
This is a self-archived version of an original article. This version 
may differ from the original in pagination and typographic details. 

Author(s): 

Title: 

Year: 

Version:

Copyright:

Rights:

Rights url: 

Please cite the original version:

CC BY 4.0

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Digital communication as part of family language policy : the interplay of multimodality
and language status in a Finnish context

© The Author(s) 2023

Published version

Palviainen, Åsa; Räisä, Tiina

Palviainen, Å., & Räisä, T. (2023). Digital communication as part of family language policy : the
interplay of multimodality and language status in a Finnish context. Language Policy, 22(4), 433-
455. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10993-023-09666-3

2023



Vol.:(0123456789)

Language Policy
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10993-023-09666-3

1 3

ORIGINAL PAPER

Digital communication as part of family language policy: 
the interplay of multimodality and language status 
in a Finnish context

Åsa Palviainen1   · Tiina Räisä2 

Received: 4 December 2022 / Accepted: 5 July 2023 
© The Author(s) 2023

Abstract
While mobile app-mediated communication between children and members of their 
family represents a substantial part of contemporary family communication and lan-
guage input, we still know very little about the role of these technologies in family 
language policy (FLP). With an explorative questionnaire survey, the current study 
set out to examine (1) how Finnish state and language-in-education policies intersect 
with how families make use of their languages in spoken and in app-mediated com-
munication, and (2) to what extent app-mediated FL practices function as a space for 
spoken and literacy language development. 1002 nine to twelve year-olds in minor-
ity-language Swedish-medium schools in Finland responded to the survey. The 
results showed the dominance of the two national, high-status languages Swedish 
and Finnish in the families, with texting being the most common app practice. Lan-
guages other than Swedish and Finnish (LOTSF) were used in 17% of the families 
and to a great extent also in the family apps. While app-mediated family communi-
cations overall were shown to serve as significant spaces for language and literacy 
development, in some cases of LOTSF with a lower status and less educational sup-
port, and with linguistic and writing systems deviating from Swedish and Finnish, 
children refrained from texting in the apps. The findings suggest that the relationship 
between choice of modalities in language(s) of different status and educational sup-
port is complex and needs further attention in future FLP studies.
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Introduction

The current study will examine how Finnish state and language-in-education pol-
icies intersect with how families make use of their languages in spoken and digi-
tally-mediated communication. The accessibility, multifunctionality and portabil-
ity of smartphones (Madianou, 2014; Miller, 2014) have had a profound effect on 
how families communicate and everyday family talk has expanded beyond only 
face-to-face encounters (Ochs & Kremer-Sadlik, 2015). Information and commu-
nication technology (ICT) and multimodal messaging applications (henceforth, 
apps) such as SMS, FaceTime and Snapchat are used by family members to keep 
in contact with one another, to express emotions, and to organize everyday life 
(Baldassar, 2016; Christensen, 2009; Curdt-Christiansen & Iwaniec 2023; Hän-
ninen et al., 2018; Räisä, 2022; Stæhr & Nørreby, 2021; Taipale, 2019). Digitally 
mediated communication is deeply integrated into Finnish children’s and their 
families’ lives: as many as 97% of children in Grades 3 to 9 (9 to 15 years) in Fin-
land have access to a smartphone of their own and 85% are online daily (Smahel 
et  al., 2020, p. 141). Although app-mediated communication between children 
and members of their family represents a substantial part of their communication 
and language input, we still know very little about the role of these technologies 
in family language policy (FLP). Little (2020) points out that a significant propor-
tion of daily language input in contemporary heritage-language families is tech-
nology-mediated and suggests a “digital addendum” to the notion of FLP (Little, 
2020: 257). This means that the traditional understanding of FLP as explicit and 
overt (King et al., 2008), as well as the implicit and covert (Curdt-Christiansen, 
2009) planning among the members in a family network in relation to their lan-
guage use and literacy practices, should also encompass “family digital literacy” 
(Little, 2020: 257). Digital practices should not only be viewed as outcomes of 
language planning but also examined as significant mediational and multimodal 
tools (Palviainen 2020a) with a potentially heavy impact on a family’s multilin-
gualism, and on the learning and maintenance of language(s).

The dichotomies of online and offline, as well as between speech and writing, 
have become blurred as smartphones and other digital communication technolo-
gies have entered into the lives of individuals (Maybin, 2013; Stæhr & Nørreby, 
2021). To reach a comprehensive understanding of contemporary everyday family 
interaction, the entire range of possible modes of communication in families—
verbal, physical and digital—and how language(s) are negotiated in them, should 
be covered. This also means a wider conception of what constitutes an FLP. 
Stæhr and Nørreby (2021) point out that family communication however alter-
nates between two essential modes: spoken face-to-face interaction on the one 
hand, and digitally mediated on the other. This division will be upheld also in the 
current study.

The research context of the current study is intriguing from a language policy 
perspective. Finland is a bilingual country with Finnish and Swedish as equal 
official languages, both languages with a high status and economic power. In 
terms of numbers of speakers, Swedish is a minority language: 85% of families 
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in Finland are Finnish-speaking and 4% Swedish-speaking (Statistics Finland, 
2020). In families where children attend Swedish-medium schools, as is the case 
for the families in this study, the family language distributions are reversed with 
51% of children coming from Swedish-speaking homes (Hyvönen & Wester-
holm, 2016). Finnish is thus a dominating language in society at large, but Swed-
ish has a strong position in this research context, especially as it is the language 
of instruction and literacy in school. In recent years, the number of speakers of 
languages other than Swedish and Finnish (LOTSF henceforth) has increased 
dramatically in Finland and this is also seen in Swedish-medium schools (Hell-
gren et al., 2020). As will be explained in the next chapter, the status of different 
LOTSF and the extent to which they are supported and valued in schools vary. In 
the current study, we will examine in more detail to what extent and how LOTSF 
are employed by children and their families.

