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Chapter 14

Small Pieces in a Social Innovation Puzzle?
Exploring the Motivations of Minority Language Users 

in Social Media 

Niamh Ní Bhroin

Abstract
This chapter explores the interactions of 20 individual minority language users 

in social media. It queries how they are motivated to communicate in these lan-

guages, and to what extent their motivations are ideological. Drawing on theories 

of innovation and psychology, three categories of motivations are established: 

intrinsic, self-determined extrinsic, and externally-determined extrinsic motivations.

Practices driven by self-determined extrinsic motivations were most directly 

aimed at protecting or promoting minority languages. The other categories of 

motivations drove a range of relevant practices, although some participants ex-

plicitly denied language-ideological goals. The chapter contributes to a theoreti-

cal understanding of how motivations can interrelate with specific contexts to 

produce socially innovative outcomes.

Introduction 

Social Innovations are new practices for resolving societal challenges, which 

are adopted and utilized by the individuals, social groups and organizations 

concerned. (Zentrum für Soziale Innovation 2012)

Social media offer new opportunities for users of minority languages to com-
municate and interact. Individuals, language advocacy groups and organisa-
tions take advantage of these opportunities. Their practices result in socially 
innovative outcomes that contribute to resolving the societal challenge of 
protecting and promoting these languages. However, in the case of individuals, 
the practices are largely autonomous and uncoordinated. This chapter queries 
why individuals are motivated to communicate in minority languages in social 
media. Are they ideologically driven to protect and promote these languages, 
and thereby acting to resolve societal challenges? Or are other motivational 
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factors involved? Furthermore, how do these motivations interrelate with the 
participants’ understandings of social media contexts? In exploring these issues, 
this chapter contributes to a theoretical understanding of how motivations can 
interrelate with specific contexts to produce socially innovative outcomes. 

Social innovation is theoretically understood as a distinct kind of innova-
tion that meets social needs and improves people’s lives (Mulgan et al. 2007). 
Although all innovation is fundamentally social in nature, social innovation 
is considered to result in social outcomes and to be directed at solving so-
cial problems (Hill et al. 2010). It involves new ideas about people and their 
interactions within a social system (Mumford and Moertl 2003). Its relevance 
increases in contexts where national administrations are faced with complex 
challenges that cannot be dealt with by state policies alone, and trends in 
outsourcing, privatisation and changes in political systems are implemented. It 
offers potential solutions to these challenges, envisaging new combinations of 
actors collaborating to address social needs (Nicholls 2010; Mulgan et al. 2007). 

Language planning, and in particular minority language preservation, is 
an example of the kind of complex challenge that has traditionally been the 
responsibility of national administrations. It is, however, recognised as being 
reliant on an interaction between top-down and bottom-up policies and prac-
tices, and on the participation of a range of actors, for success (Fishman 2001; 
Moriarty 2011). Minority language research has focused on efforts to protect 
these languages, including the introduction of the Indigenous and Tribal Peo-
ples Convention (no. 169) of the International Labour Organization (1989) and 
the European Charter for Regional or Lesser-Used Languages (1992) (cf. Guyot 
2004). These efforts reflect a movement of these issues to a new domain of 
international laws and regulations (Pietikäinen et al. 2010).1 The challenge of 
minority language preservation at an individual level is therefore an interesting 
case in the context of understanding social innovation in practice. This chapter 
examines the practices of individual Northern Sámi and Irish language users 
in this context. 

In discussing collaborative innovation processes, Wittke and Hanekop 
(2011) refer to two categories of innovation distinguished by their govern-
ance mechanisms. Both involve more or less structured innovation processes 
aimed at shared goals of producing products or services. The first category 
includes ‘pure models’, where largely autonomous actors collaborate within 
new governance structures to produce products or services (i.e. Open Source 
Software or Wikipedia). The second includes ‘hybrid models’, taking place 
at least partly within traditional corporate structures (i.e. gaming companies 
working with modders). These categories are referred to collectively in this 
paper as ‘collaborative innovation’. 

This article examines a third category of innovation that is related to, but 
distinct from, collaborative innovation. The socially innovative practices of 
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individual minority language users in social media occur autonomously, in-
dependent of governance mechanisms. Collaboration, whether to achieve an 
articulated shared goal or to create shared products or services, is not central 
to these practices. This category of innovation is therefore referred to as ‘au-
tonomous social innovation’. The motivations driving these practices have not 
previously been examined. This chapter aims to address this gap by building 
on understandings of motivations as outlined in theories of collaborative in-
novation, and posing the following research questions:

 • How are individual Northern Sámi and Irish language users motivated to 
participate in autonomous social innovation practices in social media?

 • How do these motivations interrelate with the participants’ understand-
ings of social media contexts?

 • How can this contribute to a broader theoretical understanding of motiva-
tions in autonomous social innovation practices?

