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Despite English-medium instruction (EMI) being one of the fastest growing phenomena in global
higher education, there is still little clarity about what triggers universities to implement it. This
is partially due to alack of tools in EMI research for the investigation of causal relationships. This
paper showcases how a rigorous adoption of social process tracing (SPT) can prove an effective
tool to investigate causality in areas of applied linguistics that focus on decision-making around
language, such as EMI language policy. We utilize the Polytechnic of Milan court case as a case
study to show (1) how SPT can be adopted by applied linguists in practice and (2) how, by
foregrounding causality, it can unveil new relevant findings. In breaking down the steps of
SPT implementation, we discuss some key tenets of the process tracing method and some
potential challenges of its adoption by applied linguists. Results indicate that SPT has
significant potential to support applied linguists in pushing research about real-life language
policy decisions in novel directions.

Introduction

Applied linguistics has been considered an intrinsically interdisciplinary area of study by virtue of
its continuous interface and overlap with other disciplines (e.g. Grabe 2002; Bradley 2024). This
propensity seems to have been strengthened by the ‘methodological turn’ (Amini Farsani et al.
2021: 2) of the 2010s, which placed renewed emphasis on research practices and orientations.
The desire for conceptual and methodological innovation has further increased the calls for inter-
disciplinary exploration in various areas of applied linguistics research (e.g. Salnaia et al. 2021;
Hiver et al. 2022; Hultgren et al. 2025). Nevertheless, epistemological and methodological differ-
ences can be difficult to reconcile between the various academic tribes, placing obstacles on
the road to interdisciplinary research that require ad hoc discussion.
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For example, while causality has been framed as an inherent concern of applied linguistics
(Bouchard 2021), in much research focused on the linguistic outcomes of social change the inves-
tigation of causality is not pursued as a direct focus. Some have argued that this may be the result
of prevailing philosophical and analytical orientations, as well as a lack of methodological tools
(Thomas et al. 2024). As a possible solution, recent research has proposed the adoption of the
method of process tracing (PT), already in use in psychology, policy studies and business studies,
as a potential tool to support causality-centred investigations in areas of applied linguistics that
have struggled to engage with it, including for example language policy and English-medium in-
struction (EMI) (Hultgren and Wilkinson 2022; Hultgren et al. 2023; Thomas et al. 2024). The meth-
od shows a broad range of applications; political scientists, for example, tend to adopt it to analyse
social and political phenomena (e.g. the path between a political decision and its outcome), while
psychologists typically use PT to investigate cognitive and psychological phenomena (e.g. tracing
the process from thought to action, see Schulte-Mecklenbeck et al. 2017). These are also common
areas of interest in various subfields of applied linguistics.

PT has seen a handful of applications in applied linguistics (arguably starting from Hiver and
Al-Hoorie 2016); however, careful examination of the literature suggests the presence of some
challengesin the adoption of the method, leading to unfavourable outcomes such as lack of clarity
as to the processes investigated and weak (or absent) connections between causes and outcomes
(see Thomas et al. 2024, for a comprehensive literature review). Furthermore, while PT is com-
monly referred to as one method, there are known differences in the way it has been used, in
terms of both what is traced at the theoretical level and how the tracing is done empirically
(Beach 2022). It is important, then, for researchers to ensure coherence between their ontological
and epistemological positions (Kaas et al. 2024). In the present paper, we focus on social process
tracing (SPT) as a variant of PT that encompasses the method’s understanding of mechanisms, as
well as an interpretivist focus on the social context and its meaning-making—which is in itself at
the heart of many areas of applied linguistics.

Upon rigorous application, SPT appears to have great potential for the investigation of causal
processes behind real-life decisions made about language. This article provides an illustration
of how it can be used in practice to investigate the causal dynamics of language policy outcomes.
Far from claiming a flawless or final understanding of the method, we offer an example of how SPT
was adopted in the interdisciplinary research project English as the Language-of-Education
Mechanisms in Europe: New Transdisciplinary Approaches in Linguistics (ELEMENTAL), showcasing
the key steps in its implementation and its contribution towards a complete reconstruction of
the process investigated. ELEMENTAL investigated the triggers for the increase of EMI at
European universities, one of the most significant and hard-to-address research gaps in the field.
The project’s starting hypothesis of a causal connection between decentralizing initiatives in
higher education (HE) governance and an increase in EMI was tested on various case studies
(see Hultgren and Wilkinson 2022; Thomas et al. 2024; Yuksel et al. 2024a,b). In this paper, we fo-
cus on the adoption of SPT in a case study on Italian HE to display a real context application, from
inception to full reconstruction of the causal process. By breaking down the proceedings step by
step, we hope to offer a demonstration of our use of SPT in as simple and transparent terms as
possible, which may facilitate further engagement with the method by applied linguists, ultimate-
ly leading to more complex understandings of decision-making processes about language. The pa-
per addresses the following research questions: how can SPT be adopted in practice by applied
linguists to investigate decisions made around language? What novel contribution can it offer?

Background

At their core, all variants of PT seek to draw causal inferences about various actions (and the en-
tities performing them) to shed light on the workings of causal processes and, potentially, on the
conditions under which they operate. PT typically operates qualitatively, within-case.
Nevertheless, it can offer some generalizable contributions, in the shape of partially abstract
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causal mechanisms (a terminology generally used interchangeably with the aforementioned
‘causal processes’) that can be recognized at work in different contexts. Once unveiled, the work-
ings of the causal process can be recognized at work in other case studies as well. This is represen-
tative of a regularity-based understanding of the world. PT, however, does not imply a purely
mechanistic worldview: while causal mechanisms are the focus of PT, they are considered proc-
esses connecting causes to outcomes, not causes themselves (Beach and Pedersen 2019).

