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ABSTRACT

LINGUISTIC VARIATION ACROSS TEXTS:

THE ROLE OF REGISTER, INTRA-REGISTER COMMUNICATIVE DISTINCTIONS,

SOCIAL GROUP, AND INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES

MARIANNA GRACHEVA

Language variation is attributed to a variety of factors — linguistic and various
nonlinguistic or external constraints determining language use. These external factors have been
commonly classified as characteristics of language users and factors associated with the situation
of use (e.g., Halliday, 1978). User characteristics have been the subject of sociolinguistic
research, concerned with variation predicted by group membership on the basis of such factors as
age, gender, region, ethnicity, educational or occupational background. Other fields of
linguistics, such as idiolectal sociolinguistics, are also concerned with characteristics of the
users, but these characteristics are individual rather than indicative of group affiliation.

On the other hand, in the research tradition focused on considerations of use, linguistic
variation is explained by the fact that language is always produced in response to a particular
communicative situation, and linguistic variation corresponds to situational differences. In the
text-linguistic school of thought, linguistic variation has been traditionally attributed to the fact
that texts belong to ‘registers’, culturally-recognized language varieties “associated with the
situation of use” (Biber & Conrad, 2019, p. 6). On the other hand, it has been recognized that
registers are not situationally uniform, but rather exhibit substantial internal variation across texts
or even within texts. An additional consideration in linguistic variation according to the situation

of use has therefore involved granular communicative differences within registers, shown to



explain additional linguistic variation, previously unaccounted for by existing register categories.
(e.g., Biber, Egbert, & Keller, 2020; Egbert & Gracheva, 2023).

This dissertation examines the interactions that may exist between these distinct
approaches to linguistic variation and investigates social group (age and gender), register, and
individual speaker characteristics as predictors of functional linguistic variation in the ‘Corpus of
100 Idiolects’, comprised by 7 registers produced by 112 speakers from a range of social
backgrounds. The goals of the study include (1) identifying underlying dimensions of functional
linguistic variation in the corpus; (2) measuring the contribution of each predictor variable to
functional linguistic variation; (3) providing accounts of language use by age and gender groups
within and across registers; (4) accounting for possible communicative distinctions within
registers; (5) analyzing individual authors across registers.

The study produces several key findings. First, social and individual characteristics do
not contribute to explaining functional linguistic variation across texts, while the contribution of
register is major. Second, as social groups are examined across registers, it is revealed that
register is a significant predictor of variation for all groups, and age and gender groups generally
follow the same cross-register patterns. When social groups are examined within registers, it is
shown that age and gender do not predict register-internal variation, but each social group varies
extensively within its scope. Third, as variation within registers is explored further, the study
finds that this linguistic variation is systematically explained by highly granular communicative
distinctions across texts. Finally, the study demonstrates how analysis of individual language use
is enhanced through an account of authors’ approaches to a range of registers that allow varying

degrees of internal linguistic freedom.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

Variation is an inherent attribute of language. While in many, especially earlier, linguistic
traditions this statement could have been contested (e.g., de Saussure's (1916) structuralism,
Bloomfield’s (1933) descriptivism, or Chomsky’s (1979) generative approach), for sub-fields
concerned with the dynamic nature of language, explaining variation has been one of the central
goals of the linguistic enterprise. In these linguistic fields, linguistic variation is pervasive and
may be targeted at all linguistic levels — it may concern phonetic and phonological differences,
morphology, lexis and semantics, syntax and grammatical categories, or occur on the level of
discourse. Crucially, most of language variation on all these levels is not haphazard, but has a
systematic basis and is attributed to a variety of factors — linguistic and various nonlinguistic or
external constraints determining language use (e.g., Wolfram, 1995).

These external nonlinguistic factors have been commonly classified as characteristics of
language users and factors associated with the situation of use — a conception of variation that
dates back to at least Halliday’s distinction between diatypic and dialectal variation. While
dialectal variation is based on characteristics of the user, such as social class or regional
affiliation, gender, age, or ethnicity, diatypic variation reflects the kind of social activity
performed by the speakers (Halliday, 1978). This classification, however, involves further
distinct approaches to variation based on the specific nature of the predictors as illustrated in

Figure 1.1



Figure 1.1. Approaches to investigating linguistic variation
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1.1 Variation according to Characteristics of the Users

Figure 1.1 shows that one set of nonlinguistic factors involves social and individual
characteristics of the users. The study of language in social context has concerned itself with
questions regarding the relationship between social characteristics of the speakers and their
language use, and the goal of sociolinguistics has been defined as the attempt to find correlations
between social structure and linguistic use (Gumperz, 1971, p. 223). Social structure in turn has
been viewed as geographic, social class, occupational or educational backgrounds, as well as
racial and ethnic, gender, or age group identities (e.g., Francis, 1983; Kroch, 1978). The norms
of linguistic use are thus determined by these cultural and social group affiliations, and it is
belonging to a social group or a community, sharing in its established norms, participating in
common activities and tasks, and interacting with the other members that shapes behavior (e.g.,

Eckert, 2000). Since in the sociolinguistic perspective language use reveals group affiliation,



conformity to group norms is often seen as subconscious linguistic behavior. Such linguistic
behavior is thus seen as indexical, i.e., indicating belonging to the group (e.g., Wolfson, 1989).
Figure 1.1 further shows that linguistic variation according to users may additionally be
due to preferences of individual speakers, i.e., speaker idiolects, and on an even finer-grained
level, reflect further variation within a single speaker’s language use (Francis, 1983). The
individual is central to this view (e.g., Johnstone, 1996), and a social or regional dialect is seen to
be composed of idiolects. While individuals adhere to the social expectations of the communities
that they belong to, within the norms of these communities, the individual has the creative
freedom to express themselves, choosing from the available linguistic repertoire. In this view, it
is this individual linguistic freedom, rather than group membership, that is treated as the locus of
variation and is believed to provide the most detailed and complete view of language use. This
language use, not attributed to social affiliation, is typically interpreted as a matter of individual
linguistic preference for a particular way of self-expression.
1.2 Variation according to the Situation of Use
Another set of nonlinguistic factors contributing to linguistic variation involves considerations of
use (Figure 1.1). A user from any region, social network, racial or ethnic background, age group,
or gender navigates a variety of communicative contexts and makes linguistic choices in
accordance with their purpose in communication, the relationship with their interlocutors,
amount of shared knowledge between them, the nature of that knowledge (such as specialist or
general), channel of communication, amount of time available for planning and preparation, or
the production circumstances in which the text is created (Biber, 1994; Biber & Conrad,

2019). In this tradition, linguistic variation is explained through the fact that texts are always



produced in response to the demands of a particular communicative situation and can be
characterized in terms of multiple situational factors.

Figure 1.1 further illustrates that the effect of the situation of use has also been
approached from different perspectives. On the one hand, an extensive body of research points to
the paramount role of ‘register’, a language variety “associated with the situation of use” (Biber
& Conrad, 2019, p. 6) in predicting linguistic variation (e.g., Biber, 1988). In a traditional
conceptualization of register, texts unified by their situational characteristics belong to a register
category and differ from texts that are united by a different set of situational parameters and thus
belong to a different register. It is therefore register categories that are seen as predictors of
linguistic variation. In this research paradigm, general accounts of language without attention to
register are considered meaningless (Biber, 2012; Seoane & Biber, 2021, p. 3), as the differences
between situational varieties are so great that no such general account of language use can be
true for any particular variety.

Recently, however, an additional consideration in variation according to the situation of
use has been that of granular communicative differences within registers (Figure 1.1). This
research has shown that registers are not always as situationally uniform as they were previously
accepted to be, but rather exhibit substantial internal variation across texts or even within texts.
This register-internal variation has been associated with highly specific communicative
distinctions, such as differences in communicative purpose (e.g., Biber, Egbert & Keller, 2020;
Egbert & Gracheva, 2023). Importantly, these specific communicative differences within
registers have been shown to explain additional linguistic variation, previously unaccounted for
by existing register categories. This increasingly granular approach to variation by use has led to

a reconceptualization of registers as named, culturally recognized varieties (true in the older



approach to register as well), but not defined in their entirety through a set of situational
characteristics, as these characteristics vary from one texts of a register to another.

1.3 Interplay between Perspectives on Variation according to Users and Use

The research traditions focusing on variation according to use and according to characteristics of
the users have each produced a wealth of knowledge on language variation explained by their
respective groups of non-linguistic factors. However, it becomes apparent from this overview of
their agenda and goals that variation is viewed through a different lens by each. While these
perspectives are in no way mutually exclusive — i.e., a speaker who belongs to a certain age
cohort, gender, ethnic group, and social class produces language in a range of diverse situations
of use, and their language is at the same time distinct from the language produced by other
speakers — so far, little research has been done to bring together these distinct approaches to
linguistic variation. Research paradigms focusing on social and situational predictors, for
example, have been said to follow what looks like a path of mutual avoidance: Macaulay (1991,
p. 6), for instance, states that despite their interest in social context, sociolinguists seem to have
ignored considerations of context, while quantitative discourse analysts, who have investigated
“textual distribution of variables” based on situational considerations, are typically not concerned
with social characteristics of the authors of the texts. It will be shown in the next chapter that
these statements made over three decades ago are almost equally true today.

Similarly, investigations of situationally determined and individual variation have been
treated as distinct analytical perspectives. The register perspective is concerned with
investigating features that are frequent and pervasive in a particular situation of use and perform
a particular function associated with that situation. This kind of situationally determined

variation has been on the sidelines of research into individual expression, which has either been



done within a single domain (e.g., Johnstone’s, 1996 personal narratives), or has included a
variety of registers without accounting for the effect of that choice (e.g., Pinker, 2014). The goal
of this dissertation is to investigate the interactions that may exist between these distinct
approaches to linguistic variation.

1.4 Goals of the Dissertation

While non-linguistic factors associated with users and use have been shown to predict linguistic
variation, the interaction between these factors is under-researched or, in some cases, not
researched at all. The overarching goal of this dissertation is to bring together these independent
strands of language research which have so far focused on one set of possible predictors of
language variation, namely social group, individual characteristics, register, or more recently,
communicative differences within registers, in order to investigate the relative importance of
these factors in accounting for functional linguistic variation. This single overarching goal is

comprised by a combination of specific quantitative and qualitative goals:

1. To investigate the relative importance of non-linguistic factors associated with the users —
authors’ gender, age, and individual speaker characteristics — and the non-linguistic
factors associated with use — register — in explaining functional linguistic variation across

texts

The first goal of the study is quantitative: To address the question of the relative importance of
the variables of age, gender, individual characteristics, and register, the study measures the
extent to which these nonlinguistic factors affect linguistic variation across texts cumulatively
and independently, thus identifying the unique contribution of each factor once the others have

been accounted for.



As noted above, despite the acknowledgement that linguistic variation is predicted by a
combination of interrelated non-linguistic factors, the interaction among them has not been
investigated. Specifically, the role of register has been understated in sociolinguistic research,
centered primarily around demographic characteristics of speakers, as well as in research on
individual differences, the goal of which is to examine individual patterns of use irrespective of
the situational distinctions. The study thus aims to reconcile the research paradigms investigating

demographic factors, individual expressions, and register through the following qualitative goals:

2. To provide accounts of language use by age and gender groups within and across

registers

3. To account for possible communicative distinctions within registers

4. To analyze authors’ individual language use across registers

To accomplish this, the study makes use of the corpus of ‘100 Idiolects’, which consists
of speech and writing samples of 112 individuals and is annotated for the speakers’ gender and
age — the demographic variables used in the study. Each speaker in the corpus has produced texts
in 7 registers: interviews on a single topic, image descriptions, emails, text messages, academic
essays, written responses to a task (positive and negative evaluations of a place), and business

memos.

1.5 Overview of the Dissertation

Chapter 2 outlines the scope, main focus, and key findings in the three research traditions
outlined in this introduction. Specifically, Chapter 2 presents the common non-linguistic
variables and the insights gained from them in 1) the sociolinguistic tradition aiming to explain
linguistic variation associated with the social characteristics of the users, with a focus on age and
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gender variation; 2) individual linguistic variation, and 3) situational variation defined as
variation due to “situation of use” (Biber & Conrad, 2019, p. 6) at different levels of analysis —
between and within registers.

Chapter 3 presents the corpus used in the study, the linguistic features investigated, and
the methodology. It introduces the corpus of ‘100 Idiolects’ and discusses its design with a focus
on the characteristics of the users. The chapter then provides a description of the seven registers
featured in the corpus — interviews, emails, text messages, academic essays, image descriptions,
written responses to a task, and business memos. The chapter then focuses on the dependent
variables of the study and motivates the linguistic features associated with demographic,
individual, and register variation selected for the analysis and discusses the quantitative method
used to (1) identify the underlying patterns of functional linguistic variation in the corpus; (2)
investigate the cumulative and unique contribution of the nonlinguistic factors to linguistic
variation; (3) examine social groups across and within registers; (4) analyze communicative
distinctions within registers; (5) investigate individual authors across registers.

Chapters 4-7 present the results of the study. Chapter 4 describes the identified
dimensions of functional linguistic variation, reports the contribution of each nonlinguistic factor
to explaining linguistic variation on each of the dimensions, and presents the analyses
demonstrating the relevant group differences. Chapter 5 examines social group with respect to
register; Chapter 6 is devoted to communicative differences within registers; and Chapter 7
presents results on individual variation across registers. Chapter 8 synthesizes these findings and
makes conclusions regarding the interrelationship between the demographic variables, individual

differences, and register and their respective roles in functional linguistic variation.



CHAPTER 2. VARIATION ACCORDING TO USE AND CHARACTERISTICS OF THE

USERS. LITERATURE REVIEW

The present chapter aims to i. review the current state of knowledge within the linguistic sub-
fields investigating variation according to the situation of use (register and granular
communicative variation within registers) and characteristics of the users (social and individual
factors); ii. discuss the previous attempts to integrate approaches to linguistic variation
associated with users and use, and iii. state the research gap and research questions addressed by

the present study.

2.1 LINGUISTIC VARIATION ACCORDING TO USE

Situation of use has long been of interest to linguists from several research traditions. Reid
(1956, p. 32) investigates registers of speech and writing and refers to them as varieties
associated with “different social situations”; Joos (1962, p. 10) emphasizes the importance of
recognizing that “a community has a complex structure, with various different needs and
occasions”, which leads him to distinguish between five varieties associated with use from
‘frozen’ to ‘familiar’; Crystal and Davy (1969, p. 11) write about language users’ ability to relate
features of their language to their non-linguistic experiences or events, which they term
‘situations’ or ‘extra-linguistic contexts’; Hymes (1974, p. 440) discusses language variation in
relation to “types of situation”; Halliday and Hasan (1976, p. 22) point out the relationship
between linguistic features and “configurations of situational features”; Ure (1982, p. 5) writes
that registers are “situations for which appropriate patterns are available” to speakers within
certain social norms; Brown and Yule (1983) contemplate the role of context for discourse

analysis, and in communication studies, researchers observe a transition in research practices



beginning in mid-20th century from examining abstract language models to “forms of situated
language use within social practices” and a focus on language users’ tendency to adapt their
linguistic resources “within specific varieties of communicative conduct” (Asif & Frog, 2015, p.
13). While there is a considerable inconsistency in terminology, with the terms ‘style’ (e.g.,
Crystal & Davy, 1969), ‘register’ (Halliday, 1978), and ‘genre’ (Halliday & Hasan, 1976) used
by these scholars to refer to situational variation, the general consensus is that any account of
language as a monolithic, unvaried phenomenon will be inaccurate. Language users are adept at
recognizing situational distinctions in their environment as they process and produce language.
The following sub-sections are devoted to register as a predictor of linguistic variation
and present two major schools of thought that have shaped register research — Systemic
Functional Linguistics (SFL) (Section 2.1.1) and Text-Linguistics (Section 2.1.2). Section 2.1.2
additionally discusses granular communicative distinctions within registers as sources of
linguistic variation, recently identified and investigated within the Text-Linguistic research

tradition.
2.1.1 Register in Systemic Functional Linguistics

The role of situation has been central in Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL), a school of
thought pioneered by M.A.K. Halliday and his collaborators, but its foundation is thought to
have been laid even earlier by Halliday’s mentor, the linguist J.R. Firth, and the anthropologist
B. Malinowsky, a collaborator of Firth’s. In SFL, language is seen as a meaning-constructing
(semogenetic) system, and specific instances of language produced in particular situations
(spoken or written texts) are concrete actualizations of the meaning potential of a language as a
whole. Registers therefore are construed as the intermediaries between the level of language and

the specific instantiations of its meaning potential in each spoken or written text. That is, SFL

10



scholars see the major role of situational context in the construction of meaning, and from this
point of view, registers represent sub-potentials of a language in conveying meaning (Shore,
2015).

In the teachings of the British linguist J.R. Firth, this line of thought came into being in
large part in response to American structuralism — specifically, L. Bloomfield’s (1933) notion of
describing language without attention to meaning as well as Saussure’s statement that it is
langue, language as an abstract system, rather than parole, its manifestation in discourse, that
should be the object of scientific study. In contrast, Firth’s (1957) conception of linguistic
analysis crucially involved interpretations of the meaning emergent in communication and
reflected the views of Malinowsky (1946), who maintained that language performs certain
functions in particular situations of use and that way acquires meaning. Firth (1957, p. 182;
1968, pp. 177-178) further develops Malinowsky’s notion ‘the context of situation’, which for
Firth includes such considerations as the characteristics of the participants and their personalities,
their verbal and non-verbal actions (i.e., what is said and done), the objects in the participants’
environment and events associated with the communicative act, and the effect achieved by the
communicative event. Based on these characteristics, contexts of situation can be classified, and
as a result, language typical of certain situational contexts — the ‘restricted language’ (Firth,
1968, pp. 29-30, 87, 106, 112) — can be analyzed. Restricted language may be found both in
speech and writing and necessarily involves “specialized vocabulary, grammar and style.” It is
apparent that this view is in stark contrast with the structuralist holistic approach to language as a
single system. Conversely, Firth (1968, p. 186) conceptualizes language as a “polysystemic”

phenomenon with multiple varied structures, adapted to situational contexts. The meaning
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potential of language is realized in concrete instances of communication on all linguistic levels
from phonology to syntax.

Firth’s view of language as a network of systems is thus at the foundation of Systemic
Functional Linguistics and persists in M.A.K. Halliday’s work. Halliday advanced the notion of

language variation in response to the situation of use and the functional nature of this variation:

A functional approach to language means, first of all, investigating how language

is used: trying to find out what are the purposes that language serves for us, and

how we are able to achieve these purposes through speaking and listening, reading and
writing. But it also means more than this. It means seeking to explain the nature of
language in functional terms: seeing whether language itself has been shaped by use, and
if so, in what ways — how the form of language has been determined by the functions it

has evolved to serve (Halliday, 1973, p. 7).