The study examines more closely the within-family mobile app and language 
practices reported in a sociolinguistic survey by 1002 nine to twelve-year-olds in 
Swedish-medium primary schools in Finland in the autumn of 2019. In this study 
we ask:

1.	 How does the sociolinguistic, national and language-in-education policy context 
affect spoken face-to-face and in app-mediated communication in the family?

2.	 To what extent are app-mediated FL practices a functioning space for the develop-
ment of speech and literacy?

In contrast with a major part of studies within the field of FLP that provide rich 
data from a small pool of participants (Curdt-Christiansen, 2018), the current study 
will provide breadth rather than depth, and raise issues that need further attention 
within the field of FLP.

Mediated family communication

Much research has been carried out on transnational and long-distance families and 
their use of information and communication technologies to sustain their emotional 
connections and sense of identity including kinship (Abel et  al., 2020; Baldassar, 
2016; Baldassar et al., 2007; Cuban, 2017; Madianou & Miller, 2012; Nedelcu & 
Wyss, 2016; Taipale, 2019), but these studies have rarely focused on the role of lan-
guages in those communications. Several researchers have identified this as a gap 
that urgently needs to be addressed (King & Lanza, 2019; Lanza & Lexander, 2019; 
Little, 2020, Palviainen, 2020a). Some major strands can be identified in the research 
conducted on multilingual families and their digital practices (Lanza & Lexander, 
2019): the role that digital interaction potentially plays in identity, heritage-language 
use and language choice (e.g., Rydin & Sjöberg, 2008); the use of digital practices 
to promote informal language learning (e.g., Cuban, 2014); and the interrelationship 
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between choices of media and the use of spoken or written modalities (e.g., Lexan-
der & Androutsopoulos, 2019).

A number of recent studies have looked at how video calling activities in transna-
tional families enhance the emotional contact between transnational family mem-
bers and also impact children’s language development (Martín-Bylund & Stenliden, 
2022; Palviainen, 2021; Said, 2021). Said (2021) showed how Arabic-speaking families 
in the UK provided children with exposure to different spoken and literary varieties 
of Arabic with the help of Skype, and Palviainen (2020b)  how a Russian-speaking 
mother with a young child in Finland kept daily video-call contact on Viber with the 
grandparents in Russia to uphold Russian as an important language in their multilin-
gual FLP. Others have examined messaging apps: In our case study of two multilingual 
families in Finland who used the instant messaging application WhatsApp for internal 
family communication, we found children who had created separate family chat groups 
with different members to maintain Polish, French and Swedish language and cultural 
identities (Palviainen & Kędra, 2020). In these chats, they practiced and learned in an 
informal way how to write in their heritage languages which were not taught at school. 
Curdt-Christiansen and Iwaniec (2022) examined linguistic and non-linguistic features 
of affective expressions in WhatsApp/WeChat conversations of Chinese and Polish 
transnational families in the UK. The preferred language of emotionality for both par-
ents and children was the heritage language: Chinese and Polish were used rather than 
English. Curdt-Christiansen and Iwaniec argue that culturally shaped language prac-
tices of affective expressions constitute an important part of an implicit FLP.

Much research on digitally mediated family communication has thus concerned 
transnational families, in which members are physically distant from each other 
(Abel et al., 2020). It is important to point out however that digital tools are deeply 
integrated in family communication also when members live under the same roof 
(Räisä, 2022; Stæhr & Nørreby, 2021). This was the case for the families in this sur-
vey. Furthermore, it is important to point out that the difference between face-to-face 
spoken communication on the one hand, and app-mediated communication on the 
other, is not simply between speaking versus writing but whether the communica-
tion is mediated through a tool or not: for example, a voice message in an app is also 
“spoken”, in physical co-presence family members may chat via an app while sit-
ting on the same sofa, and there can be face contact in a videocall involving similar 
visual and aural clues as in a normal conversation.

Most messaging apps for smartphones—such as SMS, WhatsApp, Messenger, 
FaceTime—nowadays provide similar affordances for the production of semiotic con-
tent: voice messaging, voice calling, video calling, text messaging, the sending of 
images etc. But there are still some differences between them which may cause one 
app to be chosen before another. Users may also prefer to use a certain mode before 
another. Lexander and colleagues have examined the mediated multilingual commu-
nication of families of Senegalese background in Norway. In Lexander and Watson 
(2022), it was demonstrated how one speaker used Joola, Wolof, and French in voice 
messages, but texted in French. In Lexander (2021), some of the participants inter-
acted through voice messages in Wolof, but one participant preferred to use text to 
reply, as she found voice messages “embarrassing”. Texting also gave her more time 
to formulate what she wanted to say and to search for translations in Wolof, which 
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was not her strongest language. The relationships between personal traits, skills in 
a certain language and a particular choice of mode can thus be complex. Lexander 
(2021: 801) suggests that research “needs to deconstruct and unpack media in order 
to identify the differences in modality in distribution across the family, and the diver-
sity of the network of the different family members.” The children who participated 
in the current survey reported LOTSF such as Arabic, Thai and Vietnamese which 
are unrelated to Germanic languages such as Swedish, and in addition have writ-
ing systems deviating from Latin scripts. As will be discussed later, this may affect 
whether they use apps to text or prefer voice or video-calling in their languages.