A significant point of departure between different types of PT approaches lies in their conception
of the relationship between the natural and social world. Kaas et al. (2024) argue that the majority of
PT methods can be broadly considered positivist, as they tend to downplay the role played by the
interaction of actors and their social context in the workings of the mechanism; this can be said
to result into ‘under-socialized’ analyses (2), which may be of little interest for applied linguists.
On the other hand, accounts which foreground the social context as the determinant structure in
the actors’ behaviours return ‘over-socialized’ analyses, which do not account for the causal drivers
of the process (3). As a solution to these fallacies, the Social variant of PT (known as SPT) has recently
been proposed (Kaas et al. 2024), which aims to make the contribution of the social context to the
mechanism explicit, so that it can be evidenced, while also maintaining a language that accounts
for the processual agentive component in a mechanism. In other words, SPT views interpretivist ap-
proaches to PT as supplemental to the more positivist ones, for a nuanced (and, as much as possible,
accurate) reconstruction of causal processes. Epistemologically, SPT’s positions about the intercon-
nectedness of agents’ motivations for action (and impacts of such action) are derived from critical
realism; however, SPT diverges from critical realism in its view of mechanisms as observable and
in its focus on evidencing the causal linkages between causes and outcomes. In both PT and SPT,
the causal relationships between the different actions should not only be assumed but explicitly the-
orized to lead to ‘observable’ clues (Kaas et al. 2024).

Despite SPT’s increased attention for the social component of processes, the PT method as a
whole can still raise doubts among those social sciences and humanities scholars used to more
interpretivist positions. In that sense, the idea that agents’ motivations can be ‘known’ may in it-
self be questioned by some, who may perceive PT as a reductionist technique, excessively simplis-
tic in its views of interaction and in its demarcations of processual change. Such differences in
orientations could be traced back to core epistemological differences between disciplines: taking
as an example the fields of governance and sociolinguistics (both relevant to the case study here
discussed), it could be noted that while the first would typically seek its explanatory strategies in
the frameworks of behaviouralist or systems theory, the latter would operate in terms of social
constructionism, discourse, and language ideology (Hultgren 2023, drawing on Miller 2018 ).
Some of these differences may be irreconcilable, and ultimately, we do not aim to express the su-
periority of one paradigm over the other. What should be noted—and may be of comfort to some—
however, is that PT does not intrinsically shun the complexity of the real world; rather, it seeks to
lay it out, as much as possible, for all to see. The method can—especially in its SPT variant—inte-
grate interpretivist perspectives and complex realism views of causality that include a focus on
agency in the social context and a dynamic understanding of reality (see e.g. Norman 2021; Van
Meegdenburg 2023; Kaas et al. 2024). Additionally, PT relies heavily on the iteration between
phases of theorization and empirical investigation, constantly putting the researcher’s assump-
tions and hypotheses under scrutiny, precisely to ensure the robustness of the reconstructed
causal process.

Overall, PT represents a detailed and transparent framework for the study of how particular
actions are causally connected one to another, providing some clarity to often very complex out-
comes. Its linear representation of causal mechanisms is a contribution towards that clarity and
does not imply a linear understanding of reality, much like a painting does not imply a bidimen-
sional understanding of a landscape. Similarly, while the chronological component is presentin a
reconstructed causal process, the generative source of a linkage between different parts of the
process is not temporal, but causal (as also noted in Thomas et al. 2024); this can allow the mod-
elling of technically non-linear processes (e.g. to include feedback loops as part of the process).
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The emphasis on causality rather than on chronology represents perhaps the key difference be-
tween an account of events obtained from other methods and a PT-based reconstruction of a
mechanism.

There are many areas in which the ability to investigate why certain decisions about language
are made could be beneficial, and perhaps chiefly among these language policy. Every time there s
interest in investigating what led to a particular real-life situation (i.e. when some process of ac-
tion/interaction between people or entities seems connected to an outcome), the adoption of PT
could be considered. Furthermore, in cases where particular effort to gain an understanding of
the social context and of the meaning of actions is required to identify the causal process, SPT is
likely to represent the most suitable variant of PT. SPT itself does not generate a simplistic account
of observable processes: in addition to the investigation of observable traces, SPT probes at actors’
perceptions of their reasons for acting in a certain way, as well as at how such actions are per-
ceived by other actors who respond to them.

By relying on a constant feedback loop between theory and empirics, PT does not intrinsically
direct the researcher towards existing theoretical frameworks in his/her discipline; this facilitates
the breaching of disciplinary boundaries, bringing to light possible blind spots and pushing re-
search forward in innovative directions, returning comprehensive and complex investigations.
The ELEMENTAL project, for example, investigated the rise of EMI at European universities, shed-
ding light on previously unexplored connections with a set of HE governance reforms imple-
mented in Europe since the 1980s. In this instance, the adoption of PT (ELEMENTAL'’s case
studies generally relied also on interpretivist positions and methods that set them close to SPT.
Nonetheless, some of ELEMENTAL research predates the formalization of SPT as a PT variant
achieved by Kaas et al. (2024), which has implications for the language adopted in such research.)
pushed EMI research beyond the explanations previously put forward in the field, which typically
foregrounded processes of internationalization and did not explicitly investigate causal relation-
ships. Additionally, the PT analysis complemented and strengthened the quantitative findings of
the project, which identified university autonomy as a predictor of EMI increase in public
European universities (see Wingrove et al. 2025a). While the regression modelling adopted in
the quantitative research easily lends itself to generalization, it can only speculate about the
mechanism at play. PT, instead, is able to unveil such a mechanism and illustrate its workings,
by identifying the causal linkages that lead to the investigated outcome and shedding light on
their role in the entire causal process. Having acknowledged the general contribution that PT
can make to certain areas of applied linguistics, in the rest of this paper, we will often foreground
SPT as a tool that, by factoring in not only the actions performed by actors but also their meaning
in the given context, provided a way to tackle effectively the complex case of Italian HE. The break-
down of our procedures in the coming sections will consistently show that a focus on the social
environmentin which the actors operated was key to reconstructing the investigated mechanism.
In the next section, we start by introducing the case study and providing relevant background in-
formation about the context.