The first section of this chapter outlines the methodological approach ap-
plied to addressing the research questions. The second section presents the 
theoretical background and relevant concepts. The third section presents and 
discusses the research findings. The conclusions of the chapter are presented 
in the fourth section.

Section One: Methodology 
Herring (2004) notes that online communication practices leave textual traces 
that are more accessible to scrutiny and reflection than is the case in ephemeral 
spoken communication. This is particularly relevant in the context of minority 
language communication that is traditionally marginalised in the public sphere 
(cf. Lane 2011; Guyot 2004). The textual traces of minority language users in 
social media spaces can therefore be analysed to gain insights into their moti-
vations for participating in autonomous socially innovative practices. 

The Northern Sámi and Irish languages are categorised as “definitely en-
dangered” by Unesco (2012, online). Building on Androutsopoulos’s Discourse 
Centred Online Ethnography (2008), a multiple case study incorporating eth-
nographic and discourse analytical methods was implemented to compare and 
analyse the practices of individual Northern Sámi and Irish language users (Yin 
2009).2 The multiple case-study design was also implemented to identify po-
tential hidden research assumptions or inferences on the part of the researcher, 
an Irish language speaker from the Republic of Ireland. These may arise from 
close involvement with, and understandings of, the historical, social, political 
and ideological aspects of this language case.
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A purpose-driven sampling process was implemented to identify 10 active 
Irish language participants. In the Northern Sámi case, purpose-driven sampling 
was combined with convenience sampling to identify ten active participants. 
A mixed sampling approach was necessary in this case as there were fewer 
Northern Sámi participants interacting in openly accessible spaces in social 
media.3 The convenience sampling process was facilitated by a Sámi research 
assistant. All of the participants’ interactions in social media were recorded 
for a minimum six-week period. Understanding these texts was supported by 
broader ethnographic methods, including online and offline interaction with 
the participants. 

Borrowing from Self-Determination Theory (SDT), a model for analysing the 
motivations driving the participants’ communication practices was constructed 
(Ryan and Deci 2000:71). The construction of this model is discussed in detail in 
the next section. In keeping with SDT, the model separates the innate individual 
needs for competence, relatedness and autonomy from the categorisation of 
Intrinsic and Extrinsic motivations. The application of this model facilitates a 
systematic analysis of the interrelation between individual needs and motiva-
tions in specific contexts. 

This methodology differs from previous empirical studies of motivations in 
collaborative innovation processes. These predominantly used online question-
naires or a combination of qualitative interviews and questionnaires to establish 
motivations amongst a representative sample of participants (cf. Hars and Ou 
2002; Hertel et al. 2003; Lakhani and Wolf 2005; Blätel-Mink et al. 2011). The 
more exploratory nature of the present study allowed for greater intersubjec-
tive reflection and discussion, and enabled findings from multiple sources of 
data to be cross-analysed, thereby facilitating the reconstruction and analysis 
of specific contextual settings (Bruhn Jensen 2011; Geertz 1973). 

In order to protect the privacy of the participants to the greatest extent pos-
sible, they are referred to in this chapter by an altered first initial only. Further-
more, although the data source is identified, direct quotes from social media 
platforms, emails and interviews have been translated, and the original quotes 
are not displayed. The Northern Sámi translations were undertaken by a Sámi 
research assistant. The remaining translations were undertaken by the author. 

Section Two: Motivation
Motivations in collaborative innovation have been examined from a range of 
perspectives, including behavioural science, psychology, economics, sociology 
and media studies (cf. Rafaeli and Ariel (2008) on studies of motivations in 
Wikipedia). These studies have queried why users contribute to these processes 
when their participation does not lead to clearly tangible rewards. They have 
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found that a mix of extrinsic, intrinsic and social motivations are involved. 
Earlier studies emphasised the role of extrinsic motivations such as pay, career, 
technical know-how, reputation and product use (cf. Hars and Ou 2002; Hertel 
et al. 2003; Lakhani and Wolf 2005 on Free or Open Source Software; von Hip-
pel 2005 on “user-centred innovation”). However, more recent research has 
also emphasised the importance of intrinsic and social motivations. Intrinsic 
motivations refer to enjoyment, creativity, self-fulfilment, interest and mastering 
skills. Social motivations refer to fun, helping others, communicating, reputation 
and influence, thereby incorporating dimensions of both intrinsic and extrinsic 
motivations (cf. Bruns 2007 on “produsage”; Wittke and Hanekop 2011; Blätel 
Mink et al. 2011 on hybrid firm-driven collaborations).

Where motivations are addressed in social innovation theory, it is envis-
aged that a combination of intrinsic and extrinsic motivations is required to 
drive these processes. Mulgan et al. (2007:44) note that motives may include 
material incentives but will “almost certainly” include motivations such as 
recognition, compassion, identity, autonomy and care. This is related to the 
understanding that social entrepreneurial organisations are less likely to have 
economic or financial incentives available to motivate participants and there-
fore must emphasise altruism, compassion, volunteerism and social value 
creation instead (Bloom and Smith 2010:131). This is in line with the findings 
of earlier studies of prosocial behaviour, where appealing to the beliefs and 
values of volunteers was found to be an important motivational factor (cf. 
Clary et al. 1998). 

