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Chapter 8  

Conclusion 

The aim of the project reported on in this dissertation was to find out whether bilinguals 

and monolinguals differ in specific executive functions and in specific aspects of language 

processing. As we have described in this dissertation, the results of our study show 

significant differences between groups of bilinguals and of monolingual controls, both in 

performance on a task-switching test and on a verbal fluency task. We have also pointed out 

that we think that these findings make a relevant contribution to the literature, because our 

study controls for the participants’ languages, involving speakers of languages that are 

typologically closely related. Besides, as far as the verbal fluency test is concerned, an 

important characteristic of our study is that in the two languages of the early bilinguals 

many words are exactly the same. In addition, in our study we controlled for a large number 

of demographic variables to make sure that the participants in different groups were 

matched in as many respects as possible. 

In this section we would like to make some observations to contextualize the results and 

put them in a wider perspective. A good 10 years have passed since the publication of the 

seminal studies by Bialystok and her group, which reported significant advantages in 

executive functions, especially inhibition and controlled attention, for groups of bilingual 

children (Bialystok & Martin, 2004) and of bilingual adults (Bialystok et al., 2004). These 

studies had such an impact, that some of its limitations were initially ignored. Some of the 

findings appeared to be less robust than initially assumed, and a large number of studies 

failed to find any difference in task performance between bilinguals and monolinguals. 

Nevertheless, from the relatively limited evidence of an advantage for a bilingual over a 
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monolingual group, a hypothesis was developed: during bilingual language processing, 

bilinguals would have to inhibit the non-target language, and this practice would transfer to 

an enhancement of the efficiency of inhibitory processes more generally. Even though this 

hypothesis was adapted over the years, it has held the research concerning bilingualism in a 

firm grip. Still, whereas in the beginning studies in this field mainly searched for the 

mechanism behind the bilingual advantage, the debate is now focusing more and more on 

the question whether the bilingual advantage in executive functions exists, and if so, for 

what type of bilinguals what type of advantage would be applicable. In other words, the 

research has already become more sophisticated, in that its topic has changed from ‘the 

bilingual advantage’ to the possible advantages that types of bilingualism in specific 

contexts can bring. 

As we have argued in the introductory chapter (p. 4), bilingualism is not a binary 

concept, but rather a multi-dimensional scale, comprising many different aspects on which 

individuals may differ. Usually, the distinctive criterion in group studies for being bilingual 

or monolingual is the number of languages individuals are proficient in, but the degree of 

proficiency in the L1 and L2, age of acquisition, etc. are all aspects that may play highly 

significant roles, in any conceivable direction. To give an example, whereas initially it was 

assumed that it was especially early, balanced  bilingualism that might lead to an advantage, 

more recently evidence was reported that an advantage was only found in dominant, but not 

in balanced bilinguals (Goral, 2015), which is opposed to our own findings. All the 

different aspects of ‘being bilingual’ make it difficult, if not impossible, to generalize the 

results of a group study comparing bilingual and monolingual performance to other types of 

bilingualism. In this dissertation, we have therefore explicitly emphasized that our results 

cannot a priori be generalized to other bilinguals, but we hope that we have also made it 
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sufficiently clear that in our view this limitation extends to all other studies on this topic. 

One of the reasons why some authors of previous studies failed to be aware of the limited 

generalizability of their findings may be that in some countries the distinction between 

bilingualism and monolingualism seems to be more absolute than in others. In the 

Netherlands, for instance, almost everyone is to some degree proficient in more than one 

language; only the level of proficiency, and the number of languages an individual is 

proficient or fluent in, vary. That is why a study comparing ‘bilinguals and monolinguals’ 

cannot and should not be carried out within the borders of the Netherlands. We are aware 

that this distinction would oversimplify, and not do justice to the wideness and variety of 

the linguistic landscape of the Dutch society. This is also the reason why we chose to 

involve German – functional- monolinguals in our study, since knowledge of, and 

especially fluency in, a foreign language is still much less common in Germany than in the 

Netherlands. 

