholars, AI is an
experimental practice between computer science and engineering, whose goal would be the construction of artefacts
aimed at supporting human beings in the management of
theoretical and practical activities of different complexity
(Cordeschi, 1996); for others, it is a real transformative
science of the relationships between people and technology,
whose contribution to the growth of mankind is not limited
to its instrumental characteristics.
All AI technologies can be traced back to robotics,
computer vision, speech recognition and natural language
processing whose infinite application perspectives offer
economic opportunities for those sectors and geographic
areas wherein some tasks can be too advantageous,
dangerous or impossible to achieve (Kaplan, 2018). AI solutions imitate the human brain by learning and evolving over
time, thus helping to expand the cognitive potential,
memory, knowledge, and human skills. The sophisticated
algorithms of artificial intelligence will soon be able to do
almost everything human beings can do, but faster and
cheaper.
According to the International Data Corporation (IDC), by
2023 more than 50% of all global nominal GDP will be
driven by digitally transformed enterprises and, by 2025, at
least 90% of new business apps will have AI capabilities; by
2021 the increase in AI will generate $ 2.9 trillion in business value and recover 6.2 billion hours of worker
productivity (Gens et al., 2019).
One of the most common sticking points in any AI project
is data. The information that comes from social networks,
from the Internet, from sensors integrated into thousands of
objects connected to the network, represents an increasingly
important market that grows by about 30% every year: from
33 zettabytes in 2018, growth is expected to reach 175
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zettabytes by 2025, with an economic impact varying
between 13 and 16 trillion dollars. The data collected, which
grows both in number and complexity (Figure 1), converges
in immense databases, highly concentrated from a
geographical point of view (38% of hyper-scalar data
centres are located in the United States; the second country
hosting these infrastructures is China with 9% of the total).
Even though the way data is stored and processed is going
to change dramatically over the next few years, the number
of data centres is set to expand rapidly, with 628 new centres
expected by 2021. Expenditure is also expected to settle at $
200 billion, with an increase of 6.2% over the previous year.
Figure 1. Expenditure in data centre systems
from 2012 to 2021 (USA $).
Source: Statista, 2019 (https://www.statista.com/statistics/314596/totaldata-center-systems-worldwide-spending-forecast/)

Through more or less lawful practices, the digital information collected in these databases can be used to
understand and orient emotions and to support political or
corporate decisions and choices. The strategic value of information, which increased almost threefold between 2006 and
2016, is now clear and the debate is lively and articulated,
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shaped on a global scale by very different values that coexist
and are conflicting (Van Der Marel, 2020). Objectively, a
series of different problems are connected to the use of data
and there are numerous constraints on their pervasive and
unconditional use.
The systems that understand and recognise language are
based on decontextualised and prejudicial approaches for
which the apprehension of reality is based on hardly identifiable and solvable biases. Precisely in relation to the high
level of complexity of these operations, only some problems
in the real world can be completely solved by computerised
analysis while a large number of difficult cases require
further human judgment.
Preparation of a data market is thus emerging, which today
is worth more than 1.5 billion euros and which, by 2024,
could grow to 3.5 billion euros. The speed with which innovation progresses, but also the extreme variability of human
behavior, makes the costs of designing and training algorithms too high, thus determining a barrier to entry for small
organizations, economies of scale (Manning et al., 2020).
The development of fourth industrial revolution technologies requires a multidisciplinary effort that extends from
hardware skills to data science and cybersecurity. To
compete effectively it is necessary to adapt the productivity
and training system to the new and mandatory requirements.
The major global players are actively confronting each other
on the field, elaborating the sophisticated strategies that are
analysed in the next section.
Digital strategies and global players
UsA
The global technological supremacy, still firmly owned by
the United States and consolidated in some crucial sectors,
is reduced when we refer to the technologies of the fourth
industrial revolution, whose recent development and charac86

teristic technical peculiarities have allowed even those countries where a previous technological culture did not exist to
effectively penetrate the market, as in the case of China.
The general stance of the U.S. government on digital innovation is profoundly influenced by security issues. It could
be argued with a good approximation that the entire U.S.
digital strategy is designed in the light of two imperatives: to
protect the country’s strategic infrastructures and to improve
its ability to respond to cyber-attacks. The collaboration
between the various branches of the U.S. government
regarding cyberspace is fundamental. The strategy aims to
face the various attacks to which the country is exposed
through synergistic and combined responses. Added to these
is mutual support of their different communication channels.
The main goal of the U.S. digital agenda and cybersecurity
policies is to limit possible threats to a minimum.
According to the 2021 “High-Risk List” (Government
Accountability Office – GAO), it was found that one of the
critical points of the federal government is the nation’s
cybersecurity. In fact, federal agencies and infrastructures
are dependent on information technology systems and electronic data which contain vast amounts of personally
identifiable information and other sensitive data. The risks
associated with these systems are increasing, therefore GAO
has identified four major cybersecurity challenges: establishing and implementing a comprehensive cybersecurity
strategy and performing effective oversight; securing federal
systems and information; protecting cyber critical infrastructure; and protecting the privacy and sensitive data
(GAO, 2021).
In this regard, the protection of U.S. communications
networks is becoming a priority especially in terms of cybersecurity. For this reason, last June, the Federal
Communication Commission (FCC) held a meeting on the
topic of communication security. The FCC is going to
exploit its legal authority against national security threats to
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develop a method to update the equipment authorization
rules and competitive bidding procedures, thus keeping insecure devices off the market. Another FCC’s field of action is
the development of new technologies that will help advance
U.S. leadership. The FCC wants to introduce new rules to
expand opportunities to import, market, and conditionally
sell radiofrequency equipment, including mobile devices.
This enables manufacturers to gauge consumer interest for
new products and take advantage of new mechanisms for
marketing devices, like crowdfunding (FFC, 2021).
Furthermore, in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, the
U.S. government is developing several emergency systems
and some assistance devices. This is the case of the expansion of the “Wireless Emergency Alerts”. In fact, the FCC
has tried to expand the ability of the Federal Emergency
Management Agency (FEMA) to send this kind of warnings.
Emergency alerting during natural disasters makes the
difference. For this reason, the FCC deemed it important to
improve emergency communications’ organization and
planning at the state level, enabling also new reporting for
false alerts. In fact, it seems that the FCC intends to create a
process that would allow private entities to alert its
Enforcement Bureau about suspected unlawful robocalls
and spoofed caller DI (Digital Identity) attempts. The FCC
posed other two issues: the access to telehealth services at
home and the improvement of Low Power FM radio stations
(LPFM) reception. For the first goal, the FCC introduced the
Connected Care Pilot Program to support telehealth services
delivered directly to patients outside traditional medical
facilities. For the second one, the FCC modified the LPFM
engineering rules to improve their reception and options for
station relocation (CISA, 2021).
On the military side, the U.S. Cyber Command (USCyBERCOM) enabled the defence of the 2020 elections and
played a key role in the government response to the
SolarWinds attack which authoritative sources have defined
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as “the largest and most sophisticated attack the world has
ever seen” (Reuters, 2021). The USCyBERCOM aims to
implement the Defend Forward Cyber Strategy and will
seek to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of the
Department of Defense Intelligence Network operations and
defensive cyberspace missions. However, the Defend
Forward Cyber Strategy casts a shadow over the genuineness of its defensive purpose because it is based on securing
the U.S. by projecting its military power abroad.
Finally, all of this is the backdrop to the U.S. government’s
renewed efforts to design artificial intelligence, which have
produced various results in recent years. In fact, at the beginning of 2021, the National AI Initiative Act of 2020 provided
for a coordinated program across the entire Federal government to accelerate AI research and application for the
Nation’s economic prosperity and national security. The
mission of the National AI Initiative is to ensure continued
U.S. leadership in AI research and development, leading the
world in the development and use of trustworthy AI in the
public and private sectors, and preparing the present and
future U.S. workforce for the integration of AI systems
across all sectors of the economy and society (NAII, 2021).
China
According to the analysts of the Deutsche Bank, the technology gap currently existing between the U.S. and China is
set to narrow within a few years. The dizzying increase in
Chinese spending on Research and Development, which
grew from about 9 billion to 293 billion dollars between
2000 and 2018, aims precisely to eliminate this gap by 2030.
Investments by Chinese companies also go in this direction, which in 2019 led to the overcoming of the United
States in patenting races: in 2019 China asked to register
58,990 patents, against the 57,540 of the United States,
maturing the impressive 200% increase in twenty years
(Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Patents demand (2019).
Source: WIPO (World Intellectual Property Organization), 2020.

The Chinese strategy finds its manifesto in the “Made in
China 2025” program through which the country expresses
the desire to transform itself from an importer of technology
and exporter of goods to a technological leader and global
hub of innovation. It is evident that the desire to reduce
dependence on imports, to increase the economic value
chain and to overcome the trap of the average income, translates into an exacerbation of the level of technological
conflict between the two superpowers (Körner, 2019). The
massive adoption of new technologies has supported China
in the process of creating a sphere of political and commercial influence on the Asian continent and in the progressive
liberation from Western supplies. The country has managed
to implement the transition from a huge pool of workforce
financed by U.S. investments, which in exchange have
opened their markets to Sino-American products, to a great
technological power capable of innovating and guiding
global economic choices.
A primary source of geopolitical stress is represented by
the emerging system of data governance and digital infra90

structures: whoever controls data and writes the rules for
their management through digital infrastructures can gain a
clear advantage in future economic determinants, including
revolutions in AI and 5G.
In China, a country at the forefront of protectionism, the
principle of “cyber sovereignty” is evoked to argue that the
digital sphere must essentially reflect physical boundaries
and that the nation-state holds the power to control Internet
activity within its legal jurisdiction. According to this
approach, data is significantly isolated from the global
network and controlled within a national system in which
many websites and international service providers are inaccessible or unavailable.
By legitimising the access to data by the government, the
Information Technology Security Law of the People’s
Republic of China (in force since 2017) gives the State
greater powers of supervision and surveillance, although,
conversely, the request for strict rules on the collection and
use of commercial data is increasingly growing. In this
regard, it seems that the Chinese legislator has drawn up a
new law on data privacy with greater attention to the protection of biometric data used up to now for various purposes
ranging from defining the quantities of food products to buy
to implementing the repressive mass surveillance system
that the country has built in the Muslim minority region of
Xinjiang. Although details are not available and the timing
for enactment is unclear, the new IT security law marks an
important step towards protecting the personal data of its
citizens.
The Chinese private sector has also addressed privacy
issues through attempts at self-regulation: numerous large
companies have developed guidelines for greater data security and are trying to draft standards for facial recognition
which, although they will not obtain full legal recognition,
will be fundamental for the construction of a cultural system
more sensitive to the uses of new technologies (Lee, 2020).
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Also on the topic of artificial intelligence, China has
outlined a multilevel strategy with the “Development Plan
of next-generation artificial intelligence (2015-2030)”,
which integrates massive public investments with private
capital, and wants to be a model for an ecosystem integrated
with artificial intelligence aiming at developing the technology, but also the products and the multibillion-dollar
market (Roberts et al., 2021). The need for investments in
artificial intelligence derives from peculiar socio-economic
as well as geopolitical contingencies: the maintenance of the
high levels of growth supported by the demographic structure and the transition from a predominantly agricultural
economy to one based on manufacturing has led Chinese
policymakers to develop an alternative model, based on
massive investments in science and technology which,
Deloitte estimates, is worth $ 30 billion (Deloitte, 2019;
Zhang, 2018).
Despite the rapid growth in this sector, the country of the
Rising Sun can be considered a new entry in a sector still
governed by the United States which is far ahead in several
key sector indicators, such as the global chip market share,
the number of experts and research skills.
European Union
In Europe, where for decades the revolutionary impact of
the Internet and AI applications has been underestimated,
today we are looking for a strenuous balance between the
priorities in terms of privacy and security and the competitiveness of data-based technologies. The investments made
for digital transformation represent a great challenge for the
European Union which attributes a pivotal role to the implementation of digital technology for the development and
realisation of EU objectives.
The European digital strategy is aimed at two objectives.
The first objective relies on helping citizens and businesses
whereas the second focuses on supporting ecological transi92

tion. In the European vision, these two objectives are closely
related. The path towards digital transition is articulated to
safeguard EU values and fundamental rights as well as citizens’ security. In fact, the EU intends to follow a peoplecentred approach that respects social differences within the
Union. Moreover, digitalisation is also an essential component of the EU’s response to the economic crisis caused by
COVID-19: the pandemic has accelerated the digital transition in Europe. In fact, the European Commission is
determined to make the years to follow Europe’s “digital
decade”. The ultimate goal is to develop a digital single
market to generate smart, sustainable and inclusive growth.
In this regard, the Commission indicated three main pillars:
data, technology, and infrastructure. Information and
communication technologies will be part of and will link
these pillars (European Commission, 2018a).
The EU Member States recognise the importance of data
economy for Europe’s growth and prosperity. The Member
States want to develop this economy in a people-centred
way and in line with the EU’s common values, ensuring
greater sharing and re-use of data across sectors and borders,
thus laying the foundations for a wide range of innovative
applications and services. The European Commission has
proposed a European data strategy that should facilitate the
digital transformation for the next years. In October 2020,
the European Council welcomed this strategy, which
supports the EU’s global digital ambitions to build a truly
competitive European data economy, while ensuring
European values and a high level of data security, data
protection and privacy. Hence, the European digital strategy
on three main elements: technology at the service of people,
a fair and competitive digital economy, as well as an open,
democratic, and sustainable digital society (European
Commission, 2020a).
In fact, the European Digital Strategy was officially
constituted by the Digital Market Act (2020) and the Digital
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Services Act (2020). These Acts establish very precise
criteria to define checks and balances towards large online
platforms which nowadays control many digital services,
acting as “gatekeepers” of the web. In this way, citizens and
businesses will be able to operate in a fairer environment
and innovative companies and technology start-ups will
have new opportunities to compete and innovate in the
online environment without removing unfair conditions that
limited their development. Furthermore, another important
piece of the European digital strategy is the Digital Single
Market, a course of action adopted by the European
Commission in 2015 to innovate the European single
market, making it suitable for the digital age.
Finally, the European Commission set out an AI strategy
in 2018 (European Commission, 2018b) addressing the
socio-economic aspects of AI, and agreed on a coordinated
plan with the EU Member States to align strategies to
promote the development of AI in Europe. The Commission
wants to develop a “human-centric” approach to AI
respectful of European values and principles. Thus, in 2019,
the Commission published its non-binding guidelines on
ethics in AI, which sets out seven key requirements that
should be followed by AI developers: human agency and
oversight, technical robustness and safety, privacy and data
governance, transparency, diversity, non-discrimination and
fairness, societal and environmental well-being, and
accountability (European Commission, 2019). Furthermore,
a Commission white paper, issued in 2020, stresses the need
to avoid a fragmentation of national approaches, to support
the development and uptake of AI across the EU economy,
and prepares the ground for legislative proposals (European
Commission, 2020b). The Commission proposes to set up a
prior conformity assessment for “high-risk” AI systems to
verify whether they comply with a range of new requirements: robustness, accuracy and reproducibility, data
governance, accountability, transparency, and human over94

sight. These requirements will be mandatory before any AI
system may enter the EU internal market. In parallel, the
Commission seeks to evaluate the IPR (Intellectual Property
Rights) framework to enhance access to and use of data,
which is essential for training AI systems.
Conclusions
We are just at the beginning of a new era in which the
traditional dimensions with which the world has been interpreted are subject to a transition whose real dimension does
not yet appear in all its potential disruption and encourages
a reflection on the possible role of geography in exploring
territorial competition.
This brief analysis makes it clear that the digital transition
is a common feature to all the entities examined as a part of
the international competition. The Covid-19 pandemic has
accelerated this process. However, even if the awareness of
the digital strategic role is now acquired by all the big international players and the countries digital strategies are all
based on three common elements – data, technologies, and
infrastructures –, often the underlying values are different as
well as the investments and the reached level of maturity.
EU’s digital strategy is at the service of citizens and businesses, with a strong orientation towards ecological
transition and particular attention paid to European values
and fundamental rights, pursuing the overall goal of the
development of EU digital single market. Its AI program,
which must be coordinated between the various member
states, has a “human-centric” approach: this means that it
must be an ethic AI, respectful of man and his right to
privacy.
For their part, instead, the United States have outlined a
digital strategy that poses emphasis on national security,
with particular regard to protection from cyber-attacks. Also,
as the pandemic has shown the limitations of the health and
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care system, the U.S. government is developing e-health
services for the population. However, the U.S. strategy is not
all internally oriented and with a purely defensive intent but
rather it is designed to the foreign projection of its digital
power.
China’s digital strategy envisions rapid technological
advances to generate economic growth, foster effective
governance and control, and project global power. The
strategy combines economic targets with broader normative and security goals viewed with suspicion by other
global powers.
Innovation represents an extraordinary tool for guiding our
society towards a future rich in well-being and with a better
quality of life, although there is still a long way to go before
it unfolds its full potential and plays a role of driving force
for the improvement of our well-being in everyday life.
To govern such a complex scenario, to identify new
sources of advantage and achieve social and economic wellbeing of wider sections of the population, a joint effort is
required.
The acceleration of history due to the Covid-19
pandemic represents an unprecedented opportunity to
improve digital strategies so that progress and change can
bring concrete benefits and advantages, mitigating the
potential distorting effects that are related to progress. It is
necessary to completely change the consolidated approach,
uprooting obsolete practices, radically and globally
rethinking processes, resources and tools. We, therefore,
hope a mature and conscious governance, which is able to
choose effective options in time on the basis of shared
values, which has the courage to change and which takes
full responsibility for it.
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Introduction
Well-being is a widespread term that defines a good and
satisfactory condition of existence, a state of being characterized by health, happiness, and prosperity1. It has also been
described as “the ability to fulfill goals, happiness, and life
satisfaction” (Dodge et al., 2012: 223).
Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) forward well-being
as a commitment “in the sense of equipping people with the
resources and skills to make a meaningful contribution to
society” (Wisker, 2011: 5). It is considered as “the promotion of the physical, social, and psychological health of
students and staff [that incorporates an] understanding of
citizenship and respect and of personal, social, and spiritual
development or fulfillment” (Carrol, 2011: 32). The prominence of the issue of well-being as a commitment of HEIs
(Lukas & Rogers, 2016) is also confirmed by studies that
focus on developing and validating measures of well-being
in academic contexts and enhance the relationship between
the Quality of Life of students and their well-being (Sirgy et
al., 2007).
The issue of well-being also emerges in universities’
websites, which are conceived to communicate the university’s vision and mission in today’s highly competitive
societies in order to influence prospective students’ choices
(Graham, 2013; Meyer, 2008; Saichaie & Morphew, 2014).
The process of the ongoing HEIs marketization and
commodification and the impact of this process on academic
communication have been widely explored particularly by
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Fairclough (1993), investigating academic discourse as a
vehicle for selling goods, ideas and services, Vaira (2004),
focusing on university “entepreneurization” and Saichaie &
Morphew (2014), studying the close relation of HEIs’
educational and formative offer to economic and labor
market dynamics as well as the new social request for higher
education. Students are considered among the main
addressees of institutional communication strategies and are
at the center of educational projects created to satisfy their
needs (Smørvik & Vespestad, 2020). Since the issue of wellbeing representation strategies as a means to entice
prospective students and be competitive in the global arena
seems to be underinvestigated, the aim of the present study
is to investigate how German HEIs represent their commitment to students’ well-being to be more attractive in the
global arena.
Methodology
As a case study, the websites of the German Master’s
Degrees in International Relations taught in English and
German have been collected and investigated. The selection
originates from a corpus collected for a previous research
study (Pennarola & Bandini, 2020) aimed at investigating the
home pages’ presentations of the Master programmes in
International Relations in Germany, France, and Italy. The
search engine ‘MastersPortal2’ a private enterprise supported
by the European Commission and many higher education
institutes, was used to collect the websites and was integrated
by the search engine Higher Education Compass (www.
hochschulkompass.de/en/degree-programmes.html), which is
an information portal of the German Rectors’ Conference.
The textual and visual components of the selected
websites have been explored with reference to the content
analysis of institutional websites carried out by Saichaie &
Morphew (2014), who have examined textual and visual
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elements in the websites of twelve colleges and universities
in the United States to analyse how HEIs represent their
purposes in their websites. Through content analysis, they
have identified messages and meanings directly and through
inference and have selected six common content themes3.
The content analysis of the German websites has referenced
the themes identified by Saichaie & Morphew and has led to
the identification of four common content themes related to
well-being. The content analysis has been further integrated with a multimodal analysis that has considered
images, writings, fonts, and colours as a means to communicating explicit and implicit messages (Zollo, 2016).
Finally, the language used in the websites of the sample has
been analyzed by taking into account the lexical analysis of
HEIs communication by Rutter et al. (2016), who have
utilized textual content of university prospectuses to uncover
HEIs brand personalities and better comprehend the position
of the institutions in their competitive context.
The lexical analysis focuses on the texts in the websites
and deals with the contents related to well-being selected
through content analysis. Particularly, as the communication
process of HEIs websites involves academia as addresser
and students as addressees, a preliminary qualitative
analysis centered on the lemma ‘student’ has been carried
out. Taking into account the analysis carried out by Nasti,
Venuti & Zollo (2017), who explored how students were
depicted in both visual and written components of a sample
of UK university websites by recurring also to a quantitative
approach, verbal collocates of the lexical item ‘student/
studierend*’ have been retrieved from the webpages under
investigation and examined in their discursive context to
determine how well-being is represented, i.e. who offers
what well-being to whom. The results of the investigation
have shown that the promotion of students’ well-being is at
the core of the communication strategy of German HEIs
websites, which represent students as beneficiaries of the
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actions devoted to the realization of their well-being and
promoted by academia.
Analysis and results
As for the content analysis, Dodge’s (2012) general
description, as well as Carrol’s (2011) and Wisker’s (2011)
views of academic well-being, have been considered. Data
were collected in March 2021 from the webpages in the
institutional websites of the German Master Degree in
International Relations taught in English (35 websites) and
German (31 websites): the institutional home page, the
‘About’ page describing the course of study and admission
requirements, and the page portraying student life/campus
activities, which appear in all the websites of the sample.
The investigation has led to the identification of four
common content themes related to well-being (Table 1).
Table 1. Content themes related to well-being.
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The identified themes represent students’ well-being mostly
during their academic experience, but also suggest to website
visitors the possibility of achieving well-being in the sense of
professional success, as an outcome of their study path.
Contents are displayed through images and writing. Images
prevail in the pages concerning student life/campus activities
and portray both ‘Students’ life’ and ‘University Aesthetics’
contents describing academic commitment to well-being as the
promotion of students’ personal, social, and spiritual development and physical health. They represent university campuses
as healthy environments where students from different cultural
and religious backgrounds can live together in a community
enjoying cafeterias and sports activities and participating, for
instance, in the university orchestra or the choir. The ‘campus
Culture’ webpages of the University of Düsseldorf4 and
Dortmund5, for example, promote studying as a multifaced
experience, involving a varied exciting range of offers centered
on student’s mental and physical well-being (Figures 1 and 2).
Figure 1. Campus Aesthetics. University of Düsseldorf.
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Figure 2. Student Life. University of Düsseldorf.

