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Abstract

This paper proposes that the digital domains of language use (DDLU) be included in future assessments of language vitality. DDLU,
including the consumption of online content, engagement with social media and chat which now make an important, and rapidly
growing, part of the daily language use in many speech communities. This is true even in communities which were until recently
fairly isolated from modern technology. Criteria for determining digital language vitality vary according to the general situation of
the language but constitute a separate dimension — languages otherwise in a similar situation can differ considerably in terms of
digital vitality. We consider, for instance, advanced language technology and digital content for institutional languages, teaching
material and dedicated collaborative resources for vigorous and developing languages, and language documentation material for
endangered languages. Crucially, what needs to be assessed is not only quantity, availability, quality, coverage, maturity,
sustainability, and adaptability of resources and technology as proposed in earlier frameworks, but also, principally, their usage by
the speakers. We find the concept of digital minoritization useful to advance the assessment of digital language vitality, as illustrated
by the language situation in three West Nordic countries, Iceland, Norway and The Faroe Islands. This is work in progress and is an
extension of the MoLiCoDilLaCo project being carried out at the University of Iceland.

1. Assessing language vita]ity / development expansion of Fishman’s 8-level GIDS. Their 13-level
EGIDS (Expanded GIDS) is arguably the best-known
framework for assessing language development, largely
because it has been applied to all languages listed in
SIL’s Ethnologue (Simons & Fennig, 2017) since its
17th edition (2014). It also provides means for an
informative assessment for languages at all levels of

Any language policy development, planning for
research priorities or language strengthening and
maintenance efforts depends on a reliable and
comprehensive  assessment  of  the  language
development' of the language(s) in question. The first
elaborate conceptual framework was Fishman’s Graded ‘ ; .
Intergenerational Disruption Scale (GIDS) (1991). langgage development, from international (0) to extinct
Then, after the call from Krauss (1992) and others, the (10).

focus has been on endangered languages. More recently,

Lewis and Simons (2010) proposed an adjustment and 2 Other proposals have been made, notably by the UNESCO

Ad Hoc Expert Group on Endangered Languages (2003),
which identified 9 main factors for language endangerment.

1Language development is preferred as a more general term UNESCO’s Atlas of the World’s Languages in Danger
that includes language vitality and language endangerment (Moseley, 2010) uses mostly one of these criteria,
but also covers non-endangered languages. intergenerational transmission, to arrive at a six-degree scale:
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EGIDS offers 13 levels, whose numbering maintains
compatibility with Fishman’s 8 levels by either adding a
letter (6a, 6b, 8a and 8b) or new numbers (0, 9 and 10).
The levels and their short labels are the following: 0
International — 1 National — 2 Regional — 3 Trade — 4
Educational — 5 Written — 6a Vigorous — 6b Threatened
— 7 Shifting — 8a Moribund — 8b Nearly Extinct — 9
Dormant — 10 Extinct.® Often, e.g. in the UNESCO
atlas, all languages with an EGIDS level 6a or lower are
seen as ‘safe’. If ‘safe’ is defined as ‘it is likely that the
language will be spoken in a few generations’ time’, this
may be a correct assessment for most languages so
classified, but this does not reflect the pressure that even
national languages suffer in a diglossic setting, in
particular in new domains of language use.

In this paper we argue that new criteria are needed to
account for the digital domain of language use, and we
make first preliminary suggestions which criteria could
be used. These criteria focus on usage more than
availability of resources. We also suggest that the main
criteria to be examined for assessing digital vitality vary
for different groups of languages according to their
EGIDS level. We finally illustrate our conception by
discussing languages in three West Nordic countries,
Iceland, Norway and the Faroe Islands.

