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Abstract

This article provides a survey of some data collection techniques employed in the analysing of
social variation and language use. An outline of the methodology applied in early dialect studies
and sociolinguistic interviews will be followed by a discussion of polling techniques including
new and innovative rapid surveys used in data collecting. In addition, some of the findings
obtained through employing different methods will be presented to illustrate their effectiveness in
identifying and describing social variables.

This paper explores the three main types of data collection techniques: surveys, interviews, and

polling techniques. An examination of survey methods used by traditional dialectologists will be

followed by a review of interview techniques employed by researchers working within the

variationist paradigm.1Particular emphasis is given to the sociolinguistic interview, the mainstay

of modern sociolinguistic research. In the final section of the paper there is a survey of recent

polling methods used to collect data on the social dimensions of language variation.

Traditional dialectology

>From the beginning of the 19th century dialectologists have been working systematically on

regional variation in language. Employing paper and pencil, and later tape recorders, researchers

recorded differences in pronunciation, grammatical construction, and lexicon in the speech of

rural inhabitants in France, Germany, England, Scotland, and America (Chambers & Trudgill,

1980, pp. 18-23; Petyt, 1980). Often, after decades of research, a monumental publication was

produced which contained hundreds of dialect maps on which lines (called isoglosses) indicated

the geographical limits of words, grammatical structures, and sounds. For example, although

there are no current dialect maps of New Zealand or Australia, in the case of the former one

could envisage such a map with isoglosses separating parts of Otago and Southland from the rest

of New Zealand. These lines would indicate distinctive features of the area such as the presence

of post-vocalic /r/ in words such as ‘car’, the vowel sound in words such as ‘can’t, dance’,

                                                            
1 The variationist paradigm is one of the main paradigms in sociolinguistics. It has been developed on the basis of
recognizing that variability in language is systematic (Labov, 1966, 1972). Research within this paradigm focuses on



morphological features such as the past participle after ‘needs’ and ‘wants’ (eg, ‘The cat wants

fed’), as well as a few lexical differences such as ‘bach’ in most of New Zealand vs ‘crib’ in

Otago and Southland (Bartlett, 1992; Bayard & Bartlett, 1996, pp. 26-27; Bauer, 1997; Gordon

& Deverson, 1998, pp. 126-129).2  Although no other dialect areas have been identified within

New Zealand, Bauer & Bauer’s (2000) current dialectology research on lexical variation may

provide data for analysing additional regional variations in New Zealand English (see below).

Dialectologists employ two major techniques of data collecting, both of which involve 'direct

probes' to elicit dialect forms (Wolfram & Schilling-Estes, 1998, p.21). Some of the earlier

dialectologists used postal questionnaires mailed to selected individuals (eg, teachers); others

used the 'on the spot phonetic transcription' method, by travelling from one rural community to

another to collect information (see Chambers & Trudgill, 1980, pp. 18-23; Milroy, 1987, p. 10).

The questionnaires were very detailed, often taking days, sometimes even weeks, to complete.

For example, the questionnaire for the Dictionary of American Regional English contained over

1,800 questions (Wolfram & Schilling-Estes, 1998, p. 126).

There are several features characteristic of traditional dialectology. Earlier research tended to

focus on a few older (mostly male) speakers (Chambers & Trudgill, 1980, p. 33) who lived all of

their lives in the community in which they were born. The justification for this research attitude

was the belief that these speakers had the ‘purest, most vernacular’ speech. However, because

these speakers were living in rural areas, language use in urban centres was typically not

considered. Another important feature of early dialectology was its theoretically biased approach.

Dialectologists believed that through detailed documentation of the regional speech of older

speakers living in isolated areas it was possible to show irregularity in language change (Kurath,

1972), thus refuting the then popular hypothesis concerning the regularity of sound change (the

Neogrammarian Hypothesis).3

By the early 20th century, dialect research had shifted from a diachronic to a synchronic focus. It

has become concerned with the distribution and variation of certain lexical or phonological items

in population centres, rural and urban alike. While the social background of the various dialect

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
the relationship between variation in language and social factors, and on language change. The main paradigms in
sociolinguistics are defined and described in Coupland & Jaworski (1997).
2 There is considerable variability amongst Southlanders in the use of these dialect features. Many Southlanders use
both the regional variant and the general New Zealand English form (Bartlett, 1992).



forms was also taken into consideration, this was only of secondary importance (Wolfram, 1997,

p. 108). With increasing mobility and urbanisation, more complex dialectology methods have

been devised. The Linguistic Atlas of the United States, for example, includes all population

centres and represents individuals of different ages of three social types based on their social and

educational backgrounds (Kurath, 1972).

The sociolinguistic interview

A major shift in research techniques occurred with the publication of Labov’s work on English in

New York City (1966). His description of urban speech was based on a study of 88 individuals

from a socially stratified random sample, consisting of male and female speakers from three age

groups and four social classes (identified on the basis of education, occupation, and income).

Labov showed that variation in the speech of the individual was a reflection of variation in the

social group by illustrating how the most extreme case of stylistic variation in the use of /r/ by a

single speaker was in conformity with the overall pattern exemplified in group scores of the

different social classes (summarised in Chambers, 1995, pp. 18-21).