As for the content theme “health”, the prominence given
to the availability of personal counseling services as well as
the spread of updated news about coronavirus regulations
can be considered as a sign of the Institution’s commitment
to students’ well-being toward promoting their psychological and physical health.
From the multimodal perspective, the text composition
choices and images in the webpages are a sign of what really
counts from the point of view of the web authors (Zollo,
2016), i.e. on which strengths of the course of study they
rely to succeed in recruiting prospective students.
The webpages of the Master courses of European Studies
at the University of Bonn6 and of Internationale beziehungen
(International Relations) at the University of EichstättIngolstadt7 can be considered good examples of targeted
layout and fonts usage aimed at highlighting the main
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strengths of the courses of study and capturing the attention
of the addressees (Figures 3 and 4). The webpage of the
Master’s programme of the University of Bonn relies on the
promise of goal fulfillment, personal and social development, understanding of citizenship and respect, and
satisfaction with life in order to forward its commitment to
well-being: students “will find their role in the European
Union”, will “study in an international context” and, in an
“intimate learning environment” (Figure 3). The images
show students engaged in various academic activities. Bullet
lists contribute to highlighting additional strengths of the
Master course – such as active student participation in classroom activities, the location of the university, the Alumni
network – and link students quickly with other webpages,
where it is possible to find more detailed information.
Figure 3. Master of European Studies. University of Bonn.
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Figure 4 shows a schematic representation of the strong
points of the course of study summarizing its main goals and
strengths. The layout highlights an international and
successful (erflogreich) learning environment centered on
the mediation of in-depth knowledge and practical skills
(Fähigkeit, Kenntnisse, Handlungskompetenz). It is thus
possible to assert that the home page focuses on students’
autonomy (selbstständiges wissenschaftliches Arbeiten), the
possibility of positive relationships with others (international Kontext), and the development and realization of
students’ potential, which are all related to their well-being.
Figure 4. The ‘About’ page of the MIB. Eichstätt-Ingolstadt.

The written texts prevail in the institutional home pages,
the ‘About’ pages describing the course of study, and those
concerning admission requirements. As mentioned above,
these pages have been collected to build an English (14,748
tokens) and a German (12,659 tokens) corpus, which have
been investigated through Sketch Engine, an online resource
for corpus analysis which, in addition to wordlists, collocations, and concordances, provides, for each searched word,
a list of collocates for grammatical relation (word sketches).
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As for the lexical analysis, in order to develop an understanding of students’ positioning in the discursive context of
courses’ presentations, the lemma ‘student’ has been preliminarily investigated, also considering its high frequency in
both word lists. Verbal collocates co-occurring with the
lexical item ‘student/studierend*’ have been ranked by the
LogDice score, which indicates how strong the collocation
is. They have been examined in their discursive context to
discover the semantic role of students as conveyed by word
order and syntax (Halliday, 1994) and identify the relational
functions between the participants concerning well-being
acquisition/provision. The tables on the next page illustrate,
respectively, the verbal collocates of the lemma ‘student’ in
the English Corpus (Tables 2A and 2B) and those in the
German corpus (Tables 3A, 3B, 3C and 3D).
The findings of the investigation of both corpora show that
the students are mostly represented – borrowing Halliday’s
(1994) terminology – as (affected) participants (persons/
people having things done to them), because they benefit
from the courses, assistance, help, guidance, etc. lavished on
them by the university staff/degree course and conceived to
give them the chance to achieve well-being in the sense of
life satisfaction and goal fulfillment. Material processes
(provide, prepare, give, help, etc.) include actions being under
the control of the course of study/the academic staff (the doer
of the action) and having an effect on others (students/
studierend*). The analysis of the “verbs with students as
object” as well of the “verbs with students as subject” show
the intention of foregrounding the commitment of the course
of study to students’ well-being, strongly related to their
study experience and their future successful careers. With
regard to students as the object of action verbs, the texts in the
webpages seem to suggest that the study courses offer to their
customers, i.e. the students, the opportunity for goals fulfillment and life satisfaction as well as physical, social, and
psychological health during their study courses.
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Table 2 (A). Verbal collocates of the lemma ‘student’
in the English Corpus.
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Table 2 (B). Verbal collocates of the lemma ‘student’
in the English Corpus.
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Table 3 (A). Verbal collocates of the lemma ‘student’
in the German Corpus.
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Table 3 (B - C - D). Verbal collocates of the lemma ‘student’
in the German Corpus.
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Programs provide students with knowledge, skills and
expertise preparing them for challenging careers, as shown
in the examples (1), (2), (3), (4) and (5) below. Also in the
case of “students as the subject” of the action, texts
mediate the idea of students as recipients of actions
performed by the staff of the study program (students have
the chance/the opportunity, acquire knowledge and skills,
receive insight into). Examples8 (6), (7) and (8) show
students only apparently in an autonomous role9:
(1) the program provides students with practical experience
for both academic and professional development,
preparing students for careers in diverse fields. [Realization
of well-being due to the achievement of successful careers].
(2) the programme prepares students for challenging
careers in administration and politics, as well as in national
and international organizations [Realization of well-being due
to the achievement of successful careers].
(3) the small class size of max 15 students gives every
student the chance to actively participate in the seminars.
(…) The vast alumni network gives you the opportunity to
get in contact with security professionals in your country,
region, and area of interest. In your free time, you can enjoy
the unspoiled nature of Germany’s number one location for
winter and alpine sports. [Promotion of personal, social and
spiritual development and of physical health].
(4) der Masterstudiengang Philosophie und Politikwissenschaften vorbereitet die Studierende auch jenseits der
universitären Berufsspektrums excellent auf die Berufswelt.
(the Master’s degree programme in Philosophy and Political
Sciences provides students with excellent preparation for
the world of work, even beyond the academic career spectrum. [Development and realization of students’ potential].
(5) durch die unterschiedliche Herkunft der Studierende
bietet der MIB [Master Internationale Beziehungen] eine
internationale Atmosphere, die auf ein internationales
Arbeitsumfeld vorbereitet. (due to the diverse background
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of the students, the MIB [Master in International Relations]
offers an international atmosphere that prepares them for an
international working environment). [Development and
realization of students’ potential, understanding of citizenship,
realization of well-being due to the achievement of successful
careers].
(6) with our degree programme in European Studies, students
have the opportunity of following, understanding, and
contributing to past, present, and future developments in
Europe. [Development and realization of students’ potential].
(7) Students acquire valuable academic and methodological
knowledge, as well as additional key skills regarding decision-making processes in East Asia and beyond.
[Development and realization of students’ potential].
(8) Due to the diversity of our student body with their
multifaceted backgrounds as well as the many views on the
above-mentioned topics, students have the chance to look at
the European Idea from many different perspectives. [Positive
relationship with others].

Also in the following fragment from the home page of the
Master ‘Internationale Politik und Internationales Recht’
offered by the Christian-Albrechts Universität zu Kiel,
students do appear to be the doers of the action; nevertheless,
the message transmits the idea that the students can achieve
knowledge and deal with European and international law
issues thanks to the organization of the study path designed
by the academic staff:
(9) Die Studierenden erlangen zum einen Kenntnisse zu
Akteuren, Strukturen, Inhalten und Prozessen des Regierens auf
verschiedenen Ebenen. Zum anderen setzten sie sich mit den
Grundfragen und Strukturen des europaeischen und internationalen Rechts auseinander. (On the one hand, students gain
knowledge of actors, structures, contents, and processes of
governance at different levels. On the other hand they deal with
the basic questions and structures of European and International
law). [Development and realization of students’ potential].
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The lexical analysis of the lemma ‘student/studierend*’
shows that the communication strategy adopted by HEIs
relies on the promise of well-being achievement to attract
potential students. Academia represents itself as the mediator
of the acquisition of knowledge and skills as well as the
promoter of the organization of a study path aimed at
allowing students to achieve well-being during and after their
studies.
Discussion and conclusion
Although an emerging stream of higher education research
is on academic communication and academic well-being
improvement and measurement, well-being as a means of
persuasion in the promotional communication of academic
institutions, specifically in HEIs websites, has been not jet
widely explored.
It should be noticed that the term ‘well-being’ is never
explicitly mentioned in the investigated webpages. The
preliminary analysis of findings presented in this study
shows that the topics most commonly related to well-being
permeate German HEIs’ websites both in the case of the
Master courses taught in English and in the case of the
courses taught in German. Well-being is represented as a
two-sided coin because webpages portray not only relaxed
and happy students but also learners showing interest in
course attendance, which suggests academia’s commitment
to promoting students’ physical, social, and psychological
health and at the same time to equipping students with the
resources and skills necessary to make a meaningful contribution to society. Considering that websites are the principal
means by which prospective students and their families
gather information on university programmes (Astani &
Elhindi, 2008), and thus can be seen as the crucial part of the
university marketing process (Bozyigit & Akkan, 2014), the
prominence of well-being issues in German HEIs’ websites
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demonstrates that they rely also on the promise of well-being
achievement to persuade prospective students to enroll in
their courses.
Taking into account that universities need to distinguish
themselves to implement their brand differentiation and
compete in the global arena, but at the same time, that their
websites have also to share a basis of similarity to influence
their prospective students’ perception of legitimacy, i.e. to
demonstrate that they comply with a minimum set of standards typical of a provider within a specific market (Rutter,
Lettice & Nadeau, 2016), the findings in this study show that
the promotion of well-being in Germany is a common trait of
HEIs websites. Lexical analyses will be conducted in the next
future to confirm these results. Further, it may be also interesting to investigate the websites of HEIs located in other
countries to analyse various representations involving
commitment to well-being in order to define HEIs communication strategies.
Notes
See Oxford Learner’s Dictionary (https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/well-being?q=well-being); Longman
Dictionary of Contemporary English (https://www.ldoceonline.
com/dictionary/well-being).
2
www.mastersportal.com.
3
The Themes and Content examples identified by Saichaie &
Morphew (2014: 509) are: Academics (student(s) in a classroom or
lab; faculty/older individual present at blackboard; lecture; students
outside in circle with presence of instructor; sole image of instructor;
books; computer lab, high-tech equipment); Campus Aesthetics
(Architecture; campus lawns; buildings as sole focus of image;
marquee/signs on buildings; trees; garden; lawn; flowers; mountains;
statues; signs on campus; snow); Fine Arts (Playing instruments; on
stage; painting; sculpting; drawing; singing; acting; costumes;
artwork; museums; theatre skills); Intercollegiate Athletics (Players on
playing field; team uniforms present; sports statues near stadium
cheerleaders; fans cheering; stadium and fans; sports memorabilia);
1
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Student Life (Co-curricular activities: students together, walking,
biking, talking, exercising, reading (outside/inside, individually);
intramural sports, study abroad, foreign location(s); Value
(Information on cost; financial aid; rankings; commencement).
4
Universität Düsseldorf: Campus culture (hhu.de) Last accessed:
March 2021.
5
Campusleben - TU Dortmund (tu-dortmund.de) Last accessed:
March 2021.
6
Master of European Studies - Zentrum für Europäische Integrationsforschung (uni-bonn.de) Last accessed: March 2021.
7
Master Internationale Beziehungen (MIB): Katholische Universität
Eichstätt - Ingolstadt (ku.de) Last accessed: March 2021.
8
Bold has been added to highlight the collocations of the word
‘student/studierend*’ and their relation to well-being. English translations have been added to German texts.
9
Each example shows at the end in square brackets how the institution
is involved in the realization of student well-being following Dodge’s
(2012), Carrol’s (2011), and Wisker’s (2011) views of academic wellbeing.
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Some changes in the architecture of the rights
of mentally ill offenders in Italy
Giovanni Chiola
Università di Napoli Federico II - giovanni.chiola@unina.it
Introduction
Ensuring well-being is important to build prosperous societies. The promotion of well-being must also concern
prisoners who suffer from psychological disorders. The right
to health, even of those confined, is a pre-eminent value,
because the compression of personal freedom cannot also
involve the deprivation of the right to health. The aim of this
study is to analyze, from a legal point of view, the recent
decisions taken by the Constitutional Court, the national
Council of Bioethics and the Strasbourg Court aimed at
promoting the well-being of the weakest subjects which
must be valid both inside and outside the prison walls.
The promotion of well-being cannot fail to include people
subject to prison measures who suffer from psychological
disorders. Unfortunately, the history of prisons has too often
been intertwined with that of asylum institutions, not only
because of the use of highly segregating places but also
because of the imprisonment of that part of society that was
deviant and not cataloged within strict social canons. This
parallel world of the mentally deranged and alienated people
of any kind constituted for many centuries the outcast and
dangerous part of society. For a long time, the concept of
social dangerousness allowed public opinion to force legislators to disregard the civil rights of mentally ill offenders,
who, like prisoners, were left without legal protection. The
“double stigma” of mental illness and delinquency has been
carried forward by a segregationist political culture, which
has indiscriminately imprisoned the insane and the crimi119

nally insane, both considered social outcast (De’ Rossi,
Bologna, Colcerasa, & Renzulli, 2011).
While, on the one hand, civilian asylum facilities were
opened after Basaglia’s efforts to pass law no. 180 of May
13, 1978, and the inmates allowed to return to their homes,
judicial psychiatric hospitals, on the other hand, remained
operational until law no. 81 of 2014 (Chiola, 2018). law
no. 81, gave also the possibility for the mentally ill offenders
to expiate their penalty in Residences for the Execution of
Security Measures (REMS). The path of social inclusion of
inmates suffering from severe mental problems in prison
was completed by Constitutional Court Sentence no. 99 of
2019, which allowed them to serve their sentence outside the
prison and not within the Prison health System in case it
was inadequate to guarantee them the necessary care. This
Judgment of the Court is a starting point to readapt the
prison to a system model that treasures the supranational
jurisprudence and recovers its constitutional matrix, which
has been for too long set aside by judges (Chiola, 2019).
Prison cannot be a place of segregation and annulment of the
personality, but, as Foucault (2019) has argued, there must
be a direct relationship of derivation between social structure and the system of punishment.
The new reality of the REMS and the gaps
in the legislation on mental disabilities
Even though the opening of the REMS, in which several
persons declared not imputable because mentally ill could
be placed, seemed to constitute a compromise solution to the
closure of the Judicial Psychiatric hospital (JPh), although
the segregationist and asylum culture has persisted until
today. The vulnerability of security measures alternative to
detention, such as the REMS, depended, in fact, mainly on
their inability to ensure adequate care and to cope with
social dangerousness. The real risk was that they would
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reproduce the old logic of the criminal asylum. however, the
REMS have gradually succeeded in making people understand that most judicial psychiatric patients are not socially
dangerous, but they can be integrated in society taking part
in adequate rehabilitation pathways.
Despite the numerous proposals that emerged during the
experience of the States-General1 of the penal execution on
the new methods of execution of the security measures2, the
recent law 103/17, concerning the unaccountable offenders,
presents ambiguous and obscure aspects3.
The relationship between care and control would seem, in
fact, from the normative provision, to be an alternative
rather than “constituting both values that must be balanced
by the legislator in the regulation of security measures”, as
stated in Constitutional Court Sentence no. 253 of 2003. The
prevalence of one over the other could never justify measures damaging rather than benefiting the health of the patient
or the protection of the community (Massaro, 2017). hence,
the need to recover the ideas offered by the States-General
of the criminal execution, which proposed to link the needs
of care and control so that the criminal justice system could
intervene with limitation measures of deprivation of liberty
only where there are therapeutic needs that can justify interventions of a health type.
Recent statistical data shows that the number of prisoners
who have a mental illness is increasing rapidly due to prison
overcrowding and a foreign population of complex management that amplifies mental disorders4. The data, moreover,
are closely related to an increase in the rate of suicide in
prison5.
The Constitutional Court, with Sentence no. 99 of 2019,
did not adopt the solution of REMS for insane offenders –
that is, for inmates who have suffered mental pathologies
during the expiration of their sentence – because otherwise
they would have become “discharge institutions”. The
provision, modeled with the contribution of the opinions of
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the national Council of Bioethics (CnB, 2013 and 2019),
takes the inspiration from the provisions of the Supervisory
Courts and the constant orientation of the jurisprudence of
the Court of Cassation (Cass. Pen., Section. i, 12 october
2017, no. 15531), which accentuated the difference in treatment between persons suffering from serious physical
infirmity and those affected by equally serious mental infirmity, revealing an impatience with the legislature that had
accepted the invitation to make minimal changes
(Constitutional Court Sentence no. 111 of 1996).
The sentence of the Constitutional Court no. 99 of 2019
Constitutional Court Sentence no. 99 of 2019, in order to
facilitate the path of inclusion of the mentally weaker
people, recalls how the right to health under article 32 of the
Constitution must be understood as including not only physical but physical and mental illness, since the italian legal
system is required to provide an identical degree of protection to all its citizens (Ex multis Constitutional Court
Sentence 169/2017, 162/2014, 251/2008, 359/2003,
282/2002 and 167/1999). Thus, prisoners who have serious
mental problems will be able to serve their sentence outside
prison and not within the health system in jail – when prison
health facilities are not able to provide adequate treatment,
guaranteed by article 3 EChR (Ex plurimis Corte EDU,
Judgment 10 January 2013, no. 43418/09, Claes v. Belgium
and Corte Edu Judgment 17 november 2015, no. 47687/13
Bamouhammad v. Belgium). in the Judgments, explicit reference was made to the balance between the imperative need
to safeguard the health of the detainees and the equally
pressing reasons for the protection of public safety, brought
into play by the special social dangerousness of the recipients of the measure.
as the Court itself argues, it is necessary to avoid enclaves
that are immune from the scrutiny of constitutional legiti122

macy, especially in the field of criminal law, where it is necessary to guarantee adequate protection of fundamental rights.
The judges of the Court have taken into account art. 27 of
the italian Constitution and art. 3 of the European
Convention on human Rights on the protection of humanitarian treatment in favor of the convicted person, who has
been diagnosed, during detention, with a severe mental
illness. This would confirm the attention of the
Constitutional Court to the decisions previously taken by the
Strasbourg Court on the right to health, which, among other
things, has been placed within the scope of articles 2, 3, and
8 EChR, with an evolutionary interpretation of the provisions of the European Convention on human Rights
(Cecchini, 2017) and, therefore, to respect the absolute
prohibition of torture or inhuman or degrading treatment
(one for all, Edu Court, Second section, Judgment of 17
november 2015, Bamouhammad v. Belgium).
The challenge of alternative measures
The application of this Judgment has allowed us to
recognize, in the presence of severe physical and mental
pathologies of the detainees, the greater effectiveness of
alternative measures, as a prerequisite for an actual deflationary policy of prisons, in contrast to the prison-centric
system, which instead promotes criminal expansionism.
The current pandemic crisis, which has indiscriminately
infected many people6, seem to have pushed the supervisory
magistrates towards this direction. nevertheless, it must be
remembered that at the beginning of the spread of Covid-19,
the Government limited itself to suspending visits by relatives of inmates to stem the danger of new outbreaks in
penitentiary institutions, with Prime Ministerial Decree of
March 9, 2020. The restrictive measure of the right to family
interviews, expressly protected by art. 18, C. 4 of law
354/75, has had, however, dramatic effects on the right to
123