The paper reports on work in progress and is an
extension of the MoLiCaDiLaCo project (“Modelling
the Linguistic Consequences of Digital Language
Contact,” 2016; Sigurjonsdottir et al., 2017) which
studies digital diglossia, in particular between Icelandic
and English. *

2. Digital language use
and language contact

The use of digital forms of communication is rapidly
gaining importance in most if not all societies
worldwide. Under “digital (forms of) communication”
we mean all forms of “computer-mediated
communication” in a broad sense, both passive one-way
“communication”, that is, consuming online content,
and active dialogical communication, which can be one-
to-one (chatting, e.g., in WhatsApp) or one-to-many
(blogging, posting on social media, etc.).

safe — vulnerable — definitively endangered — severely
endangered — critically endangered — extinct.

3 For languages in a process of revitalization, the levels 6 to 9
have a slightly different interpretation, indicated by difterent
labels: 6a Vigorous — 6b Re-established — 7 Revitalized — 8a
Reawakened — 8b Reintroduced — 9 Rediscovered. We will
focus on the primary scale in this paper.

4 Only towards the conclusion of this paper have we heard of
closely related work by C. Soria, V. Quochi and colleagues
aiming to establish a Digital Vitality Scale and Indicators.
Collaboration is being sought.
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In the developed countries, use of these digital forms of
communication is growing each year and taking up a
considerable part of our daily lives (recent media reports
state that US citizens spend five hours daily or more
online on mobile devices alone: “U.S. Consumers Time-
Spent on Mobile Crosses 5 Hours a Day,” n.d.), already
surpassing watching television and other forms of
activities (“How Much Time ...?2,” 2016).

The time spent in front of screens (especially on mobile
devices) and online (particularly on social media) varies
greatly from country to country (Bauer, 2017), different
age groups and sectors of the society. In certain regions
where many endangered languages are spoken (namely
Papua New-Guinea, Central Africa and rural regions of
Latin America), internet coverage and access to mobile
devices continues to be precarious, but that is often
changing quickly. Even in remote indigenous reserves
in Brazil, for instance, there are support stations with in-
ternet access several hours a day, and many younger in-
digenous people there have mobile devices with which
they go online as soon as they are in areas with access,
using their Facebook accounts or Skype, as one of the
authors (Drude) observed. (Television, which can be
counted as a digital form of communication even if it is
analogue, is widespread even in remote areas anyway.)

In all forms of digital communication, passive and
(inter)active, language is crucially involved on two main
levels: (1) as the language of the digital content that is
consumed, exchanged or produced, and (2)as the
language of the interface (operational system and
specific tools used) that provides access to it. Language
use on both levels constitutes major new domains
(functional areas), the domains of digital language use
(DDLU), which are the domains that are characterized
by a certain group of intermediating channels which all
are based on digital technology (computers, mobile
devices, television sets, ...). One can argue that these
domains together actually constitute a separate value on
the medial dimension of language variation, alongside
with written and oral communication (with both of
which it shares many properties). In these DDLU,
language contact, and even stronger, diglossia is bound
to exist for most users speaking other mother-tongues
than English, which continues to be the language in
which most content is available, let alone the user
interface of tools, many of which are available in
English only. So, the whole non-English-speaking world
may be seen as being in a diglossic situation with
English in the digital domains of language use.

As these domains of digital language use are gaining
weight, the choice of languages in these domains gain
importance when it comes to assessing language
development. Yet, the current scales do not take any
DDLUs into account at all. One purpose of the
MoLiCoDiLaCo project is to improve on this situation,
aiming at building a scale for digital language vitality.



This is work in progress, and it builds partly on previous
work on specific aspects of digital language presence.

3. Availability of digital resources and
actual usage: two different dimensions

There have been earlier attempts at measuring the
digital strength of languages. Notably, Krauwer (2003)
proposed a matrix of a Basic L4Anguage Resource Kit,
BLARK, which lists language resources such as corpora,
dictionaries, etc. and language technology, such as
speech recognition or parsers, for the oral and written
domains. BLARK has been offered on an open platform
via ELDA (“BLARK: Basic LAnguage Resource Kit,”
n.d.), with some uptake (e.g. Prys, 2006).