However, as we pointed out in the previous chapters, when for a study participants are 

recruited from different populations, this inevitably leads to the possibility of confounds by 

other variables. In the US and Canada for instance, most bilinguals have immigrant 

backgrounds, and as we have shown, this may lead to a bias between groups (Fuller-

Thomson & Kuh, 2014) – a bias that, as we observed in chapter 6, may have played a role 

in our study involving the late bilingual group, as well. Neither can we rule out the 

possibility that differences between for instance Germans and Frisians that we were not 

aware of and that could not be ‘captured’ in our demographic analysis, played a role, and 

that these differences between the groups may have had more impact on their task 

performance than the difference in language background. As we argued in chapter 4, the 

effect of the factor language balance that we found within the group of early bilingual 



198 
 

Frisians is therefore perhaps the most compelling evidence for a bilingual effect that we can 

report. Even then, this evidence is only an indication, but seen against a background of a 

huge, ever increasing amount of evidence either in favor or against a bilingual advantage, a 

piece of evidence in a context where no effects of different populations may have played a 

role, may become a beacon pointing in possible directions for further research. 

During the test sessions, the discussions that followed filling out the language 

questionnaire often evoked long stories and anecdotes about people’s past histories and 

experiences. Even individuals who at first sight had very similar (language) backgrounds, 

were shown to be very different in so many aspects, in the interviews following a test 

session. This inevitably leads to questions, such as how much do we know about people’s 

pasts, and also, how much can we capture about it in a questionnaire, and how much do past 

experiences affect performance on an executive functions test? In this respect, the 

observations made by Valian (2015) make perfect sense. Even if bilingualism is a factor 

that may affect the efficiency of executive control, it is very likely not the only one. The 

problem is that it may not be the most important one, but still the one that we are focusing 

on. 

In the time when this study was set up, the debate about ‘the bilingual advantage’ had 

only just begun. Now that we are right in the middle of it, it is as if we are getting lost in an 

ever increasing amount of studies, which only seldom seem to be in agreement with one 

another. In such a dense and impenetrable forest it is hard to point in a direction for research 

that can ‘find a way out’. For one thing, with such a mass of contradictory evidence 

provided by previous research, it seems hardly possible that one, perfectly designed study 

could ever be set up which could provide final, conclusive evidence either in favor or 
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against a bilingual advantage, or for that matter, a disadvantage. Instead, we should perhaps 

reconcile ourselves to the idea that the question whether the bilingual advantage in 

executive functioning exists is far too complex and dynamic to be answered with a simple 

yes or no. Thelen and Smith (1994) argue that, just like other human developmental 

processes , the cognitive system does not develop under the influence of one single cause, 

but rather through a set of complex interactions that change over time. This does not rule 

out the possibility that group studies that control for a number of possibly relevant factors 

can provide more insight into effects of possible confounds. This study has focused on 

participants that were bilingual in typologically closely related languages. It would be 

interesting to conduct a complimentary study involving participants who are bilingual in 

languages that are typologically further apart. As has been argued in chapter 5, within-

group studies are very suitable for looking at effects of a particular aspect of language use, 

because they decrease the risk of being confounded by effects of other variables. We also 

argued that for this type of experimental research there is a need for valid, sensitive 

instruments, such as questionnaires that can give a full and detailed picture of a 

participant’s behavior over the life span. Longitudinal studies, which examine how the 

efficiency of cognitive functioning develops over time, may also provide further insight. 

Another way out of the forest might be a more fundamental, reflective approach. In the 

first place, this can entail setting up studies that try to answer the more fundamental 

questions underlying the issue of the bilingual advantage in executive functioning. This 

relates to questions that refer to the relation between domain-general and language control, 

such as to what extent the training of linguistic skills can transfer to more general cognitive 

functioning. When we gain more insight into the general restrictions of such a transfer, it 

could also tell us something about the restrictions of bilingual effects. Even then, a 
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restriction on the possibility of such a transfer need not imply that bilingual (dis)advantages 

cannot exist. Bilingualism, as we pointed out in the introductory chapter, does not only 

entail that some individuals have brains with multiple linguistic representations that may be 

in mutual competition. As Grosjean argued, ‘Bilinguals are not two monolinguals in one’ 

(2010). It also implies that individuals have been in contact with multiple cultures, either as 

immigrants, because of being born or raised in a bilingual region, or because of any other 

environmental context, such as the demand to learn a second language in classroom 

conditions. In most cases, this implies they have been dealing with the need or the challenge 

to adapt, and to adopt strategies, to deal with the different demands put on them by having 

to cope with multiple languages and multiple cultures. In other words, speaking more than 

one language does not only have an impact on a purely psycholinguistic level. Future 

research into bilingual (dis)advantages could benefit from taking all these aspects into 

account. 