affectivity (Ceraudo, 1999; De Deo & Bolino, 1970;
Salierno, 1973; Sykes, 1958; Talini, 2015), which falls,
among other things, within the rights to protection of personality (Constitutional Court, Sentence no. 26 of 1999) (Codd,
2004) and, therefore, on the psychological and physical wellbeing of inmates (Constitutional Court, Sentence no. 301 of
2012). The fear of contagion has acted as a detonator within
the prison population, causing protests and numerous chain
reactions on the night of 8 and 9 March 2020, involving in
different ways, 49 prisons (Brucale, 2020). The waves of
violence and devastation, which have caused severe damage
to prison facilities, have not helped the deflationary policy of
italian prisons.
in the first three months of the pandemic emergency, the
supervisory magistracy, even if opting for the suspension of
the granting of premium permits and semi-freedom,
increased the number of alternative measures of home
detention, thanks also to an exceptional derogation, limited
in time, to l. 199/2010, provided by art. 123 of Dl of
17.03.2020, no. 187. These extra-mural measures, together
with the release of inmates affected by Covid-19 and the
reduction of crimes during the lockdown, have partially8
reduced the large prison population numbers (going from
61,230 to 52,679 inmates) without, however, yet reaching
the regulatory threshold (Giostra, 2020; Scandurra, 2020).
The evaluation of the modification or revocation of the
custodial measures of house arrest, entrusted to the judge
through the balancing of the right to health with the needs of
security, initially favored the needs of a humanitarian nature
(Constitutional Court Sentence no. 264 of 2009), despite the
inclusion of numerous provisions, which provided for foreclosures and obstructions aimed at mitigating the number of
beneficiaries. From a constitutional point of view, the right
to enjoy alternative measures to prison must be based on a
balance between health and safety, provided that their adoption is not prevented by reasonable security reasons, which
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the judge must appropriately assess case by case. Even if it
must be noted that the right to health (art. 32 Const.) is
incompressible, as well as the right to humane treatment ex
art. 2 and 27, c.3 Const. and 3 EChR, they cannot be
subject to balancing of law. Undoubtedly, home detention in
one’s own house or another public place of care, assistance,
or hospitality would provide more dignified living conditions than prison confinement, especially for convicts
suffering from serious mental illness, which would be able
to balance the protection of mental health with the safety of
the community. The State, however, despite the decrease in
housing density in the cells of the overnight stay, has proved
inadequate to adopt a policy aimed at the effective deflation
of the prison population (Cottone, 2020), and has not even
strengthened the prison health system that has remained
anchored to the regional one.
in the second pandemic phase, not only was there a
tendency to increase the number of detainees9, but above all,
public attention focused on the measures of the supervisory
judiciary that granted home detention to detainees who had
been definitively sentenced for Mafia crimes and were
subject to the special regime of 41-bis op. (Della Bella,
2020). according to public opinion, the State would have
been too generous in guaranteeing the right to individual
health (physical and mental) of the beneficiary inmate, to the
detriment of the need for prevention related to the social
dangerousness of the subjects concerned (D’amico, 2020).
This policy, instead of being understood as necessary, even
in the brevity of its action, to protect above all the fundamental right of the detainee beneficiary of an alternative
measure, was considered superficial and highly dangerous
for social security.
We can easily understand, in light of these “easy releases”
of prisoners considered highly dangerous, the enormous
difficulty of adopting measures overcoming the instrumental
use of criminal law typical of the so-called “criminal
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populism” (Fiandaca, 2013). Even in regular times, before
the health emergency in which the prison was the institution
par excellence of the penitentiary system, it was complicated to work on public opinion, which considered the
alternative sentencing less effective.
in the end, a hard line prevailed in the governmental
measure suspending any benefit ad libitum. This determined
a strong arrest of the deflationary measures of the magistrates of surveillance, in the name, not of public health of
international importance, but of national security.
These measures are contrary to the provisions of the
constant jurisprudence of the Constitutional Court (Sentence
253/2003 and 99/2019), which has clarified that the need to
protect the community can never justify harming the health
of the patient. Therefore, the penitentiary administration
must be able, at least, to provide health services comparable
to those offered “outside the walls”, because otherwise, this
would lead to solid repercussions on the rights of prisoners,
who are now increasingly vulnerable to contagion from
CoviD-19 (De Carolis, 2020; Milella, 2020).
Notes
The States General was inaugurated in May 2015 and concluded in
april 2016. They promoted a long course of reflection and proposals
on Penalty Execution. in eighteen thematic worktables, penitentiary
operators, magistrates, lawyers, associate professors, experts, representatives of culture and civil society confronted and discussed
different aspects of the Penalty administration. Several reports of
their consultation were produced.
2
The States General of Criminal Execution, Table 11 - Security
Measures, February 10, 2016, www.giustizia.it/giustizia/it/mg_2_
19_1_11.page?previousPage=mg_2_19_1.
3
For example, art. 1, Paragraph 16, letter d), l. 103/17 would also
be confusing because it does not at all clarify the relationship between
the function of care and control, which is an important point for the
condition of legitimacy of the post-delictum preventive apparatus, for
non-attributable subjects.
1
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Mental disorder is not an event that affects only inmates or a few
inmates but a widespread problem in ordinary correctional facilities.
The italian Society of Prison Medicine and health estimated that in
2015 about 42,000 inmates (77%) out of 54,000 live with mental
distress, www.sanitapenitenziaria.org.
5
according to the data provided by the Ministry of Justice, from 1992
to 2020, 1514 people in prisons committed suicide. however,
according to the data in the dossier Dying in Prison, provided by
Ristretti orizzonti, from 2000 to 2021, the suicides were 1183,
http://www.ristretti.it/areestudio/disagio/ricerca/.
6
Deaths indirectly linked to the pandemic caused by the Sars-Cov-2
virus are many more than the official data http://www.salute.gov.it/
portale/nuovocoronavirus/dettaglioContenutinuovoCoronavirus.jsp?
lingua=italiano&id=5351&area=nuovoCoronavirus&menu=vuoto&
gclid=CjwKCajwj6SEBhaoEiwavFRuKlggzKfU_5Bn1aWDc0e
f8SKzgs5a6snbs2zvn-rvn5CDpoQYipihyxoCUTiQavD_BwE.
7
See 2020 Report to Parliament of the national Guarantor of the
Rights of Persons Deprived of their liberty, www.garantenazionaleprivatilibertà.it, 68.
8
See The Bulletin of the national Guarantor of the Rights of Persons
Deprived of their liberty no. 35, 5 June, 2020, www.garantenazionaleprivatilibertà.it.
9
There were 53,387 inmates in prison at the end of May 2020, with
an average crowding rate of 105.7%, and 53,697 at the end of
February 2021, compared to a regulatory capacity of 50,570,
(www.giustizia.it).
4

References
Brucale, M. (2020). Coronavirus. Rivolte in carcere: dalla violenza,
la violenza. Giurisprudenza Penale (https://www.giurisprudenzapenale.com/2020/03/12/coronavirus-rivolte-in-carcere-dalla-violen
za-la-violenza/).
Chiola, G. (2018). L’Odissea giuridica dei folli rei. Dagli ospedali
giuridici psichiatrici alle residenze per l’esecuzione delle misure di
sicurezza: fra controllo e cura. napoli: Guida Editori.
Chiola, G. (2019). Mai più folli rei dentro il carcere, Quaderni costituzionali, 4(1), 904-906 (http://dx.doi.org/10.1439/95234).
Cecchini, F. (2017). la tutela del diritto alla salute in carcere nella
giurisprudenza della Corte Europea dei Diritti dell’Uomo. Diritto
Penale Contemporaneo, 1-40 (https://archiviodpc.dirittopena127

leuomo.org/upload/CECChini_2017a.pdf).
Ceraudo, F. (1999). la sessualità in carcere: aspetti psicologici,
comportamentali ed ambientali. in a. Sofri & F. Ceraudo (Eds.),
Ferri Battuti. Pisa: archiMedia (http://www.ristretti.it/areestudio/
affetti/documenti/ceraudo.htm).
Codd, h. (2004). Prisoners’ families: issues in law and policy. Amicus
Curiae, 55 (1), 2-7 (https://sas-space.sas.ac.uk/187/1/Coddhelen
issue055.pdf).
Cottone, n. (2020). Coronavirus: «Si calcoli anche l’Rt delle carceri
italiane». Il Sole 24 (https://www.ilsole24ore.com/art/coronavirussi-calcoli-anche-l-rt-carceri-italiane-aDGsx83).
D’amico M. E. (2020). l’emergenza sanitaria e i diritti dimenticati.
in G. De Minico & M. villone (Eds.), Stato di diritto – Emergenza
– Tecnologia (1-225). Consulta online https://www.giurcost.org/
Collana/ebook_DeMinico_villone_%20STaToDiDiRiTTo_
EMERGEnZa_TECnoloGia.pdf.
DaP, The Dimensions of affectivity, in ISSP Dispensations no. 3.
September 2013 (http://www.bibliotechedap.it/issp/xl/30.pdf).
De Carolis, l. (2020). “Sui boss fuori non ho colpe. ora parere dei
pm antimafia”. Il Fatto Quotidiano (https://www.ilfattoquotidiano.it/in-edicola/articoli/2020/04/30/sui-boss-fuori-non-ho-colpe
-ora-parere-dei-pm-antimafia/5786821/).
De Deo, a. & Bolino, G. (1970). Il sesso nelle carceri italiane.
Inchiesta e documenti. Milano: Feltrinelli.
Della Bella, a. (2020). Emergenza CoviD e 41 bis: tra tutela dei
diritti fondamentali, esigenze di prevenzione e responsabilità politiche. Sistema penale (https://www.sistemapenale.it/it/opinioni/
scarcerazioni-boss-41-bis-milano-sassari-emergenza-coviddecreto-legge-28-del-2020-della-bella).
De’ Rossi, D.a., Bologna, l., Colcerasa F. & Renzulli, S. (2011).
L’Universo della detenzione. Storia architettura e norme dei
modelli penitenziari. Milano: Mursia Editore.
Fiandaca, G. (2013). Populismo politico e populismo giudiziario.
Criminalia, 95-121 (https://discrimen.it/wp-content/uploads/02-1Fiandaca2.pdf).
Flick, G.M. (2020). Superare il carcere. Giustizia insieme
(https://www.giustiziainsieme.it/it/diritto-dell-emergenza-covid19/988-superare-il-carcere-intervista-da-giovanni-maria-flick).
Foucault, M. (2019). Sorvegliare e punire. Nascita della prigione.
Torino: Einaudi.
Giostra, G. (2020), Disinnescare in modo sano la bomba-virus nelle
128

carceri. Sistema Penale (https://www.sistemapenale.it/it/opinioni/
giostra-coronavirus).
Massaro, a. (2017). Salute e sicurezza nei luoghi di detenzione: coordinate di un binomio complesso. in a. Massaro (Ed.), Salute e
sicurezza sui luoghi di lavoro. Roma: TrE.
Milella, l. (2020). Cdm: via libera al decreto di Bonafede contro le
scarcerazioni facili dei boss. La Repubblica (https://www.repubblica.it/politica/2020/04/29/news/scarcerazioni_boss_cdm_bonafe
de_coronavirus-255202772/).
Salierno, G. (1973). La repressione sessuale nelle carceri italiane.
Roma: Tattilo.
Scandurra, a. (2020). il carcere al tempo del coronavirus. Webinar
del 22 maggio (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rDBbev
Bom1M).
Sykes M.G. (1958). The society of captives. A study of a maximum
security prison, new Jersey: Princetown University Press.
Talini, S. (2015). l’affettività ristretta. I diritti dei detenuti, 2(1), 1-36
(https://www.costituzionalismo.it/costituzionalismo/download/Cos
tituzionalismo_201502_520.pdf).

129

The knowledge of Italian language
and immigrant integration processes1
CoRRaDo BoniFaZi, alESSio BUonoMo,
anGEla PaPaRUSSo, SalvaToRE STRoZZa,
MaTTia viTiEllo
salvatore.strozza@unina.it - Università di Napoli Federico II
(corresponding author)

Introduction
amongst the social consequences of an increase in the
immigrant population, the one which seems most interesting and rich of cultural and political implications with
regard to well-being is represented by the phenomenon of
multilingualism. The need to welcome and integrate an
increasingly higher number of speakers of other languages
within societies that still consider themselves monolingual
has resulted in a series of policies where the acquisition of
the ‘national’ language and culture is considered a prerequisite for acquiring citizenship (Goodman, 2010). Such
policies have highlighted the growing importance of
language as an issue in migration phenomena and the necessity to include an analysis of linguistic integration in the
study of integration processes of the immigrant population.
in italy, research has mainly focused on the impact of
language skills for children of immigrants and immigrant
minors in the processes of school integration (azzolini &
Barone, 2013; Contini, 2006; Di Bartolomeo, 2011; Strozza,
2008). in this paper, we provide a descriptive analysis based
on the results of three different national surveys, with the
aim to start from an outline of the overall framework of this
issue, before moving on to the identification of the effective
or self-assessed level of italian of the immigrant population
in italy alongside the main features of their language
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learning experience. Finally, a special focus is devoted to the
matter of italian language learning on the part of immigrant
students or those with an immigrant background.
Learning, language skills and integration processes
The urge to communicate in the language of the host
society is rooted in the desire and necessity to move from the
social status of ‘other’ to that of regular member of the
community of arrival.
Several studies have shown that learning the language of
the host country can be considered one of the greatest
boosters of integration processes for the immigrant population (adserà & Pytlikovà, 2016), starting from employability
(Grasmane, 2011), and leading to greater well-being.
Progress in the acquisition of the host country language
contributes to a gradual improvement of the working position
for immigrants, from jobs where linguistic skills are not
crucial to roles requiring a good level of communication.
Much of the literature on this topic comes from the field of
economics and mainly focuses on two aspects: a) the identification of determinants in the process of language learning
and b) an estimate of the impact of language competences on
the employability of immigrants.
Chiswick and Miller (1995) identify the main determinants
of immigrants’ language proficiency in the so-called three Es:
Exposure, Efficiency, Economic incentives. The first E refers
to exposure to the host country language; the second stands
for efficiency in second language acquisition, i.e. how immigrants turn exposure into learning; and finally, the third E is
for economic incentives that drive the immigrants to improve
their language skills. These three factors show a positive
correlation with the learning of the host country language
(Chiswick & Miller, 1995; van Tubergen, 2010).
Exposure to the language is the amount of time spent by
the immigrant in a context of interaction with the host
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country language. Greater exposure is positively correlated
with the development of language skills (Paradis, 2010).
Efficiency in language acquisition is given by the immigrant’s age at arrival and level of education, alongside the
linguistic distance between their origin and target languages.
age at arrival is negatively correlated with acquisition of the
host country language (Birdsong, 2006; DeKeyser, 2013).
nevertheless, in this case, the greatest difference is marked
by attendance of compulsory schooling (Bleakley & Chin,
2004). arrival at an age prior to that of compulsory
schooling implies attendance of school in the host country
and therefore results in more complete language training,
comparable to that of natives. The further we move from this
age, the lower the chances of improving levels of language
proficiency.
in the case of immigrants arrived during working age, the
level of education reached before travelling takes on greater
importance (Stevens, 1999). Finally, it needs to be highlighted that the level of education shows a positive
correlation with the development of linguistic competences
in so far as it implies a learning pathway of the host country
language prior to migration (van Tubergen & Kalmijn,
2009). in addition, the likelihood of achieving good
language skills decreases as differences between the immigrant’s language and that of the host country increase,
especially in terms of lexis, grammar and pronunciation,
elements that make up the so-called ‘linguistic distance’
(isphording & otten, 2011).
Finally, the last E refers to all those economic elements
that tend to work as incentives for the time and money that
the immigrant needs to invest for learning the host country
language.
as for the second aforementioned aspect, it is worth highlighting that many studies have shown the positive effect of
linguistic competences on the salaries of immigrant workers
(Chiswick & Miller, 2007). at the same time, the develop132

ment of immigrants’ language skills also causes greater
wage convergence between local and immigrant workers
(Borjas, 1994).
The linguistic universe of the foreign population in Italy
in order to analyse the phenomenon of multilingualism
among people of foreign origin regularly residing in italy,
reference has been made to the 2011-12 survey on the
Condition and Social Integration of Foreign Citizens,
carried out by iSTaT (italian national institute of Statistics).
in particular, we considered people born abroad and in italy,
naturalised or still foreigners, who were at least 6 years old
at the time of the survey. They consist of 22,634 individuals,
of whom 17,976 (79.4%) were born abroad and 4,658
(20.6%) were born in italy. The most spoken mother tongue
among the interviewees is Romanian, followed by arabic,
albanian, Spanish and, finally, italian.
The expected one-to-one correspondence between some
mother tongues and the citizenship of interviewees is
confirmed, such as between Chinese and the People’s
Republic of China, Romanian and Romania, Ukrainian and
Ukraine, albanian and albania. Greater heterogeneity is
observed for other languages, including italian, Spanish,
arabic, Russian and Serbo-Croatian (Bonifazi et al., 2019).
on the other hand, with regard to the self-assessment of
italian language proficiency, most of the foreign-born population with non-italian citizenship stated that they did not
know italian at all upon arrival in italy (74.0%), while about
one in four said they knew it a little, and only very few knew
it well (3.3%). naturally, the level of italian at arrival is
linked to the linguistic proximity between italian and each
respondent’s mother tongue, as well as to their qualifications.
in the vast majority of cases, Chinese and arabic speakers
declared that they did not know italian at all at the moment
of their arrival in italy (93.5 and 80.3% respectively). The
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majority of those who stated that they had a good knowledge
of italian were high school or university graduates (43.6 and
32.1% respectively). in any case, instances of italian
learning before migration are not rare, as mentioned above.
only about a third of the respondents said that the most
spoken language in their family is italian (33.4%), while it
is spoken with friends in just over half of the cases
(55.9%). This shows that the use of italian plays an important role in the process of socialisation outside the
household, as well as the fact that the greatest exposure to
italian quite expectedly occurs in the non-domestic environment (Bonifazi et al., 2019).
Self-perceived knowledge of Italian
among foreign students
Based on data taken from a 2015 iSTaT survey on the
Integration of the Second Generation, conducted in
secondary schools with at least five students of foreign citizenship, it is possible to assess the level of italian
proficiency in a representative sample of non-italian pupils.
The sample includes 68,127 unweighted cases. We excluded
italian citizens, therefore we consider 31,687 cases.
More than a fifth of the foreign students stated that their
level of italian was low. on the other hand, the percentage
of students who reported a self-perceived medium and high
level of italian is similar: 40.0% and 37.4%, respectively.
as anticipated, students report better language proficiency
as they advance through the italian school system, also
because those who fail to acquire the skills needed to study
leave the school system (Bonifazi et al., 2019). in particular,
students reporting a low level of proficiency account for
30.0% in the first year of lower secondary school, 23.2% at
the beginning of upper secondary, and 10.7% in the final
year of upper secondary. on the other hand, the percentage
of respondents who claim they know italian well increases
134