Similar to Firth’s view, the importance of registers for Halliday lies in their semogenetic
potential — i.e., the construction (or ‘realization’) of meaning in different situations through
lexicogrammatical resources. Halliday proposes that linguistic variation according to the
situation of use can be described based on three situational variables: ‘field’, ‘tenor’, and ‘mode’
of discourse (Halliday, 1978), where ‘field’ encompasses characteristics of the setting, ‘tenor’
refers to the relationship between participants, and ‘mode’ relates to the role played by language.
Each of the parameters roughly corresponds to the three metafunctions of language (i.e., general
superordinate language functions encompassing more specific ones) identified by Halliday:

ideational (the function of processing, interpreting, and organizing the knowledge about the

events of the world), interpersonal (the function of forging relationships, making judgments,
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expressing attitudes and feelings), and textual (the function that relates to cohesion and
organization of texts in discourse).

The parameters of ‘field’, ‘tenor’, and ‘mode’ each encompass a vast number of more
specific situational characteristics (e.g., specific information about the participants and the
relationships between them within ‘tenor’). Gregory (1967), for example, notes that
communicative purpose is a sub-parameter of the field of discourse, and ‘purposive roles’ may
be further subcategorized. Nevertheless, the framework has been criticized as vague and
imprecise even by scholars working within the SFL tradition. Hasan (2009a), for example, notes
that the framework lacks “checkable” criteria to analyze the situation of the register, while Shore
(2015, p. 63) states that although the three parameters are “umbrella categories” and are intuitive,
it is not immediately clear what specific situational characteristics each of them comprises. This
concern is partially addressed by Halliday through ‘first-order’ and ‘second-order’ field, tenor,
and mode, which allow more specificity of situational description. For example, if first-order
field denotes the setting of an academic lecture, the second-order field specifies the discipline
and/or the subject matter of that lecture (ethics, quantum physics, etc.); while first-order tenor
relates to participants’ social roles, such as buyer and seller or interviewer and interviewee,
second-order tenor specifies their linguistic roles, such as questioner and answerer; finally, mode
at its basic level encapsulates the distinction in medium between speech and writing, but speech
and writing in their turn are comprised of numerous distinctions based on immediacy of
production (e.g., shared physical setting or mediated by technology), time (language produced in
real-time production or prerecorded), frequency of turns, among many others (Shore, 2015, p.

63). It is obvious that this abstract nature of the three main situational parameters leaves
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considerable room for additional analysis, and some SFL scholars have shared a vision for a

more concrete and comprehensive approach. Matthiessen (1993, p. 274), for example, wrote:

It would be an important contribution to describe the overall semiotic space in which
these ‘registers’ are located relative to one another — to provide a general account of field,
tenor and mode and to specify the values for each variety listed above. This would
introduce greater precision in register analysis and might very well invite us to re-

interpret some of the varieties that have been identified in the past.

It is this vagueness of criteria for situational analysis that is considered a major weakness
of the SFL framework by researchers who adopt the Text-Linguistic approach to register studies,

discussed in the next section.

2.1.2 Register in Text-Linguistics

Similar to the SFL conceptualization, in the Text-Linguistic tradition, registers are named
culturally recognized language varieties associated with the situation of use (Biber, Egbert &
Keller, 2020). Unlike the SFL approach, however, the Text-Linguistic approach (Biber, 1986;
Biber, 1988) is associated with the rise of corpus linguistic methods and sets the goal of
comprehensive linguistic descriptions of registers as well as cross-register comparisons on the
basis of a wide range of specific situational parameters. The use of corpora, large collections of
texts from a register, is conducive to the goal of a comprehensive linguistic description
generalizable to other texts from that register. This goal is achieved through a description of
specific situational characteristics outlined by a framework for situational register analysis, an

application of quantitative methods to identify the linguistic composition of each text in a corpus,
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I.e., the rates of occurrence of lexico-grammatical features in each text, and an interpretation of

the observed linguistic patterns in functional terms.

The Text-Linguistic approach to analysis of register variation thus hinges on the

following core considerations:
1. Register categories are described in terms of their situational and linguistic characteristics

2. There is a systematic functional relationship between the situational characteristics of a

register and the prominent, pervasive linguistic features of that register

The links between the situation, the linguistic features associated with the situation, and
the function performed by these features in context has been referred to as ‘the register triangle’

and are graphically represented in Figure 2.1.

Figure 2.1. Text-linguistic register framework: the relationship between situation, linguistic
features, and function (e.g., Biber & Conrad, 2019, p. 6)

Situational Communicative Frequent and
context <:> function <::> pervasive

linguistic

Since it is situation that determines language use, situation is seen as primary to language.
Analyzing the situational context is therefore the starting point for register analysis in the Text-
Linguistic approach. The situational context is defined through specific situational parameters,
which include characteristics of participants and the relations among them, the channel of
communication, processing circumstances, setting, communicative purposes, and topic (Biber,
1994; Biber & Conrad, 2019, p. 40). Specifically, participants are characterized in terms of their
number and possibility to concretely identify them (single/ plural/ unenumerated/ unidentified/

institutional), their social characteristics (age, education, profession), their relative social status
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and power, the type of relationship between them (friendly, professional, etc.), the amount and
type of shared knowledge between them (specialist or general), and the presence or absence of
onlookers. The channel of communication includes consideration of mode (spoken or written)
and medium — permanent, i.e., printed or transcribed, or transient, such as a face-to-face or a
phone conversation. Processing circumstances are defined in terms of language production and
comprehension — occurring in real time or planned, revised and edited (production) and quick
reading/ skimming or careful reading (comprehension). The parameter of setting involves
considerations such as whether the time and physical space are shared by the participants; setting
can be further defined as private or public, with the exact setting specified. The framework
further defines communicative purpose, type of factuality, and expression of stance. It is possible
to identify a general communicative purpose (to inform, to edify, etc.) and a range of specific
purposes (summarize information, describe methods, etc.). The message is further characterized
as factual, based on opinion, speculative, or imaginative, expressing epistemic, attitudinal, or no
overt stance. Finally, the general topical domain is identified (business, sport, etc.) and the
specific topics within it. Table 2.1 summarized the framework for situational analysis in the

Text-Linguistic school of thought (Biber & Conrad, 2019, p. 40).

Table 2.1. Framework for situational register analysis (Biber & Conrad, 2019, p. 40)

I. Participants

A. Addressor(s) (i.e., speaker or author)

1. single / plural / institutional / unidentified

2. social characteristics: age, education, profession, etc.
B. Addressees

1. single / plural / un-enumerated

2. self / other

C. Are there on-lookers?

Il. Relations among participants

A. Interactiveness

B. Social roles: relative status or power

C. Personal relationship: e.g., friends, colleagues, strangers
D. Shared knowledge: personal and specialist
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I11. Channel

A. Mode: speech / writing / signing

B. Specific Medium:

permanent: taped / transcribed / printed / handwritten / e-mail / etc.

transient speech: face-to-face / telephone / radio / TV / etc.

IV. Processing circumstances

A. Production: real time / planned / scripted / revised and edited

B. Comprehension: real time / skimming / careful reading

V. Setting

A. Is the time and place of communication shared by participants?

B. Place of communication

1. Private / public

2. Specific setting

C. Time: contemporary, historical time period

V1. Communicative purposes

A. General purposes: narrate / report, describe, inform / explain / interpret,
persuade, how-to / procedural, entertain, edify, reveal self

B. Specific purposes: e.g., summarize information from numerous sources,
describe methods, present new research findings, teach moral through personal
story

C. Factuality: factual, opinion, speculative, imaginative

D. Expression of stance: epistemic, attitudinal, no overt stance

VII. Topic

A. General topical “domain”: e.g., domestic, daily activities, business / workplace,
science, education / academic, government / legal / politics, religion, sports, art /
entertainment, etc.

B. Specific topic

C. Social status of person being referred to

On the other end of Figure 2.1 (last component of the ‘triangle”) are the linguistic features
that occur frequently in the register as a result of its situational characteristics. The second step in
register analysis in Text-Linguistics is therefore computing the rates of occurrence of lexico-
grammatical features in each text of a register, thus measuring the linguistic composition of the
register in continuous terms. According to Biber and Conrad (2019), the register approach to
linguistic variation is concerned with frequent and pervasive features of a given register. A
feature is not characteristic for a register if it occurs once; rather, particular situational

configurations result in relatively high rates of occurrence of features associated with a particular
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situation of use. Pervasiveness of linguistic features in a register is thus key to the Text-
Linguistic conceptualization of the register approach to language variation.

Finally, the third, crucial component of the ‘register triangle’ and a link between situation
and language is communicative function (Figure 2.1). Linguistic features occur frequently in a
register because they serve a particular communicative function in a particular situation of use.
The pervasive linguistic patterns identified by register studies are always interpreted in
functional terms, thus consistently demonstrating the existence of functional correspondence
between situation and language.

Register analyses produced within the Text-Linguistic research tradition include
numerous descriptions of particular registers or comparative studies examining register variation
in a range of registers (see, e.g., overview by Barbieri & Wizner, Appendix 1, Biber & Conrad,
2019). Comparative studies, in their turn, have been carried out between more general situational
varieties, such as the registers of speech and writing (Biber, 1988), and more specific ones, such
as a comparison of academic registers (Biber, 2006) or, more specifically, journal articles in
published academic journals (Gray, 2015). Apart from register descriptions and comparisons,
studies have addressed numerous specific questions about the linguistic features characteristic
for particular registers on the basis of their situational distinctions (e.g., an investigation of
complexity patterns characteristic for conversation and academic writing (Biber & Gray, 2010)).
Regardless of their scope and the exact research goals, these studies have repeatedly observed
that register is a powerful predictor of variation on all linguistic levels (Biber, 2012) and have all
contributed to the state of the art on register variation — the systematic relationship between

language and the situation of use.
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Situational Variation within Registers — Functional Correspondence at New Levels of

Analysis

While between-register comparisons have been the most prominent in register research, the
notion of functional correspondence between situation and language is not restricted to
differences between existing culturally recognized varieties. More recent work in Text-
Linguistics has tackled new questions, many of which were uncharted territory in traditional
register research — variation across texts within a single register, texts without an a priori
established register category, alternative textual units, and the continuous rather than categorical
nature of situational parameters — and observed trends pointing to a much more pervasive nature
of the relationship between situation and language.

Substantial variation within registers has consistently been observed even in studies
whose main focus was on differences between culturally recognized categories (e.g., Biber,
1988, Chapter 8) or has been targeted by studies focusing more closely on a particular register.
Gray (2015), for example, investigates variation in academic journals and distinguishes between
empirical and nonempirical studies, further identifying specific article types, such as qualitative,
quantitative, and mixed methods empirical studies, and theoretical and evaluative articles within
the nonempirical group. Further, theoretical articles include ‘author interpretation’ and ‘general
theoretical’ papers, and the evaluative group includes reviews, ‘commentaries/ forums’, and
research syntheses. Thus, the goal of the study was to examine linguistic variation across these
publication types. As the situational distinctions between the publication types are highly
specific (unlike considerations such as mode or production circumstances in the framework in
Table 2.1, which do not vary across journal articles), Gray proceeds to adapt the framework and

identify specific situational parameters, such as the type of journal, nature of evidence and data,
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object of study, the method used, explicitness of research design, and others. Gray then shows
that these specific situational factors explain linguistic variation across texts, adding substantially
to the effect of discipline.

While Gray (2015) shows that variation across texts of a register has a situational basis,
situational variation within registers has also been observed within texts. For example, several
studies have recognized that linguistic differences exist between the sections of research articles
and correspond to their IMRD structure (Introduction, Methods, Results, Discussion), which
Biber and Finegan (1994, p. 221) associate with “micro-purpose variation”. That is, systematic
linguistic differences among sections correspond to their distinct communicative purposes — to
motivate the study, to describe the methods used, to present findings, and to situate the results in
the existing body of work.

While the sections of a research article are marked with existing external boundaries (i.e.,
headings signaling a clear beginning and end of a section), commonly used in register research to
identify textual units for analysis, variation among texts may go beyond such conveniently
identifiable textual units. An example is a large-scale investigation of the searchable web (Biber
& Egbert, 2018), in which many of the texts did not have an initially assigned register category
or any external cues suggesting a category. As a result, texts were placed into categories through
the process of coding — identification of the mode, interactivity, and purpose for each document.
However, a recurring combination of communicative purposes rather than a clear purpose for
each text resulted in hybrid registers, where texts were classified as how to/ opinion, opinion/
informational description, narrative/ opinion, narrative/ informational description, and others.
The existence of such hybrid texts suggests that communicative purpose is the situational

parameter that can account for additional linguistic variation within them.

20



Situational complexity within registers is further explored as situation is conceptualized
in continuous rather than categorical terms (Biber, Egbert & Keller, 2020). Building on the
insights gained from the work on online registers, this study does not attempt to assign texts into
register categories on the basis of certain situational parameters, but codes texts from online
registers for the extent to which they can be defined through a number of situational parameters.
This continuous approach (i.e., measuring the extent to which a particular situational parameter
is present in a text) enables the study to identify dimensions of situational variation in online
registers. The study shows that not all registers are situationally homogenous. For example, some
registers may be more situationally uniform (song lyrics, encyclopedia articles), while others,
such as opinion blogs or interactive discussion forums, contain texts quite diverse situationally.
The study thus demonstrates that while registers are culturally recognized categories, they may
vary with regard to their situational characteristics, and measuring these situational
characteristics continuously captures the reality of this situational variation more accurately than
defining the situational characteristics for the entire register. The study proceeds to identify
situational text types — groups of texts unified in their situational characteristics regardless of
their register category — and shows that some especially varied registers (such as opinion blogs)
can include multiple text types. While this study did not carry out a linguistic analysis on the
basis of the identified situational differences, a follow-up investigation shows that dimensions of
situational variation in online registers correlate with dimensions of linguistic variation (Egbert,
Biber & Keller, in preparation).

Situational distinctions within texts and the existence of textual units not delineated by
existing textual boundaries or any other external cues were further explored in the register of

conversation as distinct discourse units, “sequences of coherent discourse”, were identified
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within conversations in the British National Corpus (BNC Spoken) (Biber, Egbert, Keller &
Wizner, 2021, p. 22). Each discourse unit was characterized by the purposes it fulfilled and the
extent to which the purpose was present. The study then identifies conversational text types —
groups of texts united by the same purpose, again providing scope for further linguistic
investigations of cohesive textual units within the register.

Goulart, Biber and Reppen (2022) develop a framework for analysis of purpose in
undergraduate student writing and investigate variability by purpose in essays in a range of
genres (authors’ term) of the BAWE corpus, essays, critiques, case studies, methodology
recounts, and explanations, coding texts for their major and minor communicative purposes. The
main findings of that study include substantial variation by purpose among texts of each genre,
the possibility of combinations of purposes in a single text, and the fact that different genres
allow a different degree of this internal variation. Goulart (2022) again focuses on purpose in
undergraduate student writing, using the developed framework, and investigates variation
attributable to communicative text type, identified on the basis of purpose, and discipline.

Building on this work, whose results clearly demonstrated in a variety of ways that
registers are internally varied, Egbert and Gracheva (2023) show that accounting for granular
situational distinctions within registers consistently results in linguistic gains and explain this
pattern through the notion of functional correspondence. The four case studies presented in that
paper show variation across as well as within texts of a register. Variation among texts is
illustrated in a case study of political memoirs, in which it is shown that an author’s books can
vary with regard to their focus on narration; in a case study on political speeches, which
demonstrates that texts representing different speech types, such as rallies, commencement

addresses, addresses to the nation, and remarks on a specific occasion, vary with respect to self-
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or addressee focus; and in a case study on university textbooks, coded for presence or absence of
communicative purpose, which then is shown to explain variation on Biber (1988) dimensions.
Situational and linguistic variation within texts was observed when discourse types, such as
dialogue and narration, were identified within 19" century fiction (originally studied by Egbert
& Mabhlberg, 2020). In all these cases, the specific situational parameters considered by the study
yielded corresponding linguistic differences.

It is apparent that while different specific situational parameters have been investigated
by studies of intra-register variation, such as publication type in journal articles or speech type in
political speeches, the situational factor that has received the most attention is communicative
purpose. This focus on communicative purpose is understandable as variation among texts of a
register is examined closely. Communicative purpose has long stood out as the basis for intra-
register textual distinctions (e.g., the IMRD-related linguistic differences associated with
differences in “micro-purpose” discussed above — Biber & Finegan, 1994), and more recently
purpose has been targeted directly as this section has shown. However, communicative purpose
is not the only textual situational parameter in Table 2.1, and while the relations between
participants, the setting, the mode, or the production circumstances are text-external situational
characteristics, topic is another situational factor that pertains to the text and may therefore be
worth studying as the source of linguistic variation among texts of a register. However, so far,
topic has not been the subject of such investigations. The role of topic in variation among texts of
a register is among the key outcomes of this study and is discussed further in Chapter 8.

Taken together, this body of research has led to a reconceptualization of the phenomenon
of register and an emerging theory of register (Biber & Egbert, 2023). While variation among

texts has been traditionally explained through the fact that texts belong to registers, categories
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unified by their situational characteristics, register has not explained all linguistic variation
among texts. Studies presented in this section have shown that this unexplained variance is due
(at least in part) to variation among texts within registers or even to variation within texts of a

register and is associated with highly specific situational distinctions.

2.2 LINGUISTIC VARIATION ACCORDING TO CHARACTERISTICS OF THE USERS

The previous section discussed the situation of use at different levels of analysis — between and
within registers — as the source of linguistic variation. The focus of this section is on the
linguistic fields explaining linguistic variation through characteristics of the users. Section 2.2.1
discusses social variation, i.e., linguistic variation accounted for by the group affiliation on the
basis of the demographic characteristics of the language users. Specifically, the focus of the
section is on the two social characteristics investigated by this study — gender and age of the
speakers. Section 2.2.2 then focuses on the individual user and overviews approaches to speaker

individual characteristics as a predictor of linguistic variation.

2.2.1 Social Variation

One core feature of sociolinguistic research, whose focus is often on ethnographic or dialectal
variation (e.g., Alim, 2004; Auer, 2007, Rickford & Blake, 1990), is its strong interest in the
group rather than the individual. This emphasis is apparent as the speech community is defined
as the “fundamental unit of analysis” and a “sociolinguistic entity” (Gumperz, 1968, cited in
Romaine, 1982); the object of study is defined as a way of speaking observed within a certain
social group (Coupland, 2007, pp. 2-3), speech adhering to the norms of a certain community of

practice, showing conformity to the norms of the population from which features are sampled, or
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linguistic usage that “consistently distinguishes different classes of text or different populations”
(Sandell, 1977, p.9).

