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Abstract. In Mexico, linguistic diversity is a right protected by various initiatives and 
laws. However, the ethno-linguistic mosaic found in Mexico due to the multicultural 
nature of the population, has not been properly addressed by online public policies. 
This study presents an assessment of the indigenous language provision on Mexican 
government websites at a federal, state and local level. Its principal results show that 
practically no indigenous-language content is available on such e-Government sites, 
and highlight accessibility issues in some State Governments. This leaves the Mexican 
indigenous population in a situation of great inequality that poses a huge threat to 
their information access rights.
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ment. 

Resumen. A pesar de que la diversidad lingüística es un derecho protegido por la 
legislación mexicana, esto no ha sido atendido de manera suficiente en el acceso a la 
información pública en línea. A partir de un análisis de contenido, se hace una revi-
sión de la presencia de lenguas indígenas en los portales gubernamentales del poder 
ejecutivo, en sus niveles federal, estatal y municipal. Los resultados muestran la casi 
completa ausencia de contenidos en estos idiomas autóctonos, lo que aunado a algu-
nos problemas de accesibilidad, dejan a este sector de la población en una delicada 
situación de marginalización cultural.

Palabras clave. accesibilidad, brecha digital, democracia, diversidad lingüística, e-Go-
bierno.

1. Introduction

On the road toward the Information Society (Webster, 2007), many countries have 
incorporated the use of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) in their 
governmental communication strategies. Despite the promise of higher levels of democra-
cy, these efforts have left many citizens behind and, in some cases, have caused significant 
marginalization of access, with INEGI (Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Geografía, or the 
National Institute of Statistics and Geography) estimating that, by the end of 2014, around 
50% of the Mexican population were not Internet users (2015). However, there is also a 
cultural layer added to this issue of access: linguistic diversity. In Mexico, more than 89 
different indigenous languages are spoken by 6.67 million people, which represents near-
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ly 6% of the total population (INEGI, 2010a). How is Federal, State and Local Govern-
ment responding to this challenge? The aim of this work is to assess the linguistic diversity 
found on Mexican government websites, within the e-Government accessibility frame-
work, particularly on the websites of government bodies in the Executive branch that rep-
resent those regions with high levels of indigenous language use. As discussed below, legal 
framework promotes the use of native languages in public administration communica-
tions processes and platforms; however, the goals and good faith found in the spirit of the 
law are very different from the reality observed in this study.

2. Linguistic Diversity in Mexico: a snapshot

Mexico’s political structure comprises three levels: federal (the highest level of politi-
cal power in the country), state (Federative Entities) and local (known as municipios, or 
municipal authorities). The following linguistic diversity description refers to Federative 
Entities (Table 1), where southern States such as Chiapas, Guerrero and Oaxaca have very 
significant levels of monolingual native-language speakers.

This data barely reflects the cultural diversity found in Mexico, as drawn from a very 
complex ethno-linguistic mosaic composed of over 25 indigenous regions. In addition, 
74.4% of this population live in municipios with high and very high levels of marginaliza-
tion, making it one of the most vulnerable groups in the Mexican population. This group 
also suffers the highest levels of child mortality, partly due to living in the most inac-
cessible locations, with a severe lack of sanitary, communication and education facilities 
(CNDPI, 2006).

After the armed Zapatista uprising in 1994, the indigenous issue gained a significant 
position in media agenda. The next section presents a very brief review of some of the 
most relevant legal reforms that followed this event.

3. Legal Framework: the word of the law on linguistic diversity in Mexico

Current language policy in Mexico developed as a result of many years of civil mobi-
lization, both nationally and internationally. However, despite the significant influence of 
events such as the Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention held in 1989 by the Interna-
tional Labor Organization – ratified by Mexico in 1990 – (Anaya, 2004), the policy language 
towards indigenous minorities in Mexico has been less than consistent over recent years.

Mexican Constitution has recognized, since 1992, the presence of indigenous peoples 
with distinct cultures and languages across various regions of the country. However, it 
was not until 2001 and the reform of Article 2, that, in addition to recognizing the mul-
ticultural composition of this nation, the constitution also aknowledged the governmen-
tal responsibility to identify and establish the policies necessary to guarantee the rights of 
indigenous peoples.