The differentiation between the categories of intrinsic, extrinsic and social 
motivations is not significantly developed or consistently applied in these 
studies. Furthermore, how these motivations interrelate within particular col-
laborative innovation contexts is not systematically explored. For example, 
Blätel Mink et al. (2011) find that the mix of intrinsic and extrinsic motivations 
depends on the character of specific collaboration processes, but the nature 
of this interrelationship is not further explored.

Of particular relevance to this study, due to its focus on the autonomous 
practices of individuals, is Self-Determination Theory (SDT) (Deci and Ryan 
1985; Ryan and Deci 2000). A model for analysing motivations that differenti-
ates between intrinsic and extrinsic motivations according to their relationship 
to specific practices was constructed using this theory. Intrinsic and extrinsic 
motivations are positioned at both ends of a continuum, ranging according to 
degrees of autonomy. Intrinsic motivation drives individuals seeking novelty, 
challenges or enjoyment in practices undertaken for their own sake and without 
external pressure. In contrast, extrinsic motivation drives activities aimed at 
outcomes that are separable from specific practices. Most human activities are 
therefore considered to be extrinsically motivated. Extrinsic motivation is also 
considered to undermine intrinsic motivation as rewards, deadlines or other 
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external pressures undermine individual autonomy (Ryan and Deci 2000:71). 
This model enables a more structured analysis of motivations than that which 
has been applied in previous studies of collaborative and social innovation. 

SDT also provides a solution to the fuzzy category of social motivation identi-
fied above. In studies of collaborative innovation, this category is understood to 
have either or both intrinsic and/or extrinsic dimensions. SDT separates three 
innate, and therefore continuously present, individual needs for competence, 
relatedness and autonomy from the categorisation of intrinsic and extrinsic 
motivations (Ryan and Deci 2000:72). Autonomy is related to the desire to 
exercise volition in one’s own life, without being necessarily independent of 
others (Ryan and Weinstein 2010). Relatedness refers to the need to interact 
and connect with others. Competence refers to a desire to control outcomes 
and experience mastery. The social motivation category is subsumed in this 
model under the need for relatedness. These innate needs interact with intrinsic 
and extrinsic motivations to varying degrees in particular contexts. As practices 
driven by extrinsic motivations increasingly fit with an individual’s values and 
beliefs, they fulfil their needs for autonomy, relatedness and competence (Ryan 
and Deci 2000:72). This model therefore facilitates a systematic analysis of the 
interrelation between individual needs (including social needs) and motiva-
tions in specific contexts. 

Building on Ryan and Deci’s continuum, and based on the range of motiva-
tions observed during the study, two categories of extrinsic motivations were 
constructed. The categories are based on the extent to which the participants’ 
motivations reflect autonomy. The categories are ‘self-determined’ and ‘exter-
nally-determined’ extrinsic motivations. 

Practices driven by self-determined extrinsic motivations have been fully 
integrated with the beliefs and value systems of individuals. These include 
practices to use minority languages in new contexts and to encourage or fa-
cilitate minority language use. Participants perceive these practices as being 
undertaken of their own volition. The goals of preserving and promoting the 
relevant minority languages are integrated with the participants’ beliefs and 
value systems.

Practices driven by externally-determined extrinsic motivations are perceived 
as resulting from more external pressures than is the case with self-determined 
motivations. Certain participants perceive their language use as according with 
contexts of communication rather than with political ends. All participants 
actively communicate in minority languages in social media. However, they 
do not all acknowledge or prioritise the goal of protecting or promoting these 
languages. Other participants engaged in practices using minority languages 
skills to develop and promote professional careers. In these contexts, the mi-
nority language communication is valued and recognised by the participants, 
but is less integrated with their core belief and value systems.
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In summary, this study explores the motivations of individual minority 
language users communicating in social media according to the categories 
of intrinsic and extrinsic motivations. Extrinsic motivations are further sub-
categorised as self-determined and externally-determined motivations. This 
enables a structured analysis of these motivations according to the extent to 
which they are autonomous. The interrelation between these motivations and 
the innate individual needs for competence, relatedness and autonomy also 
enables a systematic analysis of individual perceptions of specific contexts and 
how these impact on their motivations.

Section Three: Findings
This section presents the findings of the study according to the categories of 
(a) intrinsic motivations, and (b) extrinsic motivations. Extrinsic motivations are 
further sub-divided into two categories referring to the degrees of autonomy 
observed during the research process: (i) self-determined, and (ii) externally-
determined. The aim of this discussion is not to present absolute or essential 
interrelationships between particular individuals, practices and motivations. 
It is rather to establish categories of motivations arising from complex, multi-
dimensional interactions. It is also an attempt to systematically explore the 
interrelation between these categories and individual needs for competence, 
relatedness and autonomy in particular contexts. 