Linguistic features explaining such variation are thus viewed as indexical markers of
group membership rather than interpreted in functional terms (as noted, e.g., by Finegan &
Biber, 1994). It is not common for studies concerned with social dialect variation to provide an
explanation for the observed linguistic patterns that would extend beyond language serving
indexical purposes — that is, marking the speakers’ group affiliation. Some scholars note that to
an extent, this may be due to the fact that acquisition of norms by a member of a speech
community is seen as natural — members are not taught the norms of speech, and there is
presumably little awareness about these norms among community members. Their use is
therefore perceived as unconscious rather than as intentional choices within the speakers’ control
(Wolfson, 1989, p. 37). It is then to be expected that language use investigated from this
perspective is not seen to have a functional basis.

A social group or a community in this view is formed on the basis of such uniting
characteristics as the place of residence, ethnicity, age, gender, occupational or educational
background or practices, or rather a complex interrelationship between these factors. Each of
these factors often does not present as much interest in itself as it does as a contributor to larger
questions of social importance. Regional differences, for example, are examined as sources of
language change, with both time and space seen as the reasons for dialect development as
migrations occur and time passes. The American and British English varieties, for example, or
even varieties within each are separated by distance and centuries of political independence
(Wardhaugh, 1993, p. 133). Regional differences are thus of interest not only to dialect

geography but also to historical linguistics. Alternatively, dialect distinctions are relevant to
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studies of rural and urban communities, their differences in lifestyle, and their respective effects
on language use, each associated not as much with location as with certain outlooks, reflected in
more ‘conservative’ or innovative use of language.

Similarly, ethnicity in and of itself is not the focus of sociolinguistics as it is not assumed
that speakers’ ethnic origins directly affect language. Rather, it is the social practices and
experiences associated with ethnic affiliation that are thought to predict linguistic patterns. An
investigation of ethnic groups, for instance, may involve related questions of education and
considerations of the ‘cultural force’ that inform conclusions regarding the influence of ‘family’
versus ‘peer group’ in the development of the linguistic system (Laferriere, 1979).

Socioeconomic class is perhaps central to sociolinguistic research, with the other
variables often associated with class distinctions. Social stratification is studied as a reflection of
“social differentiation and social evaluation™ (Barber, 1957, cited in Labov, 1986), a
phenomenon seen as natural and pervasive in society, as “the normal workings of society
[produce] systematic differences between certain institutions or people, and [...] these
differentiated forms have been ranked in status or prestige by general agreement” (Labov, 1986,
p. 305). Occupational groups, in turn, are closely associated with socioeconomic class and,
according to Labov, are one of the most important indexes of social stratification.

Important user characteristics are age and gender of the speaker, although the two seem
to have received different degrees of focus in sociolinguistic research. The next sub-sections
focus in more detail on each factor and overview the key findings from research on these
predictors.

Gender as a Marker of Social Difference
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According to Trudgill (1974b, cited in Trudgill, 1986, p. 396), while regional, ethnic group, and
social-class varieties reflect social distance, linguistic patterns predicted by gender groups are the
result of social difference. Research on gender has occupied a central place in sociolinguistics,
examining gender in binary and nonbinary sense, although a considerably larger body of work
exists on the distinct socialization practices between men and women (Wardhaugh, 1993). The
focus of sociolinguistics is on gender as a socially constructed and performed phenomenon rather
than sex as biological differences. Language used by gender groups reflects preferential
differences (Friginal & Hardy, 2014, p. 109), i.e., certain features favored by representatives of
either group, rather than an absolute difference between the groups (i.e., features only used by
one of them and never used by the other).

This body of work has resulted in some persistent generalizations. Representative early
studies include Lakoff’s (1975) observation that women use features of politeness more than
men as well as tag questions and question forms with affirmative functions, interpreted as
markers of hesitancy and uncertainty, discourse markers as exclamations (e.g., goodness), hedges
and modal verbs, and ‘empty’ evaluative adjectives (e.g., adorable, charming). Labov (1990,
2001) noticed women’s greater likelihood of choosing a standard over a nonstandard form if a
choice was possible. At the same time, when nonstandard forms were used by women, women
were found to use novel features and thus contribute to change. Such trends are then commonly
interpreted through the lens of social power — for example, increased politeness as well as the
tendency towards the standard or ‘correct’ usage may be associated with a lack of assertive
stance, while a tendency to incorporate linguistic innovation associated with prestige may be a
tactic to gain power. Biber and Burges (2000, 2001, cited in Friginal & Hardy, 2014, p. 110)

summarize some other generalizations made by sociolinguistic gender studies. For example,
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conversations in mixed gender settings are said to feature less women talk (Crawford, 1995;
James & Drakich, 1993); women are thought to focus on interpersonal and interactional matters,
and men tend to favor information presentation (Holmes, 1995; Lakoff, 1990); studies observe
women’s increased tentativeness (Coates, 1996, 2004; Rubin & Greene, 1992) and women’s
predilection for narration and men’s tendency towards persuasion (Fleishman, 1998; Rubin &
Greene, 1992). A book-length treatment of gender by Coates (2004) elaborates on these and
other established distinctions in gender language, such as the idea that women gravitate toward
parataxis as a more involved and emotional mode of expression with less complex organization
of ideas, while men use hypotaxis to a greater extent (Jespersen, 1922, cited in Coates, 2004, p.
18). Other differences include women’s verbosity and a tendency towards euphemisms, and
women’s tendency towards a cooperative rather than competitive style of talk in turn-taking, use
of questions, minimal responses, and other conversational strategies.

Further insight into gender differences is offered by corpus-based studies, which
highlight the use of politeness features: Ishikawa (2011) observes their prevalence in male
speech in BNC dialogues contrary to previous findings by Lakoff (1975) and Holmes (1995),
while Friginal (2009b), conversely, confirms Lakoff’s (1975) and Holmes’s (1995) results (i.e.,
more prominent use of politeness features by women) in a study of American speakers’ phone
interactions. Stance markers — affect, evidentials, and quantifiers — are examined by Precht
(2008) in the Longman Corpus of Spoken and Written English, and the findings confirm the
trend of men using more expletives, insults, explicit language, and an overall higher numbers of
negative stance expressions than women.

It is important to note, however, that these studies focus on individual linguistic markers

they then find to distinguish between men’s and women’s speech. This approach has been
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criticized by some researchers for the inherent premise that a given linguistic feature will always
have the same function across contexts. Aries (1996), for example, writes that since individual
features are multifunctional, there should not be a tacit assumption that the features identified by
Lakoff (1975) or other studies as “women’s language” will always distinguish between genders.
| think, for instance, can serve an assertive function as well as tentative. Likewise, a tag question
may not express uncertainty, but conversely, may serve to encourage the addressee. To illustrate,
Aries cites studies (e.g., Dubois & Crouch, 1975 and Hartman, 1976) that have reached
contradictory conclusions with regard to gender differences in the use of tag questions, among
other features, and attributes these discrepancies to differences in contexts (professional meeting
following a presentation and interviews in the participants’ homes) as well as the status of the
participants. Aries claims that studying gender without attention to context as well as
participants’ social roles and power differences but simply assuming that certain features will
always be distinct in all cases may lead to meaningless conclusions.

An alternative approach to gender has been to examine a combination of linguistic
features in aggregate thought of as indices of "women's language” (Aries, 1996, p. 131) and
compare men’s and women’s speech on such indices. Aries notes that this approach is also not
without its faults as functionally unrelated features are combined into a single index simply
because the features are expected to reflect gender differences, but “a high frequency of
occurrence of one speech feature in the index [is] not correlated with that of another” (O'Barr &
Atkins, 1980, cited in Aries, 1996, p. 131) and the functional meaning of that index is not clear.
Aries gives an example of an index of tentativeness that combines qualifiers, hedges, and tag
questions, in which case while women were found to use more of these features, each of them

may have served functions that did not contribute to tentativeness.

29



Using such indices, Preisler (1986) and Crosby and Nyquist (1977) (cited in Aries, 1996,
p. 131) examine the effect of social role and status alongside gender, and their results indicate
that genders do not systematically differ with regard to such holistic measures, but the
differences depend on the participants’ roles and the situational context. Specifically, gender
differences were more likely to occur in informal contexts and were not found in formal, more
informational ones. Johnson (1994), Soskin and John (1963), Moore, Shaffer, Goodsell and
Baringoldz (1983), and Sagrestano (1992) (cited in Aries, 1996, p. 136) likewise find that
authority is a better predictor of language differences and observe no gender differences in the
features commonly seen as distinctive (e.g., tag questions, personal pronouns, disclaimers,
qualifiers, etc.) when the status is equal. Such findings have led researchers to suggest that
differences in “women’s language” actually reflect differences in social roles rather than gender
(O'Barr & Atkins, 1980, cited in Aries, 1996) and that factors such as the setting and topic of
communication mediate gender differences.

Mulac, Incontro and James (1985) use discriminant function analysis studying recordings
produced in a communications studies class to investigate whether the frequency of use of a
combination of features can distinguish between the speech of men and women. As a result,
Mulac et al. identified several features whose weighted combinations predicted gender with
100% accuracy. Interestingly, however, the ‘male’ features that emerged from this analysis did
not align with previous research (including, e.g., personal pronouns, typically seen as a ‘female’
feature). The ‘female’ features were more in line with other studies and included speech fillers,
intensifying adverbs, and references to emotions. Mulac and Lundell (1986) then replicate Mulac
et al.’s study, this time asking participants to describe landscape photographs, and identify a

different set of distinctive features. While these features predicted gender with 87.5% accuracy,

30



again the emerging ‘male’ features had not been previously associated with men’s discourse, and
some of the features associated with women’s speech in the previous study (e.g., fillers) were in
this study associated with men’s speech. Women’s speech in Mulac and Lundell’s study was
marked by three features consistent with previous research — tag questions, intensifying adverbs,
and personal pronouns. Mulac, Lundell and Bradac (1986) replicate the study again in
conversation to test the approach in an interactive setting. Their results in this case were the most
closely aligned with the findings of other research: the features characteristic for men’s discourse
included interruptions, directives, and sentence-initial conjuncts/ fillers, while the features found
in women’s speech were personal pronouns, sentence-initial adverbials, questions, intensifying
adverbs, and justifications for previous statements (cited in Aries, 1996, p. 134). The results of
all their studies lead the authors to the conclusion that the features that distinguish between
men’s and women’s language depend on the situational context, that different contexts allow
different degrees of overlap in their speech, and that very few features (3 in total: intensifying
adverbs and personal pronouns for women and directives for men) consistently distinguish
between genders across contexts, while all other features (out of the 35 initially tested) either do
not predict gender, predict gender only in some contexts, or predict different genders across
contexts. In all their studies, human subjects could never differentiate between male and female
language, but differences were detected only through the automatically identified combination of
features.

Some researchers have identified men’s and women’s ‘speech styles’ and labeled them as
restrictive and enabling (Maccoby, 1990) or agency and communion (Bakan, 1966), respectively.
These labels appear in line with the sets of features commonly associated with men’s and

women’s discourse — discourse that manifests agency and in a way restricts communication uses
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features such as directives and no facilitating strategies, while the kind of discourse that enables
cooperation and communion uses backchannels and minimal responses, facilitative tags, and
politeness markers. However, these researchers too acknowledge that both men and women use
both types of discourse depending on the situation and the communicative goals (cited in Aries,
1996, p. 143).

This overview shows several key trends. First, research on gender in sociolinguistics
tends to be restricted to the register of conversation or speech-based registers. Friginal and
Hardy, for example, state that investigations of written registers for gender differences are
relatively rare due to the assumption that the editing process and adherence to style requirements
may even out the existing gender differences in the language and the fact that the unspecified
audience of many written texts could make the effect of gender less prominent. As reported by
several studies discussed above, it is this limitation that appears to have resulted in some
persistent gender differences. In other contexts, however, only a few features proved distinctive,
and in some situations of use (public setting, informational contexts) gender differences were not
observed. Another major finding that emerges from this body of work then is that gender
differences are mediated by the situation of use, and there seem to be no invariant ways of
expression characteristic for men or women (Aries, 1996, p. 144). Finally, researchers have
identified methodological problems with targeting specific, functionally disparate linguistic
features, and thus setting up studies in such a way as to target and eventually find gender
differences. Instead, they propose that gender be accounted for in discourse, but the focus be

shifted to the study of language produced in different roles and interactional contexts.

32



Age as a Marker of a Life Stage and Skill Development

Sociolinguists recognize the importance of age as well as its complexity. While the years after
birth may be the most straightforward way of measuring age, the construct of age and its
sociolinguistic significance do not necessarily correspond to biological age (Friginal & Hardy,
2014, p. 107). Eckert (2017) writes about age and the process of aging as fundamental to human
experience; age represents human achievement in skills development as a result of the
individual’s participation in social activities and a construction of a personal identity and history.
Age is therefore a marker shared by a group united by a life stage and a set of characteristic
experiences. Llamas (2006) also stresses the social rather than biological meaning of age,
pointing out that age serves as the critical threshold that determines the allowed or prohibited
activities in a society and their consequences to a greater extent than any other social marker.
Age further determines social behavior, presentations of a particular social identity (e.g., through
clothes, language, and other choices that conform to societal norms associated with a life stage),
obligations, and responsibilities. Age is thus a performed construct, and expectations of a
particular performance corresponding to a certain age determine social perceptions and attitudes.
Young adults and adolescents have received the most attention in this line of work, with
studies primarily focused on early developmental stages, such as acquisition of communicative
competence in childhood and adolescence (e.g., Stenstrom & Jargensen, 2009). Friginal and
Hardy (2014) explain this exclusive focus on adolescents through the interest in language
innovation and change, believed to be carried forward by that demographic. Slang, sound
change, expletives, quotative markers, expressive pronunciation, syntactic deviations, new
coinages, intensifiers, and discourse markers are among the features studied extensively in the

language of adolescents (Friginal & Hardy, 2014, p. 120). Eckert (2004) explains this strong
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interest saying that adolescents’ status in the social arrangement is unique due to their isolated
position — they are a group expected to mainly interact with peers, and in that their position is
akin to that of the elderly. Thus, although it has been shown that changes in a person’s language
in adult life, associated with major life events, do happen and development is not limited to early
life (Cheshire, 1987; Seifert, Hoffnung & Hoffnung, 2000, cited in Murphy, 2010), young
language users are of primary interest to sociolinguistics.

With regard to the linguistic features under analysis, Cheshire (2005) notes that the focus
of sociolinguistic research on age differences has been morphophonological rather than syntactic,
lexical, and pragmatic variation. Lexico-grammatical studies include investigations in social
psychology, such as Pennebaker and Stone (2003) studying linguistic as well as psychological
processes, focusing on the use of past tense, parts of speech, word count, speech fillers, and
assent, among other features. Some of the findings included a change from more negative to
more positive emotion words with age, fewer references to other entities or themselves, more
expressions of modal meaning, fewer past references, and more features of cognitive complexity,
such as words of causation or inner processes.

A corpus-based comparative study was conducted by Barbieri (2008), who identified
keywords in conversations of two age groups: 15-25-year-olds and 35-60-year-olds and found
differences in intensifiers, personal pronouns, modal verbs, quotative verbs, attitudinal
adjectives, stance adverbs, inserts, discourse markers, and slang words, noting specifically the
marked prevalence of overt stance in the speech of the younger group (cited in Friginal & Hardy,
2014, pp. 121-122). Murphy (2010) investigates hedges, vague language, boosters, and
amplifiers across age groups (20-year-olds, 40-year-olds, and 70/80-year-olds) and observes an

increased use of hedges in the youngest group compared to the other groups and the lowest use
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of the feature in the oldest group. However, the author proceeds to attribute the observed
differences to the relationship between the participants, the degree of familiarity, different in all
groups, and the nature of the topics discussed (e.g., personal or sensitive). The author thus
acknowledges the role of context in the use of the feature; it is not entirely clear, however,
whether the language differences are due to the social or the situational variable, and the
interpretation suggests that the role of the situational factors is seen by the author as primary
(e.g., the effect is attributed to topic as the topics typically discussed by 20- and 70-year-olds
differ due to differences in upbringing). Similarly, the use of vague category markers, which
prevails in the oldest group, is attributed to differences in the amount of shared knowledge and
the strength of the bonds between the participants. The difference in amplifiers and boosters is
again explained through “the type of talk” (p. 133) the groups engage in. This study illustrates
that while age is the main target of this investigation and the basis for participant grouping, the
interpretation of age differences is tied to considerations of context, suggesting that variation
according to user characteristics is enhanced in important ways by considerations of use.
Although indirectly, age has been investigated by studies of grammatical complexity in
the academic context from a register-functional perspective. Academic writing, in particular, has
been associated with phrasal complexity features (Biber, 2006; Biber & Gray, 2016), such as
nominalizations, prepositional phrases, and nominal sequences. Building on this work, Staples,
Egbert, Biber and Gray (2016) investigate whether academic writers develop phrasal complexity
over the course of their university careers. The groups of the study include students in the first,
second, and final years of their undergraduate programs and graduate students, and complexity
features are examined in the papers written in the disciplines of Arts and Humanities, Life

Sciences, Physical Sciences, and Social Sciences in four registers — essays, critiques, case
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studies, and explanations. While the increase in the use of different phrasal features (pre-
modifying nouns, attributive adjectives, nominalizations, and of-genitives) happens at different
rates across levels, the overall trend observed by Staples et al. is that of university students
progressing from clausal structures (i.e., finite and nonfinite clauses) at lower levels of study to
phrasal complexity (embedded phrases) at later stages. A particularly distinct difference between
entry-level and advanced academic writing lay in the marked increase in the use of pre-
modifying nouns — a feature more strongly associated with academic writing than with any other
informational variety (e.g., Biber & Gray, 2016, cited in Staples et al., 2016, p. 163). The use of
clausal structures, on the other hand, decreases from lower to higher levels. The study thus shows
a clear trajectory of complexity development across levels.