from 26.0% in the first year of lower secondary to 37.1% in
the first year of upper secondary, reaching 53.1% among
those enrolled in the final year of secondary school.
Gender also seems to play a significant role in the knowledge of italian. For both levels of education, it is female
students who most frequently declare high levels of italian.
as will be seen shortly, when central features of foreigners
are factored in, the range of differences between the
compared groups widens. in particular, those born abroad
have a lower level of italian than those born in italy, even if
the differences are more marked in lower secondary school
and smaller in upper secondary.
Significant differences also emerge when distinguishing
among the ten most common citizenships of the students.
For example, among Chinese students there is the highest
proportion of female and male students with the lowest level
of italian proficiency in both lower (63.2%) and upper
secondary schools (54.3%). on the other hand, Romanian
and albanian students show the highest share of female and
male students with a high level of italian. in general, for all
nationalities considered, the knowledge of italian gradually
improves in the transition from lower to upper secondary
school (Bonifazi et al., 2019).
The later foreign students enter the school system, the
worse their knowledge of italian, in line with the findings of
the literature cited in the first section. in fact, students who
enter the italian school system after primary school are at a
great disadvantage. among these, 60% of those enrolled in
secondary school in 2015 believed they possessed inadequate knowledge of italian. however, even those attending
lower secondary school who have been in the italian school
system since kindergarten show non-negligible difficulties:
in 21.2% of the cases, they believe they have a low level of
italian. This proportion, however, is reduced by more than
10 percentage points among those attending secondary
school (10.3%). Students who entered the italian school
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system in primary school, on the other hand, occupy an
intermediate position, with a lower level of italian than those
who started from kindergarten, but a higher one than those
who entered the school system in secondary school.
interestingly, the quantity and composition of friendship
networks have a significant effect on the level of italian. in
both levels of education, those who do not spend time with
classmates or friends, either of their own or another nationality, most often feel that they have a low level of italian
(44.5% of respondents in lower secondary and 29.1% in
upper secondary), with a lower percentage shown by students
who spend time with classmates of the same nationality.
Similar results are obtained when considering the
nationality of the friends they spend time with (excluding
classmates). Those with the lowest level of italian are the
isolates, followed by those who mainly spend time with
friends of the same nationality, which confirms the role
played by exposure.
Italian spoken by native students and children
of immigrants: objective measurements
With the information available, it is also possible to check
the effective level of italian proficiency among immigrant
students or those with an immigrant background. To this end,
reference can be made to the standardised tests delivered by
invalSi (national institute for the Evaluation of the
Education System), aimed at measuring students’ cognitive
skills in some disciplines, including italian. These tests are
designed for students of four specific classes and collect
information concerning students who are native (born in
italy from italian-born parents), first-generation (born
abroad from foreign-born parents), and second-generation
(born in italy from foreign-born parents) (invalSi, 2012).
The classes considered for the surveys are second and fifth
year of primary school, third year of lower secondary and
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second year of upper secondary. The sample size changes
every year and for every class. Considering the school year
2015/2016, the students involved were 24,439 in the second
year of the primary school (89.8% natives; 1.8% first-generation, 8.5% second-generation); 25,261 in the last year of
the primary school (90.3%, 2.7, 7.0% in the three groups);
27,901 in the third year of lower secondary (90.2%, 4.4%,
5.4%); 33610 in the second year of upper secondary (89.3%,
5.3%, 5.4%) (Barabanti, 2019).
The data show a significant difference in language skills
between native and first- and second-generation students. in
the school year 2016/2017, for instance, there was a noticeable disadvantage of between 20 and 36 score-points on the
part of foreign-born students, which was reduced to a
13–19-point gap for students born in italy from foreign-born
parents (Barabanti, 2016, 2019). as to natives, the available
data show a slight improvement in the three school years
considered (2014/2015; 2015/2016; 2016/2017), except for
the second year of upper secondary school, for which a
slight downward trend is registered. The picture is more
varied for first- and second-generation students. Foreignborn students’ outcomes show in fact an improvement in
their second year of primary school, a sharp deterioration in
the last years of primary as well as in lower secondary, and
a fluctuating trend in upper secondary. By contrast, as to
second-generation students, results appear to be generally
stable except for the third year of lower secondary school,
for which a 11-point slowdown is registered.
For upper secondary schools, data are also broken down
by type of school, which confirms – even for immigrant
students – the existing gap in the levels of language proficiency between different types of schools. it is crucial that
first- and second-generation students attending a liceo (i.e.,
an upper secondary school specializing in classical/scientific
subjects) score lower in italian than their native peers
attending the same school, but equal or higher than italian
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students overall. Their language proficiency is indeed much
better than that of italian students attending a vocational
upper secondary school, which proves that – as well as
ethnical-cultural variables – socio-economic factors also
play an important role in the learning process (Bonifazi et
al., 2019). not to mention that first- and second-generation
students attending a liceo are undoubtedly a selected group,
since only a minority of foreign students opts for (or has
access to) this type of upper secondary school.
The invalSi results confirm that educational outcomes
are also affected by country of origin and age at arrival,
which has been widely acknowledged in other contexts as
well (oECD, 2018). For example, students coming from a
European Union country show the smallest percentages of
low performers2 (11.4% second year of primary school and
16.5% in second year of upper secondary school) and in
some cases even lower than second-generation students.
numbers rise sharply for the other European and extra
European countries, except for the second year of primary
school (23.8 and 21.3% respectively). in almost all cases,
age at arrival has a direct impact on the percentage of
students scoring lower in italian tests, with values increasing
in the passage from second-generation students to those
who, at arrival, were not yet 6 years old (1.75 generation) or
between 6 and 13 years old (1.5 generation), or after that age
(1.25 generation). The latter are considered only in their
second year of upper secondary school, where they reach a
peak of 43.5% of low performers. The only exception to this
upward trend correlated with higher age at arrival is represented by the upper secondary school class considered in
this study, with the 1.5 generation showing the lowest score
(12.1%) and the 1.75 generation having a lower score
(13.9%) than italian-born students with an immigrant background (14.3%).
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Conclusions
Mastering the language of the host country seems essential
to the full inclusion and well-being of immigrants in
different societal contexts, as it encourages cultural, social
and economic integration and more and more frequently
represents a necessary requirement to acquiring citizenship.
as a result of foreign immigration, italy has become a
country where a variety of languages are spoken, even
though italian remains the one shared by all residents.
only a minor – though not negligible – part of immigrants
was capable of making themselves understood upon arrival
in italy, with major difficulties encountered by native
speakers of languages which are more distant from italian
(such as Chinese or arabic). The language was learned
mainly in the field, by using italian in working and social
contexts. This is not the case for the children of immigrants,
especially italian-born or preschool children. Perceived
knowledge of italian appears to be fairly high, although nonnegligible differences are found in terms of gender,
nationality, age when entering the school system, relevance
and multiethnicity of friendship networks. The highest
levels of italian proficiency concern upper secondary school
foreign students, who are positively selected (those who
leave the country of origin are generally the most motivated,
ambitious, optimistic and resilient individuals), therefore
capable of avoiding school dropout, which is higher for the
children of immigrants than for italian students.
When it comes to learning italian, foreign students show a
significant disadvantage compared to their native peers in
every order and degree of education, as demonstrated by
invalSi objective measurements. only immigrant students
enrolled in a liceo have higher average scores than the
overall mean, ranking behind their classmates but ahead of
their native peers attending a vocational upper secondary
school. however, it generally seems that, even among the
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children of immigrants in their school years, a disadvantage
remains when it comes to learning italian. This is due not
only to socioeconomic factors, differentiating italian
students themselves, but also to aspects related to their
foreign background. Perhaps the greatest challenge for the
italian school system is to remove, or at the very least
reduce, this double disadvantage.
one of the main limitations of this work is that the
knowledge of italian is measured in two of the surveys
considered on the basis of a self-assessment, which, as is
well known, may depend on the subjectivity of the individual, the culture of origin and the linguistic similarity
between the country of origin and the country of destination.
another problem of using self-assessed measures is that
they could overestimate the individuals with a good knowledge of the italian language, since the individual being
interviewed tends to respond in a way that is considered
socially acceptable. Future analyses could overcome these
limitations by introducing empirically observable variables
to measure linguistic knowledge.
Notes
This paper has been elaborated within the 2017 PRin ‘immigration,
integration, settlement. italian-Style’, research units CnR-iRPPS
(2017n9lCSC_003) and University of naples Federico ii
(2017n9lCSC_004).
2
Students who performed in the lowest 10% of scores. These data
refer to the school year 2015/2016.
1
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Above and beyond. A focus on the UNDP SDGs
Action Plan on Western Balkan countries
and the former Soviet Republics
SETTiMio STallonE
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Since the end of the Cold War, the international System
has not been able to reach a steady condition of balance.
This situation has caused a huge number of crises particularly in areas that from 1945 to 1991 had experienced a
strong competition between the USa and the USSR which
tried in those years to gain political, economic, and military
advantages offered by the decolonization process. These
policies have provoked inequalities and hardships impossible to be accepted in a world that claims to be globalised
and interconnected.
During the first half of the nineties, the international
organisations experienced a new and positive season after
more than a decade since Washington and other Western (but
not only) Powers supported the idea that their role should be
radically reduced to a technical dimension. Backed by
Clinton’s administration strategy that encouraged the United
nations (Un) to handle crises not dangerous for america’s
safety, this international organisation started to draw a global
policy finalized to build a partnership dedicated to
promoting strategies for development. These should include
not only a certainly fundamental economic growth, but also
guidelines directed to support theories focused on a series of
enhancements of the human condition, such as well-being
and protection of the environment.
in this context, which formally dates back to agenda 21
(an action plan adopted after the Earth Summit hosted in Rio
de Janeiro in 1992), the United nations Development
Program (UnDP) gave the impression from the beginning of
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being the most appropriate subject suitable to draft a
roadmap to reach these objectives. This international
agency was created in 1965 to help african and asian
nations in running a peaceful transition from colonial rule to
independence. it also tried to help these countries to reach
complete autonomy in handling public affairs, international
relations, and economic policies.
in this regard, the UnDP has a relevant objective: offer the
possibility to these new countries to gain an active role in the
international economic system. Consequently, it has had
among its main tasks since its creation the eradication of
poverty and the reduction of inequalities. Furthermore,
thanks to the publication (yearly since 1991) of the human
Development Report, this international organisation has also
gained a worldwide leadership in these issues, a leadership
accompanied by capabilities to have a permanent, detailed
image of the results of policies finalised to resolve them.
The consequences of the collapse of Communism and the
end of bipolarism provoked a decade of political and
economic problems. They impeded the Un system to
achieve the original targets set up by agenda 21 proposals.
in fact, the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which
should have been realized before 2015, were presented
during the Millennium Summit in 2000. They refined in a
more in-depth way eight objectives considered mandatory
by the international community to gain a real reduction of
poverty. The concept was to build a new world that should
include a better primary education, gender equality, the
empowerment of women, a reduction of child mortality, the
improving of maternal health, the launching of campaigns
against virus-related (but not only) diseases. although financial support was assured by G8 countries in 2005, these
targets were very partially reached and only in some states.
in most of the underdeveloped world, international organisations and some nGos involved in this action were not able
to track and measure results, also due to a certain vagueness
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of objectives and actuation plans, which hardly considered
local differences.
at the same time many analysts valued the MDGs as
extremely focused on a reduction of poverty that would have
been obtained also at the cost of a massive industrialisation
not particularly environmentally friendly. This was mainly a
result of the globalisation process which in those years was
experiencing a strong expansion. in addition, human rights
were not adequately considered, probably as an effect of the
troubles experienced between the Un and the USa during
Boutros Boutros-Ghali’s secretariat, when the broadly shared
agenda for Peace was followed by a disputed agenda for
Democratisation. Criticism was also addressed to the action
plans linked with the MDGs, because they lacked, both in
design and realisation, a real involvement of the communities
affected. however, it was only in their last two points that the
MDGs considered the perspective of the environmental
sustainability of development. This goal was pursued
through the building of a global partnership that in those
years would include a world community generally oriented
towards the idea of an evolution of the international system
based on models of multilateral interaction. These should be
shaped on the concept of a world conceived as a single,
market-oriented economic area, free from any ideological
influence. This view was refused by some countries de-facto
self-excluded from international relations, due to their
affiliation with the so-called group of “Rough States”, the
targets of the War on Terror launched in 2001 by american
president George W. Bush after 9/11 attacks.
Considering that the objectives specified by the MDGs
were reached by few countries and, at the same time, it was
quite difficult to value which goals had been effectively
realised, the Un launched, in 2015, a new action plan, called
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). This includes 17
global goals directed to ensure “a better and more sustainable
future for all” by the year 2030. as well as recovering all the
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eight MDGs (principally focused on the fight against
poverty, hunger, child mortality, diseases, and gender
inequalities), agenda 2030 has widened this action. This
chart amalgamates issues heavily connected to the economic
development (industry; modernisation; infrastructure; work;
production; consumption) with matters traditionally linked
to the protection of the planet (water resources; sea; land;
wildlife; climate; energy sources) in a more structured
program finalised to ensure prosperity to everyone all over a
peaceful world. at the same time, agenda 2030 balances
socio-economic progress with the requisite of an environmental sustainability that should become a well-rooted
standard in the international community.
however, the most relevant innovation proposed in the
SDGs is the attempt to associate environment protection,
growth, and social progress to a broader concept defined
human well-being which translates the idea of development
from its merely economic dimension to a wider one. in fact,
this goal should be reached taking into account the relevance
of the assumption for which the international system can live
in peace only in the presence of strong institutions that act,
mediating between States, with fairness and respecting international law.
Stating its position as leading agency in this field, a role
recognised by the most relevant players of the system, the
UnDP was confirmed by the Un in the implementation of
the action plan for SDGs, supporting countries in achieving
objectives through integrated solutions directed to identify,
handle, and resolve system deficits, causes of conflicts, structural weaknesses, not only considered as local problems but
rather as global issues. Responding to criticism mentioned
during the MDGs initiative, this time the Un has particularly
promoted tools of cooperation with local authorities; political,
economic, social, and scientific institutions; corporations,
universities and other subjects belonging to public opinion
and social groups.
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Focusing on strategies adopted to facilitate the countries
that are involved in reaching the objectives included in the
SDGs action, the UnDP has substantially concentrated its
mission on four sectors: planning, research, financing, and
analysis. it proposes new ways of creating development to
offer countries skills to deliver change and deal with uncertainty (particularly in these years hit by Covid-19 pandemic
emergency), finding solutions, supporting experimentation,
injecting new strategies, such as sense-making, collective
intelligence, and mapping problems. Building a network of
experts helps states to diagnose challenges unlocking new
solutions that can link institutional and social approaches,
often different and in contrast. at the same time, the UnDP
is studying new innovative ways to identify public and
private contributions. Respecting the principle of sustainable
development, this agency should allow programs to be better
financed due to an alignment between the SDGs and corporate investments. Finally, the use of data and analytics offers
a real possibility to measure progress and map how the SDGs
targets interact, with the creation of models (such as
international Futures, or the Multidimensional Poverty index)
in which a strong link between environmental, social, and
economic information helps countries to forecast future
scenarios.
Referring to the SDGs, the UnDP has thirty ongoing
action plans in four continents, equally disseminated
between latin america, africa, and asia, with a small
number of former European and ex-Soviet countries
involved. in an international system, year by year more
problematic, many of these programs are based on a concept
that tries to integrate the SDGs targets in complex development projects, both multinational and local. This method
allows countries with low skills in some sectors the possibility to resolve never experienced issues which, without
any help from international organisations, could be difficult
to manage.
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in the last 25 years, the number of people living in conditions of extreme poverty has declined dramatically, despite
the impact of the global recession which had started in 2007.
Even in africa, some countries, especially along the Gulf of
Guinea, which have been independent since the Sixties,
have finally seen the birth of middle class, which (on a
global scale not considering northern hemisphere states) has
more than tripled in just twenty years. This is a good result,
but in many cases this economic growth does not seem
sustainable in the long term. The world community should
understand that it is necessary to create resilient societies
and economies even in economically developing countries.
investing in public transport, green spaces, urban planning,
and management; responsible consumption; reducing waste
and pollutants; encouraging corporations and consumers to
recycle are all fundamental guidelines to build a better world
in which human well-being could be adequately enhanced
and respected.
Considering the influence of local culture, illiberal political
institutions, economic conditions, particular social habits,
religious beliefs, and the historical background, the UnDP
has comprehensively and strategically decided to outline
action plans based on definite needs linked to specific situations of some countries or areas. Thus, in countries that are
part of the arab world, the UnDP is understandably trying
to invest in empowering women, paying close attention to
the objective of pushing these Muslim states to launch
national action plans focused on improving women’s role in
society, with a strong focus not only regarding female access
to the job market, but also on their participation in the political and institutional life.
instead, countries that present fewer issues in their society,
or about their political system and economic conditions, are
targeted by the UnDP for their environmental problems,
almost always the result of a process of industrialisation
which on the one hand pushed them out of absolute poverty
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but, on the other hand, has provoked a number of problems
like infrastructural deficit, rapid and messy urbanisation,
slow mobility, climate change, difficult in accessing to
public services, generic pollution, poor quality of life, water
shortage, decent work, and mega cities difficult to govern.
Due to these hardly surprising consequences, the UnDP has
launched action plans, mainly in asia and latin america,
aimed at introducing (and later improving) a concept of
well-being for these populations wider than the classic one.
not considering campaigns related to health, diseases, and
life expectancy, these new-fashioned projects are particularly based on the diffusion of a strategy directed to handle
environmental matters, starting from the eradication of
carbon emissions and the introduction of ecologically
friendly technology, accompanied by initiatives which
emphasise digitalisation, and multisectoral, rights-based and
gender-sensitive approaches.
Training and Education, aimed at these objectives, are also
fundamental, worldwide. Since the presentation of the
MDGs, there has been enormous progress in these fields: in
developing regions, more than 90 percent of children are
enrolled in a school and the literacy rates have increased, for
girls too. The problem is that large disparities remain between
different regions, sometimes in the same continent. For
example, Sub-Saharan africa, particularly Sahel, is affected
by a huge crisis, mainly due to turmoil and civil wars that
have affected that region in the last twenty years.
Consequently, one of the most important (and difficult to
achieve) goals pursued by the UnDP is persuading people,
above all through a cultural campaign, that development is
surely a good solution against some challenges historically
suffered by humanity (poverty, hunger, authoritarianism,
discrimination, war, unemployment, emigration), also in
regions shaken by great crises or civil wars. Simply, growth
should be realized following a precise, well-oriented,
progressive path. in this sense, education for a responsible
149

and sustainable development is a strategic objective not
only for the agency, but for the world community on a
global scale.
in africa, and in certain asian regions, the role of the
UnDP regarding the SDGs is mainly focused on objectives
typically related to poverty and underdevelopment or, in
particular cases, it aims to ensure people a satisfactory
condition of life in a context characterised by a fast, uncontrollable, economic growth that has deeply impacted on a
well-rooted socio-cultural balance now facing radical
changes. Au contraire, in former Communist European and
Central asia countries, the UnDP’s action is quite different.
These middle-income states continue to pay the consequences of what happened between the end of the Eighties
and the beginning of the nineties when the international
System abandoned its bipolarism. Despite these events
occurring about two decades ago, many countries situated in
these regions started a difficult transition, not only regarding
the transformation of their economies from the planned
system to a market-oriented rule, but also with significant
changes in their political and socio-cultural structures.
Considering their initial stage of development, almost all
these states have however developed a substantial level of
institutional stability, although rule of law, local governance,
public administration, access to services, trust in institutions,
corruption, media independence, participation in the political process, respect of human and civil rights remain not
completely resolved issues. Moreover, progress in governance reform remains unresolved. This is happening
because some countries have begun a difficult path towards
the integration in the European Union, while others have
become part of the Eurasian Economic Union: commonalities are not always present.
at the same time, in the former Soviet countries and in the
Western Balkans republics until 1991-92, already part of the
disintegrated Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia,
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extreme poverty was largely eradicated, but in these two
areas estimated 70 million people continue to live on under
$10 per day. The national human development index has
however shown upward trends, with a growth in per-capita
income accompanied by improvements in every functional
target included in the SDGs, but these states remain particularly exposed to crises, as Covid-19 pandemic has recently
demonstrated.
The integration of these countries in the world economic
system, largely realized some years ago with the access to
the World Trade organization (WTo) and other international
organisations related to economy, finance and trade, has had
a positive effect, but these states (in particular, the former
Soviet Republics) remain unable to project common crossborder economic strategies, with unresolved infrastructural,
environmental and resource management problems. in recent
years, this condition has managed to reinforce the People’s
Republic of China’s role in this area, with the launch of the
“Belt and Road” initiative. This massive infrastructural
project could have a positive impact on these countries but
is, at the same time, politically heatedly debated in the proUS side of the international system.
Furthermore, this region faces additional environment-,
climate-, and energy-related risks. it is quite a paradox,
because many of these countries have an amount of primary
energy which is 20 per cent above the global average and
double that of the European Union. Unfortunately, many of
these resources are based on fossil fuels (more than 80 per
cent), with strong greenhouse gas emissions. This unsustainable situation has already provoked a rise in the number
of natural disasters and put this area on the frontline in the
SDGs climate action backed by the UnDP.
Problems of inequality continue to be present, with restrictive women’s opportunities, with a gender employment gap
estimated at 30 per cent and a pay gap that is around 21 per
cent. These countries have also a negative tradition of sexual
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violence and female exclusion, difficult to remove as in
some cases justified by cultural habits. Despite this, a quite
recent resurgence of nationalism has mistakenly strengthened this stance, as a way to resolve current problems with
the return of outdated traditions. This has also provoked a
rise in discrimination against minorities and non-integrated
ethnicities (such as Roma in Western Balkans and african
migrants), human insecurity, weak social cohesion, and
violent extremism. Moreover, geopolitical tensions have
recently intensified (e.g., between armenia and azerbaijan,
because of the nagorno-Karabakh issue) and the Western
Balkans countries (particularly because of the Syrian Civil
War) are now affected by transit migration and refugee
movements. new challenges are difficult to handle for the
institutions of these countries, especially considering their
limited resources, a weak level of organisation, and in some
cases a scarce availability of human capital, due to the extensive “brain drain” suffered by these people in favor of more
developed and richer Western European states.
Based on a midterm evaluation on results reached in 20142017, and to face these matters, the UnDP in Europe and the
Commonwealth of independent States are supporting some
programs for the period between 2018 and 2021 in four
outcome areas: governance and peacebuilding; sustainable
development; disaster and climate risk reduction; innovation
and cooperation for the building of new partnerships in
development. Under the supervision of the UnDP regional
hub in istanbul, it was possible to create in some countries
(armenia, Georgia, Moldova, and north Macedonia) innovation labs which, structured on a past positive experience
acquired in the Czech Republic, Romania, Russia, and
Slovakia, have given to these states a system-level analysis
of SDGs inter-linkages and development solutions to
address those issues. This has been made possible by
launching several regional action plans, funded among
others by the governments of norway, Finland, and
152