(a) Intrinsic motivations
Some of the participants demonstrated intrinsic motivations in their interactions 
with social media. In particular, participants developed innovative approaches 
to language learning in these environments. They engaged in these activities 
for their own sake, and because they satisfied their needs for competence and 
autonomy. The need for relatedness was less relevant to the intrinsic motiva-
tions observed. However, participants understood social media as environments 
where they could draw on networked resources to achieve their intrinsic goals.

One participant described by email how he used the Twitter platform to 
participate in a “kind of immersive education” project. (N: Irish). His understand-
ing of Twitter as an environment where he could draw on available resources, 
in terms of other platform users who were competent in the Irish language, to 
increase his own skills, reflects how his needs for competence, autonomy and 
relatedness could be satisfied in this context. He marked Tweets for transla-
tion with the hashtags #CaD (What) and #Gaeilge (Irish), for example: #CaD 
“there’s a nip in the air” #Gaeilge (N: English/Irish). Participants subscribing 
to his feed responded with translations. One participant, when thanked for 
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providing assistance on the Twitter platform, adapted an Irish proverb to 
explain: “The networked people depend on each other’s links” (B: Irish). This 
observation points to the fact that although the motivation to learn is intrinsic, 
the communication practices undertaken to realise these motivations also ad-
dress a need for relatedness.

Another participant grew up in Northern Ireland where, in contrast to the 
Republic of Ireland, Irish is not a compulsory subject or, in most cases, taught 
in schools. She described by email how she used Irish in Twitter to develop 
language competence: “I think my interest in Twitter increased significantly 
when I understood that it was a way to practise my Irish when I was starting to 
learn. I remember writing things like ‘I am drinking wine. I am dancing on the 
table’. You know, practising a language I didn’t know.” (T: Irish). 

However, as this participant’s competence developed, her motivation to use 
the language in Twitter changed from purely intrinsic (striving to learn, master 
new skills or apply talents in practices undertaken for their own sake) to more 
extrinsically focused. She notes by email how, now: 

I regard my usage more as a result of my bilingual life (T: Irish). 

This demonstrates the fluidity of the participant’s motivations according to a 
changing understanding of her own linguistic competence, and her increasing 
integration of the language in her linguistic repertoire. 

One of the Sámi language participants described via Facebook Messenger 
how he is motivated both creatively and in terms of developing language skills 
to communicate through blogging. 

 (I) think that I learn a lot from blogging. I want to find positive representa-

tions of myself. I want to vary and I do not always want to write about the 

same thing. I want to feel that I am a versatile person when I look at the 

blog. (W: Swedish). 

He regularly reflects on language use in his posts, as can be seen from this 
example:

Linguistically, I notice that all Joiking4 titles on this particular album are in 

the accusative (or potentially possessive) case. On other CDs the title may 

have been ‘Grandmother’, but on this CD the title is ‘Grandmother’s’ or ‘The 

Grandmother’ in the accusative case. I don’t know how I should interpret 

this, I must think about it a bit. (W: Northern Sámi). 

This participant understands the blogging environment as facilitating this kind 
of language learning project. He reflects in Facebook Messenger:

I have time to look up words and try to find ways of expressing things. One 

has more time when one sits and writes a text alone compared to when 
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standing and talking to someone. I think blogging is one reason that I have 

learned Sámi as well as I have. (W: Swedish). 

The kind of asynchronous communication facilitated by blogging is also 
characteristic of Twitter and aspects of communication in Facebook. It fa-
cilitates overcoming the difficulty of losing face in synchronous interaction 
experienced by language learners or language users who are uncertain of their 
competence. These media environments thereby enhance the participants’ 
sense of competence. In each of the examples discussed here, participants 
also have a strong sense of autonomy in terms of the extent to which their 
language-learning projects are conducted of their own volition. Finally, the 
participants’ actions also imply an understanding of social media environments 
as supporting their needs for relatedness, although this need is less relevant 
to their intrinsic motivations.

(b) Extrinsic motivations
All extrinsic motivations relate to goals that are separate from or extend beyond 
particular practices. Extrinsic motivations are sub-categorised in this section 
according to the extent to which they relate to autonomous practices. Greater 
autonomy is evident in motivations that are integrated with the participants’ 
beliefs and values. 

(i) Self-determined extrinsic motivations
A number of the participants engaged in practices in social media environments 
that were extrinsically motivated but reflected full autonomy. These included 
practices to use minority languages in new contexts and to encourage or facili-
tate minority language use. These practices were conducted by individuals of 
their own volition and integrated with their beliefs and values in terms of the 
importance of the relevant languages. These motivations were clearly related 
to satisfying the participants’ needs for competence, relatedness and autonomy. 
The participants’ understandings of particular contextual environments as sup-
porting the satisfaction of these needs were also central to the implementation 
of their practices. 