The case study

The case of Italian HE was originally selected because it appeared relevant for the testing of the
ELEMENTAL project’s underlying hypothesis, namely that decentralized university governance
approaches in Europe, such as steering-at-a-distance (An approach characterized by the in-
crease of institutional autonomy, counterbalanced by the implementation of accountability in-
struments such as performance indicators. In this approach, the governmentis only one among
many actors influencing institutional decision-making (Kickert 1995).), trigger, perhaps unwit-
tingly, the increase of EMI (see Hultgren et al. 2023; Wingrove et al. 2025a). The findings of the
project exceed the scope of this paper, which focuses instead on showcasing the contribution of
SPT in addressing questions of language policy and practices, relying on a specific real-life case
study.
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Italian HE and EMI

Research about European EMI has often been conducted in early adopter countries (chiefly
Scandinavian countries like Sweden or Denmark) which, despite different histories of HE govern-
ance, present various contextual similarities (e.g. similar policy features and values, as well as a
tendency of HE policies to be ‘rather insulated from party politics’, Bleiklie and Michelsen 2019:
195). However, this is unlikely to be representative of all European countries that engage in
EMI. Italy, for example, is part of a different governance tradition than Scandinavian countries,
and it is a late adopter of EMI. Additionally, the country has a very long history of HE, in fact, in-
cluding the oldest university in Europe. Thus, this context lends itself particularly well to offer dif-
ferent, perhaps complementary, insights into the trajectory of EMI in Europe.

In Italy, EMI has grown in the last few decades but also faced some resistance. The country was
involved in the 1999 Bologna process, and both recent institutional and national policies framed
internationalization as a goal for Italian universities, although often leaving the reasons for such ob-
jective implicit and language policy implications somewhat vague (e.g. Zuaro et al. 2022). In terms of
public governance, Italy had its last major reform of HE in 2010 (with law 240/2010, often referenced
as ‘Gelmini law’). The reform generated some controversy, particularly for the reduction of public
funding towards education and for the ‘managerial’ view of HE that transpired from it. It, nonethe-
less, set as an objective the strengthening of internationalization ‘also’ (art. 2.2.1) through the use of
foreign languages in a variety of activities. Regarding EMI, in 2017 Italy appeared to have increased
its number of EMI courses, but also to have ‘reached a certain saturation level (much lower than in
Nordic countries)’ (Broggini and Costa 2017: 256). Recent data also show that, while EMI in Italy reg-
istered a 25 per cent increase in the last decade, currently 50 per cent of Italian HE institutions offer
EMI, characterizing the country as a medium-EMI context by European standards (Wingrove et al.
2025b). It should also be noted that Italy is one of the few countries in Europe where the legitimacy
of EMI has been discussed in court, as a result of a bottom-up action from the academic staff of a
public university, the Polytechnic University of Milan (also known as Polimi).

The court case stemmed from the refusal of part of Polimi’s academic staff to adhere to a new
institutional policy, promoted by the then rector and approved by the academic senate, which
aimed for all MA and PhD courses at the university to be taught exclusively via EML In 2012,
100 academics sued their institution, resulting in a court case spanning six years and involving
three different courts. Eventually, the Council of State found the policy illegitimate on the basis
of the country’s broader legal framework, essentially finding degree programmes that completely
exclude the national language (i.e. Italian) from education unconstitutional. While this cannot be
said to have wiped EMI out of Italian HE—which was never the verdict’s intention—it does assert
some limits to its implementation. It is certainly difficult to trace the effects of the ban on exclu-
sive EMI at Italian universities, particularly because different institutions will have implemented
different strategies to adjust toit. Equally difficult has also been identifying clear reasons that led
to this outcome in the landscape of European HE. Various studies from applied linguistics scholars
reported the events of this litigation, discussing the legal principles behind the verdicts and the
perspectives of different stakeholders (e.g. Molino and Campagna 2014; Pulcini and Campagna
2015; Santulli 2015; Murphy and Zuaro 2021; Zuaro et al. 2024). Nevertheless, available research
has not connected this particular event with the broader context of the changes that Italian HE
governance was undergoing at that time. Additionally, while the outcome of the court case bene-
fited from much analysis in the literature, virtually no research is available about the mechanism
thatled to the promotion of the EMI-only policy in the first place (but see, for some insight into the
ideological positions pro and against the policy, Zuaro et al. 2024).

The adoption of SPT can make a unique contribution to the study of the Polimi court case by
providing useful tools to shed light on the causal process of this episode. Additionally, as a contri-
bution to language policy and EMI research in general, the Italian context offers an opportunity to
investigate the relationship between public governance and EMI implementation in a complex,
non-linear, case. As mentioned above, ELEMENTAL'’s original hypothesis posited a positive
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relationship between decentralizing forms of public management, which rely on universities’ au-
tonomy to steer them towards certain objectives via incentives rather than tight regulation, and
the increase of EMI. The Italian case study potentially challenged this hypothesis by presenting a
situation where, in a context of a HE reform that had arguably stimulated EMI, an intervention of
the central authority had proceeded to limit its expansion. In the next section, we introduce our
data, as well as the methods of data collection and evaluation. It is, however, important to stress
that our effort to describe the information that we had and the datasets that we drew from for this
case study in a clear fashion constrains us to a rather linear and neat presentation, that does not
translate the abductive component of SPT. In reality, during data collection and analysis, the the-
orizing of the causal process was constantly informed by newly acquired evidence; similarly, de-
velopments in theorization sought validity in additional empirical evidence. This process was also
in continuous interface with our investigation of the social context and of the actors’ perceptions
of the meaning of actions.

