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1 Introduction 

This study investigates the language use of Spanish and French immigrant groups in Manchester on 
the social networking site Facebook. We will be observing the general language choice of the groups 
and examples of code-switching whilst also integrating the group members’ attitudes towards the 
language by means of observation of their ‘likes’ and ‘comments’ and by conducting interviews with 
certain individuals. Using both the observations and the interviews, we will also examine the functions 
of these Facebook groups. This method of integrating observation and interviews to gain perspective 
on both members’ views and their behaviour is something that has not previously been fully explored 
in research.  
 
This study investigates Franglais and Spanglish because of a difference between the attitudes and 
habits of French and Spanish users of English. Franglais can be defined as the “incorrect mixture of 
two languages” (Bostina-Bratu, 2010, p. 97) when the author is lacking in complete knowledge of 
either English or French. Bostina-Bratu attributes the geographical proximity to the cause of the 
deeply embedded sharing of language. Despite the longstanding habits of such word choice there are 
also implications of ill feeling towards anglicisms in the French language. Indeed, the Tourbon Law was 
put in place in 1994 to restrict their use. This negative attitude towards the English language is 
interesting and relevant to our research as we can compare the historical opinions to the views of the 
Facebook group members. 
 
A similar negative Spanish institutional attitude towards English has not been found in the literature. 
The relationship between Spanish and English and the resulting Spanglish has been widely researched 
in the United States. Martinez (2010, p. 125) defines the hybrid Spanglish as one’s ability to 
“successfully communicate their thoughts and ideas using a combination of English and Spanish”. This 
research did not investigate the students’ feelings towards their language use and code-switching 
habits. Therefore, it will be interesting to analyse the variation in both language and attitudes between 
the French and Spanish Facebook groups. 
 
Language choice and use has been widely researched and conclusions have been drawn for the 
motivation behind language use in certain domains. Warschauer et al. (2007) investigated language 
choice in Egyptian professionals using recipient and message format as a factor throughout (as cited 
in Lee, 2016, p. 120). They concluded that English was used as the leading language due to its mutual 
comprehensibility and “commonly accepted lingua franca status” (Lee, 2016, p. 120).  
 
Another concept related to language choice is code-switching. Barasa’s (2016) study into the 
difference between code-switching in spoken language and computer mediated conversations (CMC) 
among young Kenyan professionals and students highlighted the limitations of online communication. 
She concluded that author creativity was required to compensate (by use of code-switching) for the 
lack of prosody, gestures and intonation in CMC. Androutsopoulos (2007) carried out research, similar 
to this, into language use within Greek and Persian online forums, observing both code-switching and 
general language use. He determined that although German was dominant, individuals tended to 
code-switch to their home language to fulfil different discourse functions in a variety of contexts and 
topics (Androutsopoulos, 2007, p. 353).  
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Androutsopoulos (2010) has been the most useful model for this study thanks to his research into 
multilingualism on the social networking site Facebook, observing the language choice and code-
switches used in a small Facebook group of German-Greek teenagers. However, our own research, by 
means of interviews and interaction with the groups, hopes to integrate the attitude of Facebook 
users towards different language choices within the online environment. 
 
 
Research Questions 
  
How and why do immigrant groups use diaspora Facebook groups and what patterns of multilingual 
language use can be observed? More specifically, we aim to understand to what extent diaspora 
Facebook groups are used for community creation in Manchester. Further sub-questions are: which 
patterns of language choice and code-switching can we find across groups and how do the groups 
differ from one another? What are group members’ attitudes towards community creation and 
language use?  

Summary of methods 

As per our research plan in the proposal we have analysed the activity of immigrant Facebook groups 
in Manchester by means of topic and language choice data collection and code-switching screenshots. 
Through observation and interviews with volunteers we have analysed group functions and users’ 
language attitudes. Due to varying levels of willingness to participate in our research we have had to 
refine our investigation to one French and one Spanish group. Both the groups Français à Manchester 
(FM) and Españoles en Manchester (EM) are active on a daily basis. 