Normalising Minority Languages in New Contexts
One participant described in Facebook Messenger how he understood blog-
ging as a tool to broaden the spheres in which the Northern Sámi language 
is used online. He also recognised blogging as a way to demonstrate that us-
ing the written version of this language could be associated with fun or more 
mundane contexts:
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I thought there were very few Sámi language texts on the web, and those 

that did exist were not written by desire, but more out of duty – for example, 

some governmental pages translated into Sámi. It was a driver for me, to try 

to write on various topics, so that if someone were to google a Sámi word 

they would find a text where the word is used and also see if it is spelled 

correctly. (W: Swedish). 

His blog describes a wide variety of topics from his personal life, for example 
reading, jogging and music. The following is one of approximately 2,000 posts 
he has written: 

When the dog barks:

The dog barks sooo. I don’t know how it manages. Doesn’t it get tired? It 

must be a puppy. It doesn’t know about relaxing and peace of mind.

I’ve started to read again. Read four pages today. I’m content. It’s special 

work, reading. It needs a lot of concentration. It’s a full-time job to know 

others’ thoughts/experiences.

How that dog barks!

(W: Northern Sámi).

The participant uses the multimodal capacities of blogging to post combina-
tions of text, photographs, videos and links. His writing style is deliberately 
conversational. Shifting between topics signifies the fact that the Northern Sámi 
language is used actively in his stream of consciousness. This participant’s 
motivation to demonstrate the relevance and functions of the written Northern 
Sámi language is driven by his belief in the importance of this language. The 
practices are aimed at achieving the outcome of normalising the Sámi language 
in blogging contexts. The implementation of these practices depends on the 
participant’s understanding of the extent to which he can satisfy his needs for 
autonomy, competence and relatedness by blogging. 

Facilitating Minority Language Communication
Another participant discussed his understanding of the potential of social 
media environments to support the development of strong minority language 
communities, particularly where these communities have traditionally faced 
geographical obstacles to interaction. He considers the Internet to offer an im-
mersive environment for Irish language speakers who have traditionally been 
separated according to Gaeltacht5 regions or diasporic communities. He stated 
in email correspondence: 

The Internet is a kind of ‘virtual Gaeltacht’ – where a person can spend their 

entire day using Irish, if they wish to. (L: Irish).
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Thus, social media environments offer the potential to support the basic needs 
for relatedness, competence and autonomy amongst users of minority languages.

This participant has been active in localising and designing tools based on 
Open Source Software to optimise minority language communication for the 
past 13 years. One example of these tools categorises and ranks users of Twitter 
according to language use and links to their profiles to facilitate connectivity. 
Another tool is a ‘greasemonkey’ add-on script for Firefox that translates the 
Facebook interface to any language. This means that minority language users 
do not need to rely on Facebook’s own translation application to interact with 
the platform in the language of their choice.

This participant believes that everyone has a right to use the language of 
their choice, and is motivated to facilitate this in social media contexts. This 
extrinsic motivation is therefore internalised and congruent with his beliefs 
and values. He started working with these projects because of his awareness 
of the issues he faced as an Irish language speaker. He states that there are 
‘foolish technical reasons’ that people use default majority languages on the 
Internet, related to issues such as an absence of keyboards, localised software 
or terminology. He maintains in email communication that these problems are 
easily solved:

I’m not a linguist, a sociolinguist, or a politician – I’m a computer scientist! 

Therefore, I work in the field I understand. … This doesn’t equate to ‘saving’ 

a language of course, but it’s a small piece in a big puzzle. (L: Irish).

This comment demonstrates the importance of the participant’s understanding 
of how his particular competence relates to the broader task of protecting and 
promoting minority languages.

On a more individual scale, one of the Sámi participants declares in both 
her Twitter and Facebook profiles that her political views are ČSV. These three 
letters were adapted as a symbol of pride in the Sámi identity and a commitment 
to Sámi political issues during the 1980s.6 This participant acknowledges in 
Facebook Messenger that part of her motivation in using Twitter is to promote 
the Northern Sámi language: 

I hope that my followers (who know a little Sámi) are so curious that they 

will try to understand what I write, and in that way learn more Sámi. (B: 

Norwegian).

Although she perceives Facebook as a more personal space due to the number 
of her family and friends that are present there, her motivations in using the 
Sámi language are also somewhat political. In Facebook Messenger she notes:

In Facebook the most important thing is that I prefer to communicate in Sámi 

with my friends. But here also of course language politics come into play. 

There are far too many people who know how to write and read Sámi but 
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choose Norwegian, so I write in Sámi so that they are exposed to at least a 

little bit of Sámi in their everyday lives. (B: Norwegian).

This comment demonstrates an understanding on the part of the participant 
that persistence is required in order to elicit communication amongst competent 
users of the Northern Sámi language. The participant harnesses the fact that 
social media facilitate asynchronous communication and allow for time to be 
taken to interpret and react to her messages. By insisting on communicating in 
Northern Sámi, this participant is attempting to implement a positive context 
for her friends, family and subscribers to communicate in. 

