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In two studies, we tested the hypothesis that not having a potentially group-defining
attribute (e.g., in-group language) can affect social identification and support for group
goals (e.g., national autonomy). Focusing on the Welsh minority in the UK, Study
1 provided evidence that Welsh language fluency predicted Welsh identification and
support for national autonomy, and that identification accounted for the language–
autonomy association. Study 2 extended this by (1) examining British and English as
well as Welsh identification; and (2) quasi-manipulating the surrounding context (Welsh
speaking vs. non-Welsh speaking). As predicted, low Welsh language fluency predicted
stronger British and English identification, but only where language was criterial (Welsh-
speaking regions). British identification, in turn, predicted lower support for national
autonomy. Implications and prospects for future research are discussed.

Social identities are an important part of who we are, and we are often motivated to
defend them when they come under threat. For members of minority groups, this can
involve asserting certain criteria as essential for membership of the group, because it
is only by having particular attributes that group members can differentiate themselves
meaningfully from members of other groups. However, this can have other, perhaps
unwanted, consequences for those who do not possess a criterial attribute. The idea
tested in this paper is that ‘essential’ criteria for group membership can undermine the
potential of group members to mobilize towards political goals. This is because the
identity criteria that define group membership can also impact on group identification
among those who do not have the identity-defining attributes.

We test this idea in relation to members of minority ethnolinguistic groups for whom
the in-group language can be an important identity-defining attribute, and who potentially
hold specific political goals in relation to the in-group’s future (e.g., Francophones in
Quebec, Basque, and Catalan people in Spain, and Breton people in France). Focusing on
Welsh people in the UK, we first examine the role of in-group language fluency (Welsh)
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in predicting patterns of national identification, and consider how this in turn predicts
orientations to a specific potential political goal (national autonomy for Wales).

Social identity, distinctiveness, and group goals
Social identities – dimensions of self that correspond to membership of groups and
social categories – form the essential bases of intergroup behaviour (e.g., Sherif, 1966;
Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Social comparison with similar out-groups can induce threat by
undermining the distinctiveness of the in-group in relation to comparison out-groups
(Tajfel & Turner, 1979). As a result, group members may attempt to restore in-group
distinctiveness by differentiating between the in-group and the out-group on available
dimensions of comparison (Jetten, Spears, & Postmes, 2004; Spears, Jetten, & Scheepers,
2002). In turn, intergroup behaviour is often about more than simply maintaining the
integrity of social identities. Specifically, intergroup behaviour is often geared towards
achieving group goals (Scheepers, Spears, Doosje, & Manstead, 2002, 2006; Spears et al.,
2002). Thus, differentiation or discrimination may be directed towards the establishment
and maintenance of a social identity as an end in itself, but may also serve goals for which
social identity is a means to an end – for example, as the basis from which members
of groups with low status can challenge intergroup status differences (Tajfel & Turner,
1979).

Identity and group goals in minority ethnolinguistic groups
This connection between identity needs and group goals is particularly clear in the
case of minority ethnolinguistic groups. The erosion of an identity-defining attribute,
such as the group’s language, as a result of the hegemonic influence of a powerful out-
group, can lead to perceptions that in-group identity faces the possibility of disappearing
altogether. In response to such threats, members of minority ethnolinguistic groups may
assert the importance of threatened attributes, even defining them as essential to the
distinctiveness of the group, thereby promoting their use within the in-group (Giles,
Bourhis, & Taylor, 1977). A good example of this is how Welsh speakers who assert
that the Welsh language is essential for Welsh identity often also assert that non-Welsh
speaking Welsh people should learn the language if they want to be accepted as fully
Welsh (Livingstone, Spears, & Manstead, 2009).

In such cases, the extent to which one has a social identity-defining attribute such
as in-group language has the potential to influence one’s identification with the in-
group. On the one hand, having a particular in-group attribute is likely to buttress strong
identification with the in-group, especially when that attribute is seen as vital to the
in-group’s distinctiveness. On the other hand, lacking this attribute could undermine
in-group identification by showing that one does not live up to particular in-group
standards. For example, Bourhis, Giles, and Tajfel (1973) found that non-Welsh speakers
felt significantly less Welsh than did Welsh speakers. One reason for this may be the
explicit exclusion/rejection of non-Welsh speaking people by Welsh speakers, and
the resentment that this arouses (Bowie, 1993; Trosset, 1986). Moreover, both Welsh
speakers and non-Welsh speakers evaluated a Welsh-speaking target more positively
than an English-speaking target with a Welsh accent. Similarly, Giles, Taylor, and Bourhis
(1977) found that, relative to Welsh speakers, non-Welsh speakers felt somewhat
removed or inconsistent in identity terms, suggesting that not having the defining
attribute of in-group language gave rise to identity ambivalence.
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As well as asserting the importance of specific attributes (e.g., language), members of
ethnolinguistic minorities often engage in campaigns aimed at achieving specific political
goals, such as greater official recognition of or autonomy for the in-group, that would
benefit from a support base defined as broadly as possible (van Morgan, 2006). This is the
case in Wales, where Plaid Cymru – the main nationalist party – campaigns for greater
political autonomy for Wales, with the ultimate aim of Welsh national self-government.
Moreover, these goals are clearly identity relevant and identity contingent, particularly
in how they draw on the notion of a distinctive Welsh national identity as a reason for
pursuing the goal of political autonomy. Yet, while there is evidence of a connection
between language fluency and support for group autonomy at a broad, sociological
level (e.g., Balsom, 1985; van Morgan, 2006), the identity-related processes underlying
it remain under-researched (van Morgan, 2006).

