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Abstract

Understanding the Language Data Landscape to Make Informed Decisions

When expanding into new markets or adapting to shifting demographics, 
choosing which languages to invest in is critical—but often confusing. 
Language data can be hard to find, difficult to interpret, and easy to 
misread. Common pitfalls include conflating dialects with macrolanguages, 
or assuming that spoken use implies digital readiness. This talk breaks down 
these nuances and offers practical strategies for making informed decisions. 
We’ll also share tools—including our own, Language Navigator—to help 
reduce research time and boost confidence in your language strategy.
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Problem Statement
Making decisions on which language to support



Language Support – Why? Example 1

The family of Willie Ramirez rushed Willie 
to the hospital saying he was…

“Intoxicado”

His family thought it was poisoned. The 
medical staff thought they meant 
intoxicated and he was treated as if he 
had a drug overdose. But he didn’t – he 
had an internal hemorrhage.

What does intoxicado mean?
What should the medical staff treat?



Language Support – Why? Example 2

Persian, Farsi, Dari, Tajik

All names for a language 
group on the a continuum 
of spectrum of languages. 
Colored peach in the map.

Map of Iranic languages
Dr. Michael Izady for the Atlas of the Islamic World and Vicinity 
(New York, Columbia University, Gulf 2000 Project: 2006-present)



Language Support – Why? Example 2

With tens of thousands of 
Afghans in the US, hospitals 
and governments need to 
support Afghan language.

How do you determine 
which languages to 
support?

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/afghan-immigrants-united-states

Sources: Data from U.S. Census Bureau 2010 and 2022 American Community 
Surveys (ACS), and Campbell J. Gibson and Kay Jung, "Historical Census Statistics 
on the Foreign-Born Population of the United States: 1850-2000" (Working Paper no. 
81, U.S. Census Bureau, Washington, DC, February 2006), available online.

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/afghan-immigrants-united-states


Language Support – Why? Example 2

So you get this data. Is it easy to 
understand?

California has hired lots of Persian 
speakers – but they are trained in 
Iranian Persian not Dari – they are 
intelligible (and something is 
always better than nothing) but 
key words may differ.

Language Speakers in 
Afghanistan 

Dari 28,251,300
Persian 21,022,500
Pashto 18,079,350
Southern Pashto 6,000,000
Southern Uzbek 2,910,000
Hazaragi 2,480,655
English 2,201,400

Data from CLDR and Ethnologue, compiled in the Language Navigator

https://translation-commons.github.io/lang-nav/data?territoryFilter=A
F&view=Table&objectType=Locale

https://translation-commons.github.io/lang-nav/data?territoryFilter=AF&view=Table&objectType=Locale
https://translation-commons.github.io/lang-nav/data?territoryFilter=AF&view=Table&objectType=Locale


Our journey
To find language data



Locales in Meta

At Meta, I launched 
dozens of languages 
in the User Interface.

Not all launches were 
successful though.



Beyond the user interface



UTW Last Year

Takeaways:
1. Hard to find the 

data.
2. Hard to find 

language codes.
3. Hard to choose the 

right languages.

Meeting notes

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Wp1ATkQ-qhZj-zbgIZ8vOvTOt4eY30ES8HijRKEivo8/edit?tab=t.0#heading=h.gmkz0683nl1n


So we made a Spreadsheet

8655 languages

10077 locales

11042 population 
datapoints



Went to lots of places



All common problems

Hard to find

Hard to trust

Hard to understand

Hard to compare

Good data has Paywalls



Guiding Principles

Free and Open

Actionable Insights

Inclusive



Language Navigator
Demo through concepts



Live demos

1. Language Details

2. Language Families

3. Language Vitality Map

4. Languages in a 

Country, Censuses

5. Other language data

Link: 
https://translation-commons
.github.io/lang-nav/ 

Kinds of feedback
1. X is wrong!
2. Here’s a link to a 

reputable source
3. Interaction ideas

Feedback, mailto: 
conrad@translation
commons.org 

https://translation-commons.github.io/lang-nav/
https://translation-commons.github.io/lang-nav/
mailto:conrad@translationcommons.org
mailto:conrad@translationcommons.org