Building on this framework, in the META-NET
Whitepapers (Uszkoreit & Rehm, 2012), 11 different
criteria are applied to assess language technology
support for 31 European languages. These criteria are
divided into two main classes; (1) Language
Technology: Tools, Technologies and Applications; and
(2) Language Resources: Resources, Data and
Knowledge Bases. The criteria listed under the first
main class are (i) Speech recognition, (ii) Speech
synthesis, (iii) Grammatical analysis, (iv) Semantic
analysis, (v) Text generation, and (vi) Machine
translation. Under the second main class are listed (vii)
Text corpora, (viii) Speech corpora, (ix) Parallel
corpora, (x) Lexical resources, and (xi) Grammars.
Importantly, the situation in each of these 11 criteria is
then further evaluated according to seven features; (a)
Quantity, (b) Availability, (c) Quality, (d) Coverage, (¢)
Maturity, (f) Sustainability, and (g) Adaptability.

There are also more recent attempts, such as by Thomas
(2017), looking at the language interface of a number of
common digital tools. Similarly, Hammarstrom (in
prep.) is building an inventory that classifies each
language for its “documentational status”, from full
grammars to word lists and finally to the simple
mention of the language. Also, the OLAC catalogue
(Simons & Bird, 2003a, 2003b) lists resources, digital
and references, for potentially all known languages.

Crucially, however, usage is not one of the criteria
applied in any of these works. We propose that usage be
added as a major dimension in the evaluation of
language vitality. Even though a certain application or
resource exists for a certain language, this is only a
necessary condition for that it is actually being used by
speakers of the language. This is illustrated by the
preliminary results discussed in section 6.1, where a
large proportion of Icelanders prefers using English as
the operating language for their mobile devices, even
though Icelandic interfaces are available.

This preference for English in the digital domain is
without a doubt motivated by a series of factors, some
of which are independent of availability. Thus, raw
availability is not enough, since discoverability and
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accessibility might play an important role in addition to
the quality (e.g. imperfect translations for versions in
less known languages) and quantity (number and
selection of materials) of the resources available in a
given language. Assessment of digital language vitality
must therefore include a comprehensive (quantitative
and qualitative) assessment of available resources with a
focus on how extensively they are actually used. This is
particularly important when assuming input-driven
models of language acquisition in the context of
language transmission, as the following review on input
factors in language learning illustrates.

“The more you hear a language, the better you learn it”
(Paradis & Griiter, 2014, p. 1). Experience (linguistic in-

put) guides acquisition and guarantees language
transmission. Input and experience affect both
monolingual and bilingual children’s language
development, with bilingual acquisition being

influenced even more by input factors than monolingual
acquisition (e.g. Paradis & Griiter, 2014:11). Previous
research has found a strong correlation between the rate
of time spent interacting in a language and resulting
language skills (Hart & Risley, 1995, 1999; Pearson et
al., 1997; Thordardottir, 2014; Unsworth, 2014).

The term “input” has been used in a variety of ways in
second language acquisition research. Corder (1981)
defines intake as “what goes in”, not what is “available”
for going in of the linguistic stimuli provided by the
outside world which he refers to as input. Input has to
be comprehensible (Krashen, 1982) or comprehended
(Gass, 1997) interesting (or relevant), in sufficient
quantity, and authentic (see also Cook, 1991) to lead to
language development. To the extent that many
languages are in fact losing ground to English, it is
important to ask whether the English input available to
different language communities has changed and is
more optimal now in this sense, than it was some years
and decades ago. Has the digital revolution created
input which is more relevant to speakers of other
languages? Findings of recent studies of the spread of
English in Iceland suggest that this may indeed be the
case (Arnbjornsdottir & Ingvarsdéttir, 2017).

Additionally, the digital revolution has possibly made
English input available in more voluminous and
comprehensive ways, with an added dimension of
relevance and interactivity for younger users than
before. If so, the proportion of English increases within
the overall relevant input a child receives, to the
detriment of that of other languages.

The data being gathered within MoLiCoDiLaCo will
allow us to compute indices of input quantity and
quality for individual speakers, which can hopefully be
correlated with language skills and variables of
linguistic change.

