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Abstract

This paper focuses on the languages used on signs at
Suvarnabhumi International Airport, the main international airport of
Thailand and one of the leading aviation hubs in Asia. Knowing the
language trend on signs at this airport could be beneficial to other
airports because airport authorities could use the research results to
consider which languages to include on their signs. In 2009, the
biggest group of signs at the airport were bilingual Thai and English
(57%), while only 2.4% of signs were trilingual (Thai, English and
Chinese or Arabic or Japanese). Over a decade, by 2021, the number
of Chinese tourists in Thailand was continuously increasing. This
triggered the research question as to whether the increase in the
number of Chinese tourists would influence the choice of languages
used on signs at the airport. The current study reported that the
number of signs at the airport increased 2.3 times from 401 in 2009
to 914 in 2021. The number of signs containing Chinese increased
from 5.7% in 2009 to 22.1% in 2021. Moreover, the number of
trilingual Thai, English and Chinese signs increased from 2.4% in
2009 to 11.7% in 2021. This implies that the number of Chinese
tourists influenced the inclusion of Chinese on signs. However, the
role of Chinese as a foreign language on signs was not as significant
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as the role of English, the world’s most important international
language, which was widely used on signs at Suvarnabhumi
International Airport and is still considered the principal foreign
language in Thailand.

Keywords

Linguistic landscape, Linguistic landscape in Thailand,
Airport, Signs, Thailand
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Introduction

The tourism industry has long been considered one of the
most important sectors generating income for Thailand, and it is seen
by the government as a key driver of economic development
(Ministry of Tourism and Sports of Thailand, 2022). Prior to the
COVID-19 outbreak in 2020, Thailand welcomed 39,916,251 tourists
in 2019, in comparison with 14,149,841 tourists visiting in 2009
(Ministry of Tourism and Sports of Thailand, 2022). It can be seen
that in just over a decade, the number of international visitors to
Thailand increased 2.8 times.

It is interesting that in 2009, there were 815,708 Chinese
tourists, while in 2019, there were 10,997,169 Chinese tourists
visiting Thailand (Ministry of Tourism and Sports of Thailand, 2022),
which indicates that the number of Chinese tourists increased around
13.5 times. Owing to the dramatic rise in the figure of Chinese
tourists, the researcher hypothezised that the Chinese language should
be more regularly used on signs at Suvarnabhumi Airport and
questioned whether the role of Chinese would be more important than
the role of English on signs at the airport or not. These hypotheses led
to the two research objectives given below.

Research Objectives
The objectives of this research are

1) To explore the relevance between the rise in the number
of Chinese tourists and the presence of the Chinese language on signs
at Suvarnabhumi Airport; and

2) To find out about the role of the Chinese language on
signs at the airport in comparison with English and other foreign
languages.
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Literature Review

As this paper focuses on the languages used on signs, it
directly involves the linguistic landscape, which is the study of
language texts in public areas (Shohamy, 2019). In addition, because
the work also looks at the roles of various languages on signs, it is
closely related to the field of multilingualism or the use of more than
one language (Rubino, 2019). This section discusses some of the
important studies on linguistic landscape and multilingualism
worldwide and in Thailand.

Linguistic Landscape and Multilingualism on Signs

Landry and Bourhis (1997, p. 25) defined ‘linguistic
landscape (LL) as “the language of public road signs, advertising
billboards, street names, place names, commercial shop signs, and
public signs on government buildings combine to form the linguistic
landscape of a given territory region, or urban agglomeration”. The
studies of the linguistic landscape started from the assumption that
signs can express other things beyond just the languages they
displayed (Kallen, 2010). It is believed that the linguistic landscape
can reveal the social context or the multilingual nature of a society if
more than one language is found (Gorter, 2006).

Previously, most of the linguistic landscape studies were
conducted under the theme of multilingualism in order to find out
which language was dominant in multilingual cities as presented in
the work by Backhaus (2007), Lawrence (2012) and Rubino (2019).