Data

In all PT variants, data selection is typically non-random and theory-driven, in that evidence is
sought in order for the hypothesized theories to be tested (Beach and Pedersen 2019).
Additionally, certain uses of PT (e.g. Beach and Pedersen 2019) adopt different nomenclature
for data before and after they are assessed by the researcher. This can be useful to make the dis-
tinction between general information about a series of events and information that actually
points to the workings of the theorized causal process. All information encountered (and col-
lected) by the researcher can be considered an observation; however, only observations that carry
inferential value are considered evidence (see also Waldner 2015). The process of data evaluation
relies on a Bayesian logic of inference: evidence is confirming of the theory when there are not
plausible alternative explanations for finding the evidence. Here, too, knowledge of the context
is crucial to inform the researcher’s judgement of the likeliness of a piece of evidence.

The non-random approach to data collection can represent a limitation of PT, potentially lead-
ing to selection biases. However, in PT, any observation ultimately needs to be logically justified in
the context of the causal process. Additionally, there are various strategies that can help mitigate
the risk of bias or incorrect source evaluation. For example, evidence about a case should include
sources that are independent of one another, since it would be unlikely for independent sources to
return the same evidence, unless it was relevant (Howson and Urbach 2006). Additionally, the po-
tential reliability of data sources (which is connected to non-deliberate bias, such as recall issues)
can be evaluated against several criteria that are familiar to historians. Among these, how in-
formed the source is and how close to the actual events: participants who have immediate knowl-
edge of events can be considered more reliable than sources several steps removed. Sources that
are recorded close to events in time are more reliable because they can be expected to remember
events, whereas interviews many years after events run into problems related to human memory.
Validity problems (connected to deliberate bias) increase when sources have motivations to distort
accounts, for example, to protect participants in events.

To address these challenges, PT encourages the cross-checking of accounts from multiple sour-
ces. Additionally, SPT approaches this issue by also making a specific investigative focus of the
source’s perceptions of the events and of their positioning in the context. Moreover, evidence
evaluation in PT involves assessing whether there are plausible alternative explanations for find-
ing a given piece of evidence. Unless alternative explanations can be ruled out, the researcher
should not claim that the evidence provides strong support for the theory. Overall, the mindset
adopted in empirical research in any variant of PT should be very self-critical about the eviden-
tiary value of found evidence and one of cumulation: the discovery of new evidence should be wel-
come, as conducive to a better understanding of the mechanisms investigated.

In our case study, we faced the disadvantage that the end of the court case dated over five years
prior to our data collection. We, however, managed to counterbalance this challenge by securing
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Table 1. Evaluation of various data sources.

Official documents Participants Press/public
Informed - X -
Close X X -
Reliable X - -
Honest X - -
Cross-checkable X X X

several primary sources (in the shape of individuals who had been directly involved in the events
investigated, as well as official documents published specifically in relation to those events). We
took care to gather information from both sides of the controversy, to cross-reference the recol-
lections of our participants and establish their potential independence as sources. Additionally,
we obtained the participation of three elite participants who directly shaped some of the key mo-
ments in the process investigated. In agreement with SPT’s epistemological positions, we sought
to gain rich data as to the ideological positions of our participants and of their interpretations of
particular events, which we analysed via interpretive approaches such as qualitative discourse
analyses. Given the amount of time since the events transpired, we also sought to cross-check
interview accounts with accounts in documents produced during the events.

It seems important to stress here that the terms of ethical participation in PT can vary from
what may be considered common in applied linguistics, particularly when involving so-called
elite participants. Elite participants are individuals with key roles or knowledge in a particular pro-
cess (Beach and Pedersen 2019). Their eliteness is determined by their ‘occupying a position that
provides them with access and control, or [their] possessing resources that advantage them’
(Khan 2012: 362). If the elite participants recruited happen to be publicly exposed figures, which
is not unlikely when policy decisions are investigated, maintaining their anonymity can be impos-
sible and/or detrimental to the research. In our case, the participants’ names had been made pub-
lic years prior in official documents as well as interviews to the press; some of them had held
official positions of responsibility that needed to be disclosed in the research but which, together
with the chronology of the events, inevitably made their identities clear. Informed of these com-
plexities, some of these participants decided to waive their right to anonymity to participate in the
study. After recruitment via purposeful sampling (Creswell and Plano-Clark 2011), our partici-
pants joined one-on-one semi-structured interviews, which allowed them to expand freely on
relevant points. The interviews were all conducted in Italian, keeping in mind the complexity
tied to L2 interviews as a data generation method (see Welch and Piekkari 2006; Zhang and
Guttormsen 2016). Official law texts and documents from the court case were publicly available
online and were all analysed in the original versions. Interviews and statements reported by
the media at various points during the events of the court case were initially considered as poten-
tial data sources but, scoring quite low on desirable features upon evaluation (see Table 1, see also
Beach and Pedersen 2019), they were excluded from the study.

Data collection stopped after saturation appeared to have been reached, i.e. when no new in-
formation about which actors had played a role in the case (or their motivations for doing so) ap-
peared to surface from either participants’ interviews or document analysis. In its final
composition, the datasetincluded interviews with the rector of the Polytechnic who had promoted
the EMI-only policy, some of the lecturers who had petitioned in court against the policy (one for
each of the four departments that had hosted petitioners), one of the two lawyers who had repre-
sented the lecturers (namely, the one who was also employed at the Polytechnic) and a ministerial
policy maker with relevant knowledge about the case; additionally, documentary evidence in-
cluded the text of the Italian constitution and of the Gelmini reform (law 240/2010), the verdict
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Table 2. Summary of initial mapping out of potential actors and sources of evidence.