Slovakia, directed to align the national policies framework
and the SDGs strategies; recommend initiatives for climate
change mitigation and enhanced disaster prevention;
propose a security sector reform and improve livelihoods
through aid-for-trade programming.
Considering past experiences, the UnDP should try to
avoid some deficiencies in plan management noted in the
2014-2017 program. in fact, in those years, analysts found
and then highlighted some discrepancies in the UnDP’s
action, such as weak links between national and regional
plans; mistakes in relations between international organisations and local authorities; implementation of a not proper
“one-size-fits-all” strategy; a significant, progressive, reduction of funds allocated to the program; adoption of national
action plans not able to be particularly effective in dealing
with transnational risks and issues.
The aspirations of Western Balkans and former Soviet
states will be supported by accelerating structural transformations through more effective governance systems. These
will improve institutional responsiveness, fostering transparency and accountability, expanding the role of women
and the youth in all forms of decision-making in cooperation
with the Un Population Fund and the regional inter-agency
gender group led by Un-Women. This institutional evolution
must be absolutely realised with a human rights law-abiding
approach. Remembering that in some cases these countries
have experienced periods of their history characterised by
autocracy if not dictatorship, the Un and its agencies must
consider that these states do not have a strong democratic
tradition, having only in the last thirty years (or less) started
an often-troubled transition from the so-called popular
democracy to a rule based on a Western-style liberalism.
To end poverty, exclusion, and inequalities, the UnDP is
promoting in these countries the concept of a more inclusive
growth, not only related to the idea of sustainable development, but also focused on some innovative social protection
153

and care policies, such as encouraging inclusive labor
markets, projecting tools to support businesses managed by
marginalised people and minorities, and building crossborder productive capacities that can also contribute to
reducing historic tensions and latent hostilities.
Following recommendations included in the Sendai
Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030, the
UnDP’s regional program for Western Balkans and former
Soviet Republics is strengthening conflict prevention capabilities, also expanding the use of innovative technology,
and new financial instruments projected by some partners
and annually discussed during the istanbul innovation Days
and Development Dialogues. The aim is to prevent the rise
of radicalisation, violent extremism, social tensions, and
cross-border problems, which can cause crises capable of
bringing about damage to public-sector infrastructures, key
productive sectors, vulnerable populations, and the environment (including natural resources).
The UnDP faces complex challenges that need impactful,
scalable partnerships, both bilateral and multilateral, able to
include private-sector and civil society, because available
resources are limited and need to be used in the most effective way. The funds necessary to implement the 2018-2021
program are estimated at $ 62.6 million, with an increase
with respect to the previous 2014-2017 action plan, which
amounts to $ 53.6 million. To find these resources, the
UnDP has already an ongoing well-rounded cooperation
with the Development assistance Committee of the oECD,
a relevant number of EU institutions and agencies, the
Council of Europe, the oSCE, the Eurasian Economic
Commission, the European investment Bank, the islamic
Development Bank, and other regional organisations.
in conclusion, the UnDP is carefully monitoring the realisation of the program through quarterly and annual planning,
and budgeting exercises, publishing project and financial
information, consistent with its commitment to the
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international aid Transparency initiative. Unfortunately,
due to Covid-19 pandemic emergency, the positive results
highlighted in the 2020 midterm review will not be replicated in the 2020-21 biennium. Considering the relevant
effort that the EU and other main players of the international
System are putting in place to recover the world economy
and not only, there is every prospect that UnDP SDGs 20182021 action plan for Western Balkans and the former Soviet
Republics will be followed by a new program that should
benefit from the extraordinary conditions that the international system will undergo in the next few years.
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Introduction
over the last few years more and more organisations (i.e.,
companies, institutions, and associations) have been
concerned about their employees’ professional development
and well-being in order to improve productivity and increase
profits. according to the US Department of labor, Bureau
of labor Statistics1 employees spend more than half of their
time working or engaging in work-related activities. Several
scholars and experts (adams, 2019; Kossek, valcour &
lirio, 2014) have started to focus on the value of well-being
at the workplace and study how work-life balance can affect
people’s performances and job satisfaction. While in the past
the organisations’ main objective was to guarantee safety
and reduce workplace dangers, recently they have started to
pay attention to the concepts of professional well-being and
happiness as these are strictly connected to productivity. as
adams (2019, p. 583) remarks, “healthy and happy
employees have a better quality of life, a lower risk of
disease and injury, increased work productivity, and a
greater likelihood of contributing to their communities than
employees with poorer well-being”. Research (Bell,
Rajendran & Theiler, 2012; hoffmann-Burdzińskaa &
Rutkowskab, 2015) has demonstrated that the work envi157

ronment affects people’s stress levels and workers in good
physical and psychological health can become more productive and improve work-life balance. Moreover, the
CoviD-19 pandemic has radically reshaped workplace practices and work organisation worldwide and, since these
changes may have a significant impact on workers’ wellbeing, governments have started to consider employees’
well-being as a nationally relevant health issue.
Work-life balance and work-life conflict have been
increasingly studied in the last decade (Gareis et al., 2009;
Moore, 2007). Work-life balance implies the absence of
conflict between work and personal life. on the contrary,
work-life conflict occurs when people are not able to simultaneously balance these two domains. Since high levels of
job stress increase work-life conflict, it seems that companies that offer work-life balance can count on employees’
loyalty and a more positive attitude towards their occupation. Bell, Rajendran and Theiler (2012) investigated the
influence of job stress on well-being among australian
academics and how work-life conflict increased due to job
pressure stress. By focusing on the correlation between jobrelated stress, health, work-life balance and work-life
conflict, it appears that job stress increases physical symptoms of ill-being and has relevant implications for
academics’ performances and students’ outcomes. The
growth of job stress in universities has negatively affected
academic staff members and, as they perceive they live in a
threatening and demanding environment which can
endanger their well-being, in some universities various
initiatives have been introduced to help academics to cope
with health issues, such as psychological distress and
anxiety, by providing more flexible working hours and stress
management techniques.
Kossek, valcour and lirio (2014) argue that it is necessary
to develop employment strategies and practices to help
organizations to foster a sustainable workforce. They point
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out that work-life balance, well-being and sustainability are
still disconnected and suggest: “Creating stronger connections between these domains in the design of work and
workplaces will not only enhance the long-term effectiveness of employees over their working lives but will also
enhance the health and resource munificence of institutions
and society” (p. 296). The authors propose three organizational strategies for a long-term workforce effectiveness:
“promoting sustainable careers, increasing workplace social
support, and safeguarding against work intensification” (p.
296) in order to enable employees to create stronger connections between work-life and their personal and family lives
and nurture social benefits. Gröpel and Kuhl (2009) affirm
that need fulfilment plays a mediating role in the relationship between work-life balance and subjective well-being2.
Through two different samples (college students and
married employees) they conducted an experiment to investigate work-life balance as the degree to which an individual
subjectively perceives sufficiency of the time available for
work and social life. The participants who perceived their
time sufficient for work and social life were more likely able
to satisfy their own needs within that time, which resulted in
an increased level of subjective well-being. in contrast,
when people considered their time insufficient, they were
unable to fulfil their personal needs thus generating illbeing. The fact that work-life balance and well-being are
strongly connected is well-documented, although there is
lack of specific focus on the communicative strategies used
by organisations to encourage professional well-being. The
present study aims to examine how the american Statistical
association (aSa), one of the most important US professional organisations, has exploited online resources to
promote the practice and profession of statistics prioritizing
work-life balance, human development and well-being.
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Method and aims
The american Statistical association (aSa) is the world’s
largest community of statisticians. Since it was founded in
Boston in 1839, its mission has been the development and
dissemination of statistical science through conferences,
publications and education. on its website3, the page ‘your
career’ includes the subsection ‘Professional Development’
(PD), which immediately introduces the concept, as shown
in the following excerpt:
(1) Professional Development (PD) is a fundamental component of the professional life of statisticians, increasing the
value of their contributions to society. PD is the process of
improving and broadening the knowledge, skill, and personal
qualities needed to be successful in the practice of statistics.
To meet your Professional Development needs, the aSa offers
Continuing Education and Personal Skills Development
courses and workshops and web-based lectures.

in addition, the Code of Conduct4 marks the necessity to meet
the online community expectations and implicitly guarantee
work-life balance and their members’ physical and psychological well-being. it underlines that a positive environment is
required to promote the conditions for a healthy exchange of
scientific ideas. as can be seen in excerpt (2), we find consistency through the use of synonyms (atmosphere,
environment, climate), evaluative adjectives (welcoming,
civil, fruitful) and verbs (value, enjoy, strive, welcome,
support, preserve, encourage) which focus on positive values:
(2) The american Statistical association (aSa) is committed
to providing an atmosphere in which personal respect and
intellectual growth are valued and the free expression and
exchange of ideas are encouraged. Consistent with this
commitment, it is the policy of the aSa that all participants
in aSa activities enjoy a welcoming environment free from
unlawful discrimination, harassment, and retaliation. We
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strive to be a community that welcomes and supports people
of all backgrounds and identities. [...] To preserve a climate
that encourages both civil and fruitful dialogue, the aSa
reserves the right to suspend or terminate participation for
anyone who violates the Code of Conduct […].

The website offers also a page devoted to different publications – from scientific journals to general-interest
magazines – for readers interested in statistics.
in the present study, a sample of Amstat News issues (from
2010 to 2019)5, which is the aSa’s monthly membership
magazine, has been investigated through a Social Semiotics
approach (Kress & van leeuwen, 1996, 2001) in order to
detect the main discursive features employed to promote the
profession and practice of statistics. in addition, this study
focuses on the relationship between multimodal persuasive
strategies and the concepts of human development and wellbeing to verify whether this link helps construct, shape and
reinforce the professional identity(ies) in the field of statistics. Furthermore, the qualitative multimodal analysis aims
to verify whether the magazine tries to build greater awareness of the practice and profession of statistics by debunking
many common myths and misconceptions about statistics.
Theoretical background
Given the multimodal nature of the sample collected, the
analysis is mainly based on the theoretical framework of
Multimodal Discourse analysis (MDa), whose origin is
associated with the seminal work Reading Images: The
Grammar of Visual Design by Kress and van leeuwen
(1996). MDa “explores the meaning-making potential of
different communication modes and media and their actual
use and dynamic interaction with each other and with the
sociocultural context in which they operate” (Djonov &
Zhao, 2014, p. 1). Given that discourse is the set of social
practices that make meaning, all texts produced in the
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communicative process are multimodal. Different semiotic
resources (words, images, colour, sound, typeface,
gestures, etc.) are deployed in communicative acts and
they continue to be reshaped by users in response to their
specific needs. Therefore, MDa aims at analysing how
modes work together to produce meaning. Scholars from
different disciplines (linguistics, sociology, media studies,
etc.) have long been fascinated by modes interplay in
communication and multimodal discourses have been
investigated in a range of contexts, including workplaces,
online environments, and education systems (adami,
2018; archer, 2017; Bezemer et al., 2012).
Drawing on halliday’s (1994) meta-functions (ideational,
interpersonal and textual), Kress and van leeuwen have
extended this notion to images using a slightly different
terminology: representational, interactive and compositional. Representational meaning (ideational) describes
events and states in the world and the entities involved. The
meaning is depicted by the participants. There is a stress on
the syntax of images as a source of representational
meaning, concerning particular relationships, where they are
and whether they are connected. interactive meaning (interpersonal) expresses a relationship between viewers and
depicted people/objects. Three factors play a key role in the
realization of this meaning: distance, contact and point of
view. For example, the gaze of a person represented in an
image can express the degree of their relationship with the
viewer. Similarly, the size of the frame can be used as a sign
of social distance or involvement. Compositional meaning
(textual) signifies creating a recognizable kind of text out of
individual parts that coheres with the context within and for
which it is produced. The compositional meaning includes
three resources: information value, framing and salience.
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Preliminary analysis
The verbal and visual analysis of the collected data reveal
that one of the main aSa’s goals is to ensure the profession of
statistics not only by promoting the value of the statistical
practice in public policy decision-making but also elaborating
a communicative strategy aimed at emphasizing the link
between professional development and well-being. By
analysing Amstat News covers, it can be noticed that the
multimodal discursive features chosen focus mainly on
professional development and raise the profile of statisticians
in policymaking. Magazine front covers play a key promotional function, to create curiosity about the inside content and
thus entice people to buy and/or read the magazine. a cover
can be considered a “multimodal pretext-genre” (held, 2005)
since its complex persuasive message, which announces the
subsequent texts inside the magazine, is given by the interdependence of visual and verbal elements. it is possible to group
Amstat News covers in three categories based on their most
significant multimodal discursive features. The first category is
composed of those covers (Figure 1) which contain stylized
human figures or body parts (hands or faces).
Figure 1. Amstat News covers – category 1.
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These visual representations convey the idea of a message
targeting a non-specific audience, but the use of rhetorical
questions or imperatives help shorten the distance between the
sender and the addressees. in addition, “typopictoriality”, i.e.,
typographic elements that assume pictorial dimensions, reinforces, reinterprets or supports the verbally constructed
message. as Stöckl (2005, p. 208) remarks, “Position and
direction of lines may create contours of objects or imitate
simple shapes, type may be composed so as to form recognizable figures or letters may be replaced by images or pictorial
signs which resemble the shapes of the letters”. Typography is
able to fulfill halliday’s meta-functions. it can function
ideationally because it refers to or strengthens the verbal
message of the covers under investigation. Then, typography
works on the interpersonal level as it can reveal the type of
communicative relationship between the sender and the
addressee(s). last, it can function textually since it visually
creates a verbal message and reveals its logical structure.
The second group of covers (Figure 2) is characterized by
visual metaphors and metonymies.
Figure 2. Amstat News covers – category 2.
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verbo-pictorial metaphors are used to draw readers’ attention by presenting a positive concept through the
combination of verbal and visual semiotic resources. in fact,
the target and source of these metaphors are expressed
primarily in two different modes – images and words
(Forceville, 1994). For instance, in Figure 2, the profession
of a statistician is visually compared to a washing line, a hothair balloon, a crystal ball and an underground map.
verbally, positive adjectival phrases (‘bold ventures, interesting challenges’) and verb phrases (‘the future lies ahead’)
underline the organisation’s vision: to ‘invest’ in professional development and build “a world that relies on data
and statistical thinking to drive discovery and inform decisions” (aSa Strategic Plan, 2016, p. 1).
The third group of covers represents a figurative
dichotomy: ‘individual vs group’ (Figure 3).
Figure 3. Amstat News covers – category 3.

Some covers show just one hand while other covers
portray a gathering of many people (as in Figure 3), alluding
to the fact that the practice and profession of statistics are
related to individual and collective efforts. Furthermore,
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images of crowds mark the sense of belonging to a unique
community, which can indirectly imply power.
Since 2017 a new column, ‘Pastimes of Statisticians’, has
been added to the magazine. This column focuses on what
statisticians do when they are not being statisticians. in order
to fight the myth or misconception that all statisticians are
‘geek’, in this section statisticians are interviewed to
describe not their profession but their unusual hobbies.
Statistical consultant Susan Spruill explains the reason why
this section was inserted:
(3) We all know statisticians are often considered a little cerebral and somewhat introverted. We tend to be the ones stating
facts and figures to other guests at dinner parties. This became
painfully apparent to me when, during my 50th birthday party,
friends gently and humorously reminded me that i often start
sentences with “well, actually,” followed by some obscure
statistic i came across and managed to retain. But i knew, deep
down, i was more than a retainer for facts and figures. i enjoy
much beyond statistics. So, i wondered, what do other statisticians like to do for fun? i decided to post this question on the
aSa Statistical Consulting Section forum. The response was
overwhelming! apparently, many statisticians have been
waiting for just this question to be posed to them. i quickly
realized our profession includes as many diverse leisure time
interests as any other profession… perhaps even more. But
what i also discovered is that we want to let others know about
these pastimes. So, with the help of aSa Communications
Manager Megan Murphy, we are launching this new series:
Pastimes of Statisticians. (Amstat News - February 2017)

in all issues the column has the same question/answer structure which includes the main question ‘What Does (name)
like to Do When (he/she) is not Being a Statistician?’ and the
following three questions:
Who are you, and what is your statistics position?
Tell us about what you like to do for fun when you are not
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being a statistician.
What drew you to this hobby, and what keeps you interested?

Firstly, the interviewee briefly introduces his/her professional role and then he/she describes his/her unusual
hobbies, such as being a magician, quilting, researching and
photographing ghost towns. it is probably a communicative
strategy to make them appear fun, ordinary people and the
very simple question/answer structure, which is recurrent in
lifestyle magazines, is likely aimed to engage readers and
bridge the gap between experts and non-experts. Moreover,
each interview is equipped with pictures that endorse the
message. For example, in the May 2019 issue, Christine
Franklin talks about her two favourite hobbies: hiking and
backpacking. She provides a detailed overview of some of
her adventures and by telling personal stories she creates an
intimate and friendly atmosphere. Personal joyful stories can
influence discourses and practices, encouraging involvement and well-being. She, in fact, states that:
(4) hiking and backpacking (and running) is a part of my
core being. These hobbies keep me connected to the
outdoors. i have experienced incredible places all over the
world that can only be accessed by going into the backcountry. i look forward to the physical challenges; it keeps
me young. it is magical to go off the grid, focused on nature
and coexisting with others, often for days at a time. The
greatest reward is the camaraderie and long-lasting bonds
built among the fellow hikers, especially the scouts
throughout the years. These friendships are irreplaceable.
(Pastimes of Statisticians - Amstat News - May 2019)

Stories that are inspired by true events may appeal to
readers/listeners allowing a sense of identification and
empathy “a vicarious, spontaneous sharing of affect” in
which “[readers/listeners] feel what [they] believe to be the
emotions of others” (Keen, 2006, p. 208). This familiar and
167

enjoyable atmosphere is reinforced by the presence of a
close-up portrait photo of hers, who is smiling and directly
addressing the viewer, and some family photos and images
of items used during her travels (Figure 4).
Figure 4. Christine Franklin - Pastimes of Statisticians.

in the april 2017 issue, Susan hilsenbeck talks about her
passions: scuba diving and in particular quilting. like many
other interviewees, she underlines the tight relationship
between physical and mental well-being and how her
hobbies help her make friends (‘The experience of making a
group quilt is especially fun and can help build bonds of
friendship’). Furthermore, Susan hilsenbeck affirms that:
(5) The thing i like best about quilting – as a mode of
expression – is the blend of analysis/engineering to figure
how to put something together; the physical skill needed to
execute the design; and the freer, artistic side of design,
composition, color, etc. it seems like the perfect mix for all
sides of my brain. There is also something incredibly
relaxing and centering about spending a couple of hours
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focused on stitching. i keep at it because there is always
more to learn and the possibilities are endless. (Pastimes of
Statisticians - Amstat News, april 2017)
having a hobby is fundamental for statisticians’ worklife balance and physical and mental well-being. it helps
them break away from their computer and also socialize.
For instance, andrew althouse enjoys watching and participating in strength and conditioning sports: power lifting,
weightlifting, CrossFit, and Strongman competitions. he
says:
(6) What keeps me interested? There’s both a physical
component and a mental component to my enjoyment of
lifting weights. Physically, this hobby keeps me feeling
healthy, strong, and vibrant. Mentally, the challenge of
continuing to make progress and the self-satisfaction one gets
from completing good lifts are gratifying. There is perhaps
no other hobby where one can draw such a direct line from
“work done” to “progress made.” academia and professional
life often feel like a difficult series of ups and downs.
(Pastimes of Statisticians - Amstat News, august 2018)

This pleasant atmosphere and care for subjective and
collective well-being can be perceived also in the sections
devoted to the university course programmes where internationally renowned professors are interviewed. in order to
shorten the distance with their readership, particularly the
youngest one, they narrate their own study and professional
experiences and provide only some personal tips rather than
presenting courses or illustrating modules in detail. This is
visually reinforced by the addition of “offer” images (Kress
& van leeuwen, 1996): smiling students do not directly look
at the viewers, but they are shown chatting and interacting
among them in a university setting, thus, becoming objects
of contemplation and desire, as though they were products in
a showcase (Figure 5).
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Figure 5. Students in laboratory classes.