Labov’s work on language use in New York City provided a blueprint for current methods of

investigating variation in language use. As part of his research on the Lower-East side of New

York City, he developed the sociolinguistic interview, the corner-stone of sociolinguistic

research today. The sociolinguistic interview aims at eliciting linguistic data in different speech

contexts. It comprises an informal part (consisting of free conversation) for eliciting vernacular

or local use, and a formal part (consisting of a reading passage, word lists and minimal pairs4) to

elicit various degrees of formal or standard language use.5  Labov (1966) identified nine

contextual styles from casual to formal, and associated all nine types with channel cues (ie, cues

that signal change from one style to another). For example, by initiating a topic such as

childhood games or traumatic life-threatening events the interviewer may achieve changes in the

speech of the interviewee resulting in a less formal style, approximating or arriving at the desired

more natural, vernacular speaking mode. The technique of inducing style change with this kind

of prompt has been widely employed in sociolinguistic research (for example, Bayard, 1995;

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
3 In Labov (1994) there is an in-depth discussion of the Neogrammarian Hypothesis.
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Holmes & Bell, 1988, Appendix).6 Thus the sociolinguistic interview usually starts with an

informal free conversation, followed by increasingly formal language tasks that demand more

attention to language use on the part of the respondent. The interviews often take up to two hours

to complete (Holmes, Bell & Boyce, 1991).

Free conversation aims at eliciting 'natural speech', while the formal part of the interview is

designed to elicit specific data that do not necessarily occur during the course of casual

conversation. For example, as the vowel in the word ‘fish’ occurs frequently enough in English

speech, free conversation suffices should the linguist aim at examining this vowel.7 However,

certain other linguistic items may need careful interview design in order that sufficient data may

be obtained for study. Word lists and minimal pairs can be constructed in such a way as to

contain multiple tokens of the linguistic variable to be investigated.

In a sociolinguistic interview there is usually a minimum of five speakers per cell, with studies

typically ranging from 48 to 120 respondents per community (Wolfram & Fasold, 1974).8 Earlier

studies relied on random sampling for data collection (Labov, 1966), whereas later researchers

have tended to use judgement samples (see Wolfram & Fasold, 1974, p.38), or networking

(Milroy 1987, pp. 35-36).9  The sample is typically stratified on the basis of gender and age, and

often includes social class (Labov, 1972; Trudgill, 1974) and/or ethnicity (Holmes, Bell &

Boyce, 1991; Horvath, 1985). Of the social variables, age is often one of the most important.

Bayard (1995, p. 65) claims that age appears to be the most important variable in New Zealand

English, and Clarke (1991, p. 112) makes a similar statement about one variety of Newfoundland

English.

An important feature to be acknowledged in connection with the sociolinguistic interview is the

role of the interviewer. Some researchers have begun to explore the interviewer effect. For

example, Trudgill (1986), has found that he was accommodating toward the speech of his

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
paradox” -- a basic methodological concern of sociolinguistic research – denoting the dilemma as to how to obtain
data on the way people speak when unobserved by the researcher who has to observe the speaker(s).
6 For a detailed analysis of the sociolinguistic interview, we highly recommend Holmes & Bell (1988). This paper
describes the interview schedule in the pilot sociolinguistic interviews for the Porirua study.
7 Bell (1997, p.248), for example, was able to elicit a minimum of 50 tokens per speaker of the short (I) vowel in
words such as ‘fish’ in only 15 minutes of free conversation.
8 Extraction of linguistic data from interviews is very time-consuming, making larger studies unfeasible. For a
discussion of this, see Wardhaugh (1992, p.153).
9 The units of social networks are ‘pre-existing groups’. Researchers, instead of comparing groups of speakers, study
relationships of individual speakers with other individuals (Milroy & Milroy, 1997, p. 59).



interviewees (ie, his own speech tended to replicate that of his subjects); however, few

researchers have been able to assess the role of the interviewer effect. Bell & Johnson (1997)



schools in Christchurch have participated in their study. The results show that sound changes

occur at different rates in different words. For example, although the change was complete for

the word pair ‘







the pronunciation of one of the vowels in the speech of the interviewer, how the rapid survey can

be used to analyse accommodation to different respondents during a brief encounter lasting less

than a minute. For example, the findings showed that the interviewer tended to make slight

adjustments according to the gender of the respondent: when interviewing a female respondent,

the vowel tended to be more centralised than when interviewing a male respondent. The results

illustrate the usefulness of polling techniques for analysing both the interviewer and the

interviewee.

Conclusion

It has long been recognised that in any language there exists a great degree of variation.13

Members of a speech community are aware and make use of the different possibilities that the

variability of language offers. In acknowledging the role of variability in language, linguists aim

at identifying and accounting for a systematic pattern that governs the occurrence of the variants.

This task can only be achieved by collecting representative data that reveal patterns of

distribution with regard to the employing of the variants under investigation. The present study

provides a brief survey of the most widely used techniques of sociolinguistic data collection. It

discusses the approach of traditional dialectology, the use of the sociolinguistic interview, and

the most frequently employed polling techniques including recent advances in rapid and

anonymous surveys. The suitability of the various methods for studying variation in language are

illustrated through their application in sociolinguistic studies.
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