State and language‑in‑education policies

Finland is constitutionally a bilingual country, with Finnish and Swedish the offi-
cial languages (McRae, 2007). Finland was part of the Swedish realm for six centu-
ries until 1809 when it became an autonomous Grand Duchy in the Russian Empire. 
Swedish continued to be the only official language also under the Russian rule, but 
eventually a strong movement that promoted the use of Finnish language in educa-
tion, research and administration developed—and also among the Swedish-speaking 
elite (Salo, 2012). When Finland became independent in 1917, Swedish and Finn-
ish were given equal status in the Finnish Constitution, ensuring that both language 
groups have the right to use their own language in contacts with the authorities.

Most Swedish speakers in mainland Finland live in areas along the western and 
southern coasts in officially bilingual districts, but they can also be found in offi-
cially monolingual Finnish-speaking areas elsewhere (Liebkind et al., 2007). Within 
the bilingual districts the proportions of speakers may vary considerably: whereas 
Swedish is dominant in some, pre-dominantly rural, areas in the north-west, in oth-
ers, primarily in the south, Finnish has a strong position and dominates the linguis-
tic and societal landscape. The Finnish social system is to a large extent built on 
separate Swedish- and Finnish-speaking institutions: the Swedish-speaking minority 
has the right to receive education from preschool to university level, and to receive 
healthcare and practise their religion in Swedish (Bäckman & Haapamäki, 2023). 
The language rights, however, depend on the official status of each district (see 
McRae, 2007). There are also Swedish-language media and cultural institutions and 
several stakeholders and foundations who support Finland-Swedish culture (Bäck-
man & Haapamäki, 2023).

Finnish is clearly the majority and dominant language in terms of numbers of 
speakers in Finland. In 2019, when this study was carried out, there were 4,8 mil-
lion (87.3%) who had registered Finnish as their mother tongue, 287,958 Swedish 
(5.2%), whereas 412,644 (7.5%) were foreign language speakers (Statistics Finland, 
2023).1 Whereas the proportion of Swedish speakers has remained the same, the 
proportion of LOTSF speakers has steadily grown, the latest figure from 2022 being 

1  Since only one mother tongue can be reported to the authorities, the statistics do not differentiate 
between single, bilingual or multilingual situations. All languages but the official languages Finnish, 
Swedish, and Sámi are categorized as’foreign languages’ in the official statistics.
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8.9%. The largest LOTSF is Russian followed by Estonian, Arabic, Somali and Eng-
lish (Statistics Finland, 2019: 422). However, the language distributions look dif-
ferent depending on age: Thai, Tagalog and Spanish dominate among people from 
15 to 64 years of age, and German, Russian and Polish who are 65 and older (Bäck-
man & Haapamäki, 2023). In the age group we are focusing on in this study—chil-
dren under 14  years—Somali, Swahili and Arabic are the most common LOTSF. 
Migrants (such as asylum seekers and quota refugees) arriving to Finland can elect 
which language to learn first, Finnish or Swedish. Although for the majority it 
means settling in major cities and learning Finnish, some live in Swedish-dominated 
rural areas and learn Swedish (Bäckman & Haapamäki, 2023) and their children 
attend Swedish-medium schools.

There is a parallel Swedish- and Finnish-medium education system and the par-
ticipants in this study all attended minority language Swedish-medium schools. 
Nationwide there are 220 Swedish-medium comprehensive schools (Grades 1–9) —
mainly located in officially bilingual areas—compared with 1996 Finnish-medium 
comprehensive schools (Palviainen & Räisä, 2022a). Swedish is the language of 
instruction in Swedish-medium schools but the curriculum includes the compul-
sory study of the second national language (Finnish) and a pupil who has Finnish as 
the home language (or one of them) is entitled to a syllabus in native-level Finnish 
(FNBE, 2016). In addition to Finnish, one more language is mandatory, and this is 
almost always English. Additional languages that can be studied as part of the gen-
eral curriuculum include German, French, and Spanish.

A child who speaks a LOTSF in the family has the right to receive instruction 
in that language. In the Finnish curriculum this is referred to as one’s own mother 
tongue complementing basic education (MT instruction henceforth) (FNBE, 2016, 
Appendix  3). In 2020, 22,041 children participated in MT instruction, the most 
taught languages being Russian, Arabic, Somali, Estonian, and English (FNBE, 
2020). MT instruction is extracurricular and is arranged only if the resources, finan-
cial and otherwise, allow it, and it has been shown to be lacking in many Swedish-
medium schools (Hellgren et al., 2020). One reason why MT instruction may not be 
arranged is because there are not enough children speaking that language and it can 
also be challenging to find teachers (Venäläinen et al., 2023) and ones who are quali-
fied. Tainio and Kallioniemi (2019: 71) found that while MT teachers were to a high 
extent qualified in English (89%) and Russian (79%), and to some extent in Estonian 
(54%), they were rarely so in Arabic (20%) and Somali (12%), and not at all in Thai 
(0%). Children speaking different LOTSF can thus be in very different positions for 
obtaining institutional support, and the responsibility to pass on a minoritized lan-
guage to their children may lie entirely with parents and relatives.