2.2.2 Individual Variation

The previous section discussed linguistic variation on the basis of speakers’ group membership.
It was emphasized that sociolinguistic research views group affiliation as the ground for
linguistic differences among members of social communities, and language users are grouped on
the basis of region, ethnicity, age, gender, social class, occupational or educational backgrounds.
This section is devoted to a different approach to linguistic variation according to characteristics
of the users — namely, the idiolectal perspective, in which variation is attributed to individual
differences. It is important to distinguish the idiolectal approach from the theoretical frameworks
in which the unique linguistic characteristics of each speaker are viewed in isolation from the
social setting, unaffected by the linguistic environment of the social group or the situation of use
(e.g., Chomskian view of language as the product of the ‘language faculty’). Linguists working
in the idiolectal tradition acknowledge the indisputable role of society and context, where the

individual is perceived as an agent in convention-building and as the driving force of linguistic
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innovation and change occurring through small-scale contacts. Hocket (1987), for instance, states
that language is a “social system to the extent that individual systems overlap” (cited in Johnston,
1996, p. 19), and LePage and Tabouret-Keller (1985) perceive individual choices as a repertoire
of language available to the individual within certain social conventions, to which some speakers
may choose to adhere more consistently, while others may choose to be more idiosyncratic. That
is, individuals select the linguistic resources available in the system to express their individual
selves (Johnstone, 1996, p. 93).

This research tradition hinges on the view that “no two people have the same knowledge
of language or the same way of speaking” (Johnstone, 1996, p. 3). A similar view is expressed
by discourse analysts, whose methods of close text examinations, according to Johnstone, result
in major contributions to understanding the individual. Tannen (1989, p. 80) writes that “cultural
patterns do not prescribe the form that a speaker’s discourse will take, but provide a range from
which individuals choose strategies that they habitually use in expressing their [individuality].”
While Johnstone admits that as we focus on the linguistic individual, we inevitably think about
ways such factors as gender, ethnicity, region, vocational identification, community, and social
roles “constrain and facilitate speakers’ choices” (p. 178), she finds the view that speakers are
“linguistic creatures of [their] social environments” rather than “agents of [their] speech” (p.
179) limiting and incomplete and calls for investigations of the unique self in discourse.
Johnstone maintains that self-expression is necessary regardless of how prominent conformity to
social norms may be. This results in idiosyncratic expression, which is then understood by other
speakers through cognitive processes of contextualization (Gumperz, 1982, cited in Johnstone,
1996, p. 187) or interpretations based on the relevance maxim (Sperber & Wilson, 1986, cited in

Johnstone, 1996, p. 187) rather than on fixed rules.
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Johnstone studies personal narratives as the most straightforward expression of
individuality, which reveal different ancestries and personal histories and their manifestation in
language. Specifically, Johnstone observes differences in discourse organization and syntax,
which she ascribes to different personal backgrounds and circumstances of the participants.
Johnstone’s goal in such investigations is not to generalize beyond the speakers under analysis;
rather, her interest lies in the very study of these people’s language use, which in her view, is
much more informative than the focus on group trends and simultaneously reveals normative and
creative language use. That is, while a linguistic individual may be in some ways representative
of “larger sets of voices” (pp. 24-25), close text analysis reveals how individuals diverge from
group trends.

Johnstone claims that people use language creatively in order to express individuality not
only in registers like personal narratives, but often in situations when creative use is not
expected, such as phone opinion surveys with given response options. Johnstone notes that in
such communicative events neither interviewers nor interviewees exhibit socially conditioned
patterns of linguistic behavior, although language is often scripted, but they systematically
deviate from these scripts, revealing their own unique motivations. A similar claim is made in an
analysis of articulateness and clarity of two of the eleven speakers (graduate students and
professors) discussing a topic at a scholarly conference. Johnstone maintains that while diverging
too far from the norm of the academic context is not common as it may be misconstrued as
‘academic ego’ (p. 62) and be subject to criticism, individual differences are still apparent. To
illustrate, she discusses the use of various types of clauses among other features by the two
speakers and ways they contribute to personal and interactional fluency, clarity, and

effectiveness. Johnstone notes that while narratives are meant to naturally evoke individual
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expression and the results pointing to individual differences are less surprising, academic
discussions and scripted phone opinion surveys are settings where scope for individual variation
is typically not expected and yet consistently illustrated.

In line with this perspective, Dabrowska (2012) argues that contrary to the common view
of speakers of a language sharing a grammar of that language, adult monolingual speakers in fact
have different mental representations of grammar. Dabrowska illustrates this on different
linguistic levels (morphology and syntax) and with regard to several features — passive voice,
quantifiers, and different types of subordination. She presents evidence that not all adult
monolingual speakers have an equal grasp of these structures and attributes these differences to a
number of factors. One possibility is that speakers pay attention to different cues in the input
they receive. Alternatively, in the case of certain complex constructions, as language users
encounter them, some speakers may make only ‘local’ generalizations, i.e., extract linguistic
material as it applies to only some linguistic items. This ‘local’ processing of linguistic
information thus does not result in higher-level generalizations to a construction; other speakers,
in contrast, may deduce abstract rules from concrete instances of use, which then leads to higher-
level schematization. These individual differences in processing then lead to different mental
grammars formed on the basis of these experiences with language. Dabrowska admits that at
least some of these individual differences are due to the effect of education, with more educated
speakers acquiring more general schemas, which may be the consequence of a more frequent
exposure to a more diverse linguistic repertoire. Nevertheless, Dagbrowska’s major claim is that
individual speakers of the same language have different linguistic knowledge and do not

eventually converge on the same grammar in the process of language acquisition.
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Likewise, Schmid, Wurschinger, Fischer and Kiichenhoff (2021) claim that individual
variation should not be treated as residual variance, but if it is brought into focus, can inform our
understanding of grammatical, lexical, and pragmatic variation as well as of language change.
Their study investigates the ‘“THAT’S + ADJ’ construction (e.g., that’s great) in BNC2014 and
emphasizes individual variation in the use of the construction overall, the semantic classes of the
adjectives in it, and the individual adjectives speakers tend to favor. Their results show that while
some patterns of use of the construction can be attributed to social and situational factors, they
find low effect of the variables of age, gender, and social class, but substantial individual
differences. Not only do individuals use the pattern to different extents, but different speakers’
results show a prevalence of epistemic, evaluative, emotive, or ‘uptake’ (i.e., of what was said by
the previous speaker) adjectives in the construction, and further variation is seen among the
speakers when the most frequent adjectives in the variable slot are inspected (e.g., the most
frequent adjective ‘right’ is used extremely frequently by some speakers, but others do not
contribute to this pattern). The study then identifies speakers with ‘extreme habits’ (i.e. a marked
preference for a particular adjective) with other competing adjectives used as well and speakers
with ‘extreme habits’ without any other adjectives in the variable slot. These trends are then
discussed in terms of frequency-driven entrenchment, and the authors reach the conclusion that
speakers differ in the extent to which a particular pattern is mentally represented as a holistic
chunk or the extent of how strongly a particular higher-level (THAT’S + ADJ) or lower-level
(THAT’S + epistemic/evaluative/emotive/etc. adjective) is represented in their mental lexicon.
That is, speakers who clearly prefer the use of a particular adjective in the structure, which does
not have competitors, are unlikely to assemble the structure each time from its components,

while speakers who allow other possibilities in the slot are more likely to process the structure
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compositionally (p.13). Similarly, individual differences in representation of multiword
sequences and individual judgments of such sequences are studied by Verhagen and Mos (2016),
who also conclude that individual variation is likely a reflection of different linguistic and
metalinguistic cognitive representations. In line with these conclusions, Sabino (2018, p. 59)
maintains that speaker idiolects, which may change over time, expand in different ways
depending on “what has been previously entrenched.”

Individual language use has been of interest to applied research, such as comparative
studies of literary language, comparing authors of a particular time period. Egbert (2012) carries
out a multidimensional analysis of 19th century authors’ fiction and distinguishes between the
language use of ten 19th century fiction writers along three dimensions of variation. The study
observes considerable between-author variation as well as several unique cases of wide within-
author variation with regard to their reliance on the functional patterns of ‘“Thought Presentation
vs. Description’; high-scoring authors on the dimension of ‘ Abstract Exposition vs. Concrete
Action’ were characterized by an intrusive explicit expression, which allowed less freedom of
interpretation to the reader, while authors on the opposite end of the dimension showed a
tendency towards concreteness; finally, the dimension of ‘Dialogue vs. Narration’ identified
authors with interactive tendencies, relying on dialogue, and authors favoring informational
prose, prioritizing narration. Gracheva (2022) conducts the same type of comparative analysis
among modern nonfiction authors of literary essays and analyzes authors’ language along
dimensions of ‘Interactive vs. Informational’, ‘ Abstract Expository vs. Concrete Descriptive’,
‘Immediate vs. Removed’, and ‘Hypothetical’ expression.

Language of political leaders has also been a prominent avenue for research of individual

variation. Notable examples include Hart’s (1984) book-length treatment of American
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presidential discourse, and more recently, the language of presidential and vice-presidential
candidates in the latest elections has become the focus of several investigations. Slatcher, Chung,
Pennebaker and Stone (2006) investigate the relationship between personality characteristics and
psychological states and word use as they compare the language of John Kerry, John Edwards,
George W. Bush, and Dick Cheney in their 2004 interviews, press conferences, and campaign
debates. As a result, they identify individual differences with regard to linguistic features they
associate with aging, cognitive complexity, depression, femininity, honesty, and presidentiality
and characterize each individual with respect to their linguistic performance. In a similar vein,
individual language use has been the subject of interdisciplinary studies at the intersection of
linguistics and psychology, whose goal is to explore the links between language and personality
types or particular personality traits and the contribution understanding individual language can
make into personality research (e.g., Pennebaker & King, 1999; Oberlander & Gill, 2004).
While this overview is far from complete, its goal here is to illustrate the main agenda
undertaken by the research tradition whose focus is on the linguistic individual. The studies
presented here have demonstrated that linguistic evidence of individual differences has often
contributed to our understanding of larger linguistic or cognitive phenomena. The linguistic
features under analysis are attributed to the author’s individual linguistic choices and are seen as
a representation of one’s unique self rather than of group membership. Importantly, however,
these linguistic choices in the idiolectal perspective are not the result of a ‘language faculty’ at
work as in the generative tradition, but are the product of the individual’s interaction with the

environment — language exposure and use.
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2.3 CONSIDERATIONS OF USE AND USER CHARACTERISTICS — PREVIOUS

RECOGNITION OF THE MUTUAL RELATIONSHIP

Sections 2.1-2.2 of this chapter aimed to overview the research agenda of the sub-fields of
linguistics examining variation according to the situation of use and according to characteristics
of the users. Variation according to use included register variation, i.e., variation due to
differences between culturally recognized register categories, and granular communicative
variation within registers. Variation according to characteristics of the users encompassed
demographic variation, in which case speaker group affiliation is treated as the basis for
linguistic differences, and individual variation, i.e., linguistic differences reflecting individual
use. Sections 2.1-2.2 thus demonstrated the different research foci of these distinct approaches to
linguistic variation. Yet, several attempts to explore the relationship between these approaches
have been made. The following sub-sections discuss the most seminal work uniting
considerations of user characteristics and use. Specifically, Sections 2.3.1 and 2.3.2 illustrate the
relationship between social dialectal and situational variation, but represent steps taken towards
unifying the two perspectives from different directions: namely, the sections distinguish between
the approach adopted in sociolinguistics, where attention to situational variation has mostly
meant “attention to speech” (Section 2.3.1), and the approach undertaken by register researchers
(Section 2.3.2). Section 2.3.3 discusses the role of the individual in sociolinguistic research, and

Section 2.3.4 then presents studies of individual variation and register.

2.3.1 Social Dialect and Attention to Speech

Situational considerations have featured in sociolinguistic research, with some scholars
acknowledging the critical role of “the speech situation” (Wolfson, 1989, p. 189). It is accepted

that speakers do not use language the same way across contexts, and while speaker
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characteristics like education level and social class will have an effect on their speech, they may
provide only a partial view of linguistic variation; the ability to vary speech in response to
characteristics of the listener, social distance between the speaker and the addressee, or the
setting of the interaction is, on the other hand, a major factor in communicative competence
(Hymes, 1974; Wolfson, 1989). “Speech situation”, however, does not acquire prominence in
sociolinguistics and is largely synonymous with degree of formality or attention paid to speech,
dating back to Labov’s (1966) seminal work on variation in a New York department store, in
which attention paid to speech was measured in his sociolinguistic interviews on a single
dimension from casual to careful speech, the latter represented through a range of reading tasks
(a reading passage, a word list, and a minimal pair list).

Since then, several limitations of Labov’s approach have been pointed out, some of the
major ones being the linear, unidimensional approach to situation, where formality or the
different degrees of attention to speech is the only situational parameter (Macaulay, 1991).
Additionally, Labov’s framework has been criticized for its limited and rather contrived nature
and the fact that speakers varying their speech in response to different tasks or topics during a
sociolinguistic interview (e.g., answering the interviewer’s questions, reading a text, reading
wordlists) does not represent real communication (Rickford & McNair-Knox, 1994).

These criticisms led to new approaches to investigating the ‘speech situation’, such as the
convergent accommodation theory (Giles & Powesland, 1975) and later audience design (Bell,
1984), which postulate that speakers accommodate their speech to that of their interlocutors.
Alternatively, speakers may demonstrate ‘initiative’ language use, in which case they set the tone

for communication rather than accommodating their language to the audience.

44


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Minimal_pair

Bell draws on Giles’s (1984) accommodation theory and his own research on the
language of the same radio news broadcasters who addressed different audiences. While the
theory of audience design (Bell, 1984) may appear to have taken a step towards addressing some
of the limitations of previous work by introducing a new situational parameter, the role of
situation in this approach is in fact subordinate to considerations of status and social distance
between the speakers. In Bell’s view, for example, variation that occurs due to audience
distinctions derives from differences in social standing that may exist between the interlocutors,
in essence echoing variation on the basis of social class (Bell’s study on radio news broadcasts
features audiences of different socioeconomic classes). It is thus these differences in social
positions and power that lead to convergent accommodation and guide the speakers in their
choice of language (Bell, 1984) rather than specific audience considerations related to a
particular communicative event, such as the nature and amount of shared knowledge between the
speakers. While for Preston (1991) linguistic variation is first attributed to internal linguistic
constraints, like Bell, he views situational variation as embedded within considerations of social
status and speakers’ tendency to accommodate their speech to that of their audience following an
assessment of the interlocutor’s social dialect. Finegan and Biber (2001) note, however, that
neither Bell, nor Preston consider it necessary to explain patterns of social variation.

Investigations of speaker familiarity with the addressee relying on Gile’s (1984)
convergent accommodation theory and Bell’s (1984) audience design gained traction (e.g., Blom
& Gumperz, 1972; Coupland, 1980; Trudgill, 1986), but while Rickford and McNair-Knox
(1994) illustrate the benefits of this approach by two interviews, in which the relationships
between the subject and the two interviewers were different, they admit that other situational

considerations that may have played a role include the setting, topics, and the tempo of the
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interview. The study also does not control for other interviewer characteristics such as race,
which makes it not immediately clear what exactly caused speech accommodation.

Overall, despite the acknowledgement of the importance of the speech situation, which
“intersects with social class” (Wolfson, 1989, p. 189), sociolinguistic studies, having come from
the tradition of dialectology with its emphasis on region, age, and education as the main
predictors, have not paid due attention to situational context. While efforts have been made to
unify the two perspectives, these efforts do not seem to have resulted in a reevaluation of the role
of situation, and a “pattern of underplaying communicative goals” and “the functional

complexity of language in use” still persists in sociolinguistics (Coupland, 2001, p. 188).

2.3.2 Social Dialect and Register

A notable attempt to bring register considerations to the forefront of sociolinguistic research and
treat functionally-determined linguistic variation as the basis for social dialect variation is a
study by Finegan and Biber (1994), who suggested that linguistic choices are determined by the
social environment in combination with the situational characteristics of the text. Sociolinguists,
such as Labov (1969), Romaine (1980), or Kroch (1978) (cited in Finegan & Biber, 1994) also
comment on the parallel trends in the use of a feature by social groups and its use in certain
situational contexts, but they mostly do not discuss the reasons for this overlap. In contrast,
Finegan and Biber emphasize the close systematic relationship between the socioeconomic and
situational perspectives and the fact that socioeconomic group differences in fact reflect their
members’ differential access to certain situational contexts. It is therefore consistent
communicative constraints that determine language used by these social groups. To illustrate, the
authors show that language characteristic for less formal communicative situations exhibits a

tendency for economy and is found in groups of lower social standing, while linguistic choices
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that mark more formal interactions tend to include explicit, elaborate structures and are common
for groups higher in the social hierarchy. Finegan and Biber conclude that social group variation
appears secondary to situational variation, which is functional in nature, while social variation
has been perceived to be “arbitrary or conventional” (Finegan & Biber, 1994, p. 317). The
authors reference the works of several sociolinguists (Gumperz, 1964; Lindenfeld, 1969; Hymes,
1974; Heath, 1986; Kay, 1977; Van den Broeck, 1977) who have acknowledged the fact that
groups of higher social standing acquire a broader repertoire of communicative contexts in which
they are commonly involved. As a result, these groups’ consistent exposure to a particular range
of contexts will shape their language use. Based on this, Finegan and Biber propose that studies
of sociolinguistic variation should address this parallel, systematic socially and situationally
determined variation.

The notion of situational variation being directly related to socioeconomic status is not
exclusive to Finegan and Biber’s study and can be traced back to Bernstein’s (1971)
investigation of restricted and elaborated expression among children from upper and working
class backgrounds as well Halliday’s (1978, p. 34) discussion of dialectal and diatypic
(situational) variation. Halliday too makes the claim that dialectal and diatypic variation are
related and follow a pattern determined by the differential access members of any society have to
different registers. Similar to Finegan and Biber, Halliday associates ‘the standard” with formal
situations and a more colloquial variety with more informal ones. In the same vein, Bernstein
discovers that children from upper social classes tend to have a more varied, versatile repertoire,
whereas those from working class families a more restricted one.

Finegan and Biber (2001, p. 235) revisit the “classic sociolinguistic finding”, which

postulates that features of formal contexts tend to be associated with higher social class, while
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features common in informal contexts are characteristic for groups of lowers social standing
(e.g., Romaine, 1980). In the 2001 study, the model proposed by Finegan and Biber (1994), in
which differential access of social groups to literate or oral registers was seen as the basis for
dialect differences, gains empirical support from a case study of three social groups in the British
National Corpus (BNC). The study finds that the same pattern in the use of economy vs.
elaboration features observed earlier in situational and social variation bears out in the case of
three features used by BNC speakers. However, the fact that not all register features also reflect
dialect differences leads the authors to refute Bell’s (1984) claim that situational variation
derives from (and in that is subsidiary to) social variation. As a result, Finegan and Biber propose
the ‘register axiom’, which posits that the greater use of variable linguistic features by a social
group is determined by this group’s greater exposure to and experience with the registers in
which these linguistic features are frequent. Thus, the authors call for investigations of a broader
range of registers in sociolinguistic studies than the sociolinguistic interview has traditionally
allowed — an approach that has been unable to adequately represent a full range of speakers’
experience with language. Finegan and Biber (2001, p. 236) see an integrated approach to
language variation accounting for social and situational factors as essential, as “enough is now
known about language variation to confirm that no single dimension can adequately explain it,”
but note that no previous model has been successful at conceptualizing the interrelationship of

these factors.