We observed all activity on both groups over the course of three weeks and created data tables 
pertaining to the topics and the language choice in posts; Spanish/French, English or a mixture of the 
two. Our quantitative data, based on 100 posts between 9/10/2019-5/11/2019 (FM) and 5/11/19-
25/11/9 (EM) were used to adapt our interview prompts (see appendix). As we had little response 
from EM members to our enquiry for volunteer interviewees, we had to approach active members 
and administrators ourselves to secure interviews. Some members from FM were more enthusiastic 
and volunteered to participate. The layout of the interviews were varied due to the availability of 
participants: all took place via Facebook Messenger in either French or Spanish, however some were 
asked one question at a time whereas others received the whole list to answer in their own time 
because of their time constraints at the moment of interviewing. 

Throughout the whole process we have recorded screenshots of relevant examples of code-switching 
and language choice used in the groups. These screenshots have been anonymized and used in our 
analysis. We recorded the reactions, in the form of likes and comments, to these posts to better 
understand the attitudes of group members towards this sort of language use. 
  



 4 

2 Observational findings  

The results of our quantitative study of language 
choice and topic are displayed in figures 1 and 2. 
In both the EM and FM participants used mostly 
Spanish or French to write their posts. FM 
contains more mixed-language posts than EM, 
which has more posts fully written in English.  

As for topic distribution, only the category 
humour (one post in the French group) was 
observed in only one group, while all other 
categories have been found in both, despite their 
differing quantities. FM contains more posts 
about general advice, advice about living in the UK 
and meeting up with other group members.  

EM, however, has more posts about job offers, 
social events and language classes. 

           Observations of individual language use 
in posts have shown interesting tendencies in 
code-switching. The most common code-switch 
types found in the mixed-language posts for both 
groups is a post largely written in either French or 
Spanish with only the greeting and parting phrase 
in English. Most of these messages are in French 
or Spanish but start with hello and end in thanks 
or cheers (see figure 3). Other words members 
tend to use in English rather than the French or 
Spanish equivalents are words that concern life in 
the UK, such as pounds, bonfire night and UK 
breakfast. There are no posts that are mostly 
written in English but contain code-switching to 
Spanish/French.  

 
 

  

Fig. 1: language choice in EM and FM 

Fig. 2: topic distribution in EM and FM 

Fig. 3: example of an FM post written fully in French with a 
greeting in English.  
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3 Discussion of observational data 

The quantitative data show that FM contains more mixed-language posts than EM. In most of these 
mixed-language posts the only English words were the opening or closing phrases. These words, like 
hello, thanks and please (to an extent), are phatic expressions that have a social function rather than 
a semantic one. The users may use them to indicate their involvement in the English community of 
Manchester as well as their own online community. These code-switches to English may be more 
recurrent among FM members than among EM members because, according to two of the authors’ 
own experiences as native French and Spanish speakers, using English words like hello and yes in 
informal situations is common in French but not in Spanish. As reported in Matras (2009, p. 110), 
words that later become borrowed into a language often first start out as code-switches from bilingual 
speakers. Thus, the frequency of many French speakers using English phatic expressions could indicate 
that these words are in the process of being borrowed into French.  

Other interesting differences between FM and EM are the differences in topics most spoken about in 
the groups. The more common topics in FM, namely different types of advice and opportunities to 
meet up with other members, have a stronger social function while topics that are more frequent EM, 
like language classes, job offers and social events, are more related to advertisements aimed at this 
community. This indicates the differences in group functions. FM may have a stronger social and 
community function than EM. For example, it is quite common in FM for a member to ask other 
members to meet up for a coffee to speak French together. Besides the social function, this also 
indicates a language or culture maintenance function for FM.   

This function of cultural maintenance is not as apparent from the Spanish topic distribution. However 
Spanish community-aimed events like Flamenco nights and concerts by Spanish-speaking artists do 
receive more likes and comments than non-Spanish events, thus showing individual appreciation for 
Spanish culture. 