Agents/entities Fingerprints
Rector/academic senate Rulings/verdicts

Petitioning lecturers Deliberations

Local administrative court Appeals

Ministry of education Laws

Council of state Ordinances

Constitutional court Interviews/press statements

of the TAR regional court (1348/2013), the verdict of the Constitutional court (42/2017) and the or-
dinance of the Council of State (242/2015). While this was the evidence that was considered to hold
sound inferential value, knowledge of previous literature about the case and public governance
system, as well as of other relevant laws, also contributed significantly to our general understand-
ing of the events. Furthermore, as previously mentioned, our analysis of the evidence was con-
stantly accompanied by a study of the social dimension of the actions reported.

Tracing the process

PT is often likened to detective work, as it relies on evidence and probabilistic reasoning to disre-
gard the impossible and test whatever remains. In our case, we had a fairly defined outcome (i.e.
the ban on EMI-only degree programmes), as well as some guidance from previous research as to
how the events had played out chronologically. Thus, we started by mapping out all of the agents
and entities that appeared to have had significant involvement in the process. Additionally, we
identified the types of documentary evidence that we believed we would need access to, as finger-
prints of the potential process (see Table 2). The outcome of the ban was placed as the ending tem-
poral bound for the case. An initial round of empirical work was conducted to achieve access to
relevant documents and participants, as well as to try and position the key nodes of the events
in relation to one another.

At this stage, the PT method encourages the formulation of a hypothesis that provides a sim-
plified causal account of the process, or the adoption of an existing theory in the literature to test.
In our case, we presumed a breakdown of the theory proposed in ELEMENTAL (namely, the shift to
a steering-at-a-distance governance regime resulting in an increase of EMI) due to the different
behaviour of one of the entities, or to a key contextual difference. Additionally, we started tenta-
tively connecting single actions into episodes, i.e. simplifications of the key causal dynamics,
which can be considered typical of a given mechanism (A comparison to the romcom genre can
perhaps help explain the logic behind key episodes: while the details of each romcom will tend
to vary, there are key plot points that can be expected to make an appearance. The love interests
meeting, falling in love, facing a fall out, reconciling, are all usual occurrences that come to re-
present typical episodes.) (Kaas et al. 2024; Raimondo and Beach 2024). The process of retracing
the chronological connections of different parts of the mechanism showed us that we could not
always establish why certain entities had behaved in a certain way, which gave us insight into
areas that needed further empirical exploration and raised awareness of gaps in our own expert-
ise. As a result, we continued our rounds of data collection specifically seeking out those partic-
ipants who might help us understand certain episodes; we also branched out of applied
linguistics to explore public governance literature and seek assistance from experts of the context
investigated. As Kaas et al. (2024) note is often the case at this point, we had no clear perception of
which episodes of this series of events would be key to the mechanism.
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Figure 1. Detail from the initial chronology of events.

We initially positioned the approval of the EMI-only policy by the Polimi as a starting bound of
the process; as will be shown, this would later be edited, as a result of theoretical revisions.
Additionally, we started mapping the various events that had taken place since the approval, in
a typical entity performs action formulation (e.g. Lecturers ask for decision to be reconsidered,
Lecturers decide to undertake legal action; see Fig. 1).

However, the initial mapping shown in Fig. 1 still resembles more an account of events, than a
hypothesized causal process: the graph details activities, but not why an activity leads another ac-
tor to do something in response; in other words, the causal linkages are not explicit. Furthermore,
the evidence for the actions described is incomplete or uncertain, and the level of detail is very
high and case-specific.

Subsequent rounds of data collection progressively informed our general knowledge of the
events; however, as mentioned in the Data section, not all observations made during fieldwork
turn out to be evidence of the causal process. One example of this in our case study is the involve-
ment of the publicin the debate. Our observations showed that both the press and some academic
circles expressed polarized opinions on the matter of the EMI-only policy (to the point that key ex-
ponents of both factions of the debate reported feeling much negative judgement on themselves,
see Zuaro et al. 2024). Nevertheless, there is no real evidence of such public commentary making a
causal contribution to the ban on exclusive EMI. It bears repeating that in PT, and indeed in SPT,
something merely happening is not enough to establish a causal linkage.

Much like observations needing to be evaluated, theories need to be tested. This was especially
importantin our case when it came to understanding the role played in the process by the Ministry
of Education. The official record (ordinance of the Council of State 242/2015) showed that the
Ministry had sided with the Polimi administration: they had presented a joint appeal (5151/
2013) against the first verdict of the TAR, which had supported the petitioning staff. Such direct
involvement could suggest that the intense promotion of EMI was actually a ministerial strategy,
rather than an institutional initiative, leading to theorize a stronger control of the central author-
ity on the university than originally thought. However, interviews with our elite participants did
not substantiate this. On the contrary, emphasis was placed by the participants on the role played
by institutional autonomy.

Extract 1 (All extracts are translated into English by the corresponding
author.)

Interviewer: And the strategic plan, which included this internationalization, where did it get it from as a
goal? Were these ministerial guidelines?

P2: No, no, no, no, no, it was absolutely our choice, meaning that, I have to say, in the... even during the elec-
tion, i.e. in my electoral program, one of the points was: I want to implement a reform of the Polytechnic’s edu-
cational process [....]. So, in terms of goals, it was already there even at the proposal stage ... in the electoral phase.