2.3.3 Social Dialect and Individual Variation

As was noted earlier, the linguistic individual is typically not of interest to sociolinguistics with
its overwhelming focus on the demographic characteristics of a group. However, some

sociolinguists recognize the oversimplification of linguistic reality that occurs as a result of
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exclusive group focus. Coupland (2010), for example, reflects on Eckert’s (2003) ideas regarding
‘the authentic speaker’, i.e., the speaker who is assumed to be a perfect representation of a group
and, importantly, nearly identical in their characteristics to the other members of that group.
Eckert states that such an ideal representative has been at the center of sociolinguistic research,
most of which has operated on the tacit assumption of group homogeneity. Such ‘authenticity’,
in Eckert’s words, implies a static nature of a group, which makes it a convenient object of
analysis. As a result, the normative assumptions formed on the basis of sociolinguistic findings,
such as adults’ language being relatively fixed, resistant to change or innovation, are
questionable (Eckert, 2003, cited in Coupland, 2010, p. 99-100). Eckert refers to this problem as
a ‘structure vs. agency debate’ as typical sociolinguistic studies aim to capture a reflection of
social structure in language, disregarding the construction of personal meanings in discourse
within that structure through speaker agency. The role of social structure, according to Eckert, is
still obvious in that it provides individual speakers the resources for personal expression so that
they “creatively re-enact or rework established indexical relationship in their talk”, structure and
agency thus depending on each other (Eckert, 2003, cited in Coupland, 2010, p. 100). Coupland
(2010, pp. 101-102) adds that it is striking that the concept of a ‘speech community’ seems
completely devoid of “aspects of subjectivity”” and states that research practices should at least
account for the “subjective experience of communal participation”. Coupland illustrates the role
of the individual in the construction of a community with a case study of a TV show host, whose
real as well as media identity and personal narrative are shown to be instrumental for the
community built around him as other show participants are involved.

Stuart-Smith and Timmins (2010) foreground the role of the individual in language

change as they investigate a particular phonological variant in Glasgow’s inner city districts. The
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authors emphasize that the observed change cannot be generalized to a group of adolescent
speakers who are commonly assumed to be agents of change. Rather, the observed variant
appears to exhibit individual engagement with a TV show that may have influenced the speaker’s
pronunciation. Similarly, in a study of individual voice recognition, Watt (2010, p. 76) states that
variation is not only accounted for by belonging to a social group, but by people’s perceptions of
themselves as “self-contained individuals distinct from all others” and notes that in view of a
vast number of possibilities (phonological in the context of Watt’s study, although the potential
role of lexico-grammar is also acknowledged), it is to be expected that variation in speech will be
explained on the idiolectal level.

2.3.4 Register and Individual Variation

Just as the effect of register has not been fully explored or sometimes even acknowledged in
research on social variation (Preston, 2001, for example, critiques and rejects Finegan and
Biber’s approach to social dialect variation described above), its role in research on individual
variation has also been marginal. On the one hand, the focus on the individual has led researchers
to investigate individual expression within a single domain (e.g., political speeches). This
research goal does not entail attention to situational factors, which in these single-register studies
are presumably the same across texts. On the other hand, analysis of individual language use
may cross register boundaries. Pinker (2014:13-26), for example, analyzes examples of “good
writing” from works of different authors, united by the same topic rather than register. These
works span texts from popular science, biography, obituaries, and historical nonfiction. As in the
case of single-register studies, it is again impossible to know if the same author’s language
would remain unchanged if they were responding to the situational characteristics of popular

science versus an obituary — texts vastly different situationally. Additionally, since the texts are
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all examples of different registers, the linguistic features under analysis may be attributes of
register distinctions rather than individual choices. Finally, it is also not acknowledged that the
definition of “good writing” may vary substantially depending on what is appropriate and
effective within particular contexts of use.

However, an alternative perspective and a need for a nuanced conceptualization of
individual language use with attention to register has been recognized. Bakhtin (1986) treats the
role of situation in individual variation as obvious and expected. In fact, Bakhtin does not treat
individual variation as separate from functional use of language at all and states that language is
never produced with the sole purpose of expressing the author’s personality, while it is always
produced in response to some communicative need (pp. 63-65). The expression of individuality
is thus inextricably linked to this functional use. While Bakhtin acknowledges the value of
studies whose sole focus is individual expression, he stresses that the success of such efforts
depends on the level of awareness of communicative distinctions and a “a preliminary study of
the subcategories of speech genres” (Bakhtin’s term) (p. 64), which is not the typical basis for
research of individual variation and hence, according to Bakhtin, its weakness. Importantly,
Bakhtin observes that not all situational varieties are equally conducive to individual expression,
with creative genres (Bakhtin’s term) allowing the most individual freedom. While he does not
directly relate this observation to the situational characteristics of registers (genres), his
statement implies that registers vary in the extent to which their situational characteristics are
defined (Biber, 1994), and more narrow, situationally better-defined registers, which require “a
standard form” (e.g., business documents) (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 63) may not give language users as

much linguistic latitude as broad, less situationally fixed registers will allow.
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Similarly, Carter (2007, p. 598) advocates a reevaluation of linguistic creativity as
contextually determined use of language, emergent in communication, and proposes examining
its relationship to the type of interaction and the social roles of the participants. In Carter (2004),
creativity is analyzed along a cline representing differences in social contexts and illustrating
degrees to which speakers can be prone to creative expression across the following contexts:
transactional (public with no prior relationship between participants), professional (shared
professional context and a professional relationship, although not necessarily of equal status),
socializing (more relaxed context with a greater equality of roles assumed), and intimate (private
linguistically ‘off-guard’ contexts). Additionally, interaction type was considered, and
distinctions were made on a continuum from collaborative to non-collaborative activities.
Collaborative interactions were further categorized into task-oriented ones (communication is
geared towards completing a task) and those that were not (collaborative ideas, i.e., sharing
thoughts rather than completing a task). Carter investigates different speakers in a range of
registers in the Cambridge and Nottingham Corpus of Discourse in English (CANCODE) along
this cline for evidence of creative expression. He concludes that creativity (pattern-forming and
pattern-reforming features: covert or subconscious repetitions, parallelism, echoes, and style-
matching in the case of the former and overt uses of figures of speech, puns, metaphors, idioms,
or decomposition of set phrases in the case of the latter) varies depending on the speakers’
relationships and nature of the tasks. It is claimed that contexts that are more interactive,
collaborative, and engaging (e.g., joking among friends, friends cooking together, reminiscing
with friends), or intimate (e.g., siblings discussing their childhood, couple decorating a room or
discussing a film they saw) are more conducive to creative expression, while one-way

information presentation (e.g., transactional contexts like choosing and purchasing a product,
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conversation at a service encounter or professional contexts such as reports at a meeting) allows
less scope for linguistic creativity.

Even more recently, Cvréek et al. (2020) quantify the amount of variation explained by
the variables of the individual and register and examine different social contexts and a range of
communicative purposes in elicited letters from the same authors (a cover letter representing the
corporate context with the goal to persuade, a letter from vacation as friendly communication
with the goal to convince, a letter of complaint — official communication with the goal to
complain, and a letter of apology — friendly communication with the goal to apologize), different
power dynamics (submissive in the case of cover letters and letters of apology vs. dominant in
the case of letters of complaint and letters from vacation), and degree of formality (formal —
cover letters and letters of complaint — and informal — letters of apology and letters from
vacation). The study finds that the distance in multidimensional space between texts of the same
author is greater than that between texts on the same scenario and concludes that the role of
register is major, cautioning researchers against including both variables in their design.

Other studies take a different approach, however, and rather than viewing register as a
confounding variable that will obscure individual patterns, analyze individual expression and
register with relation to one another. Sheffler, Kern and Seeman (2022) study individual
variation in German blogs and tweets written by the same 44 authors. While the study’s main
focus is on the distinction between register (texts coded as informative, narrative, and
persuasive) and medium, i.e., the platform used (webblog or tweet), the study observes an
interplay between individual use and the media, thus illustrating the benefits of such analyses.
Marko, Reitbauer and Pickl (2022) investigate the same authors on Instagram and Twitter,

approaching the relationship between individual use and register from a forensic linguistic
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perspective and aiming to identify features that are resistant to the effect of register. As a result,
the authors distinguish between stable and variable features in the language of three authors
based on accounts on both platforms. Gracheva (under review) is a study of presidential
discourse across registers (Biden’s, Trump’s, Obama’s, and Bush’s language is investigated in
political memoirs, political speeches, and official correspondence). That study shows that while a
large number of linguistic features vary as a result of register, the effect of individual differences
is much lower (as indicated by the number of distinctive linguistic features and differences in
effect sizes). The study then carries out a cross register analysis of the presidents’ language and
demonstrates consistent cross-register differences with regard to functional linguistic patterns of
oral expression, information density, situation-dependent discourse, and narration versus
immediacy. While the study observes some clear individual trends (e.g., Bush is more nominal
than the other presidents across registers), even in these cases of well-defined personal trends
individuals showed consistent register patterns.

While such studies are still in the minority, the emerging state-of-the-art appears to
include two main findings. First, the language of the individual has been consistently shown to
vary depending on the situation of use. This proves that individual expression is not uniform;
rather, individuals are adept at adjusting their language to the demands of the situation of use.
Second, statements by Bakhtin and Carter suggest that situational contexts may vary with regard
to the amount of linguistic latitude they allow individual authors. These statements are in line
with Biber’s (1994) view that registers are defined to varying extents by their situational
characteristics and thus may be expected to impose varying degrees of situational constraints.

This emerging understanding thus calls for new investigations of individual language use across

54



a range of registers not only distinct in their situational characteristics, but diverse in the amount
of linguistic freedom they may allow.

2.4 GOALS OF THE PRESENT STUDY

The goal of this chapter was to overview the main agenda, questions, and findings in research
traditions concerned with variation according to users and use. The chapter has also aimed to
demonstrate that while previous studies at the interface of these different sub-fields have each
made important contributions, the interactions between approaches to variation according to
users and use are still under-investigated. The Figure below once again shows these distinct

approaches and in this section serves to illustrate the goals of the present study.

Figure 2.2. Approaches to investigating linguistic variation
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Figure 2.2 shows that these research traditions, despite their dramatic differences, are
united by the common goal of explaining linguistic variation. Linguistic variation, however, is
often operationalized differently within these fields (e.g., variation in phonetic and phonological
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features seen as indexical markers, lexical features seen as markers of individual expression,
etc.). The present study is concerned with functional linguistic variation across texts. Functional
linguistic variation is typically not investigated in sociolinguistic research, where variation is
interpreted as indexical rather than in functional terms.

The first goal of this study, therefore, is to identify general underlying patterns of
functional linguistic variation in the corpus. To this end, the study uses a macroscopic analytical
approach (Biber, 1985) — a multidimensional analysis — which identifies dimensions of linguistic
variation among texts. These dimensions are based on patterns of feature co-occurrence in texts
and in that differ from a microscopic analysis focused on the functions of individual linguistic
features. Microscopic analyses provide crucial insight into the specific communicative functions
of particular features, and thus lay the necessary foundation for and inform macroscopic analyses
(Biber, 1985), which integrate and rely on the functional interpretations of individual features.
However, due to their focus on a particular feature, microscopic analyses have a narrow focus
and cannot identify the “overall parameters of linguistic variation within a set of texts” (Biber,
1985, p. 339). The central claim in favor of a macro approach to investigations of functional
variation is that there is not an infinite number of separate communicative functions served by
individual linguistic features; rather, there is a limited number of underlying communicative
functions shared by features frequently co-occurring in discourse (Biber, 1985, p. 340). The
macroscopic approach thus allows an investigation of these systematic relationships existing
between individual features and an identification of underlying communicative functions that are
“conceptually clearer than the many linguistic measures considered individually” (p. 340). This

study uses this macroscopic analytical approach to address the following question:

RQ1: What underlying functional dimensions of linguistic variation exist in the corpus?
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Figure 2.2 further shows two major distinctions in approaches to linguistic variation —
investigating variation according to characteristics of the users and according to use, with each
major branch further divided into the specific sub-fields based on the type of predictors of
interest. Variation according to users encompasses social (demographic) and individual
characteristics, while variation according to use is explained through differences between
culturally-recognized register categories and further granular communicative distinctions within
registers. The present study examines the variables of register, individual author, age, and gender
and aims to quantify the relative contribution of these social, individual, and situational
predictors to explaining functional linguistic variation across texts. The study thus poses the
following research question:

RQ2: To what extent is linguistic variation along each of the identified dimensions predicted by

social group (age and gender), individual differences, and register?

The study then focuses on the social groups’ approach to register and investigates age and
gender groups across registers and within each register. An examination of each age and gender
group across registers is intended to illustrate a) the extent of register effect for each b) whether
age and gender groups reveal the same cross-register patterns. An examination of age and gender
within each register is expected to show a) whether social characteristics of the authors predict
linguistic variation within registers; b) whether age and gender groups show the same patterns of
variation within different registers. The study addresses the following questions:

RQ3: How do age and gender groups vary across registers?

e Within each age group, to what extent does register predict linguistic variation?
e Within each gender group, to what extent does register predict linguistic

variation?
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RQ4: How do age and gender groups vary within registers?

e Within each register, to what extent does age predict linguistic variation?

e Within each register, to what extent does gender predict linguistic variation?

The study then proceeds to investigate reasons other than social characteristics of the
authors for variation across texts within registers. Specifically, the study explores granular
communicative differences that may exist among texts of a single register and investigates each
register with regard to that possibility. Drawing on previous research that has established varying
degrees of situational uniformity in different registers, this study aims to characterize the
registers in the corpus in terms of the degree to which they are situationally well-defined. To this
end, the study identifies constant and variable situational parameters in each register and
explores the effect of the variable situational parameters on linguistic variation among texts. In
this process, the study examines the roles of previously established situational parameters that
account for variation among texts of a register, such as communicative purpose and topic, as well
as the possibility that in some quite specific registers, additional, highly granular situational
distinctions may explain linguistic variation. The study poses the following research question:
RQ5: To what extent do communicative differences across texts of a register explain linguistic

variation within registers?

Finally, the study turns its attention to individual linguistic variation and examines

individual authors across registers. The study addresses the following research question:

RQ6: How does the language of individuals vary across registers?

Each question is discussed at length in the following chapter.
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CHAPTER 3. METHOD

This chapter presents the corpus of the study, the included variables and their levels — the
characteristics of the participants and the situational characteristics of the registers (Section 3.1),
the linguistic features selected for the analysis (Section 3.2), and the methods used to address

each research question (Section 3.3).

3.1 Corpus of 100 Idiolects

The study makes use of the corpus of ‘100 Idiolects’ (Heini, Kredens & Pezik, 2021), collected
and annotated by a research team in the Aston Institute for Forensic Linguistics of Aston
University, UK. The corpus consists of speech and writing samples of 112 individuals,
undergraduate students at Aston University, aged 19-25, from a variety of ethnic backgrounds
and geographic regions of the United Kingdom. Each participant provided the following
background information: name, age, gender, place(s) of residence, ethnicity, and languages
spoken. Identifying gender, the participants were asked to choose from four options — ‘male’,
‘female’, ‘other’, and ‘prefer not to say’. All identifying information, such as participant names
as well as any proper names used by the participants in their texts, was removed by corpus
creators in the process of data anonymization.

Each speaker in the corpus produced texts in a range of registers: oral interviews on a
single topic (food preferences and eating habits), image descriptions, emails, text messages,
academic essays/reports, written responses to a task (positive and negative evaluations of Aston
facilities), and business memos elicited in response to a scenario. Four registers of the study —
business memos, evaluations, interviews, image descriptions — were elicited in the process of
data collection, and each participant produced one text within each register. Three registers —

essays, emails, and text messages — contain naturally occurring texts, supplied by the same 112
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participants for research purposes. Thus, the provided essays were written by these students as
course projects, and the text messages and emails represent real instances of personal and
professional communication.

The present study uses a portion of the corpus, consistently including one text from an
author in each register, which amounts to 112 texts per register. An exception is the register of
evaluations, with 64 texts due to not all respondents participating in data collection. In the cases
of essays, emails, and text messages — registers in which more than one text was provided — the
longest text submitted by each participant was selected. Length was used as a criterion for text
selection due to the overall shortness of emails and text messages and problems this limitation
posed for quantitative corpus analysis.

The corpus contains six age groups, of which five are investigated by the study (19-23).
The only 25-year-old respondent was excluded from the analyses. All participants are
undergraduate students or recent graduates of Aston University. The age groups may therefore be
aligned with years in their undergraduate programs, although there is no evidence in the
metadata of the one-to-one correspondence between age and year in the program®. These age
groups also do not represent sufficient age differences in order to shed light on questions that are
of interest to sociolinguistics, such as age-grading (e.g., Murphy’s (2010) study cited above with
20- and 30-year increments). These groups do, however, represent the demographic commonly
investigated in sociolinguistic research, namely, young adults, and thus insights this study aims
to offer regarding this group’s language use with relation to register may add to the existing

descriptions of this group in the sociolinguistic literature.

! Thus, while by including the variable of age the study tests the possibility that age groups may represent the length
of immersion in the academic context, it is hard to assert that this is the case. The results therefore need to be
interpreted with caution, and this issue will be revisited in the discussion of findings.
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With regard to gender, the present study investigates only the ‘male’ and ‘female’ gender
groups, as the other two labels — ‘other’ and ‘prefer not to say’ — do not specify the gender
category. Table 3.1 presents the corpus composition of the present study, and the following
subsections provide more detail on each of the analyzed registers.