Concluding remarks
The present research study focused on the relationship
between multimodal persuasive strategies and the concepts
of human development and well-being in a sample of Amstat
News issues and tried to verify whether this connection
contributes to building and strengthening the professional
identity(ies) in the field of statistics.
The preliminary qualitative analysis demonstrated that the
magazine aims at constructing greater awareness of the practice and profession of statistics by debunking many common
myths and misconceptions about statistics. Specifically,
through its covers and out-of-the-box sections/columns, such
as ‘Pastimes of Statisticians’, Amstat News tries to shape its
professional identity(ies) as both an individual and collective
identity and also promote work-life balance and well-being
among its members. in addition, multimodal discursive strategies are employed to attract younger readers and show them
that statistics is a fascinating subject to study which can
guarantee human development and well-being. Many
sections, in fact, verbally present course programmes by interviewing prestigious professors/experts in statistical science
and contain images that show smiling students working in
labs, conveying the implicit message that students’ well-being
is a priority in most University courses in Statistics.
Given the limitations of a qualitative approach on a large
corpus of texts from a wide time-span (10 years), the next step
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of this study will be to combine Multimodal Discourse
analysis with a quantitative approach in order to identify the
most recurrent discursive patterns and/or changes in communication over the years. Since it is becoming increasingly
usual that organisations include in their organigrams a new
professional profile, the Chief happiness officer, in order to
monitor their employees’ well-being, a diachronic qualitative
and quantitative analysis could help see to what extent the
american Statistical association has changed its communicative strategies to promote the ‘old’ profession of statistician
within a new corporate culture based on happiness, satisfaction and sustainable positivity at workplaces.
Notes
The charts providing a visual representation of how people use their
time are available at: https://www.bls.gov/tus/#tables (last accessed:
July 2021).
2
Subjective well-being (also called ‘self-reported well-being’) refers to
a person’s own evaluation of their life and specific activities, usually
obtained by questionnaire. For further insights see Diener, E., oishi, S.,
& lucas, R. E. (2002). Subjective well-being: The science of happiness
and life satisfaction. in C.R. Snyder, & S.J. lopez (Eds.), Handbook of
Positive Psychology. oxford and new York: oxford University Press.
3
https://www.amstat.org/
4
it is available at: https://www.amstat.org/aSa/Meetings/MeetingConduct-Policy.aspx?hkey=10b30736-f5dd-40bf-a967-7f40b10be3d
b (last accessed: July 2021).
5
The magazine archive is available at: https://magazine.amstat.org/
archives/.
1
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Introduction
humans’ well-being and health in different societies
worldwide are generally associated with inequalities in the
so-called ‘social determinants’ of health which include
different factors ranging from housing and environment to
health-related behaviour (i.e. smoking, alcohol/drug
consumption, exercise, nutrition), from working conditions
to education and income. however, the outbreak of a
pandemic depends on adverse consequences which are not
exclusively determined by local socio-economic factors, but
rather by the interactions of many circumstances.
First of all, today’s phenomena like globalization and
migration, together with the ever-improving technology,
have enhanced a ceaseless mobility of people travelling
from one country to another. Predictably, such social
mobility can unfortunately also boost the spreading of transmittable diseases and cause the emergence of a regional
epidemic to turn very rapidly into a pandemic.
Yet, virus restraint, rather than on ‘social determinants’,
may also be dependent on different policies enacted by
governments and on the adoption of new life patterns in
response to preventive measures which may prove vital.
This explains why correct information becomes particularly
indispensable not only to disseminate pandemic-related
news but also to unify global communities in collective
combat against the disease worldwide. Therefore, media
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play a very important role in the broadcasting of the virusrelated information to the general public, not only about data
and figures but about following safe practices.
Moving from the press coverage of the h1n1 virus in
2009/2010 (analysed in ‘a UK tabloid’s representations of
the h1n1 virus’’) to the more recent spread of the notorious
CoviD-19 (see ‘a Multimodal Framework for analysing
Websites’, ‘Worldometer’s influence during the CoviD-19
pandemic’ and ‘applying the model’) ̶ which have both
resulted in a global infodemic ̶ our analysis investigates
both a UK tabloid, The Sun, and a website, Worldometer, in
order to demonstrate that in a few years, due to the everincreasing evolution of technologies, seeking health-related
information and exchanging effective information have
undergone changes that go hand in hand with digital evolution and have massively moved from the press to online
sources. We also intend to investigate how communication
strategies about the two viruses have diachronically
changed, and how this change has also affected the reliability of the news itself. in fact, while, up to a few years ago,
news was mostly disseminated by “institutional/accessed
voices” (hartley, 1982, p. 110) whose status was both
accredited and representative, nowadays everyone can be a
prosumer1 and can rely on sources that, although selfproduced, claim (and often achieve) reliability.
The Sun and Worldmeter have been chosen for our investigation on the basis of different assumptions. First of all,
tabloids, and The Sun in particular, have always been considered greatly influential when it comes to orientating public
opinion. as an article appeared in The Guardian in 2010
confirms: “The Sun, which is read by the greatest number of
people who have switched allegiance, is often regarded as
the most valuable catch by the main parties”.2 This article
seems to recall and confirm the infamous 1992 “it’s The Sun
wot won it”.3 Furthermore, although newspaper sales have
been falling in recent years ̶ as readers turn to the internet
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to get their news ̶ The Sun has still a very wide-spread circulation. according to the aBC national newspaper report in
2009, The Sun was Britain’s largest selling newspaper ̶ today
it is Europe’s second biggest newspaper ̶ and was read daily
by ca about 12 million readers who provided it with the
highest circulation of any daily English-language newspaper
in the world after Germany’s Bild-Zeitung, which had an
average circulation of between 4,5 and 4,3 million newspapers every day (Mondo newspaper 2009).
The above-mentioned Worldometer, instead, is a statistics
site that is led by an international team of developers,
researchers, and volunteers. They have neither political,
state, or corporate affiliation, nor any investors, donors,
grants or sponsors. The website aims to offer global statistical information to readers around the world in a
thought-provoking and timely format. over the years, the
search engine ranking of the site has significantly improved,
and Worldometer has grown exponentially, today covering
multiple topics ranging from world population to Co2 emissions, from mobile phones sold to health. in 2020, the
website attained greater popularity due to hosting statistics
relating to the CoviD-19 pandemic, and it has even become
the source of CoviD-19 statistics for many global governments, including the British, Thai, Pakistani, Sri lankan,
and vietnamese governments, and world-famous media
companies/associations, such as The Financial Times, The
New York Times, the BBC, Business Insider, the american
library association (ala), the oldest and largest library
association in the world, etc.4
A UK tabloid’s representations
of the H1N1 virus (‘swine flu’)
a pivotal notion in much recent mass communication
research is that media-generated narratives/images of the
world are used to construct meaning about political and
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social issues, although “The special genius of this system is to
make the whole process seem so normal and natural that the
very art of social construction is invisible” (Gamson et al.,
1992, p. 374). From this perspective our investigation aims to
demonstrate that “The Press is an example of a process found
in all discourse, the structured mediation of the world”
(Fowler, 2007, p. 120). More specifically, we intend to unveil
how the press’ biased representation of ideas/experiences can
be both (cognitively) ‘semanticized’ and (verbally) ‘grammaticalized’ (halliday & Matthiessen, 2004, p. 452) and to
show how different textual strategies enable(d) the press to
convey a representation of (c)overt beliefs rather than impersonal data and facts, as is the case of the h1n1 virus in 2009.5
The h1n1 flu virus most likely originated in asia in pigs
(and therefore was also known as ‘swine flu’), and on 18
March 2009, human cases were first reported in Mexico.
Symptoms were similar to regular seasonal flu, and only
laboratory tests could confirm virus infection. on 11 June
2009, the World health organization (Who) declared a
pandemic, and a massive vaccination campaign was
mounted, particularly in the UK, to put a stop to the anticipated epidemic, although as it turned out, it was a relatively
harmless strain of the flu virus (Der Spiegel, 2010).
Generally, when health issues are at stake, specialised
papers, with their technical and medical jargon, are too
specific and difficult to be understood by the general public
(Gotti, 2007), and therefore it is mainly the popular press
that represents the only source of information for ordinary
people looking for useful and comprehensible advice and/or
information. in the UK, at the time swine flu was spreading,
The Sun, whose readership has always belonged to
middle/working class,6 was one of the major sources of
information about the virus, as the following excerpt
confirms: “i called The Sun to see if they could help. i was
worried and the health Protection agency hadn’t called me
back and i needed advice” (9 May 2009).7
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however, as our analysis reveals,8 The Sun’s intentional
modes of textuality played a very active role in creating and
developing a dramatic metaphoric context, which, in turn,
conjured up unnecessary panic. The Sun, in fact, opted for
lexico-grammatical structures whose main connotation was
a creeping sense of impending danger. These choices
worked together to build up a ‘swine news discourse’ which
generated precise opinions and emotions about swine flu in
the public imagination. The tabloid’s recurrent vocabulary
of alert, alarm, danger and the pandemic’s threat and satellite topics of repetition seemed to intentionally depict a
chaotic and deadly situation: “SWinE flu is so out of control
there could be more than 100,000 new cases a DaY by the
end of next month” (3 July 2009).9 in a crescendo, the whole
matter was represented as overwhelmingly catastrophic until
the whole scenario became truly apocalyptic when even
existing cemeteries in the UK could prove to be too small to
receive the huge number of envisaged corpses and people
would have to be buried in common graves:
(1) Some cemeteries may experience shortage of grave
space, in particular in inner city areas […]. Plans for mass
graves have been drawn up to cope with a second wave of
swine flu this autumn. (19 august 2009)

nevertheless, as time passed, The Sun itself was finally
forced to admit that, ultimately, the panic that it had spread
was unnecessary:
(2) a ToP scientist last night dismissed fears over swine
influenza – claiming its death rate may even be under normal
flu. (5 December 2009)
(3) EiGhTY per cent of individuals diagnosed by center staff
as having swine flu DiDn’T have the bug [...]. Just one in five
people diagnosed by the controversial swine influenza call
centers had the illness, said scientists. (9 December 2009)
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(4) The number of flu deaths is dramatically below than
expected […] fewer than 5,000 caught the bug last week, and
just 251 have died from it overall. (11 January 2010)

Figure 1 reports the relatively low number of cases and
other figures confirm that The Sun’s exploitation of the
rhetorical potential of language spread unjustified panic
about the h1n1 virus.
Figure 1. The spread of swine flu across countries.

Disinformation, however, also led to huge sums of wasted
public money:
(5) The blunders have cost the nhS millions of pounds – and
may have wiped BillionS off the economy as workers
threw ‘sickies’ [...]. at Commons question time, Mr Flynn
said the ‘unscientific exaggeration’ had ‘cost the country
dearly financially, in stress and distorted nhS priorities.
hUGE stocks of unused swine flu vaccine could be GivEn
aWaY – after the much-hyped health crisis fell flat. The
Government bought 23.9 million doses of vaccine from drug
manufacturer GlaxoSmithKline and five million from rival
company Baxter’ (12 January 2010).

in the end, blatant accusations followed:
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“Wolfgang Wodarg, head of health at the Council of Europe,
claims major firms organised a ‘campaign of panic’ to put
pressure on the World health organisation to declare a ‘false
pandemic’ to make billions from vaccines” (11 January 2010).

Many different communication strategies – including
‘personalization’ and ‘conversationalization’ (Fairclough,
1994, 1995), which simulate intimacy needed to acquire
consensus or widen credibility, the repetition of ‘catastrophe-oriented’ lexical choices, statistics, code-switching
(basically by mimicking scientific language), reification and
metaphorical language (war lexicon), etc. – were also
utilised in The Sun as ‘special effects’, and they were all
conducive to mystifying disinformation and developing the
swine scare. The Sun’s attitudinal position was to ‘legitimise
actions’ and ultimately obligate the reader to act (i.e. to
adequately fight the virus and get vaccinated), a sort of
manipulation of the addressee’s emotions that has been
referred to as “emotion management” (huy, 2002, pp
.31–69). This reflects the very powerful influence of the
media, which plays a more vital role in society than just
reporting the news, and it can become particularly
dangerous when the well-being of people(s) is at stake.
however, more recently, the digitisation of the most archetypal way of disseminating knowledge (by a few – generally
accredited – media sources) has enabled the creation of
multiple, often synchronous sources of information, where the
visual and auditory senses are stimulated simultaneously.
ours has become a multimodally conceived communicational
world in which multiple semiotic resources (language, visual
images or sound, etc.) are co-deployed in the making of a textspecific meaning (Thibault, 2001), as is the case of websites.
A Multimodal Framework for Analysing Websites
a linguistic and multimodal investigation of the digital
material with which media users are inundated on a daily
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basis today could provide some concrete answers through
the consideration of elements (textual and non-textual) that
are sometimes left to chance but are not for this reason
unimportant. Knowing how best to read and interpret a
website today can prove fundamental to complete media
literacy, particularly as far as decoding paratextual elements
from a multimodal perspective is concerned. as explained by
Kress (2010), a multimodal analysis may include different
resources which can be variously exploited for making
meaning. For example, writing has syntactic, grammatical
and vocabulary resources, graphic resources (such as fonts,
font size), and resources for composition (such as punctuation). “The modal resources of the ‘image’ mode include
position of elements in a framed space, size, color, shape,
icons of various kinds – lines, circles – as well as resources
such as spatial relation” (Bezemer and Kress, 2008, p. 171).
among many useful models for analysing websites as a
source of socio-cultural data, one is provided by Pauwels
(2012). The model comprises six stages that correspond to the
specific logic of discovery: from observing obvious features
to performing simple actions. This type of analysis is applicable to any website and, depending on its structure and the
elements present within it, it is possible to adapt the analysis
by focusing on certain features that are more important, such
as, in the case under scrutiny, paratextual elements. Moving
on to a more detailed explanation of the hypertextual elements
and their complex interrelationships, the exploration of the
shape data of the object (which can be easily quantified and
coded) is transferred to a more explanatory analysis, which
focuses on discovering the metaphorical and symbolic dimensions of the website or reveals its intent, or even its (mainly)
unintended meaning (Pauwels, 2012).
This model, as will be shown, seems to be adequately
applicable to the statistics website Worldometer, which, at
the outbreak of the CoviD-19 pandemic, thanks to its almost
real-time statistics on the global situation regarding cases,
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deaths, and recoveries, was one of the most consulted
websites on CoviD-19. This statistics website also acted as
a gateway to the most consulted and reliable news sources.
Worldometer’s influence during the COVID-19 pandemic
During the swine flu years there were certainly fewer information sources available, and they were divided between the
papers and the websites of the first newspapers that were
beginning to dive into the online world. hardly any selfpublished sources of information were emerging more than
ten years ago, and even when they did, people were inclined
to tag them as unaccredited. hence, many changes occurred in
the mediascape between its coverage of the h1n1 virus and
the dissemination of news about CoviD-19.
For almost two years now, the world’s population has been
facing an infectious respiratory disease caused by the virus
called SaRS-Cov-2, which, due to belonging to the coronavirus family, is also known as coronavirus disease 2019, or
CoviD-19. The first cases were detected in December 2019
in Wuhan, China. The Who declared a pandemic on 11
March 2020 and, as of 21 June 2021, more than 178 million
cases had been diagnosed and more than 3.86 million
confirmed deaths had been attributed to CoviD-19 making it
one of the deadliest pandemics in history (Who, n.d.).
Figure 2. The Coronavirus section of Worldometer.
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Since the spread of the virus, one of the most consulted
websites about CoviD-19 data has been Worldometer,
published by a small independent British digital media
company based in the United States that provides funding
through automated programmatic advertising, which can be
sold in real-time on multiple advertising exchange platforms
(see Figure 2).
Applying the model
adapting the Pauwels’ framework (2012) to the
Worldometer website and observing it in terms of ‘look and
feel’, the first impression one gets from the homepage is that
of a quickly constructed website. it has intentionally developed a simple design as, being a statistics website, numbers
are the main source of information, and the website itself can
be used as a ‘big calculator’ and is accessible on a global
scale. The digital flow of numbers is also the only dynamic
part of the website, and the layout is static in the overview.
The developers noticed at the beginning of the pandemic
that the website had started to garner a considerable amount
of hits and so decided to add a whole section dedicated to
CoviD-19 data (see Figure 3 on the next page). in some
cases, fear of the pandemic has made people dependent on
repeated and revised statistical data.
This new section (see Figure 3) is the part of the website
most frequently visited by users from all over the world.
here it is possible to find a list of all countries in the world
that have been affected by cases of CoviD-19 at least once.
The standard list of countries/regions is ordered by the
largest number of total cases. There are other columns where
options can be rearranged according to other criteria. The
choice of a classic, very common and ubiquitous font in
helvetica conveys the idea of neutrality, as confirmed by
Cowan (2015) who states: “although using helvetica ̶ or,
comparatively, Times new Roman for a sans-serif ̶ is a safe
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choice, its omnipresence in design makes it all the harder for
anything set in the font to standout. in fact, ‘standing out’ is
precisely what helvetica tries not to do! and if that’s what’s
the matter with the font, that it’s just too common, then
what’s the best method for finding the right font for a new
project?”. hence the font remains impartial and constant
with the overall layout, leaving the users with the opportunity to focus their attention primarily on the facts.
Figure 3. The second part of the Coronavirus section.
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at the top of the page there is a summary and some information about what will be shown, as well as external links
to other sources. as mentioned above, blue is used most
often by platforms to link to external websites; in addition to
being used at the top of the page, we find it again when the
name of the country/region affected by the virus is being
highlighted. initially, these were black, and then during the
pandemic, the developers provided unique statistics for each
country. By clicking on the names, coronavirus data for each
country can be accessed.
Figure 4. The final part of the Coronavirus section.

Scrolling through the website, it can be seen that the developers offer extra distinct facts about the virus, with hyperlinks
to outside sources additionally highlighted in blue.
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The coronavirus section ends with a list of all the sources the
developers have gone to great lengths to consult, and being
hyperlinks, these are highlighted in blue. The developers have
done all they could to ensure that all users gain a serious and
real understanding of the issue, and for each statement have
cited the source from which information has been taken.
Worldometer has proven to be a beneficial and authentic
website that the entire world population has consulted
during an emergency scenario in which direct, clear, and
reliable sources of facts are crucial for users.
Conclusions
This article briefly investigated various (para)textual strategies through which two different media platforms, a tabloid
and a website, disseminated information in different periods
about health issues and constructed their credibility. The
examples reported from The Sun show how communicative
strategies about the h1n1 virus, which was later recognised
as “just a normal kind of flu” (11 January 2010), was instead
labelled as “an imminent pandemic” (30 april 2009). news
about h1n1 maintained a high level of coverage for several
months, reaching even hysterical levels, before it was recognised by The Sun as “one of the greatest medicine scandals of
the century” (11 January 2010). hence, the tabloid not only
proved an unreliable source of news on the virus for its
readership but also performed a very active role in
constructing and developing the swine scare.
as highlighted in this article, over the years, the mode in
which information is disseminated has changed considerably,
even throughout in a not-too-distant period. on the one hand,
during the h1n1 swine flu period, news was disseminated by
sources that were far fewer in number than those present
today, and, above all, these sources were almost all trusted.
The readers themselves were weary of approaching sources
of dubious origin. on the other hand, today the quality of the
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content can often take precedence over the reliability of the
source, and readers themselves are becoming more and
more familiar with identifying what seems to be the right
thing to take into consideration, especially through their
daily use of the internet. This is the case for the Worldometer
statistics website which, although self-published and
certainly not as famous as The Sun, during the CoviD-19
pandemic always provided data associated with relevant
sources, presented in a ‘neutral’ way to be more easily
accessed and interpreted by users. additionally, the synchronous (and ubiquitous) access to data responds to the needs of
generations of users who are increasingly addicted to mobile
web browsing for any kind of information.
Moreover, the “[a]ccessibility of information reduces risks
of certain kinds. This produces a changed attitude to life,
time, relations and world: being informed to optimize time
and experiences avoids ‘time-wasting’, when time is felt as
a highly valued commodity. Discovery, rather than an exploration of the unknown, becomes an information-driven
experiencing” (Kress, 2010, p. 190).
as seen, media play a more vital role in society other than
just reporting the news and can significantly help
manage/reduce global health crises by facilitating virusrelated knowledge dissemination among non-experts.
Correct information is indispensable to dispel fear and
uncertainty and to unify communities in collective combat
against diseases worldwide, whereas incorrect information
may be dramatically dangerous since it can erode public
trust and more importantly impede viruses restraint. Yet, as
our analysis has shown, in today’s ‘internet galaxy’
(Castells, 2001) the boundaries between virtual and real may
also be easily confused, therefore new decoding strategies
are required for (multimodal) communication resources in
order to develop critical thinking and avoid possible
manipulation of people’s opinions and/or decisions.
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Notes
* although this paper is the product of a joint research, ‘a UK
tabloid’s representations of the h1n1 virus (‘swine flu’)’ was written
by Flavia Cavaliere, while Guido Palmitesta wrote ‘a Multimodal
Framework for analysing Websites’, ‘Worldometer’s influence
during the CoviD-19 pandemic’ and ‘applying the model’.
introduction and Conclusions were written together by the authors.
1
Coined by alvin Toffler in 1980, this portmanteau word formed
from producer and consumer indicates a consumer who is in turn a
producer or, in the very act of consuming, contributes to production.
2
R. GREEnSlaDE, Election 2010: What influence do newspapers
have over voters? in The Guardian, 3 May 2010, http://www.
guardian.co.uk/media/2010/may/03/election-2010-newspapers-influence-over-voters
3
This headline appeared on the front-page of The Sun on Saturday 11
april 1992 to legitimize the influence the newspaper had on voters in
the Conservative victory. it has since then become a political catch
phrase in the United Kingdom and variations of the headline are
frequently used in the UK media during elections (heath et al. 1997).
4
For more detailed information, visit https://www.worldometers.
info/about/.
5
The authors wish to clarify that they are not conspiracy theorists as
regards the CoviD-19 pandemic, and the analysis of press coverage
of the h1n1 virus started back in 2009. See also Cavaliere 2012.
6
Between July and December 2010 for instance, The Sun had an
average daily readership of approximately 7.6 million, of whom
approximately 2.65 million were ranked as in the aBC1 and 4.9
million in the C2DE demographic in the national Readership Survey,
which means respectively middle class and working class (The
Guardian, 2012).
7
henceforth, excerpts from The Sun are reported in quote marks and
the date of publication follows in parentheses.
8
our corpus was based on the analysis of both qualitative and quantitative data drawn from a corpus of 80 articles exclusively
concerning the h1n1 virus which were published by The Sun through
the years 2009/2010.
9
italics and capital letters reported in the examples are in the original
newspaper version.
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Well-being in the healthcare professionals’
construction of the self. A focus on
lexico-grammatical features in specialised
and non-specialised community websites
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Introduction
Well-being discourses have come recently to the fore
focusing on well-being as a way of monitoring social progress
and appraising public policy. although giving a single definition of well-being is very complex and it is difficult to find a
common and agreed designation, scholars generally claim
that it is associated with our feeling and perception of how
well we are doing in our society and is linked to positive/negative satisfaction with life as determined by (un)successful jobs
or unemployment rate increase/decrease (Dodge, Daly,
huyton, & Sanders, 2012). Well-being, in fact, exists in two
dimensions: subjective or emotional well-being ̶ which
includes aspects such as life satisfaction (evaluation), positive
emotions (hedonic), positive psychological functioning and
human flourishing (eudemonic) ̶ and objective or physical
well-being ̶ which considers human needs and rights
including aspects such as adequate food, physical health and
activity, education, and safety1.
Medical care professionals have a pivotal role in restoring
patients well-being. in particular, physiotherapists have
turned out to be central to the recovery of physical,
emotional and mental impairment of patients enabling them
to reintegrate into their family, community and society.
Physiotherapy treatment has been applied to several cares
(Binoy, 2011) due to their power of ameliorating patients’
quality of life. however, “the physical, social and psycho190