(Polimi rector, henceforth P2)

A certain level of endorsement at the ministerial level is acknowledged, but not framed as a de-
cisive factor:
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Extract 2

P2: Honestly, my view is that ... Well, internationalization was in all the Ministerial plans, so from that point
of view there was a favourable environment. What mattered the most, however, was autonomy, meaning
that autonomy gave the possibility for those who wanted to build their own trajectory to do so.

Even at the ministerial level, emphasis is placed on the role played by autonomy, which is de-
scribed as having very real implications in the process:

Extract 3

P1: [The appeal being co-signed by the Polimi and the Ministry] means autonomy. And autonomy is not just
words, it’s substance. I believe that the observation of the then rector was- he’s a very competent person, he’s
good...

I: So you agreed with the perspective of the rector?

P1: [Hums in agreement]

(Ministerial policy-maker, henceforth P1)

At this stage, it was clear that autonomy had played a key role in enabling the promotion and
defence of the EMI-only policy. What was not as clear was what had motivated this particular use
of institutional autonomy. In other words, many possible factors could have led the rector to see
this policy as the way forward for the university, but the causal linkages were yet to be established.
To do so, we re-theorized the approval of the EMI-only policy not as a starting bound of the mech-
anism, but as one of its key episodes. We then proceeded to map out what actions (performed by
which entities) could have led to this episode. Some examples included: the EU promoting the inter-
nationalization of HEIs, the Ministry having recently introduced a reform of HE (which also promoted inter-
nationalization), HE rankings effectively favouring HEIs with more EMI, other reputable HEIs in Europe
having opted for EMI, the rector wishing to improve the Polimi’s ranking to increase attractiveness of the
university. These are in line with what is often posited in EMI research about the rise of the phe-
nomenon, namely that it stems from various processes of change occurring in global HE, such
as the marketization of education and the race for internationalization. Nevertheless, the causal
relationship between such phenomena and EMI has often been black-boxed in previous research,
leaving some opacity around the process through which EMI is brought into being and its pur-
poses. With regards to our case, it is reasonable to assume that all the aforementioned factors
may have contributed to informing the rector’s decision to implement the EMI-only policy; how-
ever, an attempt should be made to understand what actually brought the rector to action.

One of the challenges of PT as a method is to avoid over-determining the outcome by laying out
several potential causal factors at play, without identifying which ones are decisive triggers (Jacobs
2014). For this reason, PT distinguishes triggers (or causes) from scope conditions, or contextual circum-
stances that allow for the mechanism to take place. Using the phenomenon of fire as an example (al-
ready proposed in Beach and Pedersen 2019), scope conditions can be identified in the presence of
oxygen, or fuel: while these contribute to the breaking out of fire, in and of themselves they are not
enough to cause it. This is not to mean that the result of PT should always be a single cause for a pro-
cess, since mechanisms can be the result of different triggers operating in tandem, and interactions
between different mechanisms can also be established. Nonetheless, the correct identification of
scope conditions has important implications, not only for the case study, but also for generalizability.
Matching scope conditions in different contexts may suggest the possible presence of the same mech-
anism in action. However, they are not enough to establish such a presence, since they neither trigger
the mechanism, nor necessarily imply the presence and behaviours of specific entities.

A question that, like historians looking for proximate causes, we found can be helpful to ask
when trying to work out the differences between our potential scope conditions and triggers is:
why now? Looking at our case, the internationalization of HE had been an EU value for over a dec-
ade (if we are to take the Bologna process as a reference point in time) when Polimi tried to imple-
ment the EMI-only policy; similarly, university rankings were not a new introduction in 2012.
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Therefore, it would be harder to credit them with prompting specific action at that pointin time. It
is certainly to be acknowledged that policy changes can take time and that, sometimes, individ-
uals can pursue their own ambitions for unpredictable reasons. Nevertheless, the motivations
for the introduction of the policy in question were not completely extravagant, it must be noted,
nor was the policy the result of several years of design and attempted approval. Thus, a specific
cause can be expected to have triggered that particular decision around that particular point in
time. This in itself is no obstacle to the potential generalizability of the mechanism identified. If
a different case with similar conditions were to be exposed to causally equivalent triggers, the
same mechanism could be expected to take place.

University autonomy per se was not a novelty of the 2010s (having been formally introduced in
Italy with the law 168/1989) and neither was the adoption of foreign languages (and English itself)
as the medium of instruction at Italian universities. Accounts from several of our participants (in-
cluding the lecturers, the lawyer, and the rector) agree about the sudden increase of EMI at the
Polimi, representing a strategy to climb the university rankings and maintain/increase a reputa-
tion of excellence for the institution.

Extract 4

P2: We had it as an objective to rank among the first ten technical universities in the QS rankings. And this of
course meant opening up internationally. [...] And [international faculty] too needed courses in English, be-
cause only having courses in Italian would have very strongly limited our ability to attract lecturers.

Excellence, or merit, is an important aspect of Italian higher education institutions (HEIs) per-
formance in the current governance regime. Even before law 240/2010 was approved, Minister
Gelmini had stated in her programmatic lines presented to the Chamber of Deputies [18 June
2008  (https:/documenti.camera.it/_dati/legl6/lavori/stencomm/07/audiz2/2008/0617/s010.htm
last accessed 7 March 2025.)] that ‘in order to reward virtuous universities according to the criteria
of merit and responsibility and to encourage those less virtuous to adopt better policies, it is neces-
sary to face effectively the problem of evaluation’. Connected to the idea of excellence is that of
premialitd, a reward mechanism whereby funds are allocated to reward the performance of academ-
ic staff (as regulated by institutional guidelines).

Extract 5

P1: In our country, we have a very high degree of university autonomy. [...] So the Ministry can give indica-
tions, but most of all it can place elements that value this kind of activity within the premialita criteria. This
is what pushed universities. It’s not like they had so. .. spontaneously {laughing} undertaken this path. With a
few exceptions.