Language in education policy in Swedish-medium schools thus reveals certain 
hierarchies, where Swedish is the main language and Finnish and English have very 
prominent positions along with some European languages such as French, German 
and Spanish. The same type of hierarchy has been identified by Kalliokoski et al. 
(2021), but for Finnish-medium schools: Finnish at the top (instead of Swedish), 
English next, Swedish and foreign languages taught at school in the middle, and MT 
languages at the bottom.
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Materials and methods

Data collection

The questionnaire survey was a first explorative step in a larger, comprehensive eth-
nographic project that examined family language and technology practices in three 
different minority-language communities in Finland.3 We turned to schools for our 
data collection as the school setting has shown itself to be efficient: a large num-
ber of participants at the target age can be reached, contextual factors are known, 
and sampling procedures can be kept under control (Palviainen & Räisä, 2022a). 
Purposive non-probability sampling of children was carried out to access a cross 
section of the population (Battaglia, 2008). In November 2019 data were collected 
in 15 schools that made up 6.8% of all Swedish-medium comprehensive schools in 
Finland at that time. All but one (a Swedish-medium school in a Finnish-speaking 
municipality) were located in official bilingual areas covering a wide geographical 
area, including both large and small and urban as well as rural schools. Research 
permits were acquired from school superintendents and principals, and parents and 
the children gave their informed consent to participate.

The survey was mixed-mode (de Leeuw, 2005). A digital questionnaire was 
designed with Webropol software for iPads, and the field researchers took iPads 
into the classrooms so that the children could enter data on-site under the research-
ers’ guidance. The questionnaire was available in Swedish, Finnish, and English, 
and took an average of 10  min to complete. The data entered were automatically 
exported to a protected data server and were subsequently available to researchers 
as MS Excel spreadsheets. The survey did not collect or process any personal data 
that could identify either the individual or the school. The entire data collection pro-
cess, from designing the study to meeting the children in the classrooms, has been 
described in detail in Palviainen and Räisä (2022a).

Participants

A total of 1002 children, 51% of them girls, participated in the survey study. The 
proportion of children was evenly distributed among the age groups (Table 1). 
According to the children’s own reports of their family make-up, the vast major-
ity (N = 786) comprised themselves, their parent(s), and one or more siblings; 52 
children reported that they were the only child, and 87 children lived in reconsti-
tuted families (including step parents and siblings). These figures are similar to 
those reported for Finland as a whole (Statistics Finland, 2020). In addition, 67 
children included themselves in extended families (including grandparents and/
or other relatives). Seventy-five percent of the children reported that they lived 
in the same house as the other family members; the remaining 25% had siblings, 
parents or extended family members living elsewhere, part-time or permanently.

3  "What’s in the App? Digitally-mediated communication within contemporary multilingual families 
across time and space”, funded by Academy of Finland (2018–2022)
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169 children reported that they spoke one (or more) LOTSF in their family, 
the most common being English and Arabic, followed by Bosnian and Vietnam-
ese (see Table 2).

Table 1   Participants and family 
types

a Not all children responded to each item so the total does not add up 
to 1002

n %

Gender Boy 483 48.4
Girl 509 51.0
Other 6 0.6
Totala 998 100.0

Age (years) 9 247 24.7
10 283 28.3
11 258 25.8
12 211 21.1
Total 999 100.0

Family types Parent(s) 52 5.2
Parent(s) + 1 sibling 382 38.5
Parent(s) + 2 or more siblings 404 40.7
Reconstituted family 87 8.8
Extended family 67 6.8
Total 985 100.0

Table 2   LOTSF reported by 
participants

Language N Language (cont.) N

English 85 Romanian 2
Arabic 13 Sign Language 2
Bosnian 8 Somali 2
Vietnamese 8 Thai 2
German 7 Turkish 2
Spanish 7 Armenian 1
Estonian 5 French 1
Russian 4 Greek 1
Dutch 3 Latvian 1
Farsi/Persian 3 Lithuanian 1
Norwegian 3 Serbian 1
Albanian 2 Swahili 1
Japanese 2 Other 8
Kurdish 2 Total 177
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The questionnaire

The questionnaire2 consisted of 16 items divided into two sections. The items were 
of different types, including dropdown menus and tick boxes, as well as open-ended 
questions for free text (for the question items used in this study, see Table 3). The 
first part asked for background information about the child (age, Grade, gender, 
country of birth). Children were also asked to list in their own words the members 
of their family according to their roles (e.g., mother, step-brother) and to tick boxes 
for each member to show which language or languages they spoke with them. The 
second part focused on what apps children and their families used and the language 
and modality practices within them. The questionnaire included a list of ten apps 
for communication: Discord, FaceTime, Instagram, Messenger, Skype, SMS, Snap-
chat, TikTok, Viber, and WhatsApp. The research team selected the apps based both 
on the findings of up-to-date surveys conducted among Finnish teenagers (Audi-
ence Project, 2019; SoMe ja Nuoret 2019) and on their own personal experience of 
popular apps among school-aged children and families in Finland at the time of the 
data collection. One key criterion for selection was that the app offered affordances 
for linguistically coded (spoken and/or written) communication between individual 
family members. One of the apps, TikTok, was different from the others in this 
regard as it is a platform for sharing short-form videos rather than for interpersonal 
messaging. The app became extremely popular, however, among children and young 
people in Finland during 2019 when the questionnaire was designed and the data 
were collected, so we decided to include TikTok on the list.

Data analysis

In order to address the research questions, analyses were first carried out on the 
whole sample (N = 1002 children) and in the following stage, with a sub-sample of 
those children who reported that they spoke at least one LOTSF at home (N = 169). 
The first set of analyses was designed to identify what the non-mediated spoken 
(face-to-face) and the digitally app-mediated practices were, how the apps were used 
in terms of multimodality, and to what extent the spoken and app-mediated practices 
overlapped in terms of language choices. In order to be able to statistically examine 
whether language practices varied in spoken and app modes, two or more reported 
spoken (and/or app) family language practices were coded as multilingual practices; 
if only one language was reported, it was coded as a monolingual practice. The rela-
tionships across non-mediated (spoken) and mediated (app) modalities were exam-
ined at the group level by applying cross tabulation with a chi-square test.