The present research
The idea we test in the present research is that although a particular attribute like
language may buttress identification among those who possess it, it also has the
potential to affect social identification in different ways among those who do not (Jetten,
Branscombe, & Spears, 2006; Lewin, 1948). To the extent that it affects patterns of
identification, it is likely in turn to affect support for group goals such as political
autonomy – a recurring theme in the collective action literature (e.g., Klandermans,
1997; Simon et al., 1998; Van Zomeren, Postmes, & Spears, 2008).

We chose to focus on support for national political autonomy not only because
of its topicality in the context of debates surrounding the political future of the
UK (e.g., All Wales Convention, 2009), but also because it specifically indicates
the desire and potential among minority group members for separation from (an in
some senses, parity with) a dominant out-group – a central and long-standing theme in
social psychology, as well as in political spheres. This is not to say that other potential
political goals are unimportant in this context (e.g., Livingstone, Spears, Manstead, &
Bruder, 2009); rather, this particular indicator was selected because of its resonance
not only with important issues in intergroup relations research, but also its perennial
prominence on the political agenda in Wales, thereby giving it theoretical and practical
import.

The role of the Welsh language has historically been a potent issue (Davies, 1994).
Although only approximately 20% of the population of Wales can speak it (Welsh
Language Board, 2004), the Welsh language is widely accepted as a defining dimension
of Welsh identity by Welsh speaking and non-Welsh speaking Welsh people alike.
Moreover, although a strong sense of national identity does lead a small number of
people to learn Welsh as an adult, Welsh language fluency is in the overwhelming
majority of cases something of a ‘given’ around which people attempt to structure a
sense of national identity. This is most clearly indicated by research conducted by the
Welsh Language Board (2008), which suggests that 93.75% of people who can speak
Welsh to any degree of fluency learnt to do so as a child at home or at school, rather
than as a conscious choice later in life. Rather than being an active choice born out
of national identification (cf. Mann, 2007), Welsh language fluency is therefore more
accurately characterized as a structurally determined feature of individuals’ identity
repertoire, from which they attempt to shape or negotiate their sense of national
identity.
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Importantly, though, it is not the case that a lack of fluency in Welsh necessarily
represents an obstacle to strong Welsh identification (Coupland, Bishop, & Garrett,
2003; Coupland, Bishop, Williams, Evans, & Garrett, 2005; see also Jetten et al., 2006,
for a discussion of strategies among ‘peripheral’ group members). Rather, non-Welsh
speakers can adopt different strategies that allow them to construct a coherent sense
of national identity (Coupland, Bishop, Evans, & Garrett, 2006; Livingstone, Spears, &
Manstead, 2009). A key reason for this variation in the consequences of Welsh language
fluency is the existence of considerable differences in regional contexts across Wales,
particularly in terms of Welsh language fluency and how criterial the language is seen
as being for Welsh identity (Bowie, 1993; Osmond, 1985; Thompson & Day, 1999).
This provided us with the opportunity to test another hypothesis derived from the
above reasoning; specifically, that the consequences of having/not having the group-
defining attribute of language for national identification would be more pronounced
in regions where it is more widely spoken and is seen as more important for in-group
identity.

It is important to emphasize here that while the Welsh language and the pursuit
of national autonomy are generally regarded as key features of Welsh national identity,
they are of course not necessarily so. As other research shows, the way in which the
role of the Welsh language is characterized (e.g., essential vs. not essential) is not fixed,
and is often bound up in strategic ways with characterizations of the wider relationship
between Wales and England (Livingstone, Spears, & Manstead, 2009). While there is
an intimate link between these two aspects of Welsh national identity, their precise
character is therefore the subject of contestation and debate by Welsh speakers and
non-Welsh speakers. Nevertheless, the context of these debates is one in which the
importance of the Welsh language is strongly asserted through media, governmental, and
non-governmental institutions, to the extent that its importance (though not necessarily
its precise role) is often treated as a ‘given’ in political debates over the future of Welsh
governance. While reification is therefore a ‘live’ process in political contexts, studying
the consequences of reified definitions of identity (e.g., in terms of support for a particular
political project) does not imply reification of identity-defining attributes and group goals
from an analytic perspective. Specifically, our focus on a specific attribute (language) and
possible group goal (national autonomy) reflects their prominence in political discourse
in Wales, rather than an assertion on our part that these necessarily ‘matter’ in fixed or
pre-determined ways.

Below, we report two studies examining the relation between in-group language
fluency, national identification, and the group goal of national autonomy. Drawing on
the reasoning presented above, our main hypothesis was that in-group language fluency
would predict national identification, such that those who were less fluent in Welsh
would identify less strongly as Welsh. We also predicted that Welsh language fluency
would predict support for the specific group goal of greater political autonomy for
Wales. Finally, we expected that, consistent with mediation, the association between in-
group language fluency and this political group goal would be accounted for by national
identification.

Study 1 was conducted in a Welsh-medium high school in a region of Wales where
Welsh is not widely spoken. The participants were all sufficiently good Welsh speakers
to have Welsh as their language of instruction, although their tendency to speak Welsh
in everyday contexts outside of school varied. In Study 2, we recruited participants from
across Wales as a whole, including those who could and could not speak Welsh. We
hypothesized that the extent to which one has an identity-defining attribute (again
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operationalized as self-reported fluency in Welsh) would predict group members’
identification with available alternative identities (‘British’ and ‘English’), as well as
identification with their self-selected national in-group (Welsh). Both language fluency
and national identification were expected to predict support for political autonomy,
with the relation between language fluency and desire for political autonomy being
accounted for by national identification, consistent with mediation. We also expected
the region in which respondents lived to moderate these relations and will return to
these predictions when introducing the second study.

