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Abstract

Minority languages in social media: A comparative European study of digital vitality

This article explores how the role of media in supporting minority languages is evolving in
response to the expanding digital media landscape in the EU. It examines how the use of mi-
nority languages in media is influenced by their status within the growing digital market. As
digital media become more dominant in everyday life, minority languages are susceptible to
negative shifts, particularly with the rise of internet-based platforms. Through the analysis
of four minority language secessionist movements (Scottish Gaelic, Provencal, Andalusian,
and Silesian), the article examines whether each context can still support minority languages
institutionally in their respective medialandscape, and what conditions are necessary for that
support. It also questions how EU policies aimed at protecting and promoting these languages
can remain effective if they aren’t adapted to fit the new digital realities. The significance of
the study thus stems from its direct comparative approach and its comprehensive update of
existing academic literature, assessing the changes that took place across the four media sys-
tems. The results showed an asymmetrical growth of traditional outlets as opposed to digital
ones among all communities, owing largely to a lack of public policy initiatives within the
free-market digital space and subsequent algorithmic prioritisation of majority languages.
The article thus calls for a synthesis of top-down policy initiatives with bottom-up grassroots
movements to enhance and develop new media services in minority languages.

Keywords: minority languages, social media, digital prestige planning, algorithmic bias,
language policy, linguistic vitality

In an era of platform-dominated communication, social media have be-
come central to how language is used, valued, and reproduced in everyday
life. Across Europe, younger generations increasingly conduct their social,
cultural, and even political interactions through digital platforms such as
Instagram, TikTok, and X. This shift has profound implications for minority
languages. If a language is absent from these spaces, it risks exclusion not
only from daily communication, but also from the symbolic domains in which
linguistic legitimacy and cultural relevance are negotiated.

Recent data on media consumption across Europe confirm the scale of this
transformation. Digital platforms now dominate news access and interper-
sonal communication, particularly among younger users, for whom social
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media constitute a primary environment of interaction rather than a supple-
mentary one. In this context, linguistic presence online is no longer optional:
it is a key indicator of vitality. As Kornai (2013) argues, only a small fraction
of the world’s languages are likely to achieve “digital survival,” raising ur-
gent questions about the future of linguistic diversity in increasingly algo-
rithm-driven communication environments.

Within the European Union, this challenge is compounded by a structural
lag between policy frameworks and media realities. The European Charter
for Regional or Minority Languages (ECRML, 1992) established important
protections for minority languages in traditional domains such as educa-
tion, broadcasting, and public administration. However, it was designed in
a pre-digital era and does not adequately address the dynamics of platform
economies, algorithmic visibility, or user-generated content. While many mi-
nority languages have achieved a degree of institutional presence in radio,
television, or regional press, their visibility in digital environments remains
uneven and often marginal.

At the same time, social media offer new opportunities for minority lan-
guage revitalisation. Digital platforms can create additional domains of writ-
ten use, connect geographically dispersed speakers, and enhance prestige
by associating minority languages with contemporary cultural practices. Yet
these opportunities are unevenly distributed. Structural barriers—including
algorithmic bias toward majority languages, limited technical resources, and
insufficient content diversity—continue to constrain minority language use
online. As a result, a growing tension emerges between institutional support
and everyday practice: languages may be formally recognised and taught, yet
remain marginal in the communicative spaces that shape daily interaction.

This article addresses this tension through a comparative analysis of four
minority language contexts linked to regionalist or secessionist movements:
Silesian in Poland, Provencal in France, Andalusian in Spain, and Scottish
Gaelic in the United Kingdom. These cases were selected because they rep-
resent distinct configurations of institutional recognition, educational inte-
gration, and grassroots activism. Together, they provide a framework for ex-
amining how different combinations of top-down and bottom-up initiatives
shape minority language presence in digital media.

While previous research has explored minority language use in both tra-
ditional and digital media, relatively few studies have systematically com-
pared how institutional support and grassroots digital practices interact
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across multiple European contexts. This study seeks to address that gap by
integrating sociolinguistic and media-oriented perspectives within a compar-
ative framework. In doing so, it moves beyond descriptive accounts of digital
language use to examine the structural conditions that enable or constrain
minority language vitality online.