Perhaps the most significant historical reference moment is the San Andrés Accords, 
which were the product of negotiations between the Zapatista Army of National Libera-
tion (EZLN) and the government of President Ernesto Zedillo (1994-2000). These accords 
did not begin to be fulfilled until President Fox took office in 2000 (Morris, 2007). With 
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regard to language policy, these accords granted indigenous peoples the right to use, pro-
mote and develop their languages, cultures, customs and traditions, in political, economic, 
social, religious and cultural terms (Ocampo, 2005).

The General Law on Linguistic Rights of Indigenous Peoples was approved in March 
2003. This law recognizes and protects the individual and collective linguistic rights of 
indigenous peoples and assumes the obligation to promote the use and practice of indig-
enous languages. Directly related to the topic of this study, Article 7 of this Law provides 
that the indigenous languages are valid, like the Spanish language, for any public matter 
or procedure, as well as providing full access to management, and public information ser-
vices (General Law on Linguistic Rights of Indigenous Peoples, 2003).

It should be noted that while there are multiple projects at the level of both govern-
ment and non-governmental organizations that address indigenous usage, these are iso-
lated and lack the support and projection required to be described as State policy.

In 2012, the Mexican Senate created the Committee of Guarantee of Access and 
Transparency of Information, whose work plan, among other things, commits to the fol-
lowing:

Incorporate the Internet as a means, with greater reach, by which citizens can keep themselves 
informed.
Guarantee access to information for all, through simple and expeditious procedures.
Make information available to the public through local or remote electronic media.
Implement the necessary mechanisms to meet the requirement from Article 4 of the General Law 
on Linguistic Rights of Indigenous Peoples, which establishes that their languages have the same 
validity as the Spanish language.
Translate into indigenous languages all necessary documents in order to ensure access to informa-
tion for a wider range of people (Senado de la República, 2013).

This document states explicitly that the State is obliged to fully guarantee the right to 
information in indigenous languages.

4. Theoretical framework

The use of government websites has been widely discussed as one of the possibili-
ties that ICTs provide to enhance democracy and citizenship (Wilhelm, 2000; Papacha-
rissi, 2010; Kö & Francesconi, 2014). In terms of perspectives on the digital divide (Nor-
ris, 2001; Servon, 2002), several analyses related to such websites have been conducted in 
recent years, focusing mostly on accessibility issues, in such countries as: Northern Ireland 
(Paris, 2005), China (Shi, 2006; Rau, Zhou, Sun, Zhong, 2014), Brazil (Freire, de Castro, 
de Mattos Fortes, 2009), the Czech Republic (Kopackova, Michalek, Cejna, 2010), the 
United Kingdom (Kuzma, 2010), Greece (Basdekis, Klironomos, Metaxas, Stephanidis, 
2010), Spain (Lopez del Ramo, 2010), Iran (Hassanzadeh, Navidi, 2010), Dubai (Kamoun, 
Basel Almourad, 2014), Italy (Gambino, Pirrone, Di Giorgio, 2014), and Turkey (Karkin, 
Janssen, 2014). With specific reference to language, most authors in these studies high-
light the low levels of compliance with W3C Accessibility Guidelines in terms of a prop-
er declaration of the HTML code used. In the case of languages written in non-Roman 
characters (Chinese, Greek, Arabic, etc.), Shi (2006) and Basdekis, Klironomos, Metaxas 



5Linguistic diversity and accessibility in Mexican government web sites

DOI: 10.13128/ccselap-19993 | ISSN 2531-9884 (online)

& Stephanidis (2010) mention an additional challenge to content representation as part of 
the accessibility problem. 

Another related issue, relates to the way language is managed on some government 
websites. Cañavate & Navarro (2004) review the use of websites in the Spanish local gov-
ernment departments during the 1997-2002 period, finding that the Top Level Domain 
(TLD) .es has been increasingly used, and that the official languages of the autonomous 
provinces, such as Catalan, Basque and Gallego, are found on said websites. Cunliffe 
(2008, p. 200) examines the use of the Welsh language (Cymraeg) during the 2007 elec-
tions, and finds that, despite the Welsh Language Act of 1993 that requires public bodies 
to prepare Welsh Language schemes that detail how Welsh and English will be dealt with, 
either on websites or other media, Welsh language provision was entirely at the discre-
tion of the individual political parties. Only four out of 18 party websites observed were 
Welsh/English bilingual.