STUDY 1

Method
Participants
At a Welsh-medium school (i.e., in which Welsh was the language of instruction) in
South Wales, 116 sixth-form students (63 female, 53 male) were recruited after obtaining
informed consent from the head teacher. Participants were 16–18 years old. Not all of
them had Welsh as their first language. This meant that the students’ competence in the
Welsh language ranged from completely fluent to basic competence, with a range of
abilities in between.

Materials
In-group language fluency was assessed by the question ‘How would you rate your ability
to speak Welsh?’ Responses were made on a seven-point scale with anchors ‘unable to
speak Welsh’ (1) and ‘completely fluent’ (7). National identification was measured using
a 12-item scale (� = .88) adapted version of Cameron’s (2004) identity questionnaire,
sample items being ‘I have a lot in common with other Welsh people’, ‘I often think
about the fact that I am Welsh’, and ‘In general, I am glad to be Welsh’. Attitudes to
political autonomy for Wales were measured by the question ‘In an ideal world, what
sort of relationship would you like Wales to have with the UK?’ with a graded seven-
point response scale: ‘complete integration with the UK’ (1), ‘much more integration’
(2), ‘slightly more integration’ (3), ‘as it is now’ (4), ‘slightly more independence’ (5),
‘much more independence’ (6), and ‘complete independence from the UK’ (7).

Procedure
Before completing the questionnaires, participants read, and signed informed consent
sheets. They were also asked not to discuss the questions or the answers with anyone else,
to remain quiet until everyone had finished, and to attempt to answer every question.
After everyone had finished, participants were thanked and given a debriefing sheet.

Results
Data screening revealed five participants to be multivariate outliers with residual values
of greater than or equal to three standard deviations. These participants were excluded
from all analyses, leaving a sample of 111 participants.
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Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations between all variables in Study 1

Relations between language fluency, identification, and political attitudes
Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations between the three key variables
are reported in Table 1. In order to test our hypothesis that the relation between
language fluency and desire for political autonomy would be accounted for by national
identification, path models were constructed using AMOS 6.0.

The direct relation between the predictor (language fluency) and the criterion (desire
for political autonomy) was significant, � = 0.27, p = .004. Next, a partially mediated
model was tested by adding the paths from language fluency to national identification
and from national identification to desire for political autonomy (Holmbeck, 1997). As
a saturated model, this had a � 2

0 value of 0. The direct path coefficient from language
fluency to desire for political autonomy was no longer significant, � = 0.09, p = .330. A
fully mediated model with this path constrained to zero was then tested (Model 2). This
model had excellent fit with the data, � 2

1 = 0.94, p = .332; RMSEA = .000; CFI = 1.00;
GFI = .994.

To test the significance of the indirect effect in the fully mediated model (illustrated in
Figure 1), bootstrapping procedures were carried out (see Shrout & Bolger, 2002). Using
5,000 bootstrap samples, these indicated that the mean (unstandardized) mediation
effect was significant, b = 0.17, SE = 0.054 (95% CI [0.069, 0.279]). The bootstrap
approximation for the significance level (p) of the effect was .001.

Autonomy
Language

fluency

E2

.45*** .42***

E1

R2 = .204

R2 = .177

Welsh
identification

Figure 1. Standardized estimates for paths linking Welsh language ability, Welsh identification, and
support for in-group political autonomy (Study 1); ∗∗∗p < .001.
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Discussion
The findings are supportive of our predictions that the association between language
fluency and the group goal of greater political autonomy for the in-group would be
accounted for by group identification. In this sample, Welsh language fluency predicted
Welsh identification, which in turn strongly predicted support for greater national
autonomy. This is consistent with the view that achieving a sense of group identity
is a basis for propelling the group towards a group goal. However, the fact that having
this identity-defining attribute was predictive of Welsh identification, even among a
group of Welsh-identifying speakers of the Welsh language, indicates the paradoxical
role that can be played by a criterial attribute such as a distinctive language. On the one
hand, it is a valued symbol of group distinctiveness; on the other hand, to the extent that
in-group members feel that they do not have or have access to it, it has the potential
to attenuate strength of in-group identity and thereby to weaken resolve to achieve a
group goal.

Although these results offer encouraging initial support for our argument, it is also
possible that alternative relations among the variables could be specified. For example,
while we can rule out the possibility that having/not having a group-defining attribute
mediates the effect of identification on support for group goals, the correlational design of
Study 1 does not allow us to statistically rule out the possibility that identification simply
predicted both of the other variables. It is important to bear in mind, however, that our
specification is more consistent with previous theory and research into identification and
group affiliation as a flexible outcome that is sensitive to contextual factors and strategic
concerns, and with the nature of Welsh language fluency as a structurally determined
attribute (Welsh Language Board, 2008).

This point notwithstanding, our understanding of the relationship between having
an in-group attribute and social identification would clearly benefit from a fuller
examination. This is a key aim of Study 2. Given the near impossibility of directly
manipulating in-group language fluency, Study 2 instead examines the impact of pre-
existing regional differences in in-group language fluency. It also examines the role of
other (national) identities that are available to people in Wales.

Another limitation of Study 1 is its restricted sample of group members who have
the group-defining attribute in question (i.e., Welsh speakers). As noted earlier, Welsh
is only spoken by a minority of those who identify themselves as Welsh. A fuller picture
therefore requires a broader range of language fluency. This is particularly important
given our argument that insisting on the criterial nature of particular in-group attributes,
such as language, is likely to backfire when it comes to mobilizing those who do not
have this attribute towards group goals such as political autonomy. This issue will also be
addressed in Study 2. Specifically, this study involves a broader sample that varied more
both in terms of in-group language fluency, and in the degree to which the predominance
of language fluency was related to local region.