logical well-being after rehabilitation is mainly relied on the
patient perception which is highly subjective and non-reproducible” (Marwein, Baskaran & Bidhan, 2011, p. 77).
Starting from the premises that well-being, which encompasses much more than emotion and mood, is linked with
good physical health, the present study is an attempt to investigate the emotional as well as the physical dimension of
well-being. in particular, the present study focuses on UK
chartered physiotherapists and patients’ communities in order
to explore how patients perceive physiotherapy and physiotherapists by using some language patterns. The analysis of
these language patterns is relevant to the identity construction
of a specific healthcare community and reveals a subjective
identification of well-being. The study also investigates how
the physiotherapist community promotes itself shaping its
own identity and building its own concept of well-being.
Methodological framework
The linguistic analysis carried out in this paper follows mainstream Critical Discourse analysis (CDa). CDa analysts
regard discourse as part of social practice and view language
as not only reflecting our reality but as the means through
which the world around us is constructed and reproduced
(Slembrouck, 2001). CDa has largely focused on the investigation of identity as a social process which is shaped and
re-shaped via the interactions of discourse participants.
Scholars have also investigated identity construction as a
product of professionals and clients’ interactions with each
other and other care systems (hall & White, 2005).
according to CDa, identity is not a static, unmovable
entity but a changing and dynamic one, emerging in social
action and interaction. as a result, a person is no longer
regarded as “self-contained and having identity and generating his/her individuality and character as a personal
identity project” but as “constructed in discursive activity”
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(Bamberg, De Fina & Schiffrin, 2011, p. 178). Contemporary
theories of identity construction posit that the self is discursively constructed, made and remade by the various
discourses that involve the person. To construct an identity,
an individual must integrate these diverse discourses,
weaving them together to form a dynamic but cohesive
sense of self. according to Gee (2007, p. 156): “Discourses
are not units or tight boxes with neat boundaries. Rather they
are ways of recognizing and getting recognized as certain
sorts of whos doing certain sorts of whats”. Given the above
definition and what has been pointed out before, it is evident
that language is a constituent element in this ‘recognition’
process. as a matter of fact, language plays a pivotal role in
the construction of identity, as people use language to be
recognized when performing a certain identity or role.
People also use language patterns to build other people’s
identities in order to “further the work they are doing
building their own identity” or to contribute to a shared
understanding of belonging to a community (Fairclough,
1995; Gee, 2011). in light of this, discourses are ways of
representing aspects of the world which can be described in
many ways and from different perspectives; hence, the need
to consider interrelationships between discourses (Fairclough,
2003). Different discourses, in fact, provide us with different
descriptions of the world, which are associated with the
author of the discourse and the relations that each participant
in the discourse has with the world and other people. Since
identity is composed of social languages and develops
through its negotiation in social discourses, the identitymaking process can be described as ‘ideological becoming’,
which takes form in the dynamic interaction of discourses in
the world (Bakhtin, 1981). in health discourse, medical care
professionals use language to build a respectable identity
that is recognized as such by the specialised and nonspecialised communities of the discourses encompassing
them. health care professionals’ identity is thus shaped by
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specialists and non-specialists and it is only through the
negotiation of different textual features that professional
identities can be constructed. The present study investigates
two different corpora, one from a specialised and one from a
non-specialised community, to focus on the identity-making
process by analysing clause structures and identifying verbs
and adjectives with the purpose of revealing what well-being
means for specific groups of treatment users (patients) and
treatment providers (physiotherapists).
Data Collection and Objectives
as far as data are concerned, they were selected in
november 2015 and last checked in January 2019. i collected
two corpora from two different websites: the Chartered
Society of Physiotherapy (CSP)2 and the healthtalk online
community3.The Chartered Society of Physiotherapy is an
organisation of over 60,000 chartered physiotherapists, associates and physio students. This Society was founded in
1894 under the name of the Society of Trained Masseuses
(STM) by four nurses with the aim of protecting their
profession after stories in the press told of unscrupulous
people offering ‘massage’ for other services. in 1944 the
Society adopted its current name and in 1999 launched its
first website. The Chartered Society of Physiotherapy
provides a wide range of member services and campaigns on
behalf of all the physiotherapy staff and the physiotherapy
profession in the UK. it has been negotiating the role of
physiotherapists in providing web-users with a range of
evidence-based briefings, information leaflets and magazine
articles describing the function of physiotherapy treatments
in a range of conditions.
The healthtalk.org website contains comments of patients
affected by diverse musculoskeletal problems who narrate
their own experience in physiotherapy treatments. Patients’
stories are collected by academic researchers, who interview
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people in their own homes, using the patients’ own words.
as for the CSP Corpus, i collected all the available
evidence-based briefings from the section ‘physiotherapy
works’ for a total of 23 texts. as for the healthtalk.org
Corpus, i collected the most relevant patients’ interviews
from the section ‘people experiences’ for a total of 36 texts.
i searched, for the physiotherapy and a pop-up menu listed,
three main subsections: ‘physiotherapy and hydrotherapy’,
‘physiotherapy on the ward’ and ‘physiotherapy and
hydrotherapy for osteoporosis’, which i explored.
Considering that it is through the negotiation and interaction of diverse discourses that identities can be shaped and
reproduced (Fairclough 2003, 2010; Gee 2011), it is through
the analysis of the narrative and discourse of patients’ feedbacks on the physiotherapy treatments and the promotional
discourse of the physiotherapy community that the role of
physiotherapists in the well-being discourse is shaped. as
Wodak and Meyer point out (2006), transitivity analysis, a
pillar of the theory of Systemic Functional linguistics
(SFl), is relevant to the text analysis carried out by CDa.
Transitivity, in fact, has turned out to be a remarkable
semantic concept when analysing the representation of
reality as it creates meanings by wording. according to
Young and harrison (2004), SFl and CDa share a view of
language both dialectical and as a social construct focusing
on how language and society are reciprocally shaped.
against this framework, the present study attempts to
examine the CSP website section ‘physiotherapy works’ and
the healthtalk.org website comments of patients to investigate diverse lexico-grammatical features, such as adjectives
and verbs employed to construct the identity of physiotherapists. This study also analyses clause structures, following
halliday and Matthiessen (2004) transitivity model, in order
to establish what roles, agency and responsibility are
assigned to physical therapists in the construction of their
identity as well as their role in the well-being discourse.
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Analysis
as Simpson claims (1993, p.88), “transitivity refers
generally to how meaning is represented in the clause. it
shows how speakers encode in language their mental picture
of reality and how they account for their experience of the
world around them”. language and grammar are thus
related to reality and language patterns and grammar choices
play a functional role in shaping participants’ ideas and identities. Transitivity choices are fundamental to understand
writers’ opinions and points of view and are primarily
concerned with the role of human participants in discourse
(Mills, 1995). in the analysis carried out in this paper, three
main processes have been identified: the Relational, the
Material and the Mental processes. Transitivity analysis, in
fact, is “in terms of some process, its participants, and the
circumstances pertinent to the process–participant configuration” (hasan 1988, p. 63). Material processes of transitivity
are processes of doing, usually physical and tangible actions.
They express the notion that some entity ‘does’ something –
which may be done ‘to’ some other entity. in the Material
processes, there are two participants, namely: the actor – the
doer of the process – and the Goal – the person or entity
affected by the process. Mental processes usually encode
mental reactions such as perception, thoughts and feelings.
They have two participants: the Senser – involved in a Mental
process – and the Phenomenon – which is felt, thought, or
seen by the Senser. Relational processes construct the relationships of being and having between two participants. We
have three types of Relational processes which come in two
modes: the attributive and the identifying. in the attributive
mode, there are two participants: the Carrier and the attribute.
in the identifying mode there are also two participants: the
identified and the identifier.
as far as the analysis is concerned, i started reading all the
texts of both corpora and manually underlined all the clauses
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where ‘physiotherapists’ and ‘physiotherapy’ were carriers,
identified or actors. i expanded the clauses and analysed the
relations between carriers and attributes, identifiers and
identified, actors and goals. Further attention was given to
the attributes and the processes used by the specialised and
non-specialised communities under investigation.
The CSP Corpus
in the analysis of clauses in the CSP Corpus, i examined
both ‘physiotherapy/physiotherapy-led exercises’ and ‘physiotherapists’ as actors and carrier/identifier. in the analysis of
the identifying mode, physiotherapy turned out to be a relevant and important intervention, as shown by the identifiers
essential part, vital role and key in Table 1.
Table 1. identifying mode.

The importance attributed to ‘Physiotherapy’ is both on a
social and an economic level. ‘Physiotherapy’, in fact,
appears to be relevant to patients’ mobility and expenses, as
the examples given in Table 1 suggest.
The analysis of the attributive mode seems to confirm the
results of the identifying mode and physiotherapy is seen as
a relevant, positive intervention with beneficial effects on
patients as the attributes in Table 2, safe, effective, and the
noun phrase patients needs, seem to indicate.
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Table 2. attributive mode.

as shown in Table 2, the analysis of the attributive mode
also reveals an emphasis on physiotherapy effectiveness in
terms of cost-saving and clinical benefits as suggested by the
attributes clinically effective, cost effective, cost-saving,
inexpensive.
Tables 3 and 4 below respectively show the analysis
carried out examining ‘physiotherapists’ as identified and
carrier of the clause. When physiotherapist(s) is the identified or the carrier, greater prominence is given to the
physiotherapists’ role, expertise, team work, as shown by the
noun phrases key members/role, clinical leads, pivotal role,
experts, integral/essential part.
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Table 3. Physiotherapists as the identified.

Table 4. Physiotherapists as carrier.

in the analysis of Relational processes, emphasis is also on
the effectiveness in terms of cost-saving and clinical benefits
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of physiotherapy. The stress on physiotherapists’ ability to
promote physical activity, working with patients towards
re-ablement and recovery seems to confer on physiotherapists an active role in the well-being discourse especially
from the objective well-being perspective as also
expressed by the verb phrase proactively promoting health
and wellbeing (Tables 3 and 4)4.
as for Material processes, i focused on verbs used with
physiotherapy and physiotherapists as actors. For physiotherapy, the verbs give the actor a very positive connotation
conferring on the treatment the role of a healer, as revealed by
the occurrences of the verbs reduce (10) and prevent (3), and
of an enhancer, someone who ameliorates a certain status or
condition as visible from the occurrences of the verbs improve
(8), maximize (2) and promote (2). as far as physiotherapists
are concerned, the verbs describe what physiotherapists practically do. The most frequent verbs are: provide (8) and
support (6), whose explicit or implicit goals are the patients
benefiting from physiotherapists’ actions. These two verbs
enlist physiotherapists as the most encouraging caregivers.
The positive evaluation conveyed by these two verbs is also
reinforced by other verbs such as motivate, rehabilitate,
improve, empower.
The healtalk.org Corpus
analysing the healthtalk.org Corpus, i firstly identified the
total number of positive and negative accounts of the physiotherapy treatment. Secondly, i explored the clause structure.
The results reveal the prominent occurrence of attributive
modes, assigning evaluative attributes to the carrier, Mental
processes, describing the feelings of the patients, and Material
processes, describing the physiotherapists’ activity. The
presence of Mental processes comes as no surprise considering
that the texts analysed are patients’ personal accounts. as
concerns the analysis of the different modes, i explored the
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three sections of the healthtalk.org corpus. When looking at
the attributive mode in the section ‘Physiotherapy and
hydrotherapy’, i observed a positive adjectivation emphasising the beneficial effects of the treatment when
physiotherapy is the carrier, as reported in Table 5.
Table 5. healthtalk.org Corpus – attributive mode.

in two different texts, i found the same expression it was
hard but followed by a positive expression which, though it
contrasts the previous one, emphasises the positive view of
physiotherapy; as a result, i included them in the positive
column in Table 5. in the same section, i also observed some
negative adjectives, such as longer lasting, little aggressive,
emphasizing the affordability and duration of the treatment.
in the section ‘Physiotherapy on the ward’, described in
Table 6, the carrier is realised by the noun phrases ‘the
physiotherapist or physiotherapists’, ‘the lady’ plus personal
pronouns referring to them. i only found positive adjectives
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emphasizing the beneficial effects of the treatment and of the
physiotherapists’ work, as shown by the attributes good, brilliant, fantastic, superb and the adjective phrase the most
excellent.
Table 6. Relational Process - attributive mode.

in the section ‘Physiotherapy and hydrotherapy for osteoporosis’, i found negative adjectivation with emphasis on the
pain felt during the treatment when physiotherapy is the
carrier, i.e. very painful, really painful, quite hard. negative
adjectives also occur, only in one text, when the carrier is a
female physiotherapist, with emphasis on her inabilities to
carry out her job, i.e. she wasn’t prepared, she was a complete
wash out. as far as Mental processes are concerned, the
emphasis is on the emotional impact on patients, especially
in the ‘physiotherapy and hydrotherapy section’ and in the
‘physiotherapy and hydrotherapy for osteoporosis section’.
as reported in Table 7, the patients express positive feelings
for the benefits received. The Senser is always the patient
realised by the noun phrase I and the Phenomenon is
expressed by the noun phrases the effects, the hydro, or the
prepositional phrase with that, and the adjective phrase very
comfortable.
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Table 7. Mental Processes.

as regards Material processes, the analysis only reveals a
focus on physiotherapists’ activity, as shown in examples
(1), (2) and (3) below:
(1) [he] also massaged my back
(2) he showed me how to do this (step)
(3) she gave me some exercises.

as shown in the examples above, the actor is always
realised by the personal pronoun he or she, which refers to
the physiotherapist. in example (1) the Goal is expressed via
the noun phrases my back which benefits from the physiotherapists’ action. in examples (2) and (3) we have two
di-transitive verbs and therefore another participant in the
clause is required: the Recipient, that is, the participant
receiving the Goal. Examples (2) and (3) show the Goals
realised by the noun phrase some exercises, and by the
prepositional phrase how to do this, while the Recipient is
realised by the personal pronoun me. The processes which
are realised by different verbal phrases, massage, showed
and gave, point to the physical activity performed by the
professional physiotherapist.
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in the healthtalk.org corpus, physiotherapists are described
as bullies in two sections: ‘physiotherapy on the ward’ and
‘physiotherapy and hydrotherapy’. however, in one text, the
bullying action is not totally biased as in the end the result is
positive: ‘saved my life’, even though the expression ‘it’s
dramatic to say’ suggests a disapproval of the bullying action.
The latter text seems to suggest that some bullying might be
helpful to elicit the patient’s collaboration. although there is
emphasis on respect for patients’ own recovery pace, these
two instances confer on physiotherapists the role of bullies.
Discussion
From the analysis of the two corpora, it emerges that in
both of them the identity-making process focuses on
different aspects of physiotherapy and physiotherapists and
uses common but also diverse language patterns that help to
define what physiotherapists and physiotherapy are and do.
The healthtalk.org corpus presents Mental processes and
also negative adjectivation while we only found positive
adjectivation and descriptions of the services provided in the
CSP corpus, as resulting from the analysis of the Mental and
Relational processes. on the whole, a positive connotation
of physiotherapists as skilled leaders of multidisciplinary
teams and a greater emphasis on the safety and effectiveness
of physiotherapy/physiotherapists has also been pointed out
in the CSP corpus. Moreover, physiotherapy/physio-led
exercises appear to be the actors of verbs such as prevent,
reduce, improve, alleviate which indicate a positive activity
to favour patients’ lifestyle and well-being.
in the healthtalk.org corpus, physiotherapists are presented
as positive carers whose activities have beneficial effects
although some interviewers describe physiotherapists as
bullies, especially when they do not take into account their
patient’s own ability to cope with the illness. There are some
references to the initial, painful efforts needed when
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approaching physiotherapy at the beginning of treatments.
on the contrary, the briefings analysed in the CSP corpus do
not refer to any difficulties that the patients might have experienced during the treatment. These differences might be due
to the fact that they belong to two different genres. in light
of this, the CSP corpus provides promotional and informational materials while the healthtalk.org gives the fore to
patients and their personal emotions and experiences.
Conclusions
Depending on the representativeness of the data collected
and analysed in the two corpora, it can be said that the descriptions analysed confirm the role of physiotherapists as skilled
professionals who provide effective clinical interventions.
Thus, taking into account Fairclough’s framework (2003), it
could be stated that the physiotherapist’s identity-making
process is the result of diverse and different discourses
expressing the point of view of their authors, that is, patients
and physiotherapists or rather non-specialised and specialised
communities. as a result of the linguistic analysis in the two
corpora under scrutiny, there is a subjective identification of
well-being, which refers to patients’ personal experience of
the physiotherapy treatment, of their emotions and mood in
the healthtalk.org Corpus. in the self-promotional discourse
(CSP Corpus), instead, the analysis confers the roles of
‘healer’ and ‘enhancer’ on the physiotherapy treatment and
that of ‘encouraging caregiver’ on the physiotherapist,
providing ‘treatment and supporting patients. Physiotherapists
appear to be promoters of physical and mental well-being.
Notes
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/wellbeing-why-it-matters-tohealth-policy-health-is-the-top-thing-people-say-matters-to-their-wel
lbeing.
2
https://www.csp.org.uk/.
1

204

https://www.healthtalk.org/.
The non-hyphenated forms of well-being is the original form in the
examples.