Some of the participants interact with social media in deliberate ways to 
encourage the use of minority languages. Their practices represent new strate-
gies, whether acting to normalise minority language use in new contexts, to 
eliminate technical reasons that these languages cannot be used in social media, 
or to insist on using these languages when communicating with friends and 
followers. These practices are driven by extrinsic motivations as they are aimed 
at achieving particular outcomes that extend beyond the practices themselves. 
However, they are autonomous, as they are inseparable from the participants’ 
beliefs that protecting and promoting minority languages are important. They 
are also linked to the participants’ understandings of social media as environ-
ments that support the achievement of their goals, in addition to their needs for 
competence, autonomy and relatedness. The practices driven by this category 
of self-determined extrinsic motivations could most readily be understood as 
aimed at achieving socially innovative goals. 

(ii) Externally-determined extrinsic motivations
All of the participants actively used minority languages in social media con-
texts. Importantly however, they did not all acknowledge or prioritise the goal 
of protecting or promoting these languages. Some were keen to underline 
the fact that their language use in social media was normal, and did not want 
to be considered ‘activists’. Minority language communication was therefore 
valued and recognised by the participants, but less integrated with their belief 
and value systems. In contrast with the practices driven by self-determined 
extrinsic motivations, these practices are considered to have socially innova-
tive outcomes, rather than being aimed at achieving socially innovative goals.

Contextually-driven Language Use
Certain participants perceive their language use as according with contexts of 
communication, rather than with political ends. These contexts included a desire 
to express things efficiently or to communicate with particular people. Social 
media were understood as environments that supported the achievement of 
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these communication goals. Relatedness was therefore a more relevant need 
in these contexts than autonomy or competence. One participant, when asked 
what using the Irish language in social media meant to him, noted by email that:

It has never occurred that I have not been able to use the Irish language 

online (or anywhere else!) so it’s hard to answer that. Even though I love 

and respect the language, I don’t see myself as an activist or anything like 

that. I speak the language, in my opinion, because I am Irish and because I 

am interested in languages generally. … I see languages purely as tools or 

methods to communicate with other people. (T: Irish).

This comment refers to a broader discourse where the label of an Irish lan-
guage activist or ‘Gaeilgeoir’ is viewed negatively. This participant explained in 
an interview that the term is associated with people who are cranky, irritable 
and do not portray a positive image of Irish language speakers. The comment 
also demonstrates the extent to which some of the participants accept social 
media as ‘social facts’ or normal contexts in which to communicate using their 
available linguistic repertoires (Blommaert and Backus, forthcoming). In terms 
of motivations, a recognition and conscious valuing of the minority languages 
is evident. However, full congruence of achieving the goal of protecting or 
promoting minority languages with the participant’s internalised beliefs and 
values is not apparent. 

One Sámi participant discussed in an interview an ideological tension be-
tween the desire to promote a language and the desire to promote and sup-
port a broader community culture. This participant is aware that a number of 
people who identify themselves as Sámi don’t speak Sámi languages. Due to 
the impact of this larger discourse related to the extent to which this culture 
is threatened, she is more concerned with expressing social solidarity with, 
rather than alienating, these people:

I write in Norwegian because I know more people will understand what I 

am writing, even if it might feel more natural to write in Sámi. It feels more 

important to reach people than to insist on using a particular language. (T: 

Norwegian). 

The participant also uses social media to inform people about her culture, 
providing a perspective that may not otherwise be accessible. She believes 
that Norwegians learn very little about Sámi culture, beyond stereotypical de-
pictions. The practices of this participant may imply that a motivation that is 
externally controlled can be deprioritised if it comes into conflict with other 
more internalised motivations. 

Alia (2009) has noted how what she terms ‘new media’ provide an alterna-
tive discursive framework for indigenous people to validate perceptions that 
mainstream media and authorities seek to render illegitimate, and how this use 
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can be embedded in wider social networks to form alternative social possibili-
ties. The practices of these participants, in using their languages in particular 
communication contexts, contribute to these alternative discourses. 

Career-Related Motivations
Some of the participants engaged in minority language communication practices 
to develop and promote professional careers. These participants combined 
their minority language skills, and interpretation of the potential of social me-
dia environments, towards this end. The need for competence was therefore 
most relevant to these motivations. Interactional sociolinguists have developed 
the concept of ‘sociolinguistic scaling’ to refer to how languages and linguistic 
resources are hierarchically ordered. They argue that access to discursive re-
sources iconises and indexes particular levels on scales that, depending on the 
context, can alter the functions of languages (Moriarty 2011; Blommaert 2007; 
Pietikäinen 2010). The practices of these participants, reflecting motivations to 
develop their careers, also contribute to the promotion of the functionality of 
their languages in socio-economic contexts.