STUDY 2
As demonstrated in previous research, pre-existing settings usually involve more than
one category with which group members can identify (e.g., Crisp & Hewstone, 2006;
Hornsey & Hogg, 2000; Mummendey & Wenzel, 1999; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher
& Wetherell, 1987). This is certainly true in the setting of the present research, where
other national identities available to people in Wales include ‘British’ and ‘English’ (the
latter of which is often characterized as an out-group against which ‘Welshness’ is
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defined). Specifically, in contexts where being able to speak Welsh is seen as essential to
being Welsh, those who cannot speak Welsh but would otherwise define themselves as
Welsh can find themselves being positioned as ‘English’ by Welsh speakers (Bowie,
1993; Trosset, 1986). The potential consequences of this for patterns of national
identification are intriguing. On the one hand, explicitly resisting their labelling as
English might seem an obvious strategy (Branscombe, Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje, 1999).
On the other hand, however, such direct resistance is contingent upon one’s power
to do so. Other research suggests that being positioned by others in a manner that
does not match one’s initial or ideal self-definition can result in new forms of self-
definition that attempt to make sense of one’s (new) social position – a dynamic that
has been vividly demonstrated in the context of crowd events (e.g., Drury & Reicher,
2000), and also resonates with research on the rejection–identification model (e.g.,
Schmitt, Spears, & Branscombe, 2003). This latter consequence of being positioned
as ‘other’ raises that possibility that low Welsh language fluency in Welsh-speaking
contexts (in which non-Welsh speakers are not in a majority and can find themselves
positioned as ‘English’) may be associated with greater levels of British and even English
identification.

We therefore hypothesized that the consequences of in-group language fluency for
national identification would be evident not only in Welsh identification, but also in
British and English identification. Moreover, we hypothesized that these effects would
be more pronounced in contexts where the perceived importance of the language
as an in-group-defining attribute was highest. Finally, we hypothesized that in-group
language fluency would also predict group members’ support for the group goals of
greater national autonomy, and that this effect would be accounted for by national
identification.

We tested these hypotheses by sampling from two regional contexts that differ in
terms of how widely spoken Welsh is, and in the perceived importance for Welsh identity
(see Balsom, 1985). Data on the geographical location of Welsh speakers from the most
recent Census underlines the validity of this distinction (Welsh Language Board, 2004).
We refer to these as Welsh-speaking regions (Y Fro Gymraeg, as defined by Balsom) and
non-Welsh-speaking regions (incorporating British Wales and Welsh Wales, as defined
by Balsom, 1985). In each of these regional contexts, we gauged Welsh language
fluency, Welsh, British and English identification, and support for national autonomy.
We expected that Welsh language fluency would positively predict Welsh identification
and negatively predict British and English identification. In turn, we predicted that these
effects would be stronger in the Welsh-speaking regions than in the non-Welsh-speaking
regions. Finally, we expected that Welsh identification would positively predict support
for national autonomy and that British and English identification would negatively predict
support for national autonomy.

Method
Participants and design
Participants were 646 adults who identified themselves as Welsh. There were 319 male
and 327 female participants, with an age range of 18 years to over 80 years; 409 were
aged between 18 and 55 years, while 327 were aged over 55 years. Participants
were recruited as part of a survey of national identity processes in Wales. A total of
456 were from non-Welsh-speaking regions and 190 were from Welsh-speaking regions.
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Survey measures
After recording their sex and age group, participants were asked about their nationality,
choosing from Welsh, British, English, or Other (please specify). It was on the basis of
this item that participants identified themselves as Welsh. The Welsh identification scale
(� = .79) consisted of six items, three of which tapped centrality and in-group ties (e.g.,
‘I identify with Welsh people’, adapted from Cameron (2004) and Doosje, Ellemers, and
Spears (1995)) on a scale of 1 (completely disagree) to 7 (completely agree). The other
three items measured degree of felt or experienced group membership (e.g., ‘Overall,
how Welsh do you feel?’) on a scale of 1 (not at all Welsh) to 5 (completely Welsh).
Scores on these items were standardized before their average was taken. The English
and British identification scales each consisted of the three centrality and in-group ties
items (�’s = .60 and .81, respectively).

Welsh language fluency was measured with a single item. Responses to the question,
‘How would you describe your overall ability to understand and use the Welsh language?’
were recorded on a four-point scale ranging from 1 (excellent ability) to 4 (no ability).

The perceived importance of the Welsh language in Welsh identity was assessed using
three items, � = .76. Participants were asked, ‘when you think about what it means to
be Welsh, how important are the following?’, and rated the importance of the dimension
represented in each of the items on a scale of 1 (not at all important) to 5 (extremely
important). The items were: involvement in the Eisteddfod (an annual Welsh-language
festival of Welsh culture) and other Welsh-language events; being able to speak Welsh
yourself; other people in Wales speaking Welsh.

The item measuring support for the goal of autonomy asked participants, ideally,
what would be Wales’ relationship with the UK? They responded on a scale where
1 = complete integration into the UK, 2 = greater integration with the UK, 3 = no
change to the present situation, 4 = more power but still in the UK, and 5 = completely
independent.1

Procedure
The survey was administered through telephone interviews. These were conducted
using the computer assisted telephone interviewing system, which randomly generates
telephone numbers. There were no gender or age exclusion criteria, except that
participants were adults.