Table 3.1. Corpus of the study: Variables, variable levels, number of authors, and texts

Variable Level Authors (N)  Texts (N)
Gender Male 20 132
Female 90 590
Prefer not to say 2 14
Total 110 722
analyzed:
Age 19 6 38
20 28 181
21 37 250
22 32 210
23 8 50
25 1 7
Total 111 729
analyzed:
Register Written Speakers (N)  Texts (N)
Business memo 112 112
Email 112 112
Essay 112 112
Evaluation 64 64
Text Message 112 112
Oral
Description 112 112
Interview 112 112
Total 112 736
analyzed:

3.1.1 Registers in the Corpus

This section presents general descriptions of each register in the corpus of the study. The section

distinguishes between elicited registers, produced for the purposes of corpus compilation, and the
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naturally occurring registers, in which case authors contributed texts they produced for real-life
purposes of authentic communication. This section briefly introduces the tasks the authors were
presented with in the case of elicited registers and the typical characteristics of the naturally-
occurring registers. Table 3.2 summarizes the situational characteristics of each register, relying
on the Text-Linguistic framework for situational analysis described in Chapter 2 (Table 2.1). A
detailed situational analysis of the texts of these registers and an extensive discussion of Table
3.2 will be presented in Chapter 6 as the framework is applied to the analysis of communicative

distinctions within registers.
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Table 3.2. Application of the framework for situational register analysis (Biber 1994; Biber & Conrad, 2019)

€9

Register Addressee  Relationsh  Relative Interactive  Shared Domain Setting; Mode Specific Production  General Specific Topic
ip status/ ness knowledge Shared medium & Purpose purposes
power time/ place comprehen
sion
Essays Sg (course  Academic Lower- Low High School (Semi)publi  Written Permanent  Revised &
instructor) >higher (specialist) ¢/no electronic edited/ - - -
careful
reading
Emails Sg 1- 1- High 1— 1.- Private/ no  Written Permanent  Revised &
(undefined  (undefined (undefined  (undefined electronic edited/ - - -
for non- for non- for non- for non- careful
academic academic academic academic reading
emails) emails) emails) emails)
2.academic  2.Lower> 2. med/high 2. school
higher
Interviews  Sg - - High Low Research Public/ yes  Spoken Transient Online Answer Share Food,
(proffacade  (lower>hig (general) project face-to-face questions/ personal eating
mic or 1 her or inform experience,  habits
time equal) give
encounter) examples
Description  Sg/pl Participant- — Low Tiedtothe  Research Public/ no Spoken Permanent ~ Online Describe Other more  Content of
S researcher (lower>hig visual project recorded production/ specific the visual
her or offline purposes
equal) comprehen are unlikely
sion
Evaluations  Sg/pl Participant- — Low — (general)  School, (Semi)publi  Written Permanent  Revised &  Describe Aston
researcher (lower>hig research c/no electronic edited/ Evaluate - campus
her or project careful facilities
equal) reading
Business Sg Professiona  Lower>hig  Low High Work Private/ no  Written Permanent  Revised&  Inform CEO’s trip
memos | her (general) electronic edited/ - to Helsinki
careful

reading




Elicited Registers
Business Memos

Business memos in the corpus are written texts elicited in response to a scenario. The
participants were asked to do research and provide an imagined CEO of a company they work
for with an itinerary and specific suggestions for leisure time activities during the CEO’s
business trip to Helsinki. As part of this task, the participants were expected to research options
that satisfied the criteria specified by the scenario, such as accommodation budget and
preferences, dietary restrictions, shopping needs, entertainment preferences, scenery, food, and
nightlife. The exact directions of the task are unclear; the overall goal of the memo is to provide

the CEO with details about their itinerary and stay.
Evaluations

Evaluations are written responses the participants provided to the task of sharing their positive
and negative impressions of the Aston University campus. The texts are directed at an
unspecified audience or the researcher(s) administering the task. The texts describe the strong
and weak points of building locations, the location of the university campus with relation to
transportation, student facilities, student life, campus environment, services provided by the
university, etc. Texts may support evaluations with the students’ personal past experiences in the
form of anecdotes. The mini-essays are typically divided into two parts focused on the ‘likes’

and ‘dislikes’, thus addressing the two main points of the prompt.
Image Descriptions

Image description are oral texts produced by the participants in a public research setting with the
help of speech-to-text software for an unspecified audience. Alternatively, the audience includes
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the researcher, who was likely to be present during data collection. The audience, however, is not
addressed directly and does not participate in communication, but only witnesses text production.
Texts are monologic, noninteractive. Participants were asked to describe three visuals depicting
scenes of university life. Descriptions include discussions of appearance, relationships,
university life and activities, and actions performed by the people in the visuals. The same

visuals were used for all participants.

Interviews

Interviews are conducted in a research setting in a face-to-face interaction with the interviewer
and represent online oral dialogic communication. The interviewer’s lines were removed, and the
texts contain only interviewees’ responses. All interviews are on the topic of food preferences

and eating habits, with the same questions covered by all interviews.

Naturally-occurring Registers

Emails

Emails represent instances of real typically professional communication. While these emails are
not restricted to any particular setting, addressees, or topics, most texts are addressed to a
university professor, administrator, or another authority, and classmates. The topics tend to be
coursework and other university-related matters. Other emails are addressed at external

addressees from other contexts, although such texts are sparse.

Essays

Academic essays or reports are works of academic writing produced by the participants in an

academic setting as part of university coursework. Disciplines range from psychology (e.g.,
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biological and psychoanalytical perspectives in the field, parenting styles) to social studies (e.g.,
paid family leave and gender equality, effects of immigration), law (e.g., international sales laws,
Birk’s legal taxonomy), history (e.g., democracy in WWII), and cognitive science (e.g.,

application of Stroop test).

Text Messages

Similar to emails and essays, text messages are instances of naturally-occurring communication.
Texts represent personal communication and tend to be addressed to friends, family, significant
others. Texts display an extremely broad array of communicative purposes and are written on a

wide range of personal topics, including school, family, relationships, work, and others.

3.2 Linguistic Features

In feature selection, the study draws on Biber’s (1988) comprehensive study of functional
variation in speech and writing. Feature selection is a critical first step in macro analyses of
functional linguistic variation and involves analysis of “the range of communicative situations
and purposes within a given domain” (Biber, 1985, p. 341). While “the range of communicative
situations and purposes” in the corpus of this study, outlined in the previous section, is not as
broad as that of the study of the full range of variation in speech and writing (Biber, 1988), the
registers of the present study, both the naturally-occurring and elicited ones, include spoken and
written, interactive and non-interactive, monologic and dialogic varieties, with close personal
and socially distant professional relationship between interactants, communication occurring in
formal and informal settings, in shared physical space and time and mediated by technology,
online spontaneous interactions and prepared and edited speech, and perhaps most importantly,

includes a wide range of communicative goals. This range thus appears to warrant an inclusion
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of linguistic features from a variety of functional domains featured in Biber (1988). These
domains include pronouns and pro-verbs, nominal forms, adjectives and adjective classes,
prepositions, lexical classes of verbs, modal verbs, tense and aspect markers, passive voice,
stative forms, lexical classes of adverbs, place and time adverbials, coordination, subordination,
questions, lexical specificity, reduced forms and dispreferred structures, and text length. Table
3.3 below contains a complete list of features within each of the general domains of the study.

While these features have been investigated by register studies and shown to constitute
linguistic dimensions of situationally-determined variation (e.g., Biber, 2006; Gray, 2015; Biber
& Egbert, 2018, among others), lexico-grammatical variation does not only reflect register
differences. In research on individual variation, lexico-grammatical features are viewed as
“formal characteristics”, “independent of their specific content or meaning” (Moerk, 1970, p.
225), “nonsemantic linguistic variables” (Balasubramanian, 1982, p. 11), “linguistic form” rather
than “semantic units” (Esser, 1993, p. 298). Lexico-grammatical features have been shown to
distinguish between and capture important patterns in individual language use by several studies,
using both a microscopic approach, focusing on a particular feature (as the studies of individual
differences overviewed above) and studies employing the macroscopic approach revealing the
underlying patterns of variation among the authors’ works and examining the authors’ language
with respect to these patterns (e.g., Biber & Finegan, 1994; Egbert, 2012; Gracheva, 2022).

A number of these lexico-grammatical features have been shown to be predicted by
social variables, although gender variation has received overwhelmingly more prominence in
such investigations. Coates (2004), for example, discusses the effect of gender on clausal
coordination and adverbial subordination, passive voice (as a feature of ‘impersonal discourse”’),

degree adverbs, and text length; Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (2003) and Coates (2004) note that

64



hedges are a characteristic of female speech, while ‘boosters’ are viewed as a feature common
for female speech by Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (2003), Coates (2004), Aijmer (2018), and
Brezina, Love and Aijmer (2018). The relative scarcity of research and the importance of
investigating lexico-grammatical variation with relation to age are highlighted by Barbieri
(2008), who stresses that, compared to the insights gained into variation due to other social
variables, such as gender or social class, little is known about the effect of age on the use of
syntactic and lexical features. Some exceptions include Aijmer (2018), who investigates
intensifiers with relation to age; hedges, vague category markers, amplifiers, and boosters feature
in Murphy’s (2010) book-length treatment of linguistic variation by age in female speech; in
addition to these features, Barbieri (2008) investigates modal verbs, adjectives, pronouns, stance
adverbs, and discourse markers, all included by the present study.

This brief overview shows that it has been proposed previously that lexico-grammatical
features vary not only by register, but may be equally informative for accounts of individual and
social variation. The study begins with a large pool of linguistic features (Table 3.3), which have
been shown to play an important role in functional linguistic variation (the exact functions of
each are described in detail by Biber, 1988, pp. 223-245) as well as have been shown to serve as
indexical markers of group membership and individual expression. The linguistic features
included in the study are subsequently reduced to factors or dimensions through factor analysis
based on frequent co-occurrence patterns of these features in texts. The next section describes the
statistical procedure of factor analysis and the features that comprise the factors, which are used

for all further analyses in the study.
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Table 3.3. Features initially included in the MDA

General Domain

Linguistic Feature

1. Pronouns & Proverbs

2. Nominal Forms

3. Adjectives

4. Adjective classes

5. Prepositions

6. Lexical Classes of Verbs

o s

10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.

16.
17.

18.

19.

20.
21.

22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
217.

66

Personal (including possessive)

1% person (Sg and Pl forms of personal,
possessive,  objective, and  reflexive
pronouns: e.g., I, my, me, myself)

2" person (personal, possessive, objective,
and reflexive pronouns: e.g., you, your,
yourself)

3 person (Sg and Pl forms of personal,
possessive,  objective, and  reflexive
pronouns: e.g., he, his, him, himself)
Impersonal

Impersonal ‘it’

Demonstrative (Sg and Pl forms: this, these,
that, those)

Indefinite (someone, anyone, everyone, etc.)
Proverbs

Proverb ‘do’ (e.g., She asked me to call, but
| never did.)

Nominalizations (management, organization,
worker)

Abstract nouns (art, history)

Concrete nouns (car, vase)

Pre-modifying nouns (working conditions)
‘S genitive (Anna’s story)

Attributive adjectives (nice hotel)
Predicative adjectives (it was nice)
Attitudinal adjectives (best option, this is
ideal)

Epistemic adjectives (evident, obvious)
Of-genitive: Noun + of (value of this
approach)

Prepositional phrases: Noun + prepositions
(other than ‘of’: e.g., relationship with)
Prepositional  phrases:  Adjective  +
preposition (e.g., important for)

Other prepositions

Prepositional complement: preposition +
Wh-clause (talk about what may be useful)
Public verbs (e.g., say, speak)

Private verbs (e.g., think, wonder)

Suasive verbs (e.g., instruct, demand)
Activity verbs (e.g., go, leave)

Seem/ appear

Verb ‘have’



General Domain

Linguistic Feature

7. Modal Verbs

8. Tense & Aspect

9. Passive Voice

10. Stative Forms

11. Lexical Classes of Adverbs

12. Place & Time Adverbials
13. Coordination

14. Subordination

28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.

37.
38.
39.
40.
41.
42.
43.
44,
45.
46.
47.
48.
49.

50.

5l.

52.

53.

54,

55.

56.
S7.

58.

59.

60.
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Possibility modals (can, may, might, could)
Necessity modals (should, must)

Predictive modals (will, would, shall)

Past tense (V2)

Perfect aspect (have/has/had + V3)

Present tense

Progressive aspect (be + ing form)

Agentive passive (passive + by phrase)
Agentless passive (passive without by
phrase)

‘Be’ as main verb

Existential ‘there’

Downtoners (e.g., merely, nearly)

Hedges (e.g., almost, maybe)

Amplifiers (e.g., completely, absolutely)
Emphatics (e.g., really, most)

Conjuncts (e.g., however, nevertheless)
Discourse particles (e.g., well, anyway)
Other adverbs

Place adverbials (e.g., here, there)

Time adverbials (e.g., now, later)

Phrasal coordination

Clausal coordination

Complementation

Verb complements (that & to) controlled by
public verbs (He said that...)

Verb complements (that & to) controlled by
private verbs (I thought that...)

‘That’ stance verb complements (She
admitted that...)

‘To’ stance verb complements (I refuse
to...)

‘That’ deletion controlled by public verbs
(He said (that del) he’d come)

‘That’ deletion controlled by private verbs (I
thought (that del) you finished it)

“Wh’ complements (He told me where to go)
‘Ing’ verb complement clauses (I’d avoid
doing this)

Adjective  complement  clauses  (It’s
impossible to achieve...)

‘That” noun complement clauses (the fact
that this is true)

‘To’ noun complement clauses (ability to
read)



General Domain

Linguistic Feature

15. Questions
16. Lexical Specificity

17. Reduced forms and dispreferred
structures

18. Text length

61.
62.
63.
64.
65.
66.
67.
68.
69.
70.
71.
72.
73.
74.
75.
76.
77.
78.
79.

80.
81.

Relative Clauses

‘That’ relative clauses on subject position
(the question that worries me)

‘That’ relative clauses on object position (the
question that you are asking)

‘Wh’ relative clauses on subject position (the
person who promised to...)

‘Wh’ relative clauses on object position (the
book which I’m reading now...)
Pied-piping (the person about whom she
asked)

‘Ing’ relative clauses (a person admiring...)
‘Ed’ relative clauses (a person admired by)
‘To’ relative clauses (a person to admire)
Adverbial Clauses

Causative (e.g., because, as)

Concessive (e.g., though, although)
Conditional (e.g., if, unless)

Other (e.qg., after, before)

“To’ adverbial clauses (To achieve this, one
should...)

‘Ing” adverbial clauses (Looking out of the
window, he said...)

‘Wh’ questions (What do you think of...?)
Type-token ratio

Word length

Contractions (e.g., I’d; isn’t; She’s, etc.)

Stranded prepositions (e.g., something | was
dealing with)

Split auxiliaries (to honestly say...)

Text length

3.3 Quantitative Method

3.3.1 Patterns of Functional Linguistic Variation

RQ1: What underlying functional dimensions of linguistic variation exist in the corpus?

The overarching goal of the study is to explore the relationship between social, individual, and

situationally determined linguistic variation. As discussed in Section 2.4, to this end, the study
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uses a macroscopic approach and first identifies the underlying patterns (dimensions) of
functional linguistic variation among texts of the corpus. The study thus aims to describe and
compare the registers, discourse patterns characteristic for the age groups, gender groups, and
individual speakers of the study along these underlying dimensions and measure the amount of
linguistic variation explained by each of the independent variables (age, gender, individual
author, register) on each of the dimensions. Therefore, to address the first research question
regarding the patterns of functional linguistic variation that exist in the corpus, the study
conducts exploratory factor analysis, a multivariate statistical technique that reduces the large
pool of initially included linguistic variables to a smaller set of latent variables or underlying
dimensions, based on patterns of feature co-occurrence. As noted earlier, this macroscopic
approach to linguistic variation is based on the assumption that linguistic features co-occur to
jointly contribute to a particular underlying function (Biber, 1985). Feature co-occurrence is
therefore not random, but always reflects functional patterns of variation in a domain and lends
itself to interpretation (Biber, 1988). Factors, or dimensions, identified through factor analysis,
thus represent these general underlying functional patterns of linguistic variation among texts.
Patterns of linguistic co-occurrence are revealed through a correlation matrix, which is at
the core of factor analysis and shows the extent to which individual linguistic features are
associated with each other and co-vary in texts. Linguistic features correlate positively with each
other if they tend to frequently occur together and negatively if they occur in complementary
distribution — that is, if one set of features are common in texts, it is unlikely that the other set of
features will be present. Based on these correlation patterns, the features load on the poles of the
factor: the features that show positive correlations with each other group on one end of the

factor, while features that correlate negatively with the first set load on its opposite end.
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The statistical assumptions for factor analysis include linear correlations among the
variables, factorability of the sample (Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin factor adequacy), and a sufficient
sample size. No curvilinear relationships were observed between the variables; therefore, the
assumption of linearity was met. With the sample size of N = 736 and 81 linguistic variables, the
sample is robust enough for factor analysis, as the study meets the established sample size
criterion of five observations (i.e., texts) per variable (i.e., linguistic feature) (Gorsuch, 1983).
Factorability of the sample, or sampling adequacy, was checked through examining the Kaiser-
Meyer-Olkin (KMO) values — indicators of bivariate and partial correlations between the
variables. The KMO statistic for the sample in the study is 0.72, which suggests a ‘middling’
sampling adequacy, namely overall sufficiently strong correlations between the variables and,
therefore, a factorable sample (Kaiser, 1974).

The study determines the optimal number of factors that best capture variation in the
corpus through a scree plot of eigenvalues (Appendix 1) which shows the total amount of shared
variance explained by the factors (Biber, 1985). A break in the eigenvalues indicates the number
of factors that best account for the variance in the data and a point beyond which new factors do
not (or minimally) contribute to explaining additional variance in the data. In this study, a four-
and five-factor solutions were examined, and due to a more diluted, less clearly interpretable
factor structure produced by the latter, a four-factor solution was used in the final analysis.

Since in certain factor extraction techniques, such as ‘factor extraction solution’, used for
exploratory factor analysis (Gorsuch, 1983) the first factor accounts for the most variance and
has the most feature loadings, this results in less insight into the other factors. The rotation of the
factors is a way of addressing this issue by ensuring that the variables load on the smallest

number of factors and a limited number of only large feature loadings that best account for and
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characterize some aspect of shared variance appear on each factor rather than a large number of
small ones (Biber, 1985, p. 350). The present study uses the Promax factor rotation method,
which assumes that the factors are correlated (Gorsuch, 1983; Brown, 2009). While the
correlations between the four identified factors are relatively low (ranging between +/-0.12 to
+/-0.25), which suggests that the factors explain unique variance in the data, some correlation is
to be expected, as linguistic dimensions are not independent of each other just as the linguistic
features at their core correlate with each other to some degree. The four identified factors
cumulatively account for 21% of variance in the data (6%, 6%, 5%, and 4%, respectively).