Indeed, we hope that this interaction of availability and
input quantity and quality might predict usage. In fact,



quantity, quality and usage in a way correspond to
Kornai’s (2013) signs of imminent language death (loss
of function, of prestige, and of competence), building on
earlier work (Dorian, 1992; see also Sasse, 1992).

4. Digital minoritization

The terms “minoritization” and “minoritized languages”
have sometimes been used to refer to languages that
have been marginalized or even banned in their
language community (DePalma, 2015). A minoritized
language is usually a minority language in its language
community, even though that is not necessarily the case.
One example that has been quoted in the literature is
Galician, which is reported to be losing ground with
respect to Spanish, especially in the cities and among
younger speakers (ibidem). In times of the digital
revolution and globalization, a different kind of
minoritization of majority languages might be
developing — what has been called “digital
minoritization” within the MoLiCoDilLaCo project. This
term will be used here to refer to a development where a
majority language in a given society loses ground to
another language (usually English) in the DDLUSs, due
to changes in society and technological advances even if
some of the most obvious indicators for language
vitality and endangerment do not clearly signal
imminent language death (see also Deumert, 2014).

Many languages are currently losing ground to the
globally dominant English even though they fulfil all
requisites for language vitality according to criteria such
as the EGIDS and the UNESCO Language Vitality and
Endangerment scales. Kornai (2013) claims that only
about 5% of the world’s languages will survive the
digital age, and Uszkoreit & Rehm (2012) and Rehm et
al. (2016) that at least 21 of Europe’s official languages
are in danger of “digital extinction” (see sec.5.3).
Increased exposure to English in new domains and
media results in digital minoritization of these
languages, but the precise nature of this development
remains understudied. What does it mean, for example,
if access to a modern technology, like speech
recognition, hinges on abandoning the use of the native
language in parts of daily life? Is digital minoritization
transferred to the native competence through loss of
native elements and/or adaptation of elements from
English, and/or does it lead to bilingualism, which
might or might not be sustainable?

Digital minoritization, where a major part of linguistic
input through new domains and media is in English and
not in a local/traditional language, plays a substantial
role in a prospective revision of vitality assessment
methods.
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5. Criteria for digital language vitality

5.0 The character of these criteria and their
relation to EGIDS

In this section, we will propose criteria that can be used
to assess how ‘well’ a language is doing in respect to
digital language use. As said initially, this is based on
work in progress; this is a first effort and the criteria are
tentative, explorative and rather illustrative than
definitive. We welcome feedback and suggestions for
additional or refined criteria. The major objective at this
point is to make our purpose clear and why we believe
that it is significant to evaluate languages by including a
digital usage dimension.

In principle, criteria as we propose here are independent
of EGIDS; they are rather orthogonal to it. That means,
two languages which have generally very similar results
when assessed for language development according to
EGIDS (or similar systems like the UNESCO degrees)
can still be doing very differently in terms of digital
language use. However, we believe that there are strong
correlations between EGIDS and the many possible
criteria for assessing digital language vitality, so that it
mostly does not make any sense to look for certain
criteria given the respective language belongs to a
certain EGIDS class — as an illustration, using extreme
cases, the existence or not of a language documentation
corpus is not significant in the case of Spanish, nor
would anyone expect automatic speech recognition
technology for a language with fewer than fifty
speakers. That is why we discuss the criteria in the
following sections separately for (1)endangered,
(2) developing & vital, and (3) institutional languages.

5.1 Criteria mostly relevant for endangered
languages (EGIDS 6b and higher)

For most endangered languages, advanced or even basic
language resources and technology such as those listed
in BLARK are out of reach: at least we know of no
endangered language which has, for instance, acoustic
or language models for speech, or sentence synthesis
technology. Even if such technology was achievable,
investing time and efforts in building them is arguably
not the most sensible thing to do to strengthen such
languages; other activities arguably have higher priority.