After giving their informed consent to participate in the study, participants were
offered the choice of whether the interview would be conducted in English or in Welsh.
All interviewers were Welsh, but not Welsh speaking. If a participant wanted a Welsh-
medium interview, a time was agreed at which a Welsh-speaking interviewer could
conduct the interview. Otherwise, the interview was conducted immediately. Although
exact figures were not recorded, it is estimated that fewer than 10 interviews were
conducted in Welsh.

After recording the participant’s sex and age group, the interviewer posed the
questions in the order outlined above. After each question, the interviewer read out
the response scale before recording the participant’s response. After all questions had
been asked, the participant was thanked for his or her contribution.

1Although strictly speaking this is an ordinal measure, it was treated as an interval scale in all analyses on the basis that
scores were distributed normally (kurtosis = 0.06, skewness = 0.77); furthermore, the parametric tests employed in these
analyses are generally robust to minor departures from distributional assumptions.
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Results
Listwise deletion of cases with missing values meant that the final sample used in the
following analyses consisted of 618 participants (433 from non-Welsh-speaking regions
and 185 from Welsh-speaking regions). There were no multivariate outliers in this sample.

Perceived importance of the Welsh language in Welsh identity
A one-way (in-group region) ANOVA on the perceived importance of the in-group
language scale revealed a highly significant effect of in-group region, F(1,616) = 63.48,
p < .001, �2

p = .093. This confirmed that the perceived importance of the Welsh language
was greater in the Welsh-speaking regions (M = 3.92, SD = 0.82) than in the non-Welsh-
speaking regions (M = 3.21, SD = 1.08).

In-group language fluency and national identification
Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations between all variables are reported
in Table 2. A 2 (region: Welsh-speaking vs. non-Welsh-speaking) × in-group language
fluency (continuous, mean-centred) ANOVA on the Welsh identification scale revealed
only a main effect of Welsh language fluency, F(1,614) = 53.12, p < .001, �2

p = .080
(all other F’s < 1). Greater Welsh language fluency was associated with stronger Welsh
identification.2

A similar ANOVA on the English identification scale revealed reliable main effects of
region, F(1,614) = 30.30, p < .001, �2

p = .047, and of Welsh language fluency, F(1,614) =
9.37, p = .002, �2

p = .015. These main effects were qualified by a significant interaction
between the two predictors, F(1,614) = 9.69, p = .002, �2

p = .016.
A similar ANOVA on the British identification scale revealed a reliable, negative main

effect of Welsh language fluency, F(1,614) = 8.41, p = .004, �2
p = .014. The effect of

region, F(1,614) = 2.71, p = .100, �2
p = .004, and the interaction (F < 1) were not

significant.
In order to illustrate the interaction between region and Welsh language fluency on

English identification, we conducted simple slopes analyses, illustrated in Figure 2. In
contrast to non-Welsh-speaking regions, the association between Welsh language fluency
and English identification in Welsh-speaking regions is highly significant. Specifically,
lower Welsh language fluency is associated with higher levels of English identification
in this region.

Support for national autonomy
In order to test how these associations between Welsh language fluency and national
identification might translate into support for group goals, multi-group path models

2A similar analysis on an unstandardized three-item scale of Welsh identification, consisting of the items comparable to those
used in the English identification scale, revealed a virtually identical pattern. Of particular note were the scores on this scale,
which in all cases indicated very high levels of Welsh identification (all predicted values � 6 on a seven-point scale). The
means and standard deviations on this reduced scale were 6.69 (0.57) in the Welsh-speaking regions, and 6.36 (0.87) in
the non-Welsh-speaking regions. On a related point, the Welsh identification scale consisted of more items than the English
identification because of the primary focus of the survey on dynamics around Welsh identity, and the considerable cost of
including the same number of items for the English identification scale. We retained the full complement of six items for
the Welsh identification scale in the analysis on the basis that the marginal benefit of direct comparability with the English
identification scale did not warrant the sacrifice of half of the items on the scale.
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Figure 2. Interaction between region and Welsh language fluency on English identification (Study 2).
Slope coefficients are standardized (beta) estimates; ∗∗∗p < .001.

were constructed using AMOS 6.0. This approach was chosen over a series of
ANOVA/ANCOVAs or regression analyses for several reasons. In the first instance, it
allows for simultaneous estimation of parameters at different stages in the model,
reducing experiment-wise error. This was particularly useful given the inclusion of
multiple mediators in the present case. Relatedly, the path model takes into account
covariance amongst endogenous variables, including multiple mediators, in a manner
that would not be possible in conventional regression analyses (Byrne, 2001; Kline,
2005).

The first step here was to test the direct effect of Welsh language fluency, constrained
to be equal across region:3 this was significant, � = 0.13, p < .001 in both regions,
indicating that low Welsh language fluency predicted lower support for national
autonomy. The second step was to test a partially mediated model by adding indirect
paths from Welsh language fluency to support for national autonomy through Welsh,
British, and English identification to. This model constrained all structural paths and
covariances to be equal in strength across region, with the exception of that between
Welsh language fluency and English identification (reflecting the moderating effect of
region revealed by the ANOVAs).4 This model had very good fit with the data, � 2

9 = 5.32,
p = .806, � 2/df = 0.59, RMSEA = .000, CFI = 1.00, PCFI = .450, AGFI = .989. Moreover,
the direct path from Welsh language fluency to support for national autonomy was no
longer significant, � = 0.06, p = .156. Finally, a fully mediated model was tested, in
which this direct path was constrained to be 0. This model also had very good fit with
the data, � 2

10 = 7.33, p = .694, � 2/df = 0.73, RMSEA = .000, CFI = 1.00, PCFI = .500,

3Comparison of this constrained model to one in which the path was free to vary in strength across region revealed no
significant reduction in fit. The more parsimonious fully constrained model was therefore chosen.
4Comparison of this model to a model in which all structural paths were free to vary across region indicated that no paths
other than the one between Welsh fluency and English identification differed in strength significantly across regions.
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Figure 3. Standardized estimates for Welsh-speaking and Non-Welsh-speaking regions (Study 2);
∗∗∗p ≤ .001; ∗∗p < .005; ∗p < .05.