This is where internationalization comes into play an especially important role, as ‘the level of
internationalization was starting to be one of the evaluation criteria of institutional quality’ (P1).

Extract 6

P1: No doubt the Ministry formalized—and it’s been that way for many years—that one of the evaluation
criteria for premialita is the level of internationalization. And this certainly helps. [...] Before that there
was no ‘merit’ {laughing). Meaning that premialita essentially did not exist, so there wasn’t an element
that little by little... Resources are a very attractive element.

‘Resources’, or funding, are a sensitive aspect of university governance as their allocation is
often perceived as a reflection of particular ideological (and political) positions. This may make
them difficult for many participants to discuss; nevertheless, at least at the ministerial level,
the connection is quite clear:
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Extract 7

P1: [In terms of the ability to regulate universities’ autonomy], premialita was a theme that stimulated this
too. Clearly, some were left a bit behind. In some cases, perhaps they should be helped, in other cases ... you do
what you can.

While premialita is not the only funding mechanism, as public funding for HE in Italy is partially
based on a principle of continuity (i.e. what universities have received in previous years), it is
important:

Extract 8

I: In practice this translates into... the allocation of funding by the-

P1: Yes, yes, the quota of transferred funds is not decided exclusively on a historical basis, but there’s an
increasingly growing quota that is on the basis of premialita.

Thus, if at face value the 2010 reform of HE does not explain the increased promotion of EMI,
putting evidence about various entities’ behaviour together reveals the existence of causal con-
nections between the changes in university governance and the policy adopted by the Polimi. In
particular, it sheds light on why, despite the fact that processes of internationalization and adop-
tion of EMI already existed in Italian HE, a sudden increase of EMI was triggered: in a system that
increasingly rewards ‘excellent’ (and, as a proxy, international) universities, leaving it to them to
figure out how to meet that target, EMI becomes a promising and seemingly within-reach strategy
for decision-makers.

We proceeded in our SPT investigation as described, until we had defined and connected all of
the key episodes to the outcome of the ban on exclusive EMI. Relying on Italian law and govern-
ance literature, and reaching out to experts in those fields, we isolated the peculiarities of law
240/2010 and of Italian national legislation that actually constrained university autonomy in mat-
ters of language policy, trumping the rector’s initiative. Subsequently, we attempted to abstract
from the events of the case study to what we believed was an evidence-based theory of the mech-
anism linking the causes and outcome together. In doing so, we moved from particular individuals
or groups and their actions to abstract descriptions of types of entities that perform activities. The
point was to formulate a middle-range theory (see Merton 1948 and subsequently, among others,
Kaidesoja 2019a) that can potentially hold true for a bounded population of similar cases.

According to Kaidesoja’s (2019b) interpretation, middle-range theories entail three components:
a conceptual framework about social phenomena, a mechanism schema, and a cluster of
mechanism-based explanations. In the case of ELEMENTAL, a conceptual framework was developed
drawing on concepts from applied linguistics and political science to describe a mechanism schema
that could provide explanations for the social phenomenon of the increase of EMI in European HE.
The project was thus able to establish previously overlooked connections between various phenom-
ena in European HE (e.g. the rise of EMI, the massification of HE, the switch to decentralized public
governance approaches) into what could be considered an autonomy theory of HE language policy.
Each of the case studies contributed to the mechanism schema, identifying the key actors, their ac-
tivities, and relations in the various contexts, but the mere description of such elements would not
have been enough to generate the theory itself. Figure 2 represents our rendering of the causal pro-
cess in the Italian case study and showcases how we moved from the case study description to the
mechanism schema by making explicit connections between the particular individuals acting in the
context and the corresponding types of entities and activities.

The graph is split in half by a dotted line that signifies the point of abstraction: above it is the
causal process identified, below the ‘material’ way in which each of the key episodes of the process
manifested in the real context investigated. At the two extremities of the dotted line are posi-
tioned cause and outcome of the process: these bound the particular process investigated, but
naturally each cause is also the outcome of another mechanism and vice versa. Four key parts
of the process are identified, all described according to the aforementioned entity performs action
formulation. It should be noted that this formulation not only makes entities and actions explicit
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Figure 2. Full representation of the mechanism.

but also encourages clarity in the connections between actions and reactions. For example, look-
ing at Episode 3 in the upper tier, the formulation is not limited to reporting malcontent among the
lecturers, but openly mentions the roots of what is to follow in Episode 4. In the lower tier infor-
mation about official documentation relevant to the actions described is added; given the relative
notoriety of the Polimi litigation, we believe this could help future research locate our placement
of the various steps of the court case, but place no additional value on the mention of that infor-
mation. Finally, the entire process is enclosed by four scope conditions, which, despite not directly
triggering the episodes, contribute to the mechanism occurring in the way it does.

This final iteration of the mechanism satisfies the SPT requirements of being evidence-based,
making the linkages between episodes explicit, differentiating between components of the pro-
cess and background conditions that allow it to operate, and establishing connections between
events on the basis of causality, all of this having factored in the social dimension of the actions
performed by the actors in the context. As a result, the analysis of this process not only adds clar-
ity to the events of the case investigated but also lays promising grounds for future research in
other contexts with similar characteristics.

With regards to the case itself, as shown in Fig. 2, the adoption of SPT made it possible to iden-
tify a crucial connection between the parable of EMI promotion and resistance in Italy and the spe-
cific features of Italian university governance. This finding is highly significant, as it bids an
expansion of the discussion around Italian EMI from the somewhat vague arguments of inter-
nationalization and language proficiency, to broader issues of university governance and auton-
omy. In this sense, SPT confirms its great potential in helping to address very complex questions
about real-world language issues.