Possibly the most important digital resource for
endangered languages are recordings in audio and video
of the language in natural use. Such material can be
applied in different ways — notably in language teaching
and as an alternative to the consumption of mass media
in a majority language. WHETHER they are used in
such ways, if they exist, is certainly the most important
criterion. Even if the language is not spoken any more,
the existence of such material organized in language
documentation corpora creates a valuable linguistic
resource — and again, whether such corpus is consulted,



by researchers or by members of the group which
formerly spoke that language, makes a huge difference.

Some other language resources may be of relevance for
languages in this group, such as digital dictionaries as
they are being developed for a number of smaller and
endangered languages, especially if they are used by the
speakers for strengthening their language skills, or by
foreigners to learn the language.

5.2 Criteria mostly relevant for developing and
vigorous languages (EGIDS 5+6a)

Languages that, according to EGIDS, are ‘safe’ for the
time being, but not institutional, typically have different
criteria as to their digital development than endangered
languages on the one hand or institutional languages on
the other.

For some stronger languages in this group, some of the
“basic language resources” of the BLARK, such as
lexical resources or text corpora, may be relevant
criteria, while many others are not realistically
achievable.

More important for languages of this group may be
criteria like the following: Does technology exist that
allows one to represent / type the language easily with
digital technology. In particular, (1) are all needed
symbols represented in UNICODE? (2) Are fonts
available that contain the glyphs necessary to represent
texts in the language? (3) Are input methods (e.g.,
keyboard definitions) available that allow typing text in
the language efficiently? Again here, the actual usage of
these resources in digital communication are arguably
more important than the fact that they are available.
This leads to criteria such as (4) do speakers write in the
language on computers? (5) Do speakers write in the
language on mobile devices? (6) Do they chat or use
social media in the language? Note that these two
groups of criteria are certainly related, but principally
independent one from another: even if the supporting
resources are not available (negative answers to
questions (1) to (3)), speakers can choose to type in the

language  anyways, using  workarounds  or
simplifications, such as substituting and omitting
diacritics. Conversely, even if the resources are

available, they may not be used, and speakers may
choose not to use other languages instead.

Another set of criteria specifically relevant for
languages in this group concerns the (a) existence, (b)
creation and (c) usage of online resources such as (1)
websites in and about the language, (2) forums, wikis
and similar information-sharing platforms in the
language, and (3) social media (blogs, Facebook,
Instagram, ...) in the language.
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5.3 Criteria mostly relevant for institutional
languages (EGIDS 0—4)

Institutional languages are not endangered, but they are
at least competing, mostly with English, for usage in
DDLU. One set of criteria for how “digitally
developed” such languages are, concerns primarily
language technology.

We earlier referred to the BLARK and META-NET
criteria. Looking only at existence (and availability etc.,
see the seven features (a) to (g) above in section 3) of
resources, the META-NET report assessed 31 European
languages and then ranked them with respect to
language technology support within four main areas;
(1) Speech processing, (2) Machine translation, (3) Text
analysis, and (4) Speech and text resources. No
language is classified as having “excellent support” in
any of these fields, and only English has “good
support”. Few languages, especially big ones (French,
Spanish, German, Italian) have “moderate support”,
whereas all the other languages have either
“fragmentary support” or “weak/no support”. Four
languages (Icelandic, Latvian, Lithuanian, Maltese) are
in the lowest category for all of the four
abovementioned areas.

These results are telling as they are, even without
considering the usage of language resources and
technology. Research on the usage of these technologies
where they exist is urgently needed. We fear that even
languages which are evaluated as relatively strong by
META-NET, would score lower when it comes to
actual usage.

Another set of criteria that applies for these languages
concerns digital content online — content in
entertainment (e.g., videos on YouTube, Netflix and
similar  platforms), and informational content
(Wikipedia pages, etc.). These can then again be
evaluated for the seven features (a) to (g), in section 3,
above, and, again importantly, their usage.
Summarizing, we suggest to apply criteria for assessing
digital language vitality/development that vary
according to the general development level of the
languages; but the central point is that most if not all
languages are in a situation of diglossia with English in
the digital domains of language use (for minority and
endangered languages, that may be an additional
diglossia). We conclude by illustrating this conception
commenting on countries in the West Nordic region.