AGFI = .986. The fully mediated model was therefore preferred on the basis of parsimony.
This model is illustrated in Figure 3.

In order to test the significance of the indirect effects of Welsh language fluency
on support for national autonomy, bootstrapping procedures were carried out on the
fully mediated model (Shrout & Bolger, 2002). Using 5,000 bootstrap samples, these
indicated that the mean (unstandardized) mediation effect was significant in the non-
Welsh-speaking regions, b = 0.085, SE = 0.021 (CI [0.129, 0.045]), p < .001, and in the
Welsh-speaking regions, b = 0.095, SE = 0.023 (CI [0.141, 0.052]), p < .001.

Post hoc test of the role of English identification
One striking aspect of the path analyses is that the negative bivariate correlation between
English identification and support for national autonomy became non-significant in the
presence of British identification – a pattern consistent with mediation (Baron & Kenny,
1986). Although we did not specifically predict a causal link from English to British
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identification, it is plausible to suggest that increasing English identification might in
turn lead to increased British identification, as the superordinate category of which
‘Englishness’ is typically seen as prototypical (Cohen, 2000; Langlands, 1999). Such a
link would in turn represent an additional indirect link between Welsh language fluency
and support for national autonomy. To examine this possibility, we conducted a post
hoc path analysis in which the correlation between English and British identification
was replaced with a causal path. This model had virtually identical fit indices and equal
degrees of freedom (10) to that illustrated in Figure 3.

Finally, we tested the significance of each indirect path. This was done by constraining
two of the paths between Welsh language fluency and national identity to be 0, and
repeating the bootstrapping analysis above. A significant effect here indicates that the
remaining (unconstrained) path is significant. The mean (unstandardized) mediation
effect through Welsh identification was highly significant in both regions, b = 0.056,
SE = 0.017 (CI [0.091, 0.025]), p < .001. Likewise, the mean (unstandardized) mediation
effect through British identification was significant in both regions, b = −0.019, SE =
0.010 (CI [0.041, 0.002]), p = .034. For English identification, the mean (unstandardized)
mediation effect was not significant in the non-Welsh-speaking regions, b = −0.004, SE =
0.007 (CI [0.010, −0.018]), p = .555, but was significant in the Welsh-speaking regions,
b = 0.030, SE = 0.014 (CI [0.062, 0.006]), p = .005, confirming that the path through
English identification was significant, but only in the Welsh-speaking regions.

Discussion
We tested our hypotheses by sampling from a broad range of group members with
varying degrees of self-reported fluency in the Welsh language. We also employed a
quasi-manipulation of context by sampling from regions that differed in terms of how
widely spoken the Welsh language is, and how important it is seen as being for Welsh
identity. Our first prediction was that feeling less fluent in the Welsh language would be
associated with lower Welsh identification and stronger British and English identification.
We also predicted that these effects would be stronger in contexts where the Welsh
language was most prominent – i.e., in Welsh-speaking regions. Finally, we expected that
Welsh identification would positively – and British and English identification negatively
– predict support for the group goal of national autonomy.

There was considerable support for our hypotheses. As expected, lower Welsh
language fluency predicted lower Welsh identification and greater British and English
identification. This supports the hypothesis that possessing an identity-defining attribute
can impact on group members’ sense of affiliation with an in-group. Moreover, this
can take the form of increased or decreased identification with available alternative
categories (including a category typically characterized as an out-group), as well with
the self-selected national in-group.

In turn, the association between Welsh language fluency and English identification
was moderated by regional context. As illustrated in Figure 2, the association between
English identification and Welsh language fluency was not significant in the non-Welsh-
speaking regions, but was highly significant in the Welsh-speaking regions. Interestingly,
Figure 2 shows that the strong association with Welsh language fluency in the Welsh-
speaking region is not driven by especially low levels of English identification among
those with good Welsh language fluency. Rather, it is driven by increased levels of
English identification amongst those with low or no fluency in the Welsh language.
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Indeed, the predicted value when Welsh language fluency is low is above the mid-point
(4), indicating some level of agreement with the English identification items. In contrast,
all other predicted values are well below the mid-point. Thus, in the region in which the
perceived importance of the Welsh language for Welsh identity was highest, not being
able to speak the Welsh language was associated with much higher levels of English
identification than was the case in other regions.

These moderation findings support our hypothesis that the impact of the extent
to which one has an identity-defining attribute on patterns of identification would be
greater in contexts where the perceived importance of the attribute is highest. Although
the association between Welsh language fluency and Welsh identification did not vary
depending on regional context, the negative association between Welsh language fluency
and English identification did do so. This suggests that while Welsh identification might
remain strong amongst group members who do not have an identity-defining attribute,
they may nevertheless display relatively increased levels of identification with categories
typically characterized as ‘out-group’.