Because of its multilingualism, India represents a special case in this area, where, as 
Bhattacharya, Gulla, Gupta (2012) suggest, this has been a significant challenge for ICT 
designers. Given the 22 official languages spoken in this country, these authors emphasize 
the need to develop multilingual versions of government web sites. Similarly, for Bouaziz, 
Fakhfakh (2007, p. 915), the availability of different languages is a basic usability issue to 
consider in the design of government portals when there is a multilingual population. 
Karkin & Janssen (2014) also considered the possibility of different language options as 
part of the indicators they applied, in their study of local government websites in Turkey.

5. Method

Three content-analyses (Krippendorff, 1990) were conducted, one for each level of 
government in Mexico, at the Executive branch: 

a) Federal: The observation corpus comprised all 20 websites that constitute the Exec-
utive at this level (this included all 19 Federal Ministries, and the website of the Presi-
dency).

b) Federative Entities: All 32 state-level websites were analyzed.
c) Local (Municipio): Mexico has 2,457 (N) municipios. With a confidence level of 

90% and an error margin of 5%, the sample size obtained was n = 247. The sample was 
selected based on a multistage strategy. Firstly, we obtained the representative proportions 
of municipios for each Federative Entity. Then, within each State layer, we selected the 
municipios with the highest proportion of indigenous language speakers. 

In all three cases, the period of observation was from May 25th to June 15th 2015. 
The content on each portal was verified in order to find information presented in an 
indigenous language, with every link on the home followed up to one level with the same 
objective. When indigenous language content was found, its specific content matter was 
specifically registered. As in Karkin & Janssen (2014), special attention was paid to the 
possibility of there being versions of these portals in different languages. When a URL 
gave a 404 error (site not found), a second attempt was made to access it at the end of the 
first observation round, and, if the problem persisted, this was correspondingly registered.
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6. Results

The content-analysis carried out allowed us to gather significant information related 
to accessibility on these government websites, thus providing a general context for the 
identification of language provision. Data is presented according to the analysis of each 
level of government.

1. Federal government websites: While no indigenous language content was observed, 
half of them had a version in English. No information was found to be specifically 
addressed to indigenous people. All of the sites used the .gob.mx TLD in their URL, and 
no 404 errors were found.

2. Federative Entities: Again, no indigenous language content was observed on 
any site. One quarter of the sites (qty = 8) used the Google Translate Toolbar, in order 
to provide an automatic version in those languages supported by this free service, which 
includes none of the indigenous Mexican languages.1 Since this feature is configured by 
the person who installs it, the possible translations observed ranged from 5 European lan-
guages (English, Italian, French, Russian and German) to every language offered by this 
tool. In 53.13% of the portals, information addressed to specific population groups was 
found, 23.53% of which were for indigenous people (with all content in Spanish). Table 2 
shows the top five groups found during the analysis (out of 17 sites that offered this kind 
of information). All of the sites used the .gob.mx TLD in their URL. No 404 errors were 
found.

Table 2. Top 5 groups for targeted information in Federative Entities

Group f %

Young people 14 82.35%
Women 11 64.71%
Children 11 64.71%
Seniors 10 58.82%

Disabled 10 58.82%

3. Municipal-level: The municipios’ web addresses were obtained using this algorithm: 
1) Searching within each Federative Entity portal, and, when found, following the muni-
cipio’s own URL. 2) When the municipio’s own link was not available on the state’s own 
sites, a query was made using the Google search engine. Results are divided into two cat-
egories: accessibility and indigenous language provision.

1 Languages supported are: Afrikaans, Albanian, Arabic, Armenian, Azerbaijani, Basque, Belarusian, Bengali, 
Bosnian, Bulgarian, Catalan, Cebuano, Chichewa, Chinese (Simplified), Chinese (Traditional), Croatian Czech, 
Danish, Dutch, English, Esperanto, Estonian, Filipino, Finnish, French, Galician, Georgian, German, Greek, 
Gujarati, Haitian Creole, Hausa, Hebrew, Hindi, Hungarian, Icelandic, Igbo, Indonesian, Irish, Italian, Japanese, 
Javanese, Kannada, Kazakh, Khmer, Korean, Lao, Latin, Latvian, Lithuanian, Macedonian, Malagasy, Malay, 
Malayalam, Maltese, Maori, Marathi, Mongolian, Myanmar (Burmese), Nepali, Norwegian, Persian, Polish, Por-
tuguese, Punjabi, Romanian, Russian, Serbian, Sesotho, Sinhala, Slovak, Slovenian, Somali, Spanish, Sundanese, 
Swahili, Swedish, Tajik, Tamil, Telugu, Thai, Turkish, Ukrainian, Urdu, Uzbek, Vietnamese, Welsh, Yiddish, Yor-
uba and Zulu.
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a) Accessibility.
The general accessibility indicators obtained are shown in Table 3.