Backhaus  (2007) conducted his research into
multilingualism in Japan, with a focus on power and solidarity in
society. The signs were divided by the sense of ownership into
official, or the signs that belonged to the government, and nonofficial
or the signs that belonged to private businesses. The research found
that multilingual signs could still be found in many places around
Tokyo and that both official and nonofficial multilingual signs
contained more English than Japanese. In relation to Backhaus’ work,
this research hypothesized that in spite of Thailand being a
monolingual society, the signs at Suvarnabhumi Airport should
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contain more English than Thai, owing to the fact that non-Thai
travelers cannot read Thai. In addition, there should be an increase in
the number of signs with the Chinese language in comparison with
the data in 2009 because of the dramatic rise in Chinese visitors to
Thailand in recent years before the pandemic started in 2020.

In 2012, Lawrence (2012) conducted research into the
existence of English, Korean, ‘Konglish’ (a mixture of English and
Korean), and Chinese on public signs in seven regions of Seoul, the
capital city of South Korea. The signs were analyzed based on
(1) languages, (2) locations and (3) domains. The study revealed that
there was an inverse correlation between English and Korean. If
English signs increased, Korean signs would decrease, and vice versa.
On the other hand, there was a positive correlation between English
and Konglish, so if English signs increased, Konglish signs would
also increase. Lawrence (2012) came to the conclustion that in the
linguistic landscape of contemporary Korea, English was regarded as
the dominant foreign language, which also served as a marker of
modernity, luxury and youth.

Rubino (2019) conducted research into bilingualism on signs
in two areas in Sydney, Australia, where Italian immigrants and
Italian Australians lived. The signs were categorized into two main
groups, namely bilingual English and Italian signs, and trilingual
Italian, Italian dialect and English signs. The work focused on the use
of the languages in shops and restaurants in order to index
‘Italianness’ and appeal to customers by letting them feel a sense of
authenticity and/ or professionalism. The research found that most of
the bilingual English-Italian signs displayed the same messages,
using English with smaller letters underneath the Italian to help
readers feel that Italian was the principal culture; hence, the Italianess.
Moreover, English was added as as complementary language for
communicating with customers of non-Italian descent. The results
from Rubino’s research could be similar to the use of English on signs
at Suvarnabhumi Airport in that English is widely used for
communication and clarification of the original language, Thai.
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Linguistic Landscape in Thailand

Huebner (2006) did his research into the linguistic landscape
in Bangkok, Thailand by collecting data from fifteen areas to discover
the influence of English as a global language on Thai society by
focusing on the codemixing between English and Thai signs and the
influence of other foreign languages on signs. Huebner (2006)
categorized signs into government and nongovernment to see which
language played a leading role on signs owned by the two groups. The
research revealed that there were more monolingual Thai signs than
bilingual Thai and English signs among the government signs, while
the nongovernment signs contained more bilingual Thai and English
than monolingual Thai.

Ngampramuan (2009) conducted research into the linguistic
landscape on signs at major public transport hubs in Thailand with a
focus on the role of English for wider communication on signs in
three major public transport hubs, namely (1) Suvarnabhumi
International Airport, (2) Don Muang Airport, which was then used
for domestic flights, and (3) the Southern Bus Terminal, which was
used mainly by local people. The signs were categorized based, first,
on the sense of ownership into official and commercial and, second,
on the languages they displayed, namely monolingual, bilingual,
trilingual and multilingual, to see the role of foreign languages, if any,
on signs in these transport hubs.

At the three transport hubs, Ngampramuan found that there
were 401 signs in total: 125 official signs (31.2%) and 276
commercial signs (68.8%). The results showed that English was the
most frequently used foreign language on signs at Suvarnabhumi
Airport, as there were 383 signs (95.5%) containing English out of
401 signs, but there were only 23 signs (5.7%) containing Chinese. In
the official group, there were 21 monolingual English signs (5.2%),
while there were 117 monolingual English signs (29.1%) in the
commercial group. The numbers of bilingual Thai and English signs
were quite similar for both groups: 96 official Thai and English signs
(23.9%) and 99 commercial Thai and English signs (24.6%). There
were only 10 trilingual signs (2.4%), which displayed Thai, English
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and Japanese or Arabic or Chinese. In addition, all of these 10 signs
belonged to the commercial group, which means there were no
trilingual signs that belonged to the airport (Ngampramuan, 2009).