Common Pitfalls

1. What’s a Language
a. Families
b. Macro-languages
c. Dialects, Orthographic differences

2. Incompatible Source Methodologies
a. Spoken, Written, Used at Home
b. Definition of “vitality”

3. Language Identification
a. Language codes
b. Language names



Start with languages link

https://translation-commons.github.io/lang-nav/data?view=Details&objectID=pan


Language Families link

https://translation-commons.github.io/lang-nav/data?view=Hierarchy


Visualize Language Vitality link

https://translation-commons.github.io/lang-nav/data?view=Map&limit=-1&colorBy=Vitality%3A+Ethnologue+2013


Determining the languages of a country
link 

https://translation-commons.github.io/lang-nav/data?view=Table&objectType=Locale&territoryFilter=Nepal+%5BNP%5D


Censuses
link 

http://localhost:5173/lang-nav/data?limit=200&objectType=Census&view=Details&searchString=Nepal+2021+Mothertongue&objectID=np2021.1


Language Codes link 

https://translation-commons.github.io/lang-nav/data?view=Table&columns=1-pdr


Language names link 

https://translation-commons.github.io/lang-nav/data?view=Table&columns=1-341


Language vitality link 

https://translation-commons.github.io/lang-nav/data?view=Table&columns=1-9d4ch&territoryFilter=France


Language digital support link 

https://translation-commons.github.io/lang-nav/data?view=Table&columns=1-z8l4xt&territoryFilter=FR


What comes next?
The Future of Language Navigator



Roadmap

Alpha
June 2025

Beta
Nov 2025

v1.0
2026

Data

Interactions

Languages 
Languoids
Writing 
Systems 
Territories

Vitality
Digital Support
Censuses
Variants

Hovercards
Table
Hierarchy
Simple 
Search

Search by Names
Map
Filters
Export

Language Decoding
Decision Trees
Feedback
API, Integrations
Database-backed

Keyboards
Lexical similarity
Monolingualism
In Education
More Sources
Fill in gaps



Future

Partnering with UNESCO 
on their World Atlas of 
Languages

Integrating with Unicode 
CLDR Language x 
Territory Data



Your contributions

Send feedback, provide data, join the project
conrad@translationcommons.org

https://github.com/Translation-Commons/lang-nav/ 

mailto:conrad@translationcommons.org
https://github.com/Translation-Commons/lang-nav/


Thank you

conrad@translationcommons.org

slides demo



Extra slides



Common Pitfalls

1. What’s a Language
a. Families
b. Macro-languages
c. Dialects, Orthographic differences

2. Incompatible Source Methodologies
a. Spoken, Written, Used at Home

3. Language Identification
a. Language Codes
b. Language names



Pitfall 1: What’s a Language?

Depending on the source, data presented may not 
refer to just 1 mutually-intelligible, single-dictionary, 
single-spelling, single-pronunciation way of 
communicating. Different 

Languoid

Language Family

Macrolanguage
Language

Dialect



Pitfall 1a: Language Families

When getting language data, 
rows of data may refer to 
specific languages but may 
also reference language 
families.

For example, Tharu and 
Tamang are line items Nepal 
census 2021 but are considered 
language families. link

https://translation-commons.github.io/lang-nav/data?territoryFilter=NP&view=Details&objectType=Census&objectID=np2021.1&languageScopes=Macrolanguage%2CLanguage%2CFamily%2CDialect&limit=20


Pitfall 1b: Macrolanguages

Macrolanguage grouping of 
semi-mutually intelligible languages, 
mostly from a shared history. This does not 
mean you can translate one and you 
fa Persian formally includes pes Iranian 
Persian & prs Dari but not tgk Tajik.

See the Malayic languages and Chinese 
languages.
In CLDR…
zh ≠ Chinese → cmn Mandarin.
ms ≠ Chinese → zsm Standard Malay.

https://translation-commons.github.io/lang-nav/data?view=Hierarchy&languageScopes=Macrolanguage%2CLanguage%2CFamily%2CDialect&limit=3&searchString=Malayic&languageSource=BCP
https://translation-commons.github.io/lang-nav/data?view=Hierarchy&languageScopes=Macrolanguage%2CLanguage%2CFamily%2CDialect&limit=4&searchString=Sinitic&languageSource=BCP
https://translation-commons.github.io/lang-nav/data?view=Hierarchy&languageScopes=Macrolanguage%2CLanguage%2CFamily%2CDialect&limit=4&searchString=Sinitic&languageSource=BCP


Pitfall 1c: Dialects & Orthographic Variants

Even in 1 language, there could be significant 
differences in standard usage. 