Table 3. Accessibility on the municipios’ websites

Municipios observed (n=247)   % Reported 404 
error

Official site hosted at:

.gob.mx
Other TLD 
(.com, .net, 

.org)
Facebook

Municipios with official websites 171 69.23% 17 120 29 22
Municipios without a website 76 30.77% 9.94% 70.18% 16.96% 12.87%
Total 247 100.00%

The general data presented in the above table is analyzed more closely in Table 4, for 
which researchers built an Accessibility Error Proportion (AEP), obtained by dividing the 
number of total accessibility errors by the number of municipios in the sample that were 
taken from the Federative Entities with no URL not found or Site not found errors.

Table 4. Index of Accessibility Error Proportion (AEP), by selected Federative Entities

Federative Entity Number of 
municipios

Municipios 
in the 
sample

URL not 
found or 

non-existent

Site not 
found (404 

error)

Total of 
accessibility 

errors

Index of 
accesibility 

errors

Oaxaca 570 57 41 1 42 0.74
Yucatán 106 11 7 7 0.64
Chiapas 118 12 3 4 7 0.58
Durango 39 4 2 2 0.50
Veracruz 212 21 10 10 0.48
Guerrero 81 8 3 3 0.38
Puebla 217 22 7 7 0.32
Michoacán de Ocampo 113 11 3 3 0.27
Coahuila de Zaragoza 38 4 1 1 0.25
Tamaulipas 43 4 1 1 0.25
México (State) 125 12 1 1 2 0.17
Sonora 72 7 1 1 0.14
Chihuahua 67 7 1 1 0.14
Jalisco 125 12 1 1 0.08
TOTAL 1926 192 76 12 88 avg=0.40
México (country level) total 2457 247

In the case of the 76 municipios with URL not found or non-existent URLs, research-
ers cross-referenced the sample with the CONAPO (2010) database, in order to identify 
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a frequency correlation of this URL absence and the marginalization level.2 Results are 
shown in Table 5.

Table 5. Marginalization levels in municipios with URL not found or non-existent URLs

Federative Entities
Marginalization level

Very high High Medium Total

Chiapas 3     3
Guerrero 3     3
México     1 1
Michoacán de Ocampo   1 2 3
Oaxaca 30 10 1 41
Puebla 4 3   7
Sonora     1 1
Veracruz 8 2   10
Yucatán 4 3   7
TOTAL 52 19 5 76
% 68.42% 25.00% 6.58% 100.00%

This table shows that the higher maginalization levels are (as in municipios located 
in Oaxaca, Veracruz, Puebla or Yucatán), the more frequent is that their websites present 
accessibility issues.

b) Indigenous language provision.
The general results related to indigenous language are shown in Table 6.

Table 6. Indigenous language provision on municipio websites

Municipios observed (n=247)   %

Municipios without information in indigenous language 243 98.38%
Municipios with some information in indigenous language 4 1.62%
TOTAL 247

A detailed analysis of municipio websites with any indigenous language content shows 
that on three of these, this consisted of videos featuring the Mayor of each municipio 
(known as the Presidente Municipal), as shown in Table 7:

2 CONAPO (2010) estimates the margination level based on: % of illiterate population over 15 years old; % of 
population with incomplete basic education; % of population living in households without drainage; % of pop-
ulation living in households without electricity supply; % of population living in households without running 
water; % of population living in households with some level of overcrowding; % of population living in houses 
with a dirt floor; % of population living in villages with under 5,000 inhabitants; and, % of population with wag-
es of up to 10 USD/day. The given values for this variable are: Very high, high, medium and low.
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Table 7. Municipio websites containing a video featuring the Mayor speaking in an indigenous lan-
guage