6. Digital minoritization: cases from the
Western Nordic region

6.1 Iceland

Icelandic offers an ideal test case for the effect of this
novel type of contact with English, because it is the
native language of the great majority of citizens in a
nation-state, and it has legal status as the official



language of that state. Icelandic is used in government
documents and compulsory national-level education and
it also has a long literary tradition. Therefore,
minoritization of Icelandic cannot be attributed to a
politically unfavourable environment. Furthermore, the
population of Iceland is only 338,000, and the country is
geographically isolated. Throughout its history, Iceland
has been a largely homogeneous society, both
sociologically and linguistically, even though
immigration rates have grown in the last few years.

Recent studies suggest that daily English exposure is
extensive in Iceland and Icelanders report high English
use and advanced levels of English proficiency
(Arnbjornsdottir & Ingvarsdattir, 2017). Concerns about
the future of the language and its ability to coexist with
global English have been brought up a number of times
recently in the media in Iceland and the nature of the
reaction across society indicates that Icelanders are not
indifferent to the perceived weakened status of their na-
tive language. Iceland is large enough to have a vibrant
community of native speakers, yet it is also small
enough to observe fine-grained nationwide empirical
patterns. Thus, Icelandic is the ideal test case for
studying digital contact with English in detail, and
therefore the MoLiCoDilL.aCo project was started.

The first part of this project is an online survey among
5,000 randomly selected native speakers of Icelandic.
The preliminary results show for instance that around
75% of speakers from 13-20 years of age could
envision using English for the voice command of
various devices (Siri etc.). In contrast, only 20% of
speakers from 46-60 years of age and only 10% of
speakers over 60 years of age could envision using
English for these purposes. More than 60% of speakers
from 1620 years of age prefer to have the interface of
their devices (computers, smartphones, etc.) in English,
whereas only 10% of speakers over 60 years of age say
they prefer English (Sigurjonsdottir et al., 2017). Since
the project has just started, it is not known at this time
whether Icelandic is already taking early steps towards
digital language death, but the results of the project will
without doubt contribute to a more informed discussion
about the future of Icelandic and relevant maintenance
strategies.

In this context, it is relevant to examine the general on-
line access and usage patterns in Iceland. The
percentage of internet usage in Iceland is the highest in
Europe — 100% in 2017, whereas the average figure for
Europe is 80.2% (Internet World Stats, 2017). Also, a
recent study showed that 92% of 58 year old Icelandic
children use computers or tablets, 71% of 2—4 year old
children, and 36% of children younger than 2 years old
(Olafsdottir, 2017). These figures show that Icelanders
are progressive and quick to adapt new technologies,
which can affect Icelandic in various ways.
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6.2 Norway

Norway is a very interesting case with respect to digital
minoritization. Norwegian has two officially recognized
variants, Bokmal and Nynorsk, which enjoy equal status
according to law. Around 87% of pupils in Norwegian
primary and secondary schools use Bokmal, while 12%
use Nynorsk (Statistics Norway, 2011). Out of 430
Norwegian municipalities, 159 use Bokmal in
administration, 114 use Nynorsk, while 157 are neutral
with respect to language variety. However, around 40%
of the population live in municipalities which use
Bokmél, whereas only 11% live in municipalities which
use Nynorsk (Statistics Norway, 2011). By law, all
official application forms must be available in both
variants, and at least 25% of all government documents
are required to be in Nynorsk.

Given these facts, one would expect the proportion of
text in Nynorsk (vs. Bokmal) on the internet to be at
least 10—12%. However, by crawling the .no domain,
Kornai (2013) found that “the actual proportion of user-
generated Nynorsk content is well under 1%”. He
concluded that “the Norwegian population has already
voted with their blogs and tweets to take only Bokmal
with them to the digital age”.