Identification and group goals
We also hypothesized that these patterns of national identification would in turn predict
support for national autonomy. This is borne out by the path analyses illustrated in
Figure 3. As predicted, Welsh identification positively predicted and British identification
negatively predicted desire for the goal of national autonomy in each region. Although
English identification did not predict support for autonomy in the context of the path
model, the significant bivariate correlation between English identification and support
for autonomy suggested that there may well be a link, but that this is accounted for by
British identification (which also correlates strongly with English identification). Further
path analyses confirmed that if the English–British identification link is assumed to be
causal, then there is evidence that (1) the overall indirect effect of Welsh language
fluency on support for national autonomy is greater in Welsh-speaking regions, and (2)
the indirect effect of Welsh language fluency on support for national autonomy through
English identification was significant in Welsh-speaking regions, but not in non-Welsh-
speaking regions.

Together with the different cross-regional effects of Welsh language fluency on
identification, this means that alongside a path through Welsh identification, there is
also evidence for a path in the Welsh-speaking regions from Welsh language fluency to
support for national autonomy through British (and potentially English) identification.
Specifically, low Welsh language fluency predicts higher English and British identifica-
tion, the latter of which in turn predicts decreased support for national autonomy.

Compared to the non-Welsh-speaking regions, there are therefore additional ways in
which Welsh language fluency may impact on support for the goal of national autonomy
in the Welsh-speaking region. However, this should be interpreted in the light of the
patterns illustrated in Figure 2 (particularly regarding English identification) and the
low overall levels of Welsh language fluency in the Welsh population. Specifically, it
supports the hypothesis that in Welsh-speaking areas there are additional ways in which
not having the Welsh language can reduce support for the goal of national autonomy.
It does so by increasing the extent to which those unable to speak the Welsh language
identify with alternative identities, which in turn reduces support for political separation.

The results of Study 2 also underline the value of seeing identification as an outcome
sensitive to contextual and structural factors (Minescu & Funke, 2010), presenting in our
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view a more plausible specification than an alternative account in which identification
is the primary predictor (i.e., of language fluency). Specifically, this alternative would
require that, for example, identifying more with an ‘out-group’ (while still identifying
strongly with the self-selected in-group) makes group members lose (or at the very least,
downplay) their fluency in the Welsh language – but only in certain contexts. Such
an account is problematic on two counts. First, it must explain the elevated levels of
out-group identification among those with low Welsh language fluency, and why this
only occurs in Welsh-speaking regions. We suggest that any plausible explanation of
this phenomenon must in turn come back to the role that Welsh language fluency has
in these contexts, whereby non-Welsh speakers, despite strong Welsh identification,
find themselves positioned as ‘English’ (Bowie, 1993; Trosset, 1986). Second, it must
reconcile its position with other research that suggests that the dominant identity
positions in relation to a lack of fluency in Welsh do not relate to a simple desire to
learn the language (as also suggested by the relatively low numbers of people who
learn the language as an adult: Welsh Language Board, 2008). Both available evidence
and general plausibility therefore suggest that Welsh language acquisition, which in the
overwhelming majority of cases occurs in childhood, precedes the identification effects,
rather than driving language acquisition. Thus, these identity positions (e.g., redefining
the language as a symbolic resource; downplaying its importance; ambivalence in one’s
‘Welshness’) appear to represent an attempt to structure a sense of national identity
around the ‘given’ that is a lack of Welsh fluency (e.g., Bowie, 1993; Coupland et al.,
2005; Livingstone, Spears, & Manstead, 2009; Trosset, 1986).

It is also worth considering at this point the potential meaning of English identification
among non-Welsh-speakers in Welsh-speaking contexts. As we have already suggested,
this most likely reflects a sense of shared social position within Welsh-speaking areas,
drawing upon the categorizations that can be imposed upon them by Welsh speakers
when they position non-Welsh speakers together with the English – and specifically,
English incomers to Welsh-speaking communities (Bowie, 1993; Cloke, Goodwin,
& Milbourne, 1998; Trosset, 1986). Social interaction within these communities –
particularly between non-Welsh speakers and English incomers – may in turn help to
crystallize these patterns of identification. We therefore do not mean to suggest that non-
Welsh speakers come to see themselves as somehow interchangeable with, say, English
people in Leeds or Leicester. Rather, the patterns of identification evident here most
likely reflect the local community dynamics within which non-Welsh speakers attempt
to make sense of their social position – which is precisely why patterns of identification
among non-Welsh speakers are different in contexts in which they are the majority. Thus,
our interpretation of these findings is centred on the point that patterns of identification
reflect (and indeed, only make sense in) the social reality faced by people in their local
context.

While identification may of course prompt individual group members in some cases
to attempt to obtain a group-defining attribute (e.g., to learn the Welsh language),
the present specification and results therefore reflect the much broader and more
widely applicable dynamic that has been touched upon in previous research in this
context (e.g., Bowie, 1993; Trosset, 1986) and beyond (e.g., Jetten et al., 2006; Lewin,
1948). Notwithstanding the propensity to learn (or even to forgo) the in-group language
as an active, identity-based choice, the much more applicable and ecologically valid
specification is therefore one in which one’s fluency in the Welsh language is a structural
‘given’ which, in interaction with sociolinguistic context, impacts on one’s sense of self
and national belonging.
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GENERAL DISCUSSION
For minority groups, and ethnolinguistic groups in particular, long-term threats to the
existence of in-group identity can lead in-group members to assert the importance of
particular attributes such as in-group language as a way of protecting in-group identity.
While a distinct group identity is necessary for the pursuit of group goals (political and
otherwise), we hypothesized that the criterial importance of particular attributes can
in some cases undermine the group’s potential to mobilize towards achieving these
goals. This is because of its potential to affect patterns of identification among those
who do not meet these criteria. In both studies presented here, we found evidence
that lacking a group-defining attribute (Welsh language fluency) predicts lower Welsh
identification, which in turn predicts reduced support for the national identity project
of greater autonomy. Moreover, Study 2 also showed that lacking this group-defining
attribute can in certain contexts also predict greater identification with a category
typically characterized as an out-group, which in turn predicts reduced support for
this autonomy project.