The second set of analyses focused on those 169 participants who reported speak-
ing at least one LOTSF in their family. Their spoken non-mediated FL practices 
were compared with app-mediated FL practices in order to see the extent to which 
LOTSF were used also in family apps. Finally, a closer qualitative analysis was per-
formed of 17 speakers of a selection of LOTSF—Arabic, Estonian, Russian, Somali, 
Swahili, Thai, and Vietnamese—all of them among the most common foreign and 

2  A dummy can be found at https://​webro​pol.​com/s/​whats​inthe​appki​ds.

https://webropol.com/s/whatsintheappkids
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immigrant languages in Finland. These languages have a lower status than some 
others in Finland, their educational support varies, and (except for Estonian) they 
are typologically unrelated to Swedish or Finnish and have other writing systems. 
Only those who had responded to all questions (Table 3) and had written at length 
in answer to the final open-ended question were included in the qualitative analyses.

Findings

App and modality practices

The children were asked whether and how often they used the ten named apps. 
WhatsApp, an instant messaging app for communication, was by far the most fre-
quently used: by 93% (917 out of 985) of the children on a daily or weekly basis 
(Table 4). After WhatsApp came TikTok (65%; 616/930), Snapchat (53%; 488/930), 
Instagram (42%; 393/930) and SMS (38%; 354/932). The findings are consistent 
with other recent surveys about digital practices in Finland targeting 13-year-olds 
and older, except for one aspect: teenagers in Audience Project (2019) and Some ja 
Nuoret (2019) used Instagram more frequently than Snapchat, whereas the order of 
preference was reversed in this group of pre-teens.

Table 4   Reported app practices: How often do you use the following apps? in order of most frequently 
used

WhatsApp TikTok Snapchat Instagram SMS

n % n % n % n % n %

Daily 754 76.5 428 44.9 354 38.1 214 21.4 103 11.1
Once a week 163 16.5 188 19.7 134 14.4 179 17.9 251 26.9
Once a month 18 1.8 47 4.9 51 5.5 75 7.5 260 27.9
Never 50 5.1 290 30.4 391 42.0 462 46.1 318 34.1
Total 985 100.0 953 100.0 930 100.0 930 100.0 932 100.0

FaceTime Messenger Discord Viber Skype

n % n % n % n % n %

Daily 35 3.8 28 3.1 32 3.5 18 2.1 6 0.7
Once a week 147 16.1 79 8.7 53 5.9 13 1.5 21 2.3
Once a month 218 23.9 83 9.2 71 7.9 14 1.6 66 7.3
Never 513 56.2 717 79.1 748 82.7 819 94.8 813 89.7
Total 913 100.0 907 100.0 904 100.0 864 100.0 906 100.0
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When asked which apps were used to communicate specifically with family mem-
bers, 96% of those who used WhatsApp daily or weekly reported using it for fam-
ily communication, so it continued to be by far the most used app. After this came 
SMS (83%) and Snapchat (51%). The otherwise very popular TikTok app seemed to 
be primarily for personal use or with friends: only 19% of its daily or weekly users 
shared TikTok practices with their family members. The use of TikTok is likely to 
be driven by entertainment; as Ofcom (2020) found, children find TikTok a good 
way “to kill time”. Moreover, the app is different from the others included in the 
questionnaire in that it is not suitable for interpersonal communication.

For each app that the children marked as one that they used within their family, 
we asked what they did with them. Figure 1 shows the reported practices for the five 
most frequently reported family apps. The figure shows that, across all apps, texting 
was the favoured family app practice. In addition, SMS was used for voice calls, 
and Snapchat and Instagram for sending pictures/videos/memes. The results show, 
further, that WhatsApp was not only the most popular app but was used for multiple 
purposes: in addition to texting, children used WhatsApp to make voice and video 
calls, to send visual content, and for voice messages.

All together in these five apps, texting was reported 1283 times followed by voice 
calling 852, sharing of pictures/videos/memes 845, video calling 597, and voice 
messaging 476 times. How the affordances of the individual apps are used is impor-
tant from a language and multimodal perspective: whereas texting is a written (tac-
tile-visual) modality, voice calling/messaging use the spoken (oral-aural) modality, 
video calling mediates spoken communication but is at the same time visual, while 
pictures/videos/memes share visual (or multimodal) content which might or might 
not involve language. These issues will be returned to later.
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Figure 1   Multimodal practices in the five most frequently used apps for family communication
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Language distributions

The children were asked which language(s) they speak with their family members—
Swedish, Finnish, and/or LOTSF—as well as which language(s) they use when 
communicating with their family members in apps. As for spoken family language 
practices, the most common language was Swedish, but Finnish or LOTSF were also 
reported (the first column in Table 5). 46% of the children reported speaking only 
one language within the family and more than half of the children, 54%, reported 
that in addition to Swedish they spoke at least one other language at home. By far 
the most frequent combination was Swedish and Finnish, i.e., Finland’s two official 
languages, sometimes as well as one other language (or more).

These numbers can be compared with those found by Hyvönen and Westerholm 
(2016), who examined the language backgrounds of children in Swedish-medium 
primary schools (Grades 1–6). In that survey, from 2013, 51% of the children came 
from monolingual Swedish-speaking homes and 5% spoke languages other than 
Finnish or Swedish, compared with 41% and 17% in this study. This indicates a 
potentially steep increase in the number of multilingual children and those speak-
ing languages other than the two national languages (c.f., Hellgren et  al., 2020). 
The comparative numbers should be interpreted with some caution, however, as in 
the Hyvönen and Westerholm study teachers and principals were asked to assess 
the children’s language backgrounds, while in this study the children themselves 
reported on their practices. It is not unreasonable to suppose that children can pic-
ture the linguistic landscapes of their family more accurately than the school staff 
can, so we may conclude that children in Swedish-medium schools in Finland use a 
larger palette of languages than has previously been thought.