However, the situation appears to be more complicated
than Kornai’s study indicates. Other sources claim that
on average, around 5% of Norwegian internet pages
have been in Nynorsk for the last 20 years or so.
According to a count from 2015, 1.6% of Norwegian
language pages indexed by Google and 4.6% of pages
indexed by Bing were in Nynorsk (Grepstad, 2015). But
this is not the whole story since many Norwegians use
their own dialect in informal texts such as chats and on
social media, and these texts cannot easily be classified
as either Bokmal or Nynorsk. In a recent study, 75% of
142 secondary school pupils from the Nynorsk area said
that they wrote in their own dialect on Facebook, 90%
of them use their dialect on Snapchat, and 100% when
writing SMS text messages (Rotevatn, 2014).
Obviously, the digital status of Nynorsk merits further
research.

6.3 Faroe Islands

The situation in the Faroe Islands is quite different from
both Iceland and Norway. The number of Faroese
speakers residing in the islands is only around 45,000.
Even though Faroese is the first language of most
islanders, Danish is also widely used and it was not until
1938 that Faroese was accepted as a language of
instruction in schools. Faroese didn’t get full
authorization as a church language until 1939, and it
was only with the autonomy law of 1948 that Faroese
finally became the language used in all affairs. Even
today, most courses in upper secondary schools are
taught in Danish and the majority of programs shown on
Faroese television are in Danish or with Danish
subtitles.



The percentage of internet users in the islands is very
high — 98.3% in 2017 (Internet World Stats, 2017). We
do not have any statistics on language use on the
internet in the Faroe Islands, but according to our
Faroese sources, English is prominent in the digital
domain in the Faroe Islands just like in Iceland. We
don’t either have any information on Faroese speakers’
attitudes towards the use of English in their smartphones
and computers, or for voice command. Kornai (2013)
claims that Faroese could have a better chance of
surviving than many languages which have a much
higher number of speakers, since Faroese is spoken in a
relatively closed community and has a high quality
Wikipedia. As pointed out above, however, the mere
existence of digital resources does not guarantee their
actual use and thus we don’t know to what extent they
contribute to the language’s digital vitality.

However, there is one potentially important distinction
between Iceland and the Faroe Islands with respect to
the increased use of English. Icelanders are used to
being able to use their native language in all
circumstances, but English is now depriving Icelandic
of some of its domains. In the Faroe Islands, Faroese
and Danish have lived side by side for a long time and
the Faroese people are quite used to having to use a
foreign language in certain areas or in certain contexts.
The increased use of English might to some extent be at
the expense of Danish, not Faroese. Instead of the native
language being replaced by a foreign language, a
foreign language which has been in close contact with
Faroese for a long time might be in the process of being
replaced in part by another foreign language. Thus, the
effects of the digital revolution on Faroese might be less
drastic than the effects on Icelandic, for instance.
Whether this makes a difference in the end remains to
be seen. At this point, we can only speculate on this
difference, but it obviously merits research.

7. Conclusion

In this contribution, we envisage a scale of digital
language vitality, which indicates how well languages
are doing in the digital domains of language use.
Crucially, the actual usage of the language in different
digital domains has been added as it is more important
to actual language vitality and maintenance than the
mere existence of digital resources or technology; the
latter is just a necessary, but not a sufficient condition
for high digital vitality. Even national languages such as
Icelandic or Nynorsk can be digitally weak in their
diglossic relation with English, despite national support
and a number of important existing online tools.

The actual assessment of digital language is a challenge
and depends on data on real usage, which only to a
certain degree can be obtained by means of surveys;
direct and statistical significant observation is the ideal.

This contribution is a first step in the development of a
general scale of digital language vitality and the authors
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invite critical and constructive comments and proposals
for refinement and improvement. Also, the exact
relationship to existing language vitality / development
scales such as EGIDS may need more conceptual
development and empirical research. Some of this will
be pursued within the MoLiCoDiLaCo project in the
coming years, focusing on Icelandic.
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