  Municipio Federative Entity URL

1 Mezquital Durango http://mezquital.durango.gob.mx/
2 Tamazulápam del Espíritu Santo Oaxaca http://www.municipiotamazulapam.com/
3 Nacajuca Tabasco http://www.ayuntamientonacajuca.org/

The fourth municipio website with some information in indigenous language was San 
Juan Yatzona (Oaxaca)3, which presented an image in celebration of Earth Day (Figure 1):

Figure 1. Image in Zapoteco and Mixe found on the San Juan Yatzonas Facebook page

Source: <https://www.facebook.com/sanjuanyatzona/photos/a.1515895528685947.1073741828.1515 
876548687845/1584764565132376/>

7. Discussion and conclusions

Multilingualism is very poorly addressed both in political, and in social life in Mex-
ico. Even though there was a discussion about its cultural richness after the Zapatista 
uprising, sadly, our results are part of a tendency found in almost every aspect in everyday 

3 The URL is: <https://www.facebook.com/sanjuanyatzona> (10/2016).
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life. This is not just an issue in online contents, but in the majority of the cultural produc-
tion in this country.

The lack of linguistic diversity found on Mexican government websites, at any level 
(federal, state and local), in their Executive branch, is therefore, more the rule than the 
exception. Despite the existence of legal grounds that proclaim indigenous language use as 
a right, the multicultural language policy has not yet been translated into practice. Even in 
Federative Entities with significant indigenous language speaking populations, with a high 
proportion of monolingual people (Chiapas, 37.5%; Guerrero, 35.1%; and, Oaxaca, 20%), 
almost no content in any language other than Spanish was found.

As Morris (2007) suggests, statements made in one official language typically have 
both a substantive and a symbolic effect. Substantively, this grants indviduals the right to 
access government services in one specific language. Symbolically, this gesture can affect 
the way indivduals identify with their state. In a multicultural country like Mexico, open-
ness to linguistic diversity must be made a priority.

The observed absence of indigenous languages contrasts starkly with the 50% Eng-
lish language provision found on federal level websites and the use of the free web-based 
Google Translator on 25% of the portals of the Federative Entities. Lasswell’s communica-
tion model (1948) clearly indicates to consider who a message is addressed to, and, in this 
case, the indigenous peoples of Mexico do not appear to be the intended recipients.

This cultural issue occurs in the context of a digital divide, with accessibility as a very 
important variable, particularly at the governmental level operating closest to the people 
themselves. As observed from the AEP analysis, at a municipio level in Federative Entities 
such as Oaxaca, Yucatán and Chiapas, there were very significant accessibility problems 
with the local government websites. The relatively high prevalence of non-existant gov-
ernment web sites significantly reduces the possibilities of populations in such locations, 
to exercise their information access rights, especially when those Federative Entities also 
have some of the lowest levels of Internet access (INEGI, 2013) and the highest positions 
on the marginalization index (CONAPO, 2010) in the country.

We suggest that this marginalization is likely to be one of the reasons why some local 
governments have created a Facebook account instead of any kind of website – let alone 
one with the .gob.mx TLD. While on the one hand, this has no cost for the municipio, and 
certainly provides a channel through which to interact with its citizens,4 on the other, this 
represents a form of mediatization where public information transmitted via a private-
enterprise interface that has its own cultural bias. In any case, any non-.gob.mx domain 
(as well as Facebook pages) is open to legitimacy issues, given the fact that no verification 
process is followed in the registration of such .com, .org or .net URLs.5

As Servon (2002) has pointed out, the digital divide is a phenomena related to pov-
erty, which seems to be supported by the results of our study. As our analysis indicates, 
the absence of government websites appears to be associated with the high marginality 
levels found in our sample. Thus, the indigenous population finds itself in a situation of 
significant inequality, where, along with very difficult living conditions, their cultural-lin-
guistic rights are not properly respected by the Mexican State. The construction of a truly 

4 According to AMIPCI (2015), over 90% of Mexican Internet users have a Facebook account.
5 In order to obtain an .gob.mx domain, the applicant must provide evidence of the legitimacy of their request to 
NIC-Mexico, the sole administrator of .mx domains.
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inclusive Information Society needs to take this into consideration. We consider that the 
Mexican government, on all three levels, has a duty to develop public policies that provide 
public and governmental information in such a way that protects their linguistic rights as 
part of their cultural heritage.
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