As for app-mediated FL practices, 60% of the children reported that they used 
one language in the apps, and 40% more than one language. In order to examine the 
relationships between non-mediated spoken and app-mediated language practices in 
further detail, we used cross tabulation. A chi-square analysis showed that the dif-
ferences between the monolingual and multilingual families in their app-mediated 
language practices were statistically significant (chi2 = 316.9, df = 1, p < 0.001). This 
showed that 91% of those who reported speaking only one language at home with 
their family also used only one language in the apps (Table 6). Two thirds of the 

Table 5   Spoken FL practices, 
and app-mediated FL practices

Spoken App-mediated

n % n %

Swedish 412 41.3 488 51.5
Finnish 19 1.9 53 5.6
LOTSF 23 2.3 28 3.0
Swedish + Finnish 397 39.8 267 28.2
Swedish + LOTSF 87 8.7 73 7.7
Swedish + Finnish + LOTSF 59 5.9 39 4.1
Total 997 100.0 948 100.0
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children who reported living in multilingual-speaking families also reported mul-
tilingual app practices, while the remaining one-third reported the use of only one 
language in family apps. A closer analysis of the latter group shows that one type 
of bilingual family stands out: children who reported speaking the two national lan-
guages in their family—Swedish and Finnish—preferred one of the languages in the 
apps.

Spoken and app‑mediated language practices in LOTSF families

A total of 169 children reported speaking a LOTSF at home, either only on its own 
or in combination with Swedish and/or Finnish. Considering the dominance of 
Swedish and Finnish in the research context, their high status in society, and Swed-
ish being the main language of school and literacy, it is worth examining to what 
extent they pushed LOTSF out to the margins in the apps. We identified eight differ-
ent patterns of FL practices: four of them meant a LOTSF was used in non-mediated 
spoken as well as in app-mediated FL interaction, and the other four that the LOTSF 
was not used in the apps. As shown in Table 7, a majority (N = 110; 71%) repre-
sented FL practices where LOTSF were employed also in the family apps (patterns 
A, B, D and E, marked with bold in table). In the remaining cases (N = 38, 29%), the 

Table 6   Cross tabulation 
of reported spoken versus 
app-mediated family language 
practices (full sample)

App-mediated FL practices Total

Monolingual Multilingual

Spoken 
FL prac-
tices

Monolingual n 392 39 431
% 91.0 9.0 100

Multilingual n 174 338 512
% 34.0 66.0 100

Total n 566 377 943
% 60.0 40.0 100

Table 7   Patterns of FL practices across spoken FL and app-mediated FL practices (N = 154)

Patterns of app-mediated practices including a LOTSF are marked with bold

Spoken FL practices Pattern of use App-mediated FL practices N %

LOTSF A LOTSF 12 7.8
B Sw + LOTSF 5 3.2
C Sw 2 1.3

Sw (+ Fi) + LOTSF D LOTSF 17 11.0
E Sw (+ Fi) + LOTSF 76 49.4
F Sw + Fi 8 5.2
G Sw 33 21.4
H Fi 1 0.6

154 100



1 3

Digital communication as part of family language policy: the…

children used only Swedish, only Finnish or a combination of the two in the fam-
ily apps (patterns C, F, G and H). These numbers point to LOTSF having a fairly 
robust position in the families. In fact, when selecting a subset of LOTSF represent-
ing major immigrant groups in Finland—Arabic, Estonian, Russian, Somali, Swa-
hili, Thai, and Vietnamese—it emerged that they make use of their LOTSF in their 
digital family communication to a greater extent than the LOTSF average: in 80% of 
the cases, compared with 71% in the group as a whole.

In our final case we analyzed the use of a variety of apps and their modes of 
use in 17 children who reported speaking either Arabic, Estonian, Russian, Somali, 
Swahili, Thai or Vietnamese in their family (Table 8). The data is admittedly very 
complex and challenging, as it includes not only the variety of apps and their use but 
also different languages and several family members. Nonetheless there are certain 
features that stand out which we wish to address.

First, in some families the LOTSF had a very central position as it was the only 
family language: Arabic in #070 and #435, Russian in #053, and Somali in #462. 
This does not necessarily mean, however, that children used the LOTSF in both 
speaking and writing. Some children used the apps to share visual content (send-
ing images) and/or mediate oral content (voice calls, video calls, voice messages). 
This was true for #070 in Arabic, #053 in Russian, #462 in Somali, #191 in Thai, 
and #203 in Vietnamese. Thus linguistically encoded written language was avoided, 
perhaps because of personal preferences or because the written competence in that 
script and language may not have been developed. With the exceptions of Estonian, 
Somali and Swahili, the LOTSF in this sample have non-Latin scripts. All three 
Estonian cases in this sample—#080, #166, and #237 —used their apps (Snapchat, 
WhatsApp, and SMS) multimodally, i.e. in texting as well as in calling. The child 
speaking Somali (#462) however used only voice calls with her mother.

In some other families, dominant societal languages impacted the app-mediated 
practices. In this sample, there were two cases where the LOTSF was used in spoken 
face-to-face interaction but not used in the family apps: #719 did not use Russian but 
only Finnish in the apps, whereas #93 spoke Swedish and Swahili with the mother 
but left out Swahili in their WhatsApp conversations. In other families, siblings used 
the school language Swedish with each other but LOTSF with their parents (Arabic 
in #482, Thai in #191, and Vietnamese in #826), showing the strong influence of 
school and peer communication.