One participant expressed his motivation in a blog post about minority 
languages: 

I was able to launch my career in the media because of my ability to speak 

Irish. …Of course, more people will pay attention to TV and radio shows 

in English than Irish. That’s totally understandable, but it doesn’t take away 

from the fact that media is media, and honing your skills – regardless of the 

language one works in – will improve one’s career prospects. (T: English). 

Implicit here is the understanding that competence in Irish facilitates career 
development in media contexts in Ireland to a greater extent than monolingual 
English language competence does. This demonstrates that the Irish language 
has a socio-economic value for the participant as part of a broader multilingual 
environment. The participant is not acting on a motivation to promote the Irish 
language alone, but to promote his competence in using the language to the 
extent that it will help him to develop a career in multilingual media contexts. 

During the study, this participant arranged a number of Irish language 
events including a weekly short-film club, a conversation group and a sympo-
sium about blogging in Irish. He also participated in a local festival discussing 
how competence in the Irish language could enhance career prospects. He 
promoted these events in social media in Irish and English, demonstrating an 
understanding of these media as effective spaces for increasing the visibility 
of events directed at particular communities of interest. 

Another participant uses her blog to post in Irish about topical, language-
related issues. She promotes her blog on Twitter and Facebook, drawing atten-
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tion to the fact that the posts are in Irish. During the course of the study she 
participated in a radio interview about her blog and promoted this on Facebook:

Folks, I’m being interviewed on BBC Radio Ulster tomorrow night @7pm on 

‘Blas’ about blogging as Gaeilge & social media … I edit & write most of the 

content for (Name of blog) a little venture that (Name of Colleague) & I set 

up last year … it’s going to make us millions one of these days … millions! 

So tune in tomorrow if you can! (T2: English).

This status update reveals a motivation linked to career development and 
related to the creation and use of the blog. However, it also reveals that the 
language has a potentially ambiguous value for the participant. The blog is 
written in Irish, the interview about the blog will take place in Irish, but these 
media events are promoted to a broad network of friends and followers with 
an ironic comment as to their value. The Irish language does not appear to be 
valued as highly as English on the participant’s socio-linguistic scale. 

The participant also refers to the fact that she will be interviewed about 
‘blogging as Gaeilge’. This assumes a sufficient level of competence on the 
part of the intended readers of the status update to understand that she will be 
discussing ‘blogging in Irish’. Although some level of competence is assumed, 
the status update is written predominantly in English. This is either based on 
an assumption that the majority of readers would not understand the status 
update if it was written entirely in Irish, or based on an assumption that Irish 
language communication may not be valued highly by the intended readers. 
At the same time, the participant is promoting a clear message about the ex-
tent to which Irish language competence is helping her to develop her career, 
potentially altering the function of the language. This demonstrates the extent 
to which the meaning and value of the language is constantly negotiated in 
communication.

One of the Sámi participants acknowledges similar motivations in an in-
terview:

Understanding Sámi is a door opener. Depending on what you want to work 

with, it can be a great bonus to say that you also understand Sámi, or even 

that you can read or write in the language. (T: Norwegian).

This comment, although reflecting a socio-linguistic value for the Northern Sámi 
language, reveals an understanding of this value in relation to another language, 
positioned higher on the hierarchical socio-linguistic scale. This other language 
may have a determining role in whether the Sámi language has a value or not. 
This participant notes in an interview how she is explicitly aware of her role 
in promoting positive ideological messages about the language: 

If I could wish for one big thing, it would be to change the way we talk 

about the language. It doesn’t help to talk about how close we are to the 
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catastrophe. We should instead discuss the possibilities and emphasise the 

positive things we have. Hopefully that will help to create a desire to use the 

language. … Instead of threatening people by saying ‘If you don’t speak it, it 

will die out’, we should be spreading enthusiasm. (T: Norwegian).

These participants engage in social media practices to demonstrate their lin-
guistic and professional competence. Their practices result in outcomes that 
promote minority languages, however this goal is externally perceived. In 
promoting their careers, these participants also promote positive ideological 
messages about the socio-economic value and functions of their languages. 
The participants can be understood to be acting as role models promoting the 
fact that they have careers not in spite of but because of their competence in 
minority languages. These practices can also be considered to have socially 
innovative outcomes, rather than being focused on achieving a particular, 
socially innovative goal. 

Section Four: Discussion and Conclusion
This chapter explored why individuals were motivated to communicate in minor-
ity languages in social media, and how these motivations interrelated with their 
understandings of specific contexts. Minority language communication in social 
media reflects a change in social practice that is implemented and negotiated 
largely at an individual level. This communication also results in the socially 
innovative outcome of protecting and promoting these languages. A multiple 
case study was implemented to examine the motivations of active minority 
language users. The textual practices of these individuals were recorded and 
analysed using a combination of discourse analytical and ethnographic methods. 

