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Acquiring the social in the meaning of linguistic variation: An experimental 

exploration 

 

Moira Van Puyvelde, Laura Rosseel, Dirk Speelman 

 

RESEARCH AIMS | This project examines how the social meaning of language variation is 

acquired. It explores experimentally to what extent several factors affect this acquisition 

process. (1) INPUT: Listeners have been shown to be sensitive to the frequencies of 

sociolinguistic variables in their linguistic input (Labov et al. 2006), yet it is still unclear what 

role probabilistically conditioned variation plays in the acquisition of social meaning: are new 

social meanings acquired faster and retained longer as variable and social attribute co-occur 

more frequently in input (Foulkes & Docherty 2006)? (2) AGE: We assess acquisitional 

differences between children and adults: Do children learn faster as with certain other 

language acquisition processes or do adults benefit from their extended experience with 

language (cf. Payne 1980; Rácz et al. 2017)? (3) FEATURE: Following proposals that phonetic 

and lexical variants pick up social meaning more easily than features at a deeper level of 

linguistic structure (Labov 1993, Levon & Buchstaller 2015), we compare the learnability of 

social meanings for linguistic features at the phonetic, lexical and morphosyntactic level. (4) 

LEVELS OF INDEXICALITY: Building on Silverstein’s (2003) notion of indexicality, we 

investigate how quickly listeners generalize from associations between linguistic variables and 

groups of speakers (first-order indexicalities) to more abstract associations with features 

(stereo)typically attributed to these groups (higher order indexicalities) to develop an indexical 

field of potential social meanings (Eckert 2008). 

 

METHOD | Several experiments are conducted, each focusing on one of the above-mentioned 

factors, in which Dutch-speaking participants are exposed to a semi-artificial language, in line 

with previous work within this research paradigm (cf. Lai et al. 2020; Samara et al. 2017). 

Semi-artificial languages are cognitively processed similarly to natural languages (Ettlinger et 

al. 2015), while preventing the activation of associations with existing variation. In this project, 

participants’ language input consists of short Dutch sentences containing a pseudonoun, 

produced by three speakers identifying as male and three as female. The pseudoword 

contains a new sociolinguistic variable, namely the (de)voicing of the word medial stop, which 

is constrained probabilistically by the speaker’s gender identity. After exposure to the variation, 

we assess participants’ associations between speaker gender identity and the linguistic 

variation in a direct categorization task in which they indicate which of two variants is likely to 

be produced by the speaker they hear. This is followed by a reaction time based task that 

evaluates the automaticity of the acquired associations (cf. Rosseel et al. 2018). Data from 

the categorization tasks is analyzed using mixed effects models. 

 

THEORETICAL SIGNIFICANCE | Although variationist sociolinguistics has long focused on how 

(new) variation is learned within speech communities (e.g. Labov et al. 1972; Eckert 1991; 

Driscoll & Lape 2015), the acquisition of sociolinguistic meaning remains under-explored. By 

taking into account the impact of the probabilistic co-occurrence between a variant and social 

attribute, cognitive constraints on variation (hearer age) and linguistic constraints (level of 

linguistic structure) on the speed of acquisition and retention of social meanings, this project 

will shed light on what variation means in this learning process. 
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