Discussion

Our first research question asked how the sociolinguistic and the national and lan-
guage-in-education policy context affects spoken face-to-face and in app-mediated 
communication within the family in this cohort of minority-language speakers. 
Although Swedish is clearly a minority societal language in terms of the number 
of speakers in Finland, it had an extremly strong position in this sample: 91% of 
the children in this study spoke Swedish only or in combination with another lan-
guage within their family. This shows the importance of school as a hub for minority 
language communities and their families (Conteh & Brock, 2011). Moreover, the 
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dominance of Finnish in society and in the school curriculum showed in the high 
proportion of bilingual Swedish- and Finnish-speaking families, confirming previ-
ous findings (Hellgren et al., 2020; Statistics Finland, 2020). More than half of the 
children reported multilingual FL practices in face-to-face spoken interaction and 

Table 8   Language and app practices in families speaking Arabic, Estonian, Russian, Somali, Swahili, 
Thai, or Vietnamese

ID# age
Country 

of birth

Spoken FL practices 

with whom

Family apps1 and 

modes

App-mediated FL 

practices with whom

Pattern 

of use

070 11 Syria Mother, father, five 

siblings: Arabic
 Visuals2

 Voice 

calling, Visuals

“Arabic mother, 

father, brother, 

sister”

A.

435 11 Iraq Mother, father, 

sister: Arabic Video calling, 

Voice calling, 

Text, Visuals

“In Arabic” A.

482 10 Finland Mother 2, father, 

sister, stepbrother: 

Arabic
Mother 1: Swedish

 Video calling

Text

Video calling, 

Voice calling, 

Voice message, 

Text, Visuals

“Arabic. With my 

sister Swedish.”

E.

080 11 Estonia Mother, father, 

sister, brother: 

Swedish, English, 

Estonian

Text

Video calling, 

Text 

“Mother, father, 

sister in Estonian”

D.

166 11 Estonia Mother: Finnish, 

Estonian
Father, grandmother: 

Swedish

Grandfather: 

Estonian

 Voice message, 

Text

 Visuals 

Video calling, 

Voice calling, 

Voice messaging, 

Text, Visuals

“Mother and father 

in Swedish, Finnish 

and Estonian”

E.

237 11 Finland Mother: Estonian
Father: Swedish

Brother: Finnish 

Video calling, 

Voice calling, 

Voice messaging, 

Text, Visuals

“With father in 

Swedish and Finnish, 

brother in Swedish 

and Estonian”

E.

053 9 Finland Mother, father, 

brother: Russian
Voice calling “Russian” A.

096 11 Finland Mother, 

grandmother: 

Russian
Father, two brothers: 

Swedish

Text, Visuals 

Video calling, 

Voice calling, 

Text

“I use WhatsApp 

with mother and 

grandmother in 

Russian, but with 

father in Swedish, 

Snapchat with 

everyone in 

Swedish”

E.

719 11 Finland Mother: Finnish

Father: Swedish

Step brother: 

Russian

Text, Visuals “Mother and father 

and brother in 

Finnish”

H.

438 10 Finland Mother, father: 

Swedish, Somali
  Video 

calling, Voice 

“Instagram and 

Snapchat in Swedish 

E.
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two-thirds of them used all their languages also in the apps. However, one-third 
chose to use only one language in the digital, app-mediated communication. Again, 
the dominance of Swedish and Finnish was evident, in that the language chosen was 
typically one of them. The data also reflected that Finland—and Swedish-medium 
schools—are multilingual: nearly every fifth child in the sample reported speaking a 
LOTSF in the family. In our analysis of this LOTSF cohort, 71% used their LOTSF 
(either alone or in combination with Swedish and/or Finnish) also in the digitally 
mediated FL communication (see Table 7). In families with Arabic, Estonian, Rus-
sian, Somali, Swahili, Thai, and Vietnamese the percentage was even higher (80%). 
For many LOTSF families, app-mediated communication is thus a significant space 
for maintaining a family language that is not necessarily supported elsewhere in the 
community or school.

The second research question concerned the extent to which app-mediated FL 
practices function as a space for spoken and literacy language development. The 

Table 8   (continued)
calling, Voice 

message, Text, 

Visuals

with my parents. 

WhatsApp in 

Somali.”

462 11 Finland Mother, father, 

sister: Somali
  Voice calling “With mother in 

Somali.”
A.

937 11 Africa Mother: Swedish, 

Swahili
 Video calling, 

Voice calling, 

Voice messaging, 

Text, Visuals 

“With mother in 

Swedish, Finnish, 

English.”

F.

191 9 Thailand Mother, sister: 

Swedish

Father, two sisters: 

Thai

 Video calling, 

Voice calling

 Visuals

“Skype in Thai, 
TikTok with sister in 

Swedish”

E.

215 12 Thailand Mother: Swedish, 

Finnish, Thai
Father, two brothers: 

Swedish, Thai

 Visuals

 Text

 Video 

calling, Voice 

calling, Voice 

message, Text, 

Visuals

“Instagram in Thai. 
WhatsApp in 

Swedish with all 

family.”

E.

032 9 Finland Mother, father: 

Vietnamese
Two brothers: 

Swedish

Voice calling 

Text

Video calling

 “Vietnamese, 

father, mother, big 

brother”

D.

203 9 Vietnam Mother, father: 

Vietnamese
Sister: 

Swedish,Vietnamese

 Visuals

 Voice calling

 Visuals

“Mother and sister in 

Vietnamese”

D.