By looking at the interaction for posts written in different languages we gain an interesting 
perspective. In both groups posts like job offers, English language classes and advertisements are 
often written in English. They tend to have fewer comments and likes than posts written in Spanish or 
French, even when the topic is controlled for. Posts advertising jobs and language classes in French or 
Spanish receive more likes and comments. Group members may regard posts in English as written by 
users from outside their native communities and are less inclined to interact with them. Another 
possibility is that users may not wish to make the effort to read posts in a foreign language. 
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4 Interview findings 
 
In FM, all interviewees stated they use English in daily life in the UK and French with their French 
friends and family. They all find the group useful for various reasons: to seek advice, to create a sense 
of community for French people in Manchester, and to maintain their French. The language 
maintenance is important for the majority of the interviewees, but it is not primarily why they use the 
group. They mainly use French in the group, but they do not mind commenting in English on an English 
post. For example, one interviewee responded: “Si la publication est en anglais, je répondrai en 
anglais. Si c’est en français, je répondrai en français!” (Translation: If the post is in English, I would 
respond in English. If it’s in French, I would respond in French.) Only one of the interviewees admitted 
that they expected posts to be in French. When asked if they felt at home in Manchester, answers 
differed: one said the system and the food was too different from France, another said that they still 
felt on holiday because they had not found a job yet.  
 
In EM, interviewees consider Spanish their first language and English their second. However, language 
choice depends mostly on the context. They will resort to Spanish in a familiar environment but use 
English when dealing with other situations such as work or non-domestic life. Interviewees do not 
regard the Facebook group with great importance as it is mainly used for advice about life in 
Manchester. Interestingly the interviewees stated that regarding their reasons for using EM, they do 
not consider the group helpful for language maintenance. Instead, their goal is to keep improving their 
English skills. 
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5 Discussion of interview data 

Firstly, there is a clear similarity in French and Spanish attitudes towards the use of their respective 
mother tongue along with English. Most participants confirmed that the language they use most is 
English since it is the primary means of communication in daily life. Nonetheless, they still use their 
first language when communicating with relatives or close friends. Also, most Spanish interviewees 
immigrated to the UK to enhance their English, so they will seize every opportunity to improve their 
English rather than maintain their first language. In the same way, it would seem pointless for them 
to speak English with their friends or family when they share another first language. 

On the contrary, we found variation in group function between the EM and FM based on the interview 
data. Whilst French responses mostly agreed that the FM could be utilised for language maintenance, 
the Spanish did not. According to personal experience of one of the authors, a native French speaker, 
French people tend to be very conservative about their language, and this could explain why it seems 
so essential for them to keep practising French whilst living in the UK. Our Spanish interviewees do 
not regard their language in the same way and therefore do not focus on its maintenance as much.  

Another difference noticed in the function of the groups between the French and Spanish 
interviewees is community creation. While Spanish people do not primarily use EM for social 
purposes, many French interviewees said that wanting to meet people in Manchester and finding out 
about life in the French immigrant community was a reason for joining the group. This suggests that 
French people are more attached to their culture and want to feel closer to it even when abroad, just 
as has been observed regarding language; whereas the Spanish immigrants do not prioritise cultural 
maintenance when living in the UK. One of the reasons for this could be that the Facebook group does 
not help them feel at home.  

Finally, despite these major differences, we still found some interesting similarities between the two 
communities. Both Spanish and French interviewees joined the groups expecting some degree of help 
when moving to Manchester (e.g. recommendations, advice, job offers, events or a guide). Life in 
Manchester is different from life in their home country, and there is a need to find people in similar 
situations upon their arrival. 
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6 General discussion 

Multilingual language use 

We’ve seen that there are differences in the use of French and Spanish in the diaspora Facebook 
groups. Even though in both groups the members’ native language is dominant, French people use 
more English words than Spanish people. However, this mainly occurs in specific situations. These 
English words are used either in a social function (hello, thanks, cheers) or because they relate to a 
specific British concept that is most accurately described in English.  