3
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Introduction
in recent years, storytelling has been employed across
different disciplines with different aims. For instance, narrative, together with its cognates such as story, tale, account,
myth, legend, fantasy and saga, has received attention from
those who tell and collect ‘tales from the field’, and conceptualize organizations as storytelling systems (Boje, 1991). in
particular, corporate narratives have been investigated in
relation to corporate identity. The latter has been defined as
what is central, distinctive and enduring about an organization (albert & Whetten, 1985). This has encouraged
research that has linked corporate identity to issues such as
decision making (Dutton & Dukerich, 1991), identification
(Pratt, 1998), organizational culture (Fiol et al., 1998).
according to Brown (2006, p. 731), instead, “organizations’
identities are discursive linguistic constructs constituted by
the multiple identity-relevant narratives that their participants author about them, and which feature, for example, in
documents, conversations and electronic media”. on the
other hand, the importance of the relationship between
narrative strategies and media resources is emphasized by
scholars from media discourse.
as Couldry (2008, p. 374) asserts, digital story-telling is
“[…] the whole range of personal stories now being told in
potentially public form using digital media resources”. Thus,
a promotional perspective seems to be also relevant in story207

telling, when the latter is examined through the lens of
‘media discourse’. Stories, in fact, are also able to strengthen
the relationship between firms and consumers (Fog et al.,
2010); therefore, storytelling has attracted attention from
marketing scholars and practitioners as a means to impact on
listeners in terms of affective responses, attitudes and intentions (van laer et al., 2019).
Despite the growing interest of management scholars in
the construction of stories (and so in language), a theoretical
intersection with sociolinguistic studies is to a large extent
still lacking. Starting from these assumptions, the present
study aims to explore storytelling from a multidisciplinary
perspective, integrating the point of view of a linguist and a
marketing scholar in the context of food and wine companies.
as known, today’s food and wine consumption has
evolved from a focus on products to a focus on experience.
Thus, consumers achieve their food well-being through the
different stages of a complex experiential journey that
involves all the senses (Batat, 2019). in this perspective,
storytelling offers food and wine companies several opportunities for enriching consumers’ experience and finding
innovative forms of dialogue with all stakeholders.
For this purpose, a corpus made up of examples from food
and wine company websites is scrutinized from a linguistic
perspective with the final aim to explore storytelling strategies related to relevant corporate actions. in parallel, from a
marketing perspective, the focus is on storytelling tools
adopted by the same companies to create an emotional bond
with consumers and develop the multidimensional nature of
the identity enclosed in corporate heritage (Riviezzo et al.,
2021). in short, this study attempts to shed light on different
approaches from both marketing and linguistic studies to be
applied to corporate narrative techniques in order to examine
corporate identity from a wider perspective. it is necessary
to point out that the present analysis is the first step in a
larger research project. Therefore, our investigation is based
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on secondary data that we intend to integrate with primary
data in the next future, namely with in-depth interviews to
managers and entrepreneurs.
Theoretical background
Corporate identity & Cognitive Linguistics
Storytelling is strongly entangled with performativity. in
particular, branded communications are performative
(lowrie, 2007, p. 992; Mautner, 2008) as they do not simply
express a pre-existing brand identity, but are the means
through which brand identity is created, transforming a
functional commodity into a socially meaningful entity and
generating “economic capital through the exploitation and
creation of symbolic capital” (Thurlow & aiello 2007, p.
310). according to Browning (1991), people tell stories in
order to “enact” an account of themselves and their community. Stories also shape the course and meaning of human
organization. in particular, corporate narratives can emerge
from individual narratives, although they also exist in their
own right, as institutionalized stories that can play key roles
across a broad range of corporate functions and communication activities (Clifton et al., 2020). Furthermore, storytelling
has provided a better understanding of the nature and the role
of family firms’ strategic orientation (Riviezzo et al., 2015).
Moving from these theoretical assumptions, this study is also
an attempt to find out the performative power of corporate
storytelling through exploration of cognitive categories.
according to Ran and Duimering (1997), when a communicator uses words to label an object, the audience’s
knowledge of the category influences how the object is likely
to be interpreted, that is, category labels tend to invoke mental
images for audiences based on their understanding of category prototypes. in this section, categorization is employed to
explore storytelling adopted by food and wine companies
belonging to the ‘i Centenari’ association (napoli, italy).
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Cognitive categorization has been adopted in previous studies
to explore mission statements on some company websites. as
reported by Ran and Duimering (1997, p. 169),
Mission statements often emphasize the comprehensiveness
of an organization’s activities, products, or services. Because
an organization must satisfy the demands and expectations of
stakeholders in diverse domains, it needs to be perceived as
capable of providing complete and comprehensive coverage
of these domains.

Mission statements convey companies’ identity through
the use of ‘comprehensive words’ aimed at defining them.
on the other hand, storytelling strongly identifies a company
as ‘responsible’ for corporate collective identity. as asserted
by Ran and Duimering (1997, p. 171), “language is used to
define the organization’s position within the cognitive space,
to convey dynamic images of organizational movement
through the space, and to establish logical or functional
interactions between specific identity categories”. Cognitive
categories include, among others, positive, negative and
neutral positioning along with movement (positive, negative, stable) and interaction processes. Positioning implies a
value structure as an organization can be positioned at either
positive or negative end of the continuum or at some neutral
midpoint between the positive and negative positions.
Positive positioning includes, among others, positive nouns
or noun phrases, positive superlatives. Conversely, negative
positioning is conveyed through negative nouns or noun
phrases and negative superlatives. neutral positioning,
instead, conveys no clear positive or negative connotations
and therefore positions the organization in a ‘neutral’ or
‘emotion-free’ context. From a general perspective, an identity claim that represents an organization too positively or
too negatively may lack credibility to target audiences (Ran
& Duimering, 1997). on the contrary, an identity claim that
defines an organization neutrally may construct an identity
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that audiences consider more reliable. a further category is
represented by movement “[…] which conveys dynamics
through what we call movement processes—language that
projects an image of the organization moving along figurative trajectories through the cognitive space established by
the identity claim toward positions representing future identity states or goals” (Ran & Duimering, 1997, p. 174).
Positive, negative or neutral movement can also be found
in identity claims. Positive movements suggest that the
organization is moving along a trajectory toward a reached
desired position or objective. in particular, positive movements suggest that although the organization may not have
yet reached a desired identity position or goal, it is moving
along a trajectory toward it. identity claims can also imply
movement of the organization from a positive to a negative
identity category or toward the more negative end of a category continuum, often expressed metaphorically as
downward or backward movement. negative movement is
related, instead, with a movement of a company from a positive to a negative category or tendency towards a more
negative end of a category continuum. Finally, stable movement could be compared to the ideas of “[…] constant
velocity or acceleration in physics, whereby an organization’s identity is represented as being in a kind of dynamic
equilibrium (e.g., constant positive movement) rather than a
static position” (Ran & Duimering, 1997, p. 176). Further
possible classifications include category interactions which
mainly deal with the construction of the organization’s identity in terms of interactions with other categories of social
actors or conceptual objects.
Storytelling in management and marketing studies
narratives are stories (Shankar et al., 2001) and they are
a fundamental means by which experiences are made
meaningful (Polkinghorne, 1987). in recent years, the
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importance of a narrative perspective and its potential
contribution to management and marketing research have
attracted considerable attention as a result of a ‘narrative
turn’ in social sciences (Czarniawska, 2004). in parallel,
storytelling has become one of the most common strategies
in the areas of advertising, communication and branding
(Fontana, 2013). Recent research has shed light on the role
and the power of organizational narrative and storytelling in
the process of stakeholder engagement (Riviezzo et al.,
2021). indeed, storytelling is an effective means of internal
and external communication, as it represents a powerful tool
for sharing corporate culture with all stakeholders.
Dealing with internal communication, as highlighted
above, stories can be used to transfer organisational culture
and values to internal stakeholders, such as employees and
managers, enabling them to understand the meaning of their
activities as part of the same organisation (Musacchio
adorisio, 2009; Riviezzo et al., 2021). Dealing with external
communication, stories are a means by which companies
can engage customers (Woodside, 2010), promoting their
immersion and participation (Escalas, 2004). in the digital
era, storytelling techniques are increasingly used by
marketers to narratively transport and persuade customers
(van laer et al., 2019). in the context of branding, lundqvist
et al. (2013) demonstrated how brand stories can be used to
create and reinforce positive brand associations. in this vein,
Mossberg (2008) highlighted that consumers that are
exposed to good brand stories have more extraordinary
brand experiences.
Recently, a growing interest has emerged towards the
forms and methods of storytelling that companies, especially
long-lasting ones, may develop drawing on corporate
memory and history (napolitano & Marino, 2014; Riviezzo
et al., 2016). as pointed out by Riviezzo et al. (2021, p. 11),
“companies can use the process of narrative development to
rediscover their organisational identity and culture, to
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retrace the path and experiences that have made their offer
of products or services unique”. Since the history of the
company may act as a factor of differentiation and a source
of competitive advantage, storytelling becomes a strategic
key and assumes a fundamental role in the managerial
process of heritage marketing (napolitano et al., 2018).
in the last few years, storytelling has found increasing
application in the field of agri-food production (Yueh &
Zheng, 2019), where stories of man’s relationship with food
have found a multitude of possible representations
(Mossberg & Eide, 2017). Similarly, wine storytelling has
attracted the attention of several scholars and practitioners
(Mora & livat, 2013; harvey et al., 2014), as its highly
evocative power multiplies the possibilities of narration
connected to its identity (Garofano, 2018). Furthermore, the
strong hedonistic component of food and wine consumption,
increasingly oriented towards the search for authentic experiences, amplifies the narrative potential on which
companies can build lasting and sustainable competitive
advantages (Garofano et al., 2020).
For these reasons, we decided to focus our analysis on the
food and wine companies presented in the following section.
Research context and method
as illustrated above, the paper adopts a widely explorative
approach to investigate storytelling strategies and tools in the
dual perspective of linguistics and marketing scholars. For
this purpose, long-lived companies operating in the food and
wine sectors have been taken into account. With reference to
the linguistic analysis, the methodology adopted is based on
studies from Cognitive linguistics (lakoff 1987; Ran &
Duimering 2007; Taylor 1995). in parallel, the analysis
conducted from a marketing perspective is in line with the
qualitative approach of narrative research (Boje, 2001;
Czarniawska, 2004) and is based on “prepared” stories, as
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found for example in company websites, press releases and
corporate videos (Musacchio adorisio, 2009).
The companies under investigation belong to the ‘i
Centenari’ association and they all work in the food and
wine sectors:
Table 1. Companies under scrutiny.

all the food and wine companies that are part of the ’i
Centenari’ have been included in this study. This choice is
due to the interesting relationship between storytelling and
collective identity. Furthermore, they are all long-standing
companies and this allowed us to explore how storytelling
based in the past can be used to enhance corporate memory
and history (napolitano & Marino, 2014). as asserted in the
‘Storytelling in management and marketing studies’ section,
a recent interest has emerged towards storytelling employed
by long-lasting companies, as through narratives, the latter
can retrieve their identity, culture and experience which have
contributed to making their offer of products and services
unrepeatable.
The ‘i Centenari’ association was founded in napoli (italy)
in 2001 by Pina amarelli and Ugo Cilento, who decided to
create a project for the enhancement of long-standing family
firms. Today, ‘i Centenari’ is a group of heterogeneous
companies sharing the extraordinary values of familiarity and
longevity: “important names, brands famous all over the
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world, successful entrepreneurs, men and women who have
shared destinies, responsibilities, honors, but also discipline
and rigor in the family as in the enterprise” (https://www.
assocentenari.it/en/chisiamo.php). The companies are far
from the globalized world as they want to defend the essence
of italian craftsmanship and ‘Made in italy’. This means that
they want to preserve values for younger generations. They
have been witnesses of changes for more than a century in
italy. During this period, they have rooted in their ancient
past while projecting towards a distant future.
Findings
Linguistic analysis
in this section, some examples from food and wine
companies belonging to the ‘i Centenari’ association are
provided in order to investigate cognitive strategies involved
in the process of narration1:
(1) To the protection and preservation of its island, its landscape and its cultural and environmental specificities, in
fact, are addressed major strategic decisions taken by the
company in recent years (sic). (Casa D’ambra vini
D’ischia - andrea D’ambra) (https://www.assocentenari.it/
en/associato-dambra.php).
(2) The search for quality drove the family to strive for excellence in its products, the source of passion and taste. (vinegar
Manufacturers - De nigris) (https://www. assocentenari.it/
en/associato-denigris.php).

in the examples above, positive positioning is found as the
most prominent category. in Example (1), attention to the
environment and its protection are the most precious values
conveyed by the company. More specifically, positive noun
phrases (e.g. protection and preservation of his island)
denote attention towards ischia island, the geographical area
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where ‘Casa D’ambra’ wine is produced. These values are
listed as the most prominent ones the company believes in.
in Example (2), the quality of products is emphasized.
More specifically, the latter is based on product superiority
the company has longed for since its foundation.
in the following example, instead, human relationships are
highlighted by the company:
(3) The company as a refuge for everyone, always respecting the
rules, for the employees but also for citizens, an important fortress
against the ephemeral. (Fabbriche Riunite Torrone Benevento Fausta Rosa) (https://www.assocentenari.it/en/associato-torrone.php).

in Example (3), human relationships include not only
customers but also citizens. The company is here metaphorically represented as a safe place (a “fortress”) that welcomes
and can protect everyone against fleeting events or things.
in the instances below, the companies represent themselves in terms of positive and stable movements. Positive
movements suggest that the company is moving along a
trajectory towards some desired identity values or positions.
on the contrary, stable movements convey a kind of
constant positive movement over time:
(4) The evolution of the company in the confectionery field
thanks to the international recognition received by foreign
master pastry chefs, encouraging the company in continuous
evolutions. (Pasticceria Pantaleone - Mario Pantaleone)
(https://www.assocentenari.it/en/associato-pantaleone.php).
(5) Today the grandchildren of nunziato still produce pasta in
compliance with the historical legacy of pasta makers of Torre
annunziata and of the quality of the raw materials. over time
they have recaptured and revived the old shapes of the
neapolitan cuisine, today cult in the preparations of the great
chefs of the world: paccheri, candele, calamarata, maltagliati,
penne. (Pastificio Setaro - vincenzo Setaro) (https://www.
assocentenari.it/en/associato-setaro.php).
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in Example (4), positive movements are represented by
the noun phrases evolution of the company and continuous
evolutions mainly referred to the positive input received by
international professionals.
in Example (5), the focus on the past is expressed by the
noun phrases which emphasize the ancient historical roots of
pasta makers (e.g. the historical legacy of pasta makers of
Torre Annunziata) and the prefix re– in recaptured and
revived which expresses the efforts of the company to maintain positive skills and values over time.
Positive values and movements are also found in the
following examples:
(6) a history of innovations rooted in the past2 (our translation) (amarelli - Pina amarelli) (https://www.assocentenari.
it/associato-amarelli.php).
(7) Thanks to their entrepreneurial spirit and devotion for
four generations, the Besana family has achieved some
important goals, thus becoming famous in italy and in other
international countries3 (our translation) https://www.asso
centenari.it/associato-besana.php (Besana - Paola, Emilio e
vincenzo Besana).

in Example (6), positive movement from the past to the
present is well represented by innovations, which are related
to the future, and the past, which is referred to the ancient
roots of the company. in Example (7), instead, future
outcomes are emphasized, as important goals have been
achieved by the company which has ‘moved positively’ to
the future thanks to its entrepreneurial spirit and devotion.
Narratives as a strategic key: evidence from cases
looking at the cases mentioned above, it is possible to
identify several symbolic and emotional elements linked to
the organisational past which are leveraged through a set of
heritage marketing tools (Riviezzo et al., 2021). More
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specifically, storytelling is used not only to convey corporate
identity to the different stakeholders, but also to share experiences and events that have made companies and their
products unique, thus serving in the enhancement of their
competitive position.
as emerged from the available secondary data, the narratives used by the long-lived companies under investigation
are built on elements with a relevant evocative power. in the
cases analysed, different tools are used to create and share
experiences with customers and other stakeholders.
Particular emphasis is given to storytelling about the fundamental events in the company’s life, along with its
protagonists, traditions and values. The power of the stories
is mainly expressed through words and images and it is
shared through websites, social media and other digital
communities. in all our examples, the company website
hosts a large section dedicated to the company’s roots,
enriched with historical photos and, in some cases, with
documents scanned from the company’s archive. For
example, Pastificio Setaro uses its website to tell about its
long tradition in the “white art”, which is the art of making
pasta, and links it to the hometown of the company - Torre
annunziata in the province of napoli. in 2019, the company
realized a corporate video to celebrate its 80th anniversary.
The video, which is available on the website, pays tribute to
a patrimony of culture and rites, based on the same essential
elements of all time: hand-crafted production, mixtures of
wheat semolina and water. in the case of Casa d’ambra, the
company’s history is told using also the testimonies of many
personalities in the fields of art and entertainment, who have
appreciated the wines of ischia over the years.
as mentioned above, companies draw on different methods
to develop the multidimensional nature of the identity
enclosed in corporate heritage, including products and brands
differentiated from the competitors by using the evocative
power of memory. as discussed in the previous sections,
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long-lived food and wine companies may exploit their extensive assets of tradition and experience for establishing
relationships of trust and empathy with their customers. in
this line of thought, product and brand management activities are designed to express genuine territorial roots, along
with loyalty to traditional methods, recipes and ingredients.
Therefore, the visual communication of the brand identity is
flanked by elements of the narrative story, such as the year
of foundation, place of origin, name of the family and so on.
De nigris, for example, includes the founding year, 1889, in
the company brand as a message of tenacity expressed by
the family of entrepreneurs who have produced vinegar for
three generations.
Many other activities are carried out to communicate
historically symbolic brands or specific aspects of product
design that are rooted in the past. For example, the historic
Scazzetta del Cardinale, a typical dessert produced by
Pasticceria Pantaleone since 1930, represents the iconic
product of the company and is among the most requested and
representative artisan food products of the Salerno tradition.
The name (scazzetta) and the color (due to the strawberry
glaze) recall the galero (the headdress that the cardinals
received from the Pope during the investiture ceremony). in
a similar vein, in the last few years Fabbriche Riunite Torrone
Benevento has rediscovered some past products as a tool of
heritage marketing. With the aim of bringing potential
customers back in time, this long-lived company has reproposed to the market several traditional products, such as
the “Copeta” (that is the progenitor of the nougat) and the
nougat of the Queen, dating back to the Bourbons.
in the case of Petrone, the ancient distillery based in the
province of Caserta, storytelling strategy revolves around
the origins of the company and its link with the territory.
indeed, its flagship product (“amare’”) is obtained from the
infusion of only herbs and precious plants from the Royal
English Garden of the Reggia di Caserta, the precious eigh219

teenth-century garden wanted by Queen Maria Carolina.
The recipe is still today the one created in 1858 by
Domenico Petrone for the Royal house and this story is
communicated in order to be perceived as an essential part of
consumers’ experience. in the case of Besana, founded in
1921 to process the abundant hazelnut, walnut and chestnut
crops growing at the foot of vesuvius, storytelling tools intertwine the present and the past. Particular emphasis is given to
the cooperative activities realized to develop and improve the
production and commercialisation of nuts, dried fruit, seeds
and chocolate across different regions worldwide.
Tangible places where customers and other stakeholders
can discover the company’s story also represent organizational narrative tools. The companies under investigation
use different places to preserve and enhance their culturalhistoric patrimony. The amarelli Museum, which is one of
the most visited corporate museums in italy, was developed
within the production buildings on the family landholdings.
along with its archive, conserving documents dating back to
the fifteenth century, the museum is a prestigious tool of
communication. all stages of transformation of licorice,
from raw material to the finished product, still unfold in the
original place of production and this guarantees the authenticity of the famous licorice, produced in Calabria since
1731. De nigris welcomes visitors from all over the world
in its Balsamic village, which is a path in the world of
balsamic vinegar, where the evolution and the characters
connected to the history of this product are told. Similarly,
an immersion in the history of Casa d’ambra and the
surrounding territory can be experienced in the Farmer’s
Museum, realized by the company with the main aim of
preserving the real soul of the people from ischia. a visit to
this museum allows people to discover old winemaking
techniques, ancient tools and machinery that were used to
make wine in the isle of ischia. as in the other cases, the
deep connection with the territory is a crucial element in the
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process of narrative discovery aimed at strategically
exploiting the cultural and historical heritage accumulated
over time.
Concluding remarks
as asserted above, this study has adopted different
methodologies, from linguistic and marketing perspectives,
to be applied to narratives in order to investigate corporate
identity from a wider viewpoint. From the analysis of the
instances, Cognitive linguistics has been shown to play a
key role. More specifically, positive positioning and movement seem to be among the most relevant cognitive
categories used to construct a specific corporate identity.
The results indicate that organizational identity construction
requires representation going beyond static industry categories. The companies identify themselves through more
complex dynamics including projecting towards the future
while remembering efforts rooted in the past.
Furthermore, the heterogeneity of storytelling tools that
companies can use in order to promote their products while
conveying their corporate identity raises the need for
specialist skills, not easy to find within the organisation. The
cases analysed in the present work highlight the possibility
for companies to carry out several activities that function in
storytelling, since stories can be elaborated in many ways
and conveyed through different tools. in the specific case of
food and wine companies, it is particularly important that
the heart of the message is preserved: the authenticity of
products deriving from a long production tradition
strengthens the emotional bond between the company and
its customers. Thereby, storytelling can be exploited by
companies as a strategic key for sustainable differentiation
and to convey the perception of well-being through the
experiential journey planned for consumers. however, the
methods typical to business management may not be suffi221

cient to build the narrative system necessary to exploit the
company’s heritage resources. Therefore, marketing
knowledge and techniques should be integrated with those
of other disciplines, according to the objectives and privileged recipients of narratives. Thus, more research at the
intersection between linguistics and marketing is needed to
investigate the content and structure of stories, along with
their impact on consumers and organizations. Future
research efforts could be devoted to combine different
methods and sources, such as elicited stories (Musacchio
adorisio, 2009) deriving from in-depth interviews with
entrepreneurs and managers. in future studies, the corpus
could be enlarged with companies from other industry
sectors, in order to compare our results and offer a wider
investigation.
Notes
all the examples of narratives are published in the home page of the
‘i Centenari’ website (https://www.assocentenari.it/en/index.php).
2
“Una storia di innovazioni dalle radici secolari”.
3
“Da ben quattro generazioni intraprendenza e passione per questo
lavoro hanno spinto la famiglia Besana a notevoli traguardi, portandoli al definitivo riconoscimento nazionale e internazionale”.
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