
The FAIR Principles - an important challenge to variational linguistics 
 

In scientific research, the question of correct research data management has become increasingly 

important in recent years. In the discussion about the correct management of research data, the FAIR 

principles formulated by Wilkinson et. al. in 2016 have been established as guidelines. According to 

these principles, research data have to be Findable, Accessible, Interoperable and Reusable. 

 

What is special about the implementation of these criteria regarding variational linguistics? If we take 

the fundamental principle of variational linguistic analysis as a basis, in simplified terms we have to 

deal with a binarity where one side is to be examined in terms of variation (e.g. lexis) and another side 

which must necessarily be kept constant (e.g. word semantics). The constant side always requires 

standardisation, which allows data from different sources to be clearly referenced and thus also linked 

to each other. In order to achieve this, norm data are a suitable tool. The challenge, however, consists 

in creating these norm data for the different linguistic entities, in particular with regard to concepts 

but also regarding levels such as morphology. If linguistic atlases and dictionaries are checked for their 

FAIRness, it becomes clear that the interoperability of the individual resources, which aims to create 

persistent links between projects and data sets, is quite different. This is mainly because in most cases 

the linguistic data is not linked to norm data and thus the data is also not electronically addressable. 

The research project VerbaAlpina of Munich University, which examines dialectal vocabulary from the 

entire Alpine region, attempts to address this problem by means of various approaches. In order to 

standardise the project's own data, the three core entities of the project - morpho-lexical types, 

concepts and political communities - are first linked with unique and persistent identifiers generated 

by VerbaAlpina. In this way, a clear identification of the project data is made possible. In order to 

enable the linking of own data with external data sets, in addition to the project-specific norm data, 

the following identifiers of external institutions are integrated: Gemeinsame Normdatei (GND, 

“Integrated Authority File”) of the German National Library (for concepts), Q- and L-IDs of Wikidata 

(for concepts and morpho-lexical types), Geonames (for localities), language codes according to ISO 

639-3 (for morpho-lexical and base types) and various reference dictionaries (for morpho-lexical 

types). In this way, the compliance with the principles F (findability) and I (interoperability) is ensured. 

By using Creative Commons Licences (CC) which are compatible with open access the data is also made 

accessible and thus generally reusable. 

The talk will describe the concrete steps the project VerbaAlpina takes to approach the goal of being 

a FAIR research project. In particular, it will address the limits of the standardisation of the linguistic 

data stock and will show which linguistic sections still lack options for standardisation. 
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