Difference between stated views and behaviours 

Interestingly, this research has highlighted a contrast between what people say and their actions. Our 
interviewees said they would not react differently to posts written in English or in French/Spanish, 
which contradicts the earlier negative attitude towards English reflected in the French Tourbon Law. 
However, observations indicate that posts written fully in English have fewer likes and comments than 
mixed-language posts or posts written fully in French or Spanish. This suggests this could be a 
subconscious behaviour because of the challenges of reading in a foreign language.   

Group Functions 

Interview responses revealed a difference in the group functions of EM and FM. This contrast 
highlights how the French and the Spanish immigrant communities value the use of groups in their 
daily lives and how it might affect their time in Manchester. This could suggest that FM has a more 
social function than EM to the fact that the French are more concerned with the maintenance of their 
own culture. Both groups also have an important convenience function.  

Relation to previous research 

Contrary to Androutsopoulos (2007) the main language on the Facebook groups was always 
French/Spanish with some code-switches to English rather than the receiving country’s language being 
the main language with tendencies towards the home language. Regarding code-switching, our 
findings do not follow Barasa’s (2016) hypothesis that code-switches are used to minimize the number 
of characters used or to compensate for elements of spoken language that are missing in CMC. Our 
findings agree more with Androutsopoulos (2015). Language choice and code-switching seem to have 
a social function of identity performance, as people use French/Spanish to reaffirm their identity but 
code-switch to English in phatic expressions to also signify their adoption of English culture.  
 
In accordance with Oiarzabal (2012) and our hypotheses, one of the central functions of the groups is 
cultural maintenance. The fact that the function of community creation could be observed for FM 
much more than EM is an unexpected contrast.  

Limitations and future outlook 

Through comparison between two (arguably culturally similar) migrant Facebook groups, numerous 
differences between French and Spanish members’ linguistic behaviour and attitudes were found. In 
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future projects, care should be taken to emphasise that conclusions about one migrant group cannot 
readily be generalised to all migrant groups. Moreover, we advise future researchers to be conscious 
of the limitations of investigating social network sites; we experienced difficulties getting group 
administrators to agree to participate.  Interviewees on chat services also have the possibility of simply 
leaving a conversation if they become disinterested in the project. 

Conclusions 

Our integration of interviews and observation helped us gain a better overview of both linguistic 
behaviour and people’s attitudes. Despite the dominance of native language use in both Facebook 
groups, code switching to English was more frequent in FM. Furthermore, the interview section 
revealed a contrast between what users say and their actual behaviour. Although both groups are 
used to facilitate users’ new lives in the UK, a stronger community creation function was found in FM, 
demonstrating the distinctions between different immigrant communities. Despite these differences, 
both migrant Facebook groups still help to establish stronger links with people from similar cultural 
backgrounds, thus enhancing their experience.  
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8 Appendix A 

Interview questions  

1. What is your first language? 
2. What language do you use the most? 
3. In what situations would you use English rather than your native language and vice versa? 
4. For how long have spoken English? When did you start learning? 
5. Why did you join this group?  
6. What does this group add to your life here in Manchester? 
7. Do you feel at home here in Manchester? And does the group help with this? Is this group 

useful? How? 
8. What do you use this group for? 
9. Would you consider using this group for language maintenance? How important is language 

maintenance to you? 
10. To what extent does your use of this group feel like “maintaining a connection with your home 

culture” to you? If it does how much does that factor into your use of the group? Why would 
you choose to use a certain language on this page? 

11. Would you react differently to a post written in English rather than in French or Spanish? Do 
you feel that this group creates a sense of community for you and other speakers of your 
native language? 
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Appendix B 

Examples of Facebook posts 

EM posts  
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FM posts 
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Appendix C 

Interviews  

Interviews with members of EM: 

      
 
First interview:                                                 Second interview: 
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Third interview: 
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Fourth interview: 
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Interviews with members of FM: 
 
First interview: 
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Second interview: 
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Third interview: 
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Fourth interview: 
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