To identify the features most strongly associated with each of the four factors,
communalities were inspected, and an accepted cut-off of .20 was used for feature inclusion on
the factors, beyond which features were considered for removal. Communalities indicate the
degree to which a given feature correlates with the other features on the factor and how much it
contributes to that factor. Next, the factor loadings of each linguistic feature were examined — a
measure of how representative the linguistic feature is of the factor it loads on or the extent to
which the interpretation of the factor can be generalized to the function of a particular linguistic
feature (Biber, 1985, p. 350). A high factor loading of a feature thus indicates that this feature is
strongly associated with the factor and its function contributes considerably to the interpretation
of this factor. The study follows the commonly accepted guideline of factor loadings of +/— .30
and above for feature retention. Following the practice of some factor analyses (e.g., Biber &
Egbert, 2018), however, the study also records high factor loadings approaching this cut-off in
parentheses, as these features are likely to be informative in the interpretation of the factor. It is
important to note that factor loadings of linguistic features may load on and exceed this cut-off

on several factors, as all linguistic features correlate to some degree. Each linguistic feature,
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however, is included on only one factor, where this correlation, and by extension, the
contribution the feature makes to the underlying communicative function identified by the factor
is largest. Appendix 2 contains a complete list of the linguistic features included in factor
analysis with factor loadings of each feature on each factor.

The factors are then interpreted with attention to the functions that the individual features
comprising them perform in the texts, and dimension labels that best reflect the underlying
pattern of variation captured by the factor are proposed. These factors or dimensions thus
represent underlying general patterns of functional linguistic variation among the texts in the
corpus. These patterns were identified by the present study with the goal to then explore the
extent to which social and individual characteristics of the users (age, gender, individual author
identity) and the situation of use (register) account for linguistic variation. Therefore, these
identified linguistic dimensions are used as the dependent variables of the study in all subsequent
analyses. That is, the following chapters will examine the role of each predictor variable in
linguistic variation on each of the identified dimensions. The functional interpretations of these

dimensions are presented in Chapter 4.

3.3.2 Variance Explained by Social Group, Individual Differences, and Register

RQ2: To what extent is linguistic variation along each of the identified dimensions predicted by

social group (age and gender), individual differences, and register?

The study measures the amount of variance accounted for by the four predictor variables (age,
gender, individual author, and register) cumulatively and the proportion of unique variance
explained by each of the independent variables separately on each of the identified dimensions of
variation in the corpus. To this end, the study makes use of a random effects model and treats

each of the independent variables as random effects. At this point in the study, the specific levels
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of the variables are not the focus of analysis; rather, the study is concerned with the overall
variance explained by the four predictors and thus computes the overall conditional R? and the
proportion of unique variance explained by each of the variables. The study therefore does not
distinguish between fixed and random effects. The random effects model allows measuring the
amount of variance accounted for by each of the variables independently after all the other
variables have been accounted for. Additionally, the random effects model allows for
possibilities of some levels of some variables not being represented in the data (in the case of this
study, only half of the authors are represented in the register of evaluations) (see Egbert &
Gracheva, 2023 for more detail on this use of random effects model). Four random effects
models were run on each of the identified dimensions. The results of this analysis are presented

in Chapter 4.
3.3.3 Social Group with Relation to Register
RQ3: How do the social groups of the study vary across registers?

e Within each age group, to what extent does register predict linguistic variation?

e Within each gender group, to what extent does register predict linguistic variation?

The study further investigates social groups with relation to register on each of the
identified dimensions of variation. Research Question 3 focuses on the language use of each
social group — five age groups (19-23) and two gender groups of the study (men and women) —
across registers. To address the question of the extent of variation explained by register for each
of the social groups, four one-way analysis of variance procedures (ANOVA) were run within
each of the social groups, with register as the independent variable and each of the four

dimensions of variation in the corpus as the dependent variable (a total of 28 ANOVAs for the
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five age groups and two gender groups; alpha adjusted for multiple comparisons). This analysis
sheds light on ways register space is navigated by men and women and whether register
awareness manifests itself differently across age groups or whether it develops with time spent in

the university context.

RQ4: How do the social groups of the study vary within registers?

e Within each register, to what extent does age predict linguistic variation?

e Within each register, to what extent does gender predict linguistic variation?

The social groups of the study are then examined within each register. To address the question
regarding the extent to which age and gender predict linguistic variation within registers, four
one-way analysis of variance procedures (ANOVA) were run within each of the seven registers,
with age as the independent variable and each of the four dimensions of variation as the
dependent variable. The procedure was then repeated with gender as the independent variable
and each of the dimensions as the dependent variable (resulting in a total of 56 ANOVAs, alpha
adjusted for multiple comparisons). Each register is thus analyzed with regard to the internal
variation by social group allowed within its scope: which groups differ within each register and

what constitutes these differences in functional terms.

3.3.4 Communicative Differences within Registers

RQ 5: To what extent do communicative differences across texts of a register explain linguistic

variation within registers?

To address the question regarding variation across texts within a register, the study
examines each text with relation to the other texts in the register on each of the identified
dimensions. Specifically, each text is examined with relation to the register mean. That is, the
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study gains an insight into the place each text occupies in their respective register with relation to

the central tendency of that register. To this end, the study takes the following steps:

1. The study introduces a measure of distance of the text in a given register from the register
mean, which is taken to represent the register central tendency. This measure is computed as
the difference between the register mean and the individual text score on a given dimension
(Distance = Individual Text Score — Register Mean). The resultant measure of distance
reveals whether the text is close to the central tendency (i.e., register mean) within a given
register or, conversely, deviates from the central tendency in some way, thus representing a
‘peripheral’ rather than ‘central’ instantiation of a register. The terms ‘central’ and
‘peripheral’ (originally used in psychology literature on processes of categorization — e.g.,
Rosch (1976)) were applied to texts by Biber, Egbert and Keller (2020) in a study on
situational text types. As that study identifies clusters of texts unified by their situational
characteristics, it observes some texts that are ‘central exemplars’ (p. 22) of their clusters (or
situational text types) and others that are not quite representative of their text type or
‘peripheral to [its] situational characteristics’ (p. 29).

The present study investigates central and peripheral texts within a single register
(whereas in Biber et al.’s study these texts represented a situational text type which
encompassed texts from a variety of registers) and groups the texts on the basis of linguistic
rather than situational dimension scores (applying different methods), but the terms ‘central’
and ‘peripheral’ are used in the same sense as in the original study. That is, ‘central’ texts are
representative of their group — in the case of the present study, the register they belong to.
‘Peripheral’ texts stand out from the trend and demonstrate some deviation from the central

tendency. The approach adopted here is thus intended to shed light on the way in which each
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text responds to the demands of a register and the possible reasons why a text may deviate
from the central tendency, causing variation within a register.

Importantly, the ‘peripheral’ or ‘central’ place of a text in a register is not a
dichotomy. Rather, texts can occupy various positions on this spectrum, being more or less
removed from the register mean. Texts are therefore classified in how far or how close they
are in relative terms from the register mean. Distance between an individual text and the
register mean is operationalized through five categories that represent a cline from central to
peripheral texts. These categories include:

1) Central texts: The text is considered ‘central’ if the text score is extremely close to the
mean: the distance between the register mean and the individual text score is under 0.1

2) Minimally removed: The text is considered minimally removed from the mean if the
distance between the register mean and the individual text score is between 0.1 and 0.3

3) Moderately removed: The text is considered moderately removed from the mean if the
distance between the register mean and the individual text score is between 0.3 and 0.6

4) Peripheral 1: The text is considered ‘peripheral’ if the text score is quite far from the
mean: the distance between the register mean and the individual text score is between 0.6
and 0.9

5) Peripheral 2: The text is considered ‘peripheral’ if the text score is extremely far from

the mean: the distance between the register mean and the individual text score is over 0.92

2 The procedure described here (i.e., computing measures of distance between each individual text score and the
register mean) was performed separately on each dimension. The identified dimensions have different scales
(resultant from the different number of features that load on each dimension). It follows from this difference in
scales that the ‘distance groups’, operationalized through the established cut-off criteria, will in fact have a different
meaning on each dimension. That is, a distance from the register mean of <0.1 on Dimension 1 with a scale from 2
to —3 is measured in units different from that on Dimension 4 with a scale from 6 to —2.5. While the study does not
compare distance groups across dimensions, these differences in scales are important to acknowledge as the results
on different dimensions are discussed with reference to the same cut-off criteria.
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The cut-off points in the five groups are arbitrary in the sense that they do not rely on any
established cut-off criteria; however, they are established based on the measures of distance
between individual texts and the register means observed in the data and are meant to
represent common contrasts among sets of values. For example, a text with a value of
distance 0.03 was deemed to be extremely close to the mean, as was a text with a measure of
distance 0.06. The data contained a large number of texts with such values of distance. These
extremely low numbers stood in contrast from measures around 0.15 or 0.25 (the group
between 0.1-0.3), which in their turn were closer to the mean than the measures around 0.40
(the group between 0.3-0.6), etc. In each case, there were substantial numbers of texts that
could be classified in the group, which was seen as an indicator of the stability of the group.
On the other end of this spectrum, texts whose distance from the mean exceeded 0.6 and
reached 0.9 stood in stark contrast from the rest of the data, while texts whose measure of
distance exceeded 0.9 (e.g., 1, 1.15, or 1.25) were seen as extreme deviations from the central
tendency. Again, such texts were not singular occurrences, and several texts in several
registers could be placed in these groups, which suggested that the selected cut-off criteria
reflected the tendency in the data (Appendix 5 contains the text scores with relation to
register means on each dimension and the measures of distance which were then classified
into the five groups described here).

. The study further identifies the direction of deviation, i.e., the position of each text in each
register with relation to the register mean: above or below the mean on the dimension. The
position of each text with relation to the mean reveals a tendency towards the particular
functional pattern on each dimension relative to the other texts, which constitute the central

tendency. For example, if a text in a given register is above the mean on Dimension 1, a cline
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from oral elaboration to informationally dense literate discourse (described in detail in
Chapter 4), this author’s text in this case is more oral than the typical representatives of the
register®. The study then identifies the basis for this deviation.

Direction of deviation is possible to identify in each of the five distance groups. That
is, texts that are very close to the mean and thus in the classification adopted in the study are
considered ‘central’ are also positioned higher or lower relative to the mean. This tendency,
however, is so weak (distance from the mean <0.1) that texts in this group were not examined
with regard to the direction of deviation, but were all viewed as representative of the register.
Deviation is the most prominent (and thus much more clearly interpretable) in texts that are
considerably removed from the mean — texts labeled ‘Peripheral 1’ and ‘Peripheral 2°. It is
these groups of texts that represent the most stark contrast with the central tendency of a
register and thus are among the most informative for this study. The group of texts labeled
‘Moderately Removed’ is inspected for confirmatory purposes: for example, if a pattern
emerges from a systematic comparison of the peripheral groups to the central group, the texts
in the ‘Moderately Removed’ group are used as additional evidence for the observed trend.
Alternatively, the ‘Moderately Removed’ group is inspected if there are no texts in the
‘Peripheral 1’ and ‘Peripheral 2° groups of the register. The group of texts labeled
‘Minimally Removed’ from the register mean is considered to be quite close to the central
tendency, i.e., highly similar to the ‘Central’ distance group and at the same time form less of

a contrast with the ‘Peripheral’ groups. This group was therefore not deemed informative for

3 Here it is important to make the distinction between the position of the texts relative to the mean (above or below)
and the positive and negative range on the dimension and interpret the place of a text on the dimension in relative
terms. If the text in this example, for instance, is more oral than the mean of the register, it does not necessarily
appear in the positive (oral) range since the register mean itself may fall in the negative range. The texts that are
above the mean may thus also fall in the negative range (e.g., if the register mean is in the negative range and the
text is not far removed from it). While in this example this author’s text would be generally informational rather
than oral, what is important for the analysis here is that the text is more oral than the central tendency.
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the analyzed contrasts. That said, identifying the ‘Minimally Removed’ group and including
it in the five-group classification was still important, as first, it characterizes a substantial
number of texts in each register (i.e., a substantial number of texts are that far from the
mean), and second, it illustrates the continuous nature of the cline from central to peripheral
texts in a register, with multiple possibilities between the two extremes.

. After each text in each register is classified with regard to a) the distance group it belongs to
(i.e., how far this text is positioned from the register mean) and b) the direction of deviation
(i.e., whether this text shows a tendency towards one or the other functional possibility of the
dimension), a qualitative analysis of texts within the distance groups is conducted to identify
the basis for the observed patterns. Three types of texts are the focus of this analysis:

e Texts that represent the central tendency (Distance from M < 0.1)

As noted earlier, while direction of deviation was identified for this group, the tendency
towards one or the other dimension function is not prominent in texts in this distance group
due to their extreme closeness to the mean. More often, ‘Central’ texts are a rather

homogenous representation of the central tendency.

e Peripheral texts below the mean

Texts that show a considerable deviation from the mean (mostly Distance from M = 0.6-0.9
and Distance from M > 0.9) in the direction of the functional pattern represented by the
negative (or lower) pole of the dimension. As mentioned earlier, the tendency towards the
negative pole, i.e., the position of a text below the mean, does not necessarily suggest that the

text is in the negative range of the dimension. Rather, this direction of deviation suggests that

79



the text is closer to the negative pole and thus gravitates towards the function represented by

that end and uses relatively more of its linguistic features.

e Peripheral texts above the mean

Texts that show a considerable deviation from the mean (mostly Distance from M = 0.6-0.9
and Distance from M > 0.9) in the direction of the functional pattern represented by the
positive (or upper) pole of the dimension. Likewise, this direction of deviation does not
indicate that the text is positioned in the positive range. Instead, it shows an inclination
towards that pole and that functional pattern of the dimension, which results in relatively

higher rates of occurrence of the features associated with that functional pattern.

3.3.5 Individual Variation across Registers
RQ 6: How do authors vary across registers?

Addressing RQ 5 above, the study explores variation across texts within a register. Each text has
been characterized by a measure of distance from the register mean in each register and by a
tendency towards a particular functional pattern of the dimension. While the analysis in RQ 5
solely focused on differences among texts of a register, it is now possible to apply the findings of
that stage to an examination of individual language use across registers. That is, each author in
the corpus has produced a text within each register®. Each register has now been characterized in
terms of the amount of internal variation it allows across its texts (RQ 5). The study thus gained
insight into the place each author’s text occupies within each register with relation to the register

mean. The study further uses these data to reveal individual cross-register patterns by comparing

4 As discussed above, evaluations are an exception, with 64 out of 112 authors supplying texts in that register.
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authors with regard to these tendencies across registers. For example, an author may consistently
use language in ways characteristic for a given register — that is, consistently produce texts that
represent the central tendency in all registers, which could suggest that this author shows
sensitivity to register, is highly aware of the situational demands of each register, and
consistently adheres to these demands; alternatively, an author may consistently be the ‘outlier’
on the periphery of the register, using language in some new, uncommon, idiosyncratic ways.
This author may show this trend for a number of reasons — they may not be clear on what
constitutes the situational constraints of a given register, i.e., what goals are typically set, what
topics are discussed, in what setting, etc.; they may have a highly persistent individual way of
expression across registers and this individual language use may be so uncharacteristic for some
(or all) registers in the corpus that the speaker systematically occurs on the periphery; finally,
this author may be introducing some additional situational characteristic that is not commonly
associated with a particular register based on their unique communicative need. Another group of
authors may exhibit elements of both trends, namely represent the central tendency in some
registers while occurring on the periphery of others. At the same time, in all these possibilities,
the authors may consistently show a preference towards a particular dimension function across
registers (e.g., be noticeably more informational than the central tendency on Dimension 1), or
vary with regard to their preferred functional pattern across registers (i.e., be more informational
than the central tendency in some registers, but more oral and elaborated in others). Thus, at this
stage of the study, individual variation is explored in terms of authors’ approaches to register-
specific language use, and several contrasting examples are presented as case studies.

Analyses of communicative differences within registers (RQ 5) and the analyses of

individual variation across registers that builds on that stage (RQ 6) are carried out in six
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registers of the study and on two dimensions. The register of text messages is excluded from this
stage, where each text is analyzed in terms of its relative preference for a particular dimension
function. This analysis is problematic in text messages, whose dimension scores are inflated due
to the extreme shortness of the texts. That is, often low negative scores of some text messages
are the result of most, if not all, dimension features being absent in these extremely short texts.
Alternatively, some text messages with low negative scores do not contain negative features, but
still contain some positive features, or positive features outnumber the negative ones. The reason
for this seemingly counterintuitive ratio is the considerably larger number of positive features on
the dimension, which fail to occur in text messages due to their shortness. Therefore, when only
a few of the positive features occur in the texts, in the absence of the majority of the other
positive features their weight is still not sufficient to result in a positive score. These texts are
then found on the extreme negative end even if they do not contain any negative features. This
makes it impossible to analyze the tendency of the text towards a particular dimension function
relying on differences in scores between the register mean and that text, as the linguistic features
in that text may not reflect that tendency. Therefore, while it is possible to observe the functional
patterns of the dimensions in many text messages, this problem observed in other text messages
warranted the exclusion of the register from the analysis at this stage.

All analyses are carried out on two of the identified dimensions — Dimension 1 (‘Oral
Elaboration vs. Information Density’) and Dimension 4 (‘Evidence-based Stance’), discussed at
length in the following chapter. These dimensions are selected as two of the three dimensions
that have repeatedly been shown to emerge in multidimensional studies of numerous domains
and, as a result, have been referred to as ‘universal dimensions’ of linguistic variation — the oral/

literate divide, the narrative/ nonnarrative dimension, and stance (Biber, 2004). The dimensions
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of this study do not include the distinction between narrative and nonnarrative mode of
expression, as none of the registers in the corpus contain substantial amounts of narration.
However, the other two of the ‘universal’ dimensions — the oral/literate divide and stance — are
present, and while the exact features comprising them may vary across studies, the analyses
carried out by this study contribute to the body of knowledge about these universal discourse
patterns. These dimensions also differ substantially with regard to their linguistic composition
(discussed in detail in Chapter 4), with Dimension 1 comprised by nominal, pronominal, clausal,
and adverbial features and Dimension 4 exclusively comprised by clausal features. Basing the
analyses on these quite different linguistic dimensions can thus offer different insight into

variation across texts of a register.

The methods used in the study to address each research question are summarized in Table

3.4 below.

Table 3.4. Summary of research questions and respective methods

Research question Method Outcome

Dimensions of functional
linguistic variation in the

1. What underlying
functional dimensions of

Multidimensional analysis

linguistic variation exist in
the corpus?