Although other foreign languages, namely Japanese, Arabic
and French were present on some of the signs, their roles were not
significant as there were only 8 signs (1.5%). Finally, the research
concluded that the existence of English on signs was associated with
the target audience and the number of international visitors at each
data collection site because English signs were found at
Suvarnabhumi Airport the most, followed by Don Muang Airport and
the Southern Bus Terminal (Ngampramuan, 2009).

In another study, Suaykratok (2018) stated in his work about
the inclusion of a minority language on public signs in the South of
Thailand that the inclusion of the minority language, or Malaysian,
on signs would make visitors from Malaysia feel more welcome, and
feel better about Thailand. Similarly, as one-thirds of the international
tourists visiting Thailand in 2015-2019 were Chinese, the present
researcher hypothesized that the airport should display more Chinese
signs so that Chinese tourists coul feel more welcome.

Methodology

The data, i.e., the photos of signs in this research, were
collected from Suvarnabhumi Airport between June and August
2021. Prior to taking photos of signs at the airport, it was necessary
for the researcher to send a letter to the authorities and ask them for
permission for safety and security reasons. The data were collected
from all main areas at the airport, ranging from the arrival hall, the
departure hall, check-in counters and all the way to the gates. All
signs that were salient to travelers were collected and counted as part
of the data. Repetitive signs, which were exactly the same, such as the
exit sign, would be counted as one. In total, 914 signs were used for
data analysis in this research.
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With regard to the research methodology, linguistic
landscape studies allow researchers to apply various kinds of
methodology and multidisciplinary approaches for a better
understanding depending on each individual study (Gorter, 2006).
This study deployed mixed methods as the data were collected from
the real world setting, Suvarnabhumi Airport, and then categorized
based on the ownership and languages. The analyses were based on
the number of signs, related theories in previous studies, the
researcher’s observations and analyses and the information from
interviews with some airport officials.

In general, data in linguistic landscape studies are
categorized based on the sign ownership into top-down (a sign that
belongs to the state and/ or central bureaucracies), and bottom-up (a
sign that belongs to autonomous social actors or individuals)
(Shohamy, 2006; Backhaus, 2007; Ngampramuan, 2016). Therefore,
in this research, signs would be also categorized based on the
ownership into top-down and bottom-up to see which group contains
more English or Chinese signs. The term ‘top-down’ in this paper,
refers to the signs owned by the airport, and ‘bottom-up’ refers to
signs belonging to airlines, commercial shops and private businesses.

In addition, in order to study multilingualism on signs,
Buchstaller and Alvanides (2019), Ngampramuan (2016) and Rubino
(2019) noted that signs can be categorized based on the languages
they display into monolingual signs, containing only one language;
bilingual signs, containing two languages; trilingual signs, containing
three languages, and multilingual signs containing more than three
languages. To examine the language trend of signs at Suvarnabhumi
Airport, the data in this paper would also be categorized into (1) the
ownership — top-down and bottom-up — and (2) the languages on
signs — monolingual, bilingual, trilingual and multilingual — to see the
language trend in each type of ownership.
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Results

The results based on the two research objectives can be found
in Table 1.

Table 1 Languages on Signs at Suvarnabhumi Airport

Monolingual Bilingual Trilingual
IS
Q
& 3 B
[=2 = —
g 8 28 9 o 2 B = g2 _
— = c ) + @ Iy w s = 7] =]
&g 2 £ £ £ 2 s £ ££ 5 £ B
F u o O w O F F O o
Top-
down 21 90 5 8 208 24 30 55 1 2 6 33 483
Botto

27 9 7 431

=

m-up 10 136 12 2 118 44 13 52

Total 31 226 17 10 326 68 43 107 2 29 15 40 914
Th = Thai, Eng = English, Ch = Chinese, Jap = Japanese

According to Table 1, it can be seen that there were 914 signs
found at the airport in 2021,which increased 2.3 times in comparison
with the data at the same airport in 2009. In 2021, there were
relatively fewer more top-down signs (52.8%) than bottom-up signs
(47.2%), while there were clearly more bottom-up signs (68.8%) than
top-down signs (31.2%) in 2009.