826 11 Vietnam Mother, father, 

siblings: Swedish, 

Vietnamese

Video calling, 

Voice calling, 

Voice messaging, 

Text, Visuals

“Mother father in 

Vietnamese, siblings 

in Swedish”

E.

1  Discord,  FaceTime,  Instagram,  Messenger,  Skype,  SMS, Snapchat,  TikTok, Viber, 

and WhatsApp. 2 Pictures/videos/memes.
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survey focused on apps that allow for multimodal use and are examples of smart-
phone polymedia (c.f., Lexander, 2021). WhatsApp was by far the most commonly 
used one for family communication, followed by SMS and Snapchat, and verbally 
encoded forms (texting, voice calling/recording, and video calling) by far outnum-
bered visual ones (exchanging pictures/videos/memes). Across the apps, the most 
common choice for communicating between family members was text. The frequent 
and extensive use of texting points not only to the clear expansion of family talk 
beyond (face-to-face) spoken interaction (Ochs & Kremer-Sadlik, 2015) and the 
transformation of family language practices (Little, 2020), but also to contemporary 
children’s engagement in a lot of informal writing activities, perhaps more than ever 
before. These activities benefit incidental language learning and the development of 
digital and writing literacy (Lanza & Lexander, 2019;  Palviainen & Kędra, 2020).

Children can also refrain from texting, however, and choose a more comforta-
ble way out, such as leaving voice messages (Palviainen & Räisä, 2022b; Lexander, 
2021). Instant messaging apps can help develop written literacy in languages not 
taught at school, but not necessarily always. In the detailed analyses of some of the 
LOTSF families, it was found that some children did not text in the LOTSF in the 
family apps, but made voice or video calls using the oral mode. The reasons for this 
we cannot be sure about, but the languages in question are typologically unrelated 
to Swedish and Finnish and have different writing systems. We do not have data on 
whether these children have participated in MT instruction and having been taught 
how to read and write in that language. We do however know that Russian, Ara-
bic and Somali are among the most taught MTs in Finland whereas MT teaching 
in Vietnamese and Thai is more seldom arranged (FNBE, 2020). Arabic, Somali, 
Vietnamese and Thai however all have in common the fact that teachers are rarely 
qualified (Tainio & Kallioniemi, 2019: 71). The amount and quality of formal teach-
ing of spoken as well as written literacy in these languages may therefore vary con-
siderably in quality, or even be non-existent. In these cases, the responsibility for 
transmitting spoken and written skills in the LOTSF relies heavily on the family 
(Hollebeke et al., 2020; Schalley & Eisenchlas, 2020).

Conclusion

The data in this study came from a sociolinguistic survey in which the fundamen-
tal idea is to gather information about the social organization of language behav-
iour in a certain population (Cooper, 1980; Djité, 2013), in this case families with 
children attending minority-language Swedish schools in Finland. As such, it has 
provided a wide angle rather than a focal lens on the language and digital behav-
iours of a minority language population. It has shown that the strong educational 
and legal support for Swedish in Finland had an impact on practices within families. 
It has also been shown that many families are multilingual, speak languages other 
than Swedish or Finnish (LOTSF) and that the LOTSF are often employed in instant 
messaging apps within the family. Sometimes however only in oral mode.

In terms of taking a child’s perspective and focusing on non-mediated as well 
as mediated family language practices, this survey is among the first of its kind in 
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the field of FLP research. As for its limitations, the current survey was explorative 
in nature and designed to map complex and unpredictable behaviours in a certain 
minority language population. It did not ask for family members’ attitudes towards 
certain languages or digital practices or why they chose a particular practice. Admit-
tedly, some question items could have been formulated differently to improve the 
analyses and the conclusions that could be drawn from them. It was, quite challeng-
ing, for example, to interpret some of the children’s open-ended responses. Moreo-
ver, the questionnaire was not designed for correlational analyses between variables, 
i.e. for examining causal relationships (Cooper, 1980). Therefore we cannot draw 
any definite conclusions about the relationship between a certain behaviour and lin-
guistic outcomes, such as how language is transmitted in a long term perspective 
(Hollebeke et al., 2020). We have identified certain variables, however, that should 
be more systematically examined in future FLP studies, such as how people choose 
their modes of communication, certain apps, and which languages to use with 
whom, and how these variables correlate with minority language development in 
children, for example. Also, more statistically advanced methods, such as cluster or 
loglinear analyses, could help to sort out which variables are the strongest predic-
tions of a certain outcome (Loerts et al., 2020).

As Stæhr and Nørreby (2021) conclude, most studies about how family mem-
bers coordinate their daily life through digital tools tend to exclude the complement-
ing mode of non-mediated face-to-face communication. By contrasts, studies on 
FLP—including questionnaire surveys—tend to leave out digitally mediated fam-
ily communication. To achieve a rich description of family interaction both modes 
need to be taken into consideration and take into account “the full ecology of non-
mediated as well as mediated communication in a family network” (Palviainen & 
Kędra, 2020: 95). When FLP questionnaries are to be employed, we recommend 
that the regular sets of questions—such as language(s) spoken, language skills, lit-
eracy (Hollebeke et al., 2020) and media habits such as reading books, watching TV, 
playing computer games (Kang, 2015; Little, 2019; Slavkov, 2017)—are updated to 
reflect the everyday complex communicative reality of contemporary families. As 
for the status of different languages, further research on multiple language use in 
digital contexts could provide more knowledge about factual language competences 
among children and families in a society, and to make the covert overt for a larger 
audience and policy makers.
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