. To what extent is
linguistic variation along
each of the identified
dimensions predicted by
social group (age and
gender), individual
differences, and register?

How do the social groups
of the study vary across
registers?

Random effects model

One-way ANOV As within
each social group
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corpus

Total variance explained
by all predictors
(conditional R?) and
proportion of variance
(R?) explained by each
predictor

Significant register pairs
within each social group



4. How do the social groups
of the study vary within
registers?

5. To what extent do
communicative differences
across texts of a register
explain linguistic variation
within registers?

6. How do individual
speakers vary across
registers?

One-way ANOVAs within
each register

Analysis of each text with
relation to register means:
-Measure of distance between
register mean and individual
text score

-Direction of deviation:
above/ below the mean

For each author:

-Measure of distance between
register mean and individual
text score across registers
-Direction of deviation:
above/ below the mean across
registers

Significant age and
gender pairs within each
register

1) texts representing
central tendency

2) peripheral texts above
the mean

3) peripheral texts below
the mean

Author’s tendency to:
1)Be close to or far from
the register mean across

registers

2)Stay above or below
the mean across registers
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CHAPTER 4. DIMENSIONS OF FUNCTIONAL LINGUISTIC VARIATION

This chapter first presents the functional interpretation of the four factors identified by the study
— the general underlying patterns of linguistic variation in the corpus. Table 4.1 contains the
factors (hereafter, dimensions) with the proposed dimension labels and factor loadings of each
linguistic variable associated with each dimension organized from the highest feature correlation
with the dimension to lowest. The interpretations that follow are based on the functions of these
individual linguistic features comprising a dimension, the manifestation of these functions in the
texts of the corpus found in the positive or negative range on a given dimension, and similar
dimensions observed and interpreted by previous macroscopic research studies. Table 4.2 shows
the amount of variance each of the predictor variables of the study (age, gender, individual
author, register) explains on each dimension. These results are then discussed in detail in the
following sections.

Sections 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, and 4.4 present the dimension structure of each dimension and
explain their functional configuration. Sections 4.1.1, 4.2.1, 4.3.1, and 4.4.1 place the registers of
the study along each dimension and discuss the features of the dimensions in context, illustrating
how these features co-construct the discourse of each register. It is important to note that many
registers exhibit quite extensive internal variation along the dimensions, thus not necessarily
representing a particular place on the dimension (e.g., highly informational or highly elaborated),
but include texts that incorporate features of both extremes to varying degrees. This internal
variation and its possible sources will be the subject of Chapters 5-6, where social group and
communicative variation within registers is analyzed. The analyzed text excerpts in this chapter
(sections 4.1.1, 4.2.1, 4.3.1, and 4.4.1) thus represent only one possibility of how the dimension

features are realized in a given register and only serve the goal of providing a general register
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comparison on the dimensions. These text samples should not, however, be viewed as
representative of the entire register on the dimension.

Similarly, sections 4.1.2, 4.2.2, 4.3.2, and 4.4.2 place the social groups of the study, age
groups and gender groups, on the identified dimensions. Each section (sections devoted to
registers as well as social groups) reports the relative importance of each variable in predicting
linguistic variation on each dimension.

Table 4.1. Dimensions of functional linguistic variation

Dimension Associated linguistic features

Dimension 1: Positive features:
Contractions (0.73)

Online oral elaboration vs. Conjuncts (0.63)

Information density Word count (0.59)

Present tense (0.58)

Clausal coordination (0.54)
Demonstrative pronouns (0.54)
Stranded prepositions (0.45)
Hedges (0.43)

Emphatics (0.38)

Pronoun ‘it’ (0.37)

Split auxiliaries (0.32)
Causative adverbial clauses (0.31)
Adverbs (0.30)

Negative features:
Pre-modifying nouns (—0.50)
Word length (—0.46)

Dimension 2: Positive features:
Nominalizations (0.56)

Abstract vs. Concrete discourse Type-token ratio (0.51)
‘Of” genitive (0.48)
Prepositional phrases (houn + preposition) (0.47)
“To’ noun complement clauses (0.41)
Predicative adjectives (0.41)
‘That’ noun complement clauses (0.35)
Adjective complement clauses (0.35)
Agentive passive voice (0.35)
Agentless passive voice (0.34)
Abstract nouns (0.34)
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Dimension 3:

Others-oriented descriptive vs.

Self-oriented/ Interactive
discourse

Dimension 4:

Evidence-based stance

‘Ed’ relative clauses (0.30)

(Pied relative clauses (0.28))
Negative features:

Concrete nouns (—0.45)

Nominal/ indefinite pronouns (—0.40)

Positive features:

Progressive aspect (0.53)

3" person pronouns (0.52)
‘Seem’/’appear’ (0.52)
Attributive adjectives (0.38)
Existential ‘there’ (0.36)

‘Ing’ relative clauses (0.34)
(‘Wh’ relative clauses on subject position (0.28))
Negative features:

1% person pronouns (-0.61)

2"d person pronouns (—0.37)

Verb ‘have’ (-0.38)

Modal verbs of prediction (—0.31)
Time adverbials (-0.31)

Positive features:

‘That’ verb complement clauses controlled by stance
verbs (0.76)

Public verbs (0.56)

‘That’ deletion controlled by public verbs (0.48)

‘To’ verb complement clauses controlled by stance verbs
(0.44)

Private verbs (0.38)

Past tense (0.37)

Verb complement clauses controlled by public verbs
(0.32)

(Modal verbs of possibility (0.28))

(‘That’ deletion controlled by private verbs (0.28))
(Verb complement clauses controlled by private verbs
(0.26))

Negative features:
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Table 4.2. Variance explained by each predictor variable (age, gender, author, register) in
linguistic variation on each dimension

Dimension Age Gender Register Author Total
Dim1 0 0 76% 1% 77%
Dim 2 0 0.05% 79.4% 0.3% 80%
Dim 3 0 0 77% 0.5% 77.5%
Dim4 0.1% 0 38.3% 0.5% 39%

4.1. DIMENSION 1. ORAL ELABORATION VS. INFORMATION DENSITY

The contrast observed between the features loading on the positive and negative poles of
Dimension 1 resembles the commonly identified continuum of oral vs. literate discourse
consistently discovered in multidimensional studies (e.g., Biber, 1988; Biber, 2006) focused on
both oral and literate registers as well as exclusively oral or exclusively written ones. There is
thus no one-to-one correspondence between the oral pole of this dimension and spoken registers
or between the literate pole and the written ones. Rather, the oral/ literate dimension is a
continuum from texts relying on features characteristic for oral interactive and involved
discourse to texts that prioritize information transmission over interpersonal communication. On
this dimension, oral discourse is constructed through verbal, clausal features, while literate
discourse is associated with nominal features, which contribute to efficiency and concision in the
task of information packaging (e.g., Biber, 1988).

Dimension 1 identified in this study exhibits the same verbal vs. nominal contrast.
Clausal features associated with the positive end of the dimension include present tense (0.58),
clausal coordination (0.54), split auxiliaries (0.32), causative adverbial clauses (0.31), and a
feature most strongly associated with the dimension and which implies verbal structures —
contractions (0.73). These features, all pointing to a focus on actions rather than information
presentation, also indicate present-orientedness and immediacy, apparent through the high factor

loading of present tense (0.58) and a tendency to elaboration and reasoning, conveyed through
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causative adverbial clauses (0.31). This tendency to elaboration also appears to be confirmed
through the high loading of clausal coordination (0.54) on the positive pole.

Alongside these verbal structures, a group of adverbial features, such as conjuncts (0.63),
hedges (0.43), emphatics (0.38), and other adverbs (0.30), qualifying propositions and expressing
speaker stance, are an important component of the dimension. Adverbs are viewed as markers of
interpersonal and situated discourse (Biber, Johansson, Leech, Conrad & Finegan, 1999/2021,
pp. 771-775) — functions which complement immediacy of communication, argumentation and
reasoning, and elaboration, conveyed through the clausal coordination, causative adverbial
clauses, and present tense, discussed above. As will be illustrated by the text samples below,
these adverbial features contribute to the involved nature of the registers occurring on the
positive end.

Another notable pattern on the positive pole of the dimension involves the features of
reduced surface form (Biber, 1988), such as contractions (0.74), demonstrative pronouns (0.54),
the pronoun ‘it’ (0.37), common in oral communication typically due to the shared physical
context (space and time) between the participants which eliminates the need to always name the
referenced entities, the time constraints of online speech production, and the increased cognitive
load associated with it. Demonstrative pronouns — linguistic tools that allow quick references to
objects known to the participants in a shared communicative context — are thus to be expected in
such fragmentary, inexplicit oral discourse. Similarly, the pronoun ‘it’ functions to refer to
known entities in a vague general manner and is made possible by the shared physical context, in
which specifying each referent is typically not necessary. Alternatively, the pronoun functions as

an exophoric reference enabled by the shared knowledge between the interactants. Finally,
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contractions, the result of time constraints introduced by online production, serve as a time-
saving device in fluent, fast, immediate communication (Biber, 1988).

Another set of features characteristic for oral discourse found on the positive pole of
Dimension 1 is dispreferred structures, such as stranded prepositions (0.45) and split auxiliaries
(0.32), the latter mentioned above as a clausal feature. Alongside contractions, stranded
preposition and split auxiliaries are proscribed in written communication, at least in the
prescriptive school of thought. These proscriptions, however, have been shown to be systematic
rather than arbitrary (Finegan, 1980, cited in Biber, 1988, p. 243). Specifically, these structures
represent a “mismatch between surface form and underlying representation, resulting either in a
reduced surface form [...] or a weakened isomorphism.” What makes these structures common
in oral discourse is thus likely to relate to its situational constraints, specifically the immediate
nature of communication which calls for reduced forms, easier and faster to produce, rather than
simply the fact that they are allowed in oral communication.

Overall, the positive features overviewed here all represent a particular aspect of oral
communication, such as the immediacy of such communication, occurring in the present
moment; the situated nature of such communication and the speaker’s position in it; its online
production not conducive to planning and thus resulting in fragmented, vague, inexplicit
discourse. Importantly, the speakers’ tendency to extensively elaborate on, explain, and develop
their ideas appears to be a major characteristic feature of the oral end of this dimension, as
indicated by clausal coordination and causative adverbial clauses. This oral elaboration is
enhanced by the variable of ‘word count’ (0.53) loading on the positive end of the dimension,

which suggests that oral elaboration in the corpus occurs in longer texts.
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In contrast, pre-modifying nouns (—0.50), forming noun-noun sequences, and long words
(-0.46), characterized as a feature of “specific, specialized meaning” (Zipf, 1949; Osgood, 1960;
Drieman, 1962; Blankenship, 1974, cited in Biber, 1988, p. 238), typical for literate rather than
oral production due to the lack of production constraints and ample opportunities for revision,
appear on the negative end. Nominal structures have been discussed by studies investigating
phrasal complexity and its evolution as features of efficiency and concision in information
presentation, introduced and advanced into use by the needs of modern information-driven
society (e.g., Biber & Gray, 2012; Biber et al., 2016; Staples et al., 2016). Noun-noun sequences,
in particular, have received attention as a highly functionally diverse linguistic phenomenon,
capable of conveying manifold complex relationships between its components (e.g., Egbert &
Davies, 2019). Communicating “specific, specialized meaning” thus appears to be a function
shared by the two features on the negative pole of this dimension, which represents specific,
concise, and efficient information presentation. The discussed features are further illustrated in

context as the registers of the study are analyzed along the dimension.

4.1.1 Registers along Dimension 1

Register is found to be a major predictor of variation on the dimension, explaining 76% of
variance (F (6, 729) = 363.5, p < 0.001), all register pairs significantly different from each other
with the exceptions of text messages and business memos (p > 0.003, Cohen’s d < 0.2) and
evaluations and emails (p > 0.003, Cohen’s d < 0.5). Figure 4.1 shows the registers in the corpus
along Dimension 1, and Table 4.3 contains the descriptive statistics (means and standard
deviations) for each. The Figure shows that the registers that tend to occupy the positive end of
the dimension, i.e., prioritize online oral elaboration over information density, are interviews,

descriptions, and evaluations. As was described in Section 3.1, interviews and image descriptions
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are spoken registers, marked by such situational characteristics of spoken discourse as real time
production and, consequently, lack of opportunities for planning, editing, or revision.
Evaluations, mini-essays on the students’ likes and dislikes of Aston campus, on the other hand,
are written, the mode thus not imposing the same constraints. These results are not surprising: as
noted earlier, the oral/ literate divide, repeatedly observed in multidimensional studies of both
spoken and written registers, does not only reflect differences in mode. In fact, an important
outcome of comprehensive investigations of speech and writing has been the fact that no clear
distinction between spoken and written registers of English has been uncovered (Biber, 1988).
Rather, registers vary along a continuum between highly oral, interactive, and involved text
varieties on one end and highly informational ones on the other, regardless of the mode. Thus,
evaluations in the present study, while being a written register, occupy an intermediate position
on this continuum, combining features of information transmission, typical of literate discourse,
and oral elaboration, interactivity and involvement, more characteristic for oral discourse, the
latter outweighing the former. Text Samples 1, 2, and 3 illustrate features of oral elaboration
(bolded) in these registers, contrasted with rather rare negative features of information density

(underscored).

Table 4.3. Registers along Dimension 1. Descriptive statistics

Register Dimension 1

M SD
Business memos -1.01 0.79
Description 0.44 0.51
Emails 0 0.38
Essays -0.24 0.27
Evaluations 0.15 0.24
Interviews 1.62 0.21
Text messages -0.9 0.66
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Figure 4.1. Registers along Dimension 1
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Text Sample 1 is an example of an interview, the highest scoring register on the dimension (M =
1.62; SD = 0.21). The text shows how the positive features of the dimension co-construct oral
elaboration: specifically, frequent clausal coordination in this passage serves to string ideas
together, most often adding to the previous ones (and) and occasionally indicating more complex
idea relations (the disjunctive but), and the three causative adverbial clauses (because) elaborate
on propositions, adding detail. This causal relationship between ideas is further enhanced by
conjuncts (so), indicating consequence. Discourse markers serve as a minimal response to the
interlocutor’s previous statement and mark the beginning of the speaker’s turn (yeah). The
passage also illustrates the importance of adverbs for oral elaboration, apparent not only through
frequency of use, but also through the variety of functions performed by adverbs. Stance adverbs
are the first prominent class in the speaker’s description of their habits. These stance adverbs
(obviously x2, actually) express certainty and strengthen the speaker’s statements; the use of
these adverbs also appears to assume a common ground with the listener — the speaker offers an

93



explanation or a justification for their choices and by qualifying them as obvious assumes
solidarity on the listener’s part. Speaker stance is also expressed through the emphatics in the
passage (e.g., quite a bit, very, still, even, just) or hedges (quite). Adverbs like normally, then or
anymore situate the speaker’s experience in time. Since this experience is habitual, it is presented
entirely in the present tense. Finally, the passage demonstrates several instances of reduced
surface form structures common in online production, such as contractions, and structures of
generalized discourse such as demonstrative pronouns (I normally eat that) and the pronoun ‘it’
(it’s (=the diet) changed a bit). The single occurrence of the negative feature, noun-noun
sequence, is akin to a compound noun denoting a kind of food, as evidenced by the stress on the
first element as well as the holistic meaning of the sequence (spring rolls). It is thus most likely

processed as a single word and hardly contributes to information density.

Text Sample 1. Author 82, Interview (text id: 179), Dimension 1 score: 2.17

Erm. Yeah, so ob-obviously it's changed quite a bit during [...]. Erm, so it's not very
healthy anymore, because no- we normally eat, er, at sunset, and it's normally fried
food.

Like not even in the air-fryer, it's just fried food. Erm, samosas and spring rolls, and
pastries and stuff like that. And yeah, so I normally eat that in the evening. And just
because I've been fasting all day, | don't actually eat a lot. So I get full er, full pretty
quick.

Erm, but it's still quite an unhealthy option. And then obviously during  and sunrise,
that's when we have the next meal. And n-normally towards then | have my fruit,
because | can't have it in the morning anymore. So | have my fruit then. And erm, |
have cereal or tea and biscuits. So it's like healthy and unhealthy at the same time.

Text Sample 2 is an example of image descriptions (M = 0.44; SD = 0.51). Due to the nature of
the task, the tense of the text is present. Clausal coordination is a means of building on
previously expressed ideas and moving forward in the description. The impersonal pronoun ‘it’,
another feature associated with the positive pole of the dimension, serves as a formal subject and
introduces the idea units (it looks like/ it doesn 't look like). Adverbs again play a central role,

expressing stance (actually) and organizing the discourse (then), while conjuncts (for example,
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so) express the logical relationship between ideas. Among the expressions of stance, hedges
(maybe x3, almost, a bit of, quite) are particularly prominent in this excerpt and seem to be
common in this register generally. In descriptions, the speaker hypothesizes about the nature of
the event in the picture, the relationship between the participants of this event, the task the
participants are working on — the kind of specifics, in which the speaker cannot have confidence;
in Text Sample 2, even emphatics, such as really, are used to express doubt (you can’t really see
what’s going on). Discourse markers (okay) do not occur throughout descriptions, most likely
due to their monologic nature in contrast to interviews, but seem to consistently mark the
beginnings of descriptions, signaling the speaker’s readiness to start the task. Similar to
interviews, image descriptions also contain features indicative of the online production of these

texts, such as contractions.

Text Sample 2. Author 62, description (text id: 3551), Dimension 1 score: 1.58

Okay. So, er, the first image is two women, erm, they look like they’re good friends.
Erm, she’s having a bit of a laugh with her, a bit of a giggle about something. It looks
like, maybe, the, the lady who is standing up next to the lady who’s sat down is showing
her something? Erm, it, it doesn’t look like a formal setting, |1 wouldn’t say, like, for
example, in a lecture or in a meeting. Erm, it looks more like, maybe, they’re sat down
doing some revision together and they’re having a bit of a laugh about something or,
maybe, they’re talking about something informal. But it does look like she’s showing
her something or grabbing something, she’s almost (split aux) reaching her arm out in
front of her. And then the other girl has her hand on her chest, laughing. Erm, the
background, actually, is quite plain, you can’t really see what’s going on.

Text Sample 3 illustrates oral elaboration in the register of evaluations (M = 0.15; SD =
0.24). Evaluations dwell on ‘general truths’, i.e., positives and negatives of the Aston campus,
which warrants the prominent use of the present tense. Speaker stance is central to evaluations,
whose communicative goal is to describe the advantages and drawbacks of the university
facilities, and in this passage is expressed through frequent emphatics and adverbs of time and

manner, which always strengthen the propositions (very easily, temporarily fixed constantly,