Discussion and conclusions

In the present article, we have showcased how SPT, as a variant of PT, can be adopted in applied
linguistics case studies to investigate causality in decision-making processes around language.
In particular, we have relied on one of the ELEMENTAL project case studies to show how the adop-
tion of SPT managed to shed some further light on the complex case of EMI promotion/resistance
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in Italian HE. In unravelling the Polimi case study, we have broken down some key aspects of the
implementation of SPT (and, in some cases, of PT in general), including the retrieval of evidence,
identification of key episodes, definition of scope conditions, and formulation of theory. This is in-
tended to offer some guidance to applied linguists who may be looking for detailed examples of
SPT application in their discipline.

In terms of its significance for our case study, the adoption of SPT proved instrumental to
reaching a new understanding of the reasons behind the strong promotion of EMI. SPT’s contribu-
tion is multifaceted: firstly, as a result of its PT-derived epistemological orientation, SPT can repos-
ition causality as not only a legitimate, but a central focus of research on decisions made about
language, as is often the case in language policy and EMI research. Previous research discussing
the Polimi court case, for example, had usually foregrounded the complexity of the case, without
prioritizing a deep engagement with the causal dynamics that characterize it. Secondly, precisely
due toits focus on causality, SPT comes with an effective toolkit of concepts and practices that can
supplement the lack of such tools in some areas of applied linguistics, such as EMI research.
Turning again to the existing applied linguistics literature about the Polimi court case, it can be
noted that even when the question of why certain decisions were made is raised explicitly (e.g.
Molino and Campagna 2014; Pulcini and Campagna 2015; Zuaro et al. 2024), it tends to be ad-
dressed by drawing from theoretical discussions in the field or via exclusively interpretive analyt-
ical approaches that, while delivering valuable insight about the context, ultimately do not draw
explicit causal connections. Thirdly, SPT integrates the investigation of causal linkages between
actors’ actions typical of the PT method with an in-depth analysis of the social dimension; this
leads the researcher(s) to pay specific attention to the social fabric of the causal process, encour-
aging them to probe into the actors’ perceptions and orientations. In our case study, some of the
more complex nodes of the causal process (e.g. the role of the Ministry, or different actors’ reasons
for the EMI-only policy promotion or resistance) would have hardly been possible to clarify with-
out careful interpretive work.

Overall, our study indicates that the combination of adopting a new analytical focus (i.e. caus-
ality) and new analytical tools (i.e. SPT) returns novel knowledge about the investigated phenom-
enon (in this case, the role played by university governance), pushing the field forward in new
directions. As mentioned, prior to the adoption of this approach in the investigation of the
Polimi court case, it had not been possible to unveil the connection between seemingly unrelated
changes in public governance at the national level and language policy initiatives at the institu-
tional level. Some pieces of the EMI puzzle had been named (e.g. internationalization, university
rankings, funding), but, even then, their role remained unclear. Thus, SPT offered a path to find
some explicit answers to the who, why, and how of EMI in this case study.

The PT method naturally presents some limitations, including challenges in drawing strong
causal conclusions, risks of running into confirmation biases, and the problem of omitted varia-
bles (whereby it is impossible for a researcher to know that they have omitted a variable that
they are not aware of). In general, these limitations can be mitigated by maintaining a high level
of methodological rigour and by combining PT with other qualitative or quantitative methods. As
mentioned in the Background section, it should also be noted that PT may pose specific challenges
to applied linguists by virtue of its different epistemological and methodological foundations. For
example, it may be difficult, perhaps more so in matters of language than in other cases, to clearly
establish the evidential strength underlying claims about the existence of a mechanism. In add-
ition, while tracing a mechanism may seem relatively straightforward from the examples typic-
ally encountered in educational PT literature, the process is often quite articulated when facing
the complexity of a real-life case study. Furthermore, while PT’s protocols would presumably
be welcomed by those seeking to engage in rigorous qualitative research, in some variants of
PT, they can rely on logical tools that may be foreign to the majority of applied linguists (e.g.
knowledge of counterfactuals or Bayesian probability; see Runhardt 2024, for a study discussing
both). It should also be noted that PT can be costly in terms of both time and resources, particu-
larly regarding its involvement of elite participants.
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Nevertheless, the involvement of participants with significant decision-making power (such as
policy makers) can in itself be a trigger for innovation in applied linguistics research about policy
and education, which typically recruits participants among practitioners. Furthermore, the SPT
variant of PT shows promise of both compatibility with and fruitful applicability in applied linguis-
tics research, as we have shown in our case study. Thus, overall, the challenges and limitations
mentioned here do not, in our view, deny the benefits of engaging with this variant of the method.
In our case study, adopting SPT allowed us to retrieve an entire layer of meaning that had not sur-
faced in previous readings of the event, namely the role played by the local public governance
landscape. This in turn allowed us to reframe an unusual case of grassroots resistance against in-
stitutional policy, into a broader case of incoherent public policy. This is stressed not to disregard
the previous research about the case, which this study itself benefitted and drew from. Rather,
with the present article we highlight how the change in perspective that SPT induces can contrib-
ute something to certain areas of applied linguistics that would otherwise be lacking. In this com-
plementarity, we see fruitful opportunities for the field of applied linguistics to tackle difficult
questions with new, interdisciplinary methods.

We conclude that SPT demonstrates great potential as a method in applied linguistics to sup-
port the investigation of how decisions around language are made. Its rigorous methodological
protocol arguably does not constrain but probes the complexity of causality in social processes,
encouraging attempts to move past plausible hypotheses and towards sharper readings of par-
ticular real-world outcomes. The PT method, in its multiple variants, continues to evolve as a re-
sult of its contact with different epistemological paradigms and methodological challenges. We
hope the present paper will encourage the involvement of applied linguists in this process.
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