Taken together, these findings support the idea that having or not having a group-
defining attribute has implications not only for social identification, but also for
subsequent support for potential group goals. Building on the support offered by Study 1,
the findings of Study 2 suggest that members of minority groups, and ethnolinguistic
groups in particular, may face something of a dilemma when it comes to reacting to the
identity threats faced by the in-group. On the one hand, a distinct in-group identity is
necessary for the pursuit of in-group goals, particularly when it comes to mobilization
towards goals such as political autonomy. On the other hand, establishing particular
criteria or dimensions as identity defining may in some circumstances undermine the
mobilization potential of in-group identity and actually strengthen the identities which
the ‘exclusive’ criteria are meant to undermine (e.g., Englishness in Welsh-speaking
regions).

Another implication of the present findings is that group identity is more likely to
provide a meaningful platform for political mobilization when it is defined in inclusive
terms that still allow for meaningful differentiation between in-group and out-group.
There is a link here with research on the ways in which political rhetoric aimed at
collective mobilization involves defining not only the relevance of particular social
categories, but also the dimensions that define the categories and who is prototypical
of them (e.g., Reicher & Hopkins, 1996a, b; see Reicher & Hopkins, 2001, for an
overview in relation to national identities). The present findings supplement this
research by demonstrating how the mobilization potential of particular social identities
may be furthered or undermined by the way in which particular definitions (and
the attributes that they emphasize) impact on patterns of identification among group
members.

Directions for future research
Although the present findings offer support for our hypotheses, we have been careful
to avoid suggesting that the structural models tested here provide definitive evidence
regarding the causal or mediating role of specific variables. In Study 2 in particular, the
key findings relate instead to differences in the strengths of certain associations across
regional context. The quasi-manipulation of regional context that made these analyses
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possible is a key strength, because it provided a degree of control over the role of
cross-contextual variation in a very ‘real’ setting.

These strengths notwithstanding, there are clearly some unanswered questions
regarding the processes underlying the observed contextual variation. An obvious goal
for future research would be to delineate what it is about particular contexts that
lead group members to define identity in relatively exclusive terms along particular
dimensions. The role of different forms of intergroup threat is likely to play an important
role here. On the one hand, status-based threat is likely to require a response that
improves the in-group’s status vis-à-vis relevant out-groups (Ellemers, Van-Knippenberg,
& Wilke, 1990; Reicher & Haslam, 2006; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Where this requires
collective action or effort, we hypothesize that there will be a tendency towards defining
in-group identity in more inclusive terms, so as to include as broad a constituency
as possible (Morton, Postmes, & Jetten, 2007). On the other hand, where a status
threat is unchallengeable (e.g., Ellemers et al., 1990), or where there is a threat to
the distinctiveness or existence of in-group identity itself (e.g., Jetten et al., 2004), there
may instead be a tendency towards protecting the integrity of in-group identity. This can
involve defining in-group identity in relatively exclusive terms by establishing criteria
that maximally differentiate in-group from out-group(s), or by directly downgrading in-
group members who deviate from a more narrowly defined prototype (e.g., Marques &
Yzerbyt, 1988; Marques, Yzerbyt, & Leyens, 1988; Morton et al., 2007).

As indicated in the introduction, our focus on one particular potential group goal
(national autonomy) should not be taken to suggest that this is the only salient group goal
within this national group (Livingstone, Spears, Manstead, & Bruder, 2009). Clearly, other
national identity projects are relevant within Wales, for example, non-Welsh speakers’
support for autonomy may vary depending on whether they see the devolution project
as favouring the Welsh language and thus Welsh speakers. On the other hand, support
for autonomy among Welsh speakers in North Wales may be attenuated if they feel that
the political and social impacts of devolution are too heavily focused on the South East
of Wales.

Finally, while the present analysis has provided some evidence for how patterns of
national identification relate to the interplay between language fluency and local context,
it is also the case that the categorization processes (both perceptual and strategic)
at play here are probably more complex and nuanced than our data can portray. To
some degree, this reflects the more general limitations of survey methods for examining
identity outcomes in a manner that is sufficiently flexible and does not presuppose the
nature or relevance of particular categories. This suggests the value of supplementing the
current work with analyses that focus more specifically on characterizations of identity
(see Livingstone, Spears, & Manstead, 2009, for an example in a Welsh context), and
their relation to the social realities evident in local contexts. By the same token, though,
such future work is likely to be limited to examinations of how identity is contested
and reified, to the neglect of the consequences of such reification for broad patterns
of identification and mobilization – an issue to which the current methods are more
suited. We suggest that the respective value of different methodological approaches
is therefore contingent upon the recognition that acknowledging and examining the
range of differing identity constructions does not preclude analyses of what happens
when particular constructions become dominant, while the study of dominant identity
constructions should in turn be qualified by the realization that alternatives are always
out there (Reicher, 2000).
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Conclusion
The findings reported here suggest that the vulnerable position of minority groups
may present a dilemma when it comes to choosing paths of resistance. On the one
hand, attempting to protect or restore the distinctiveness of in-group identity may be a
necessary step towards achieving particular political goals. On the other hand, defining
in-group identity in particular ways has consequences for the mobilization potential of
that identity. This is especially so in cases where the attributes used to define in-group
identity (e.g., language) are not readily available to all would-be in-group members. In
other words, our ability to get to where we might want to be as a group depends on
what defines us as a group – and what this means for who is (or who feels) part of the
group.
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