Does this impact business languages? Usually 
not, pick the standard (if such exists). But it 
impacts personal usage, spelling, search results, 

Many are registered in IANA language subtag 
registry but coverage is spotty, all requests are 
manual. You can explore them here.

https://www.iana.org/assignments/language-subtag-registry/language-subtag-registry
https://www.iana.org/assignments/language-subtag-registry/language-subtag-registry
http://localhost:5173/lang-nav/data?objectType=Variant+Tag&view=Table&sortBy=Language


What kind of service is it?

Writing messages to friends and family

Reading currencies

Searching for information

Reporting urgent information

Exploring an interface

Reading technical documentation



Concepts



Which language ID scheme?

● ISO 639-3: 7,920 entries, (website)
○ Used by most major Tech companies, Ethnologue
○ English [eng], Italian [ita]

● BCP-47: 7,920 languages, >80 million possible 
combinations

○ ISO codes but uses the ISO 639-1 codes when available
○ Eg. English: [en], Italian [it]
○ Includes mechanism to combine script, region, & variant data to express 

more languages

● Glottolog (Glottocode): 8,605 entries (website)
○ Eg. English [stan1293], Italian [ital1282]

● Linguist List: ???

https://iso639-3.sil.org/code_tables/639/data
https://glottolog.org/glottolog/language


Locale Codes

Most locales are combinations of 
an ISO 639 language + ISO 3166 
territory but there often are cases 
where we use unconventional 
codes. All ISO languages have 
3-letter codes but if there’s a 
2-letter ISO code we use that (en, 
not eng).

Generally, we consider this locale 
format the “BCP-47” standard (Best 
Common Practices).

Special 
difference

Examples

Typical locale
ISO-639 & 
ISO-3166

en_GB: English in the United Kingdom
de_CH: High German in Switzerland
gsw_CH: Swiss German in Switzerland

UN M49 Region eo_001: Esperanto across the world
es_419: Spanish, Latin America

ISO 15924 
Script Code

zh_Hant_TW: Chinese in Traditional 
Han writing for Taiwan
zh_Hans_CN: Chinese in Simplified 
Han writing for China

IANA-registered 
variant code

rm_CH_VALLEDAR: Rumantsch in 
Switzerland in the Valledar dialect
ca_ES_VALENCIA: Catalan in Spain in 
the Valencian dialect 

Other variant codes, see 
https://unicode.org/reports/tr35/#unicode-bcp-47-u-extensi
on 

https://iso639-3.sil.org/code_tables/639/data
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_ISO_3166_country_codes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/UN_M49
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ISO_15924
https://www.iana.org/assignments/language-subtag-registry/language-subtag-registry
https://unicode.org/reports/tr35/#unicode-bcp-47-u-extension
https://unicode.org/reports/tr35/#unicode-bcp-47-u-extension


Picking the best language record

More trusted

More 
recent

2022 
Census

2010 
Census

2019 
Ethnologue

2014 
Academic 
Paper

2024 Interest 
Group’s Blog

When picking the best record, strike a 
balance between recency and the 
quality of the source.

Sometimes government sources are 
missing, missing the language you are 
trying to find, or only categorize the 
ethnic group not the actual language 
users. In those cases it may be better 
to go with a non-governmental source.

Always aim to get 1) a primary source 
and 2) a source without an agenda to 
make their numbers look a particular 
way.



Census Metadata breakdown

Screenshot of the Azerbaijan metadata from the 
data.un.org import

Fields that are 
the same for 
every table 
should be in 
column 2

Leave cells empty 
when you don’t know. 
Here you can see the 
language is “Spoken at 
Home” in 1999 but we 
don’t know for the data 
from 2009 or 2019

Metadata fields all start 
with a #

Census table columns prefixed with # are 
not imported but good to leave in for 
context. Optional: Add a notes column with 
a # prefixed column

Metadata that’s missing is 
not included, eg. we don’t 
know the “age” of people 
interviewed by this census 
so the metadata row is left 
out.

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1PCpM66Kj7NaqyJH_KpQfdm03xRB0LIYopFsm3rNfT5Q/edit?gid=559198810#gid=559198810
http://data.un.org


depth

languages