In identifying autonomous socially innovative practices as a separate cat-
egory of innovative behaviour, this study has contributed to a broader under-
standing of social innovation. It has demonstrated that motivations driving 
these practices are grounded in varying degrees of individual autonomy. By 
building on previous studies of motivations in collaborative innovation and 
Self-Determination Theory, a structured model for analysing motivations was 
developed. This model differentiated between intrinsic and extrinsic motivations 
based on their relation to the outcomes of specific tasks. It also enabled the 
exploration of two separate categories of extrinsic motivations based on the 
extent to which they reflected individual autonomy. The interrelation between 
these motivations and the innate individual needs for competence, relatedness 
and autonomy was also systematically explored.

Intrinsic motivations drove creative, bottom-up, innovation practices. These 
practices were contingent on the participants’ understanding of social media 
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environments as effective spaces for language learning, based on the asyn-
chronous communication capacities of the relevant media and the potential 
to connect with other language users for support. Since practices driven by 
intrinsic motivations were undertaken for their own sake, they were not aimed 
at socially innovative goals. Participants’ implementation of these practices 
related to their understanding of social media environments as contexts that 
supported their needs for competence, autonomy and, to a lesser extent, relat-
edness. Consequently, ensuring that appropriate conditions and supports are 
provided to harness intrinsic motivation, in contexts that support competence, 
autonomy and relatedness, may support the achievement of socially innovative 
outcomes. The motivation to learn was also observed as being particularly fluid 
as it shifted according to the participants’ increasing linguistic competence. 

‘Self-determined extrinsic motivations’ were grounded in individual beliefs 
that minority languages should be protected and promoted. These motivations 
extended to goals beyond specific practices, such as encouraging or facilitat-
ing minority language communication. The related practices addressed the 
participants’ needs for competence, relatedness and autonomy. They were 
autonomously implemented and required individual competence and under-
standing of social media environments to create technological infrastructure or 
to use and adapt available technological tools to achieve socially innovative 
outcomes. They also aimed at satisfying the participants’ need for relatedness 
as they sought to support communication between minority language users. 

‘Externally-determined extrinsic motivations’ drove practices that resulted 
in socially innovative outcomes. These practices were grounded in an under-
standing of the potential of social media to contribute to achieving externally 
controlled personal goals. In these cases, individuals valued minority language 
communication, but were keen not to be considered as ‘activists’ trying to 
protect or promote the languages but rather as ‘normal’ individuals. The need 
for relatedness was more relevant than those of competence or autonomy to 
the implementation of contextually driven communication practices. However, 
in the case of practices aimed at career driven goals, the need for competence 
was most relevant. These practices spread positive ideological messages about 
the socio-economic value and functions of the participants’ languages, based 
on their understanding of the value of these languages for their careers. 

Self-determined extrinsic motivations were therefore exceptional in driving 
practices that were directly aimed at protecting or promoting minority languages. 
The practices driven by other categories of motivations were undertaken to 
achieve a range of goals. In some cases, the participants undertaking these 
practices did not want to be associated with language-ideological goals. How-
ever, their practices also resulted in socially innovative outcomes. Consequently, 
such outcomes arise from the implementation of practices negotiated largely at 
an individual level and driven by a range of motivations. The complex contex-
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tual interrelations between individual needs for competence, relatedness and 
autonomy, and a range of intrinsic and extrinsic motivations, should therefore 
be considered relevant to the implementation and analysis of social innovation 
processes more generally.

Notes
 1. The publication of the Arfe Report (1984) brought about the foundation of the European 

Bureau for Lesser-Used Languages. This in turn produced the European Charter for Regional 
or Minority Languages (1992). In 1988 the Broadcasting Across the Barriers of European Lan-
guages (BABEL) organisation was merged with Measures Pour Encourager le Development de 
l’Industrie Audiovisuelle (MEDIA) to provide support for multilingualism in the audiovisual 
sector. The European Convention on Human Rights (1950) and the Universal Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights (1966) were foundational here. 

 2. The case studies were conducted over a 12-month period, between September 2011 and 
August 2012.

 3. Openly-accessible spaces are accessible once connected to the Internet or with minimal 
additional effort, i.e. open blogs or open Twitter profiles or Facebook profiles that are ac-
cessible purely by establishing an account with the service. For the purposes of illustration, 
at the beginning of the study in August 2011, there were over 2,000 Irish language users on 
Twitter, compared to 59 Sámi language users (source IndigenousTweets.com).

 4. Joiking is a traditional form of Sámi singing.
 5. A Gaeltacht is a region in Ireland where it is aimed to preserve the Irish language as the 

primary spoken language. This aim has largely not been realised, with successive population 
census results revealing declining numbers of Irish speakers in these regions.

 6. A number of slogans were constructed using the three letters, for example “Čajeheakkut 
Sami Vuonja”(“Show Sámi Pride”) or “Čåkkejekket Sámiid Vuitui” (“Gather the Sámi to be 
Victorious”).
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