The analysis is guided by established models of language vitality and plan-
ning, including the COD model of competence, opportunity, and desire (Grin,
Sfreddo, & Vaillancourt, 2003), and Hinton’s (2002) PIE cycle of planning,
implementation, and evaluation. These frameworks are particularly relevant
in digital environments, where linguistic success depends not only on insti-
tutional support, but also on user engagement, technological accessibility,
and perceived prestige. Building on these perspectives, the article asks: under
what conditions can European minority languages sustain meaningful pres-
ence in digital communication environments, and what policy interventions
are necessary to ensure that social media function as a resource rather than
a barrier to linguistic diversity?

By addressing these questions, the article contributes to interdisciplinary
debates in media studies, sociolinguistics, and language policy. It argues that
minority languages in Europe are at a critical juncture: without stronger in-
tegration into digital environments, institutional protections risk becom-
ing symbolic rather than functional. However, where coordinated strategies
align policy support with grassroots digital innovation, minority languages
may not only survive but also gain renewed visibility and relevance in con-
temporary communicative life

Literature review

From traditional to digital media:
Shifting domains of minority language use

Research on minority languages in Europe has consistently emphasised the
central role of media in shaping linguistic vitality. Early scholarship focused
primarily on traditional media—radio, press, and television—as key domains
through which minority languages could gain visibility, legitimacy, and sym-
bolic recognition (Cormack, 1998; Hogan-Brun & Wolff, 2003). Within this
framework, policy instruments such as the European Charter for Regional
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or Minority Languages (ECRML, 1992) encouraged states to institutionalise
minority language presence through regional broadcasting and public service
media (Guyot, 2007).

However, subsequent research has highlighted the structural limitations
of this model. Traditional media tend to operate within institutional and cul-
tural domains that are increasingly disconnected from the everyday commu-
nicative practices of younger generations (Moring, 2007). As McQuail (2000)
observed, media institutions often reproduce dominant language hierarchies,
meaning that formal visibility does not necessarily translate into active use.
This disconnect is particularly evident in contexts where minority languages
are well represented in broadcasting but remain marginal in informal, peer-
to-peer communication.

The transition to digital media has fundamentally reshaped these dynam-
ics. Contemporary media environments are characterised by participatory,
user-generated content and platform-based communication, where linguistic
practices are shaped not only by institutions but also by users themselves. As
Gnach, Engebretsen, and Weber (2022) argue, digital communication blurs
the boundaries between producers and audiences, creating new forms of lin-
guistic participation that differ significantly from traditional media models.
This shift requires a reconceptualisation of minority language media from
institutional provision to everyday digital practice.

Social media, digital linguistics, and new forms of language use

The rise of social media has generated growing interest in how digital en-
vironments reshape language use, identity, and communication. Studies in
media linguistics emphasise that online communication is characterised by
hybridity, multimodality, and fluid language practices that often transcend
standardised forms (Calude, 2023; Dovchin, 2020). In these contexts, minor-
ity languages may function not only as tools of communication but also as
markers of identity, authenticity, and resistance within digital cultures.
From this perspective, social media create new domains of linguistic vital-
ity. UNESCO (2003) identified three key potentials: expanding written use,
connecting dispersed communities, and enhancing prestige by linking mi-
nority languages with contemporary cultural forms. Empirical studies have
confirmed these dynamics in cases such as Welsh, Basque, and Catalan, where
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social media enable both linguistic innovation and identity performance
(Jones, Cunliffe, & Honeycutt, 2013; Nguyen, Trieschnigg, & Cornips, 2015).

At the same time, digital communication introduces new challenges. The
informal and often non-standard nature of online language use can com-
plicate efforts at standardisation, particularly for languages with contested
orthographies. Research on internet language practices highlights how vari-
ability and experimentation—while potentially empowering—can also limit
wider accessibility and institutional uptake (Urzedowska, 2021). Similarly,
Skowronek (2021) notes that contemporary media linguistics must grapple
with the tension between linguistic creativity and communicative clarity in
digital environments.

For minority languages, these dynamics create both opportunities and con-
straints. On the one hand, digital platforms lower barriers to entry, enabling
grassroots communities to produce and disseminate content independently
of institutional support. On the other hand, the lack of standardisation, re-
sources, and technical infrastructure can restrict the scalability and sustain-
ability of such initiatives.

Structural barriersin digital environments

Despite the potential of social media, structural barriers continue to limit
minority language presence online. One of the most significant challenges is
algorithmic bias. Digital platforms prioritise content based on engagement
metrics and scale, which systematically advantages majority languages with
larger user bases (Ferré-Pavia et al., 2018). As a result, minority language con-
tent often remains less visible, regardless of its cultural relevance or quality.

In addition, technical and linguistic constraints play a crucial role. Limit-
ed availability of standardised orthographies, spell-checking tools, and lan-
guage-specific interfaces can hinder participation in digital communication.
This is particularly evident in contexts where linguistic norms are still evolv-
ing or contested, as in the case of Silesian and Andalusian. Without accessible
writing systems and technological support, users may default to majority
languages in online interaction.

Another key factor is content diversity. As Gibson (2015) argues, digital
vitality depends not only on the presence of a language online but also on
the range and appeal of available content. Minority languages that lack
representation in entertainment, humour, and youth-oriented media may
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struggle to attract younger users, even when institutional support is present.
This creates a paradox in which languages may be formally recognised yet
remain socially marginal in everyday communication.

These barriers have broader sociolinguistic consequences. The absence of
minority languages from digital spaces can weaken their perceived relevance,
contributing to a shift toward majority language use in informal domains.
Over time, this may lead to what has been described as “domain contraction,”
where minority languages become confined to formal or symbolic contexts
rather than functioning as living means of communication.

Institutional and grassroots approaches to digital vitality

The literature highlights an ongoing tension between institutional and grass-
roots approaches to minority language promotion. Institutional frameworks,
such as education systems and public media, are effective in supporting lan-
guage competence and standardisation (Fishman, 1991). However, they often
struggle to adapt to rapidly changing digital environments and to engage
younger audiences.

In contrast, grassroots digital initiatives—such as social media communi-
ties, blogs, and user-generated content—can foster creativity, engagement,
and cultural relevance. These bottom-up practices are particularly visible in
contexts where institutional support is limited, demonstrating the capacity
of communities to sustain linguistic activity independently (Dotowy-Rybins-
ka, 2021).

Yet both approaches have limitations when operating in isolation. Insti-
tutional strategies without digital adaptation risk producing “passive com-
petence” without active use, while grassroots initiatives without structural
support may remain fragmented and unsustainable. Recent studies suggest
that successful cases of minority language revitalisation increasingly involve
hybrid models that combine policy support with community-driven digital
innovation.

Theoretical Frameworks for Analysing Digital Language Vitality

Several theoretical models provide useful tools for analysing minority lan-
guage dynamics in digital contexts. Grin, Sfreddo, and Vaillancourt’s (2003)
COD model—competence, opportunity, and desire—offers a multidimensional
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framework for understanding language use. In digital environments, com-
petence relates to literacy and technical resources, opportunity to platform
accessibility, and desire to social prestige and peer networks.

Hinton’s (2002) PIE model—planning, implementation, and evaluation—
emphasises the importance of cyclical and adaptive language policy. Digital
contexts highlight the risks of incomplete policy cycles, where planning and
implementation are not matched by effective evaluation of changing com-
munication practices.

Ethnolinguisticvitality theory (Landry & Bourhis, 1997; Ehala, 2015) further
underscores the symbolic dimension of language use. Visibility in publicand dig-
ital spaces contributes to perceptions of legitimacy and group identity, while ab-
sence may signal decline or irrelevance. In contemporary media environments,
social media presence functions as a key indicator of this symbolic vitality.

Research gap and contribution of the study

While existing research has explored minority language use in both tradi-
tional and digital media, there remains a lack of comparative studies that
systematically examine how institutional frameworks and grassroots digital
practices interact across different European contexts. Much of the literature
focuses on single-language case studies, limiting the ability to identify broad-
er patterns and structural conditions.

This study addresses that gap by adopting a cross-national comparative
approach, analysing four minority language contexts with differing levels
of institutional recognition and digital engagement. By integrating insights
from sociolinguistics, media studies, and language policy, it seeks to move
beyond descriptive accounts of digital language use and to identify the key
factors that enable or constrain minority language vitality in platform-based
communication environments.

Methodology

Case selection

This study employs a comparative case-study design, examining four mi-
nority language contexts with active regionalist or secessionist movements:
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Silesian (Poland), Provengal (France), Andalusian (Spain), and Scottish Gaelic
(United Kingdom). These cases were selected for three principal reasons.

First, they represent different levels of institutional recognition. Gaelic has
long enjoyed legal recognition and educational integration, while Provencal
has partial support in schools but limited visibility elsewhere. By contrast,
Silesian and Andalusian remain largely unrecognised at the state level,
though both have been the focus of grassroots campaigns for recognition.

Second, the four cases illustrate contrasting balances between acquisi-
tion planning and prestige planning (Fishman, 1991). Gaelic and Provencal
are taught in schools, which fosters competence but has not translated into
strong digital prestige. Silesian and Andalusian, on the other hand, are en-
ergised by bottom-up digital activism, but lack systematic support for edu-
cational transmission.

Third, these languages are embedded in politically charged identity move-
ments, where language is not only a communicative medium but also a sym-
bol of cultural distinctiveness and, in some contexts, political autonomy. This
makes them particularly useful for analysing how minority languages nego-
tiate visibility in the digital sphere, where symbolic presence is tied directly
to prestige and legitimacy.

Research design and data collection

The research adopts a mixed-methods approach, combining survey data with
comparative analysis. The survey instrument was adapted from a model de-
veloped by Mentrau Iaith Cymru (Welsh Language Initiative, 2015), designed
to measure minority language use in digital environments.

Fieldwork was conducted in 2024 across four regions: Scotland (Gaelic), An-
dalusia, Provence, and Silesia, with a total of 322 respondents (72 in Scotland,
88 in Andalusia, 59 in Provence, and 103 in Silesia). Respondents were strat-
ified by age group (<18, 18-39, and 39+), enabling a generational comparison
of social media use and attitudes towards digital resources.

The survey focused on three dimensions derived from Gibson’s (2015) frame-
work of enabling conditions for digital ascent (with participants self-evalu-
ating the social media experience in their respective ML on a 5-point Likert
scale):

— Use—the proportion of respondents reporting social media use in the

minority language (ML) compared to the dominant language (DL).
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— Resources—satisfaction with available orthographies, writing models,

and technical support (such as keyboards or spell-checkers).

— Content—satisfaction with the diversity, appeal, and cultural relevance

of available digital content in the minority language.

Responses were analysed through a Bayesian posterior probability model
to estimate the likelihood of social media use across age groups. The resulting
distributions, presented in the Results section, offer insights into generation-
al differences in use, resource satisfaction, and content evaluation.

Analytical framework

The analysis is guided by three complementary theoretical frameworks:

— COD Model (Grin, Sfreddo, & Vaillancourt, 2003): used to interpret
how competence, opportunity, and desire interact in digital contexts.
For instance, competence is tied to orthographic accessibility, oppor-
tunity to digital platform availability, and desire to prestige and peer
influence.

— PIE Model (Hinton, 2002): applied to evaluate the alignment of plan-
ning, implementation, and evaluation across cases. This is particular-
ly relevant for comparing institutional approaches (Gaelic, Provencal)
with community-driven ones (Silesian, Andalusian).

— Ethnolinguistic Vitality Theory (Ehala, 2015; Landry & Bourhis, 1997):
used to frame the symbolic impact of digital presence. Online use func-
tions both as a measure and a driver of perceived vitality.

By combining these frameworks, the study integrates sociolinguistic, poli-

cy, and media perspectives to interpret how minority languages navigate the
challenges of digitalisation.

Limitations

Several limitations must be acknowledged. The relatively small sample siz-
es for each case restrict the statistical generalisability of the findings. The
survey design captures self-reported use and satisfaction but cannot fully
account for the complexity of digital behaviour in practice. Moreover, while
the analysis centres on social media, other domains—such as family trans-
mission or cultural production—also shape linguistic vitality but fall outside
the scope of this study.
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Despite these limitations, the study offers an empirically grounded and
theoretically informed account of how minority languages engage with dig-
ital media. By adopting a comparative lens across four distinct contexts, it
provides insight into the interplay of institutional recognition, grassroots
innovation, and generational dynamics in shaping the digital futures of mi-

nority languages.

Results and analysis
Overview of findings

The survey data reveals a clear asymmetry between generational engage-
ment and structural support for minority language (ML) use in digital media.
While younger respondents (<18 and 18-39) demonstrate relatively higher
levels of engagement, this is not consistently supported by the availability
of adequate resources or content. Conversely, older respondents (39+) report
low levels of both use and satisfaction, indicating that digital engagement

remains limited across all groups.

Table1. Posterior probabilities of socialmedia use, resource satisfaction,and content satisfaction

by age group
Z [ c cC AP | TERAIVA|IAOITO|TO
= 8 |8 |8 52 P2 82 53 8 88
@ -~ = - |/ 2 |w 2 |[= 2 |—= 2 |uw ¥ |[= =
2 A H v c c c o ] ]
[ ) w 5 |9 5 = 5 |2 5 S
8 0 1 9O (o] o [} = =3 =
K &4 L o 0 ]
o 9 7] 7} 7}
Scottish
) 0.22 | 0.18 | 0.08 | 0.65 0.62 0.55 0.4 035 0.25
Gaelic
Provencal | 0.2 0.12 | 0.05 | 0.7 0.68 0.6 03 0.28 0.18
Andalusian | 0.42 | 035 | 0.12 | 038 035 0.2 0.55 0.5 0.25
Silesian 0.48 | 0.4 | 0.15 | 0.45 0.42 0.28 0.6 0.55 03

Source: Author’s ownsurvey data (2024). Note: Valuesrepresent posterior probabilities derived

from Bayesian estimation based on survey responses (N = 322).
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Three key patterns emerge. First, overall use of minority languages on so-
cial media remains low across all cases, rarely exceeding a probability of 0.50
even among younger cohorts. This suggests that digital environments, while
offering opportunities, do not automatically translate into widespread lin-
guistic adoption. Second, there is a divergence between institutional support
and actual use: languages with strong educational and policy backing (Gaelic,
Provencal) show higher satisfaction with resources but lower levels of digital
engagement. Third, grassroots-driven contexts (Silesian, Andalusian) exhibit
higher levels of use and content satisfaction despite weaker institutional sup-
port, indicating that cultural relevance may outweigh formal standardisation
in digital settings.

Taken together, these findings suggest that minority language vitality in
digital environments is shaped less by institutional provision alone and more
by the interaction between resources, content, and user motivation.

Scottish Gaelic

Figure1. Posterior probability that Scottish respondents use social mediainthe ML

Aged <18 __| — —
Aged 18-39 | .
Aged 39< — -

Aged <18 __|
Aged 18-39 —
Aged 39< —|

Aged <18 —| —h—
. Use (Prop.) Aged 18-39 —| +
Aged 39¢ — A

Resources

A Content ] | l |

0.0 0.25 0.50 0.75 1.00

Source: Author’s own survey data (2024).

The Gaelic case illustrates a mismatch between institutional compe-
tence and digital engagement. While younger respondents report relative-
ly high satisfaction with orthographic and technical resources (0.65 among
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under-18s), actual use of Gaelic on social media remains limited (0.22 for
under-18s, declining further among older cohorts).

This discrepancy suggests that competence alone is insufficient to sustain
digital use. Despite strong support in education and traditional media, Gaelic
lacks a robust presence in the types of content that dominate contemporary
digital platforms, such as short-form video, influencer-driven content, and
interactive formats. The relatively low levels of content satisfaction (0.40
among under-18s) indicate that users do not perceive Gaelic as a viable medi-
um for everyday digital interaction.

From a broader perspective, this pattern reflects a competence—prestige
gap: users possess the skills to use the language but lack sufficient social
and cultural incentives to do so in digital environments. As a result, Gaelic
remains institutionally strong but digitally marginal.

Provencal

Figure 2. Posterior probability that Provencal respondents use social mediainthe ML

Aged <18 __| .
Aged 1839 — — B

Aged 39< — B

Aged <18 _|
Aged 18-39 —
Aged 39< —

Aged <18 —| —h
. Use (Prop.) |  aged 18-39 — —A—
Aged 39< — —A
Resources
A ! ! | |
0.0 0.25 0.50 0.75 1.00

Source: Author’s own survey data (2024).

The Provencal case reinforces this pattern but with even lower levels of dig-
ital engagement. Although respondents report the highest satisfaction with
resources across all cases (0.70 among under-18s), social media use remains
minimal (0.20 for under-18s, 0.12 for 18-39).
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This suggests that standardisation and educational support, while neces-
sary, do not automatically generate active use. Provencal appears to function
primarily as a symbolic or heritage language, associated with cultural preser-
vation rather than everyday communication. The low levels of content satis-
faction further indicate that available media do not align with contemporary
digital practices, particularly those of younger users.

In contrast to Gaelic, where institutional structures are relatively dynamic,
Provencal demonstrates a more static model of language maintenance. The
result is a form of “passive competence,” where speakers may understand or
value the language but do not actively use it in digital interaction.

Andalusian

Figure 3. Posterior probability that Andalusian respondents use social mediain the ML

Aged <18 __| ]
Aged 18-39 — -
Aged 39< — -
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Aged 39< —] —A—

Resources

Content
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0.0 0.256 0.50 0.75 1.00

Source: Author’s ownsurvey data (2024).

The Andalusian case presents a contrasting dynamic. Despite low satisfac-
tion with orthographic resources (0.38 among under-18s), respondents report
relatively high levels of social media use (0.42 for under-18s) and strong con-
tent satisfaction (0.55).

This indicates that grassroots digital practices can compensate for the ab-
sence of institutional support, at least in the short term. The popularity of
memes, blogs, and culturally resonant content suggests that linguistic vitality
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in digital environments is closely tied to identity expression and cultural rel-
evance. In this context, non-standardised forms do not necessarily hinder
participation; instead, they may facilitate creative and flexible language use.

However, this model raises questions about sustainability. Without con-
sistent orthographies or institutional integration, Andalusian risks remain-
ing confined to informal or niche domains. While digital visibility is high,
its long-term impact on linguistic stability and broader recognition remains

uncertain.
Silesian

Figure 4. Posterior probability that Silesian respondents use social mediain the ML
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Source: Author’s own survey data (2024).

Silesian represents the most balanced case, combining relatively high
levels of digital use (0.48 for under-18s) with moderate satisfaction in both
resources and content. This suggests a more integrated model of minority
language vitality, where grassroots digital activity is beginning to align with
emerging institutional support.

The high levels of content satisfaction (0.60 among under-18s) indicate
a strong presence of culturally relevant digital material, while ongoing de-
velopments in language recognition and education point toward increasing
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formal support. This convergence creates the potential for a reinforcing cy-

cle in which competence, opportunity, and desire mutually strengthen one

another.
Silesian thus illustrates a transitional stage in minority language devel-

opment, where digital vitality may serve as a foundation for broader institu-

tional recognition and long-term sustainability.

Cross-case synthesis

A comparative analysis of the four cases highlights three overarching

dynamics.

Generational divides: Younger respondents consistently report higher
engagement with minority languages online, but even among them,
use remains below half. This highlights both the potential of digital
platforms to foster vitality and the fragility of these gains.
Institutional versus grassroots asymmetry: Institutional support
(Gaelic, Provencal) secures competence through education but fails
to generate digital prestige, while grassroots activism (Silesian, An-
dalusian) creates engaging content but struggles with sustainability.
Neither approach alone appears sufficient.

Resource-content mismatch: Languages with strong orthographic
resources often lack diverse content (Gaelic, Provencal), while those
with weaker resources compensate through creative digital cultures
(Silesian, Andalusian). This mismatch underscores the need for policy
frameworks that simultaneously address competence and prestige.

Together, these findings demonstrate that social media functions as both

a mirror and a driver of minority language vitality. It mirrors broader struc-

tural imbalances between institutional and grassroots initiatives, while also
driving new patterns of prestige and identity. The challenge, therefore, lies in

harnessing digital platforms to align competence, opportunity, and desire in

ways that sustain minority language use across generations.
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Discussion
Interpreting the findings through COD, PIE, and vitality models

The findings demonstrate that social media are not merely an additional do-
main of language use but a central arena in which linguistic vitality is negoti-
ated. This aligns with recent work in media linguistics, which emphasises that
digital communication environments reshape not only how language is used
but also how it is valued and legitimised (Calude, 2023; Gnach, Engebretsen,
& Weber, 2022). Across all four cases, institutional recognition alone does not
ensure active use in digital environments. Instead, vitality depends on the
interaction between competence, opportunity, and desire, as conceptualised
in the COD model (Grin, Sfreddo, & Vaillancourt, 2003).

In institutional contexts such as Gaelic and Provencal, competence is
relatively well developed through education and standardisation. However,
limited opportunities for meaningful digital engagement and low levels of
user-driven content reduce the incentive to use the language in everyday
communication. This finding supports earlier observations that formal visi-
bility does not necessarily translate into functional use (McQuail, 2000; Mor-
ing, 2007). Conversely, in Andalusian and Silesian, grassroots digital practic-
es generate strong opportunities and desire, but competence remains uneven
due to limited standardisation and institutional support. Similar patterns
have been observed in other minority language contexts, where user-gener-
ated content plays a crucial role in sustaining engagement (Jones, Cunliffe,
& Honeycutt, 2013).

Generational gaps and the risk of split maintenance

A key finding of this study is the emergence of a generational divide in mi-
nority language use. Younger speakers are more likely to engage with minor-
ity languages in digital contexts, yet their overall use remains limited. This
reflects broader trends identified in studies of digital communication, where
younger users shape linguistic practices through platform-based interaction
(Dovchin, 2020).

In institutional contexts, this dynamic leads to what may be described as
functional displacement: minority languages are maintained in formal do-
mains such as education but are replaced by majority languages in informal,
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everyday communication. This phenomenon is consistent with Fishman’s
(1991) theory of domain-specific language shift, where languages may survive
in institutional settings while declining in everyday use. In grassroots con-
texts, the opposite pattern emerges, with active digital use but limited inte-
gration into formal structures. However, without institutional reinforcement,
such practices may remain unstable and fragmented (Dolowy-Rybinska, 2021).

Institutional versus grassroots approaches

The contrast between institutional and grassroots approaches highlights the
need for hybrid models of language support. Institutional frameworks pro-
vide stability, legitimacy, and resources, particularly through education and
standardisation (Fishman, 1991). However, they often struggle to adapt to
rapidly evolving digital environments and to engage younger audiences.

Grassroots initiatives, by contrast, are characterised by flexibility and cul-
tural relevance. Digital communities, memes, and user-generated content can
foster engagement and identity expression, particularly among younger users
(Nguyen, Trieschnigg, & Cornips, 2015). Yet these initiatives may lack long-
term sustainability without structural support.

Recent research suggests that successful minority language revitalisation
increasingly depends on combining these approaches. For example, studies
of Basque and Welsh digital media show that institutional support for online
content creation can significantly enhance both visibility and engagement
(Zabaleta et al., 2013). The Silesian case reflects a similar trajectory, where
emerging institutional recognition may reinforce existing grassroots vitality.

The politics of algorithmic visibility

The role of algorithmic systems emerges as a critical factor shaping minority
language use. Digital platforms prioritise content based on scale, engage-
ment, and commercial value, systematically favouring majority languages
with larger user bases (Ferré-Pavia et al., 2018). As a result, minority lan-
guage content is less likely to be recommended, shared, or encountered by
users, regardless of its quality.

This dynamic reflects what Kelly-Holmes (2019) describes as “digital lan-
guage policy,” where platform design and algorithmic processes implicitly
regulate language visibility. The consequences are twofold. First, reduced
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visibility undermines prestige, as users may perceive minority languages as
less relevant or modern. Second, it limits opportunities for interaction, rein-
forcing patterns of language shift toward dominant languages.

These findings suggest that digital inequality is not only a matter of user
behaviour but also of structural constraints embedded within platform
architectures.

Policy implications

The findings point to several key directions for language policy in the digital
age. First, existing frameworks such as the ECRML (1992) must be updated
to reflect the centrality of digital platforms in contemporary communication.
As Hogan-Brun and Wolff (2003) note, policy frameworks designed for tra-
ditional media cannot fully address the dynamics of digital environments.

Second, policy should extend beyond acquisition planning to include
active prestige planning. Supporting digital content creation, particularly
in youth-oriented formats, is essential for maintaining relevance in plat-
form-based communication (Gibson, 2015). Third, grassroots initiatives
should be integrated into broader policy frameworks, ensuring both flexi-
bility and sustainability. Finally, policymakers must engage with technology
companies to address algorithmic bias and improve digital infrastructure for
minority languages (Kelly-Holmes, 2019).

Minority languages at a crossroads

Taken together, the findings indicate that minority languages in Europe are
at a critical juncture. Institutionalised languages risk stagnation without
digital adaptation, while grassroots-driven languages risk fragmentation
without structural support. This dual challenge has been noted in broader
research on linguistic vitality, which emphasises the importance of aligning
policy, practice, and social context (Ehala, 2015; Landry & Bourhis, 1997).

Social media thus represent both a risk and an opportunity. If minority
languages fail to establish a meaningful presence in digital environments,
their long-term vitality will be undermined. However, where institutional
support and grassroots innovation are effectively combined, digital platforms
may provide new pathways for revitalisation, enabling minority languages to
remain visible, relevant, and actively used across generations.
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Conclusions

This article has examined how minority languages navigate digital commu-
nication environments across four European contexts: Silesian, Provencal,
Andalusian, and Scottish Gaelic. The findings reveal a consistent structural
asymmetry. Institutional support plays a crucial role in developing linguistic
competence through education and standardisation, yet it does not automat-
ically translate into active use in digital spaces. Conversely, grassroots digital
practices generate visibility, engagement, and cultural relevance, but often
lack the structural support necessary for long-term sustainability.

By applying the COD model (Grin, Sfreddo, & Vaillancourt, 2003), the PIE
framework (Hinton, 2002), and ethnolinguistic vitality theory (Ehala, 2015;
Landry & Bourhis, 1997), this study has demonstrated that minority language
vitality in the digital age depends on the alignment of competence, opportu-
nity, and desire within platform-based communication environments. Social
media emerge not simply as an additional domain of use, but as an arena in
which linguistic relevance, prestige, and intergenerational transmission are
negotiated.

The comparative analysis highlights that neither institutional nor grass-
roots approaches are sufficient in isolation. Institutional models risk produc-
ing passive competence without everyday use, while grassroots initiatives
may remain fragmented without policy support. The most promising pathway
lies in hybrid strategies that integrate top-down frameworks with bottom-up
digital innovation, ensuring both stability and adaptability in rapidly evolv-
ing media environments.

The implications for policy are clear. Existing frameworks, such as the
European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages, must be updated to
reflect the realities of algorithm-driven communication systems. Acquisition
planning should be complemented by active prestige planning, particular-
ly through investment in digital content creation and support for minority
language presence on major platforms. At the same time, policymakers must
engage with technology companies to address structural inequalities in algo-
rithmic visibility and digital infrastructure.

At a broader level, the study suggests that minority languages in Europe
are at a critical crossroads. Without meaningful integration into digital com-
munication practices, institutional protections risk becoming increasingly
symbolic. However, where policy support and community-driven innovation
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are effectively aligned, digital environments may offer new opportunities for
revitalisation, enabling minority languages to remain visible, relevant, and
actively used in contemporary society.

Finally, this study also points to important directions for future research.
In particular, the conclusions would benefit from comparative analysis in-
volving majority languages, allowing for a more precise assessment of wheth-
er the observed patterns are specific to minority language contexts or reflect
broader dynamics of digital communication. Further research could also
explore platform-specific practices (e.g., TikTok, YouTube) and longitudinal
changes in language use, providing deeper insight into how digital environ-
ments shape linguistic vitality over time.

In this sense, the future of linguistic diversity in Europe will depend not
only on preservation, but on adaptation. The challenge is no longer simply
to maintain minority languages, but to ensure that they function as living,
dynamic means of communication within the digital spaces that increasingly
define everyday life.
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