The biggest group of signs was bilingual signs (47.8%),
followed by the group of monolingual signs (31.1%) in second place
and the group of trilingual signs in last place (15.1%). In comparision
with the data in 2009, the number of trilingual signs increased 13.8
times to 138 signs in 2021. Nevertheless, in 2021, there was only a
small percentage of multilingual signs (0.5%). There were also 40
signs labelled ‘Others’ as they did not fall into any of the
aforementioned categories because they contained only pictures,
maps, numbers, symbols or QR codes.
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Based on the group of monolingual signs, for both top-down
and bottom-up signs, monolingual English signs were more
frequently found than other languages at Suvarnabhumi Airport (see
Figure 1). In addition, the languages found on monolingual signs were
English (24.7%), Thai (3.4%) and Chinese (1.8%). The other 10
monolingual signs contained Arabic, Japanese, Korean, and
Vietnamese.

Figure 1 A monolingual English sign (bottom-up)
Note. From Wipapan Ngampramuan

As for the category of bilingual signs, both top-down and
bottom-up signs mainly used Thai and English (n = 326 or 35.6%) as
the two main languages (see Figure 2), while there were only 68 signs
(7.4%) containing English and Chinese (see Figure 3). Finally, the
other 43 bilingual signs (4.7%) contained English and Arabic,
Japanese, Korean, Russian, or Vietnamese.

v v IS
‘L%W'\ZLQW%W i
| i
‘\ Staff Only |

Gror

{
\\

Figure 2 A bilingual Thai and English sign (top-down)
Note. From Wipapan Ngampramuan
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Figure 3 A bilingual English and Chinese sign (bottom-up)
Note. From Wipapan Ngampramuan

Regarding the group of trilingual signs, there were only three
languages commonly found together, namely Thai, English and
Chinese (11.7%) (see Figure 3). The proportion of these trilingual
signs was quite similar for both top-down (n = 55) and bottom-up
(n = 52). It can be seen that the number of trilingual signs at
Suvarnabhumi Airport in 2021 was 13.8 times higher in comparision
with the number of signs in 2009.

Apart from English, Thai and Chinese, other foreign
languages found on multilingual signs were Russian, Arabic,
Japanese and Korean (see Figure 4), but the humber of multilingual
signs at this airport was rather low (n = 15 or 1.6%).

CUSTOMS

wk | A
TaMOXHA

Figure 4 A multilingual English, Chinese,
Korean and Russian sign (top-down)
Note. From Wipapan Ngampramuan
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Discussion and Conclusion

According to the numerical results in Table 1, it can be
summarized that, in 2021, signs at Suvarnabhumi Airport
significantly increased 2.3 times from 401 signs in 2009 to 914 signs.
In addition, in 2021, the role of Chinese on signs at Suvarnabhumi
Airport markedly increased in comparison with its role at the same
airport in 2009. Despite the high rise, out of 914 signs, there were 241
signs (26.4%) containing Chinese, while there were 705 signs
(77.1%) containing English. This can lead to the conclusion that
although the role of Chinese as a foreign language on signs at
Suvarnabhumi Airport has definitely increased, it is still not as
prevalent as the role of English, which has been used as the main
foreign language on signs at Thai airports for a long time.

Regarding the division of signs based on ownership into top-
down and bottom-up to see the number of signs in each group, and
the language choices in comparison with the previous study in 2009,
the current research shows that top-down signs increased 3.8 times
from 125 signs to 483 signs in 2021. Interestingly, in 2009, the airport
did not have any trilingual sign (0%) but mainly bilingual Thai and
English signs; however, in 2021, the airport owned 58 (6.3%)
trilingual signs, 55 of which contained Thai, English and Chinese
(6.0%). Based on an interview with an airport official who was
directly involved with the sign-making process, he revealed that the
airport saw the importance of Chinese as the third language on signs
as there had been a growing number of Chinese tourists visiting
Thailand in recent years. In addition, if possible, the airport planned
to replace all bilingual Thai and English signs with trilingual Thai,
English and Chinese signs because of the usefulness of the Chinese
language, since most of the Chinese visitors could not understand
English as easily as Chinese. As long as these visitors needed to
follow the airport’s strict regulations, signs were considered
necessary as a medium for communication between the airport
authorities and the Chinese tourists because not many officers at the
airport could speak Chinese. Therefore, if the signs contained
information in Chinese, Chinese tourists could easily follow the
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airport instructions and regulations. Apart from Thai, English, and
Chinese, in 2021, other foreign languages found on signs (2.5%) were
Russian, Japanese, Arabic, Korean and Vietnamese.

As for the group of bottom-up signs, in 2021, the number of
signs increased 1.5 times from 276 signs to 431 signs. In the past, the
number of bottom-up signs (n = 276) was 2.2 times higher than the
top-down signs (n = 431), while at present, the number of top-down
signs (n = 483) was higher than the bottom-up signs (n = 431).
According to an interview with another airport official, the airport has
tried to have more signs in all necessary areas to facilitate movement
and instruct not only Chinese but also other international tourists
because the officers took the view that signs were permanent, and
they could give information to visitors every day and at any time. If
signs were useful and clear enough, people did not have to ask for
more information from the airport staff. This could help to reduce the
staff’s work and save time for visitors rather than waiting in line to
ask for help.

In 2021, bilingual Thai and English signs were still the
biggest category at the airport as they were in 2009. The official who
was interviewed admitted that it was easier to add more Thai and
English signs because most of the airport officers knew these two
languages. However, if it was necessary to make a Chinese sign, they
sometimes needed to wait for help from the staff members with a
good knowledge of Chinese or ask for help from other government
agencies if signs required long Chinese messages. They did not want
to use ‘Google Translate’ or other translation software, as it could
incorrectly translate messages, which could lead to problems for
passengers and adversely affect the image of the airport and the
country. Nevertheless, if the airport could get some help with the
Chinese language and an increased budget, the airport would like to
change bilingual Thai and English signs into trilingual Thai, English
and Chinese signs to make Chinese tourists feel more welcome and
enable them to understand the information and regulations at the
airport more easily. However, the airport considered having Chinese
as an additional language besides English but not replacing English
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as English could still reach wider groups of audience and make the
airport look international and standard like other international airports
in the region and around the world.

In conclusion, in response to the two research objectives, the
researcher has discovered that the rise in the number of Chinese
tourists positively influenced the presence of more Chinese signs at
Suvarnabhumi Airport in 2021, as the number of Chinese signs
increased 13.8 times from 10 to 138 signs in 2021. In addition, the
airport plans to add more Chinese messages on their new signs to
complement English but not to replace English, so English would still
keep its position as the main foreign and international language at
Suvarnabhumi Airport. In addition, with regard to the language
frequency on signs at the airport, it can be summarized that the
language that was most frequently found on signs was English,
followed by Thai and Chinese, in that order. Despite having other
foreign languages — Russian, Japanese, Arabic, Korean and
Vietnamese — on signs, these languages played very minor roles at the
airport.

Based on the results and discussion, this paper suggests that,
if possible, other airports in Thailand should include more Chinese
messages on signs, as they could enhance Chinese tourists’
understandings about the regulations, procedures and other
information at the airports, which could help to lessen the work of
airport officials, as well as making Chinese visitors feel more
comfortable. At other international airports that are not regularly
visited by Chinese tourists, English should still be the most useful
international language, as it can reach a greater number of visitors
than any other languages and will give the airports an appearance that
follows the standards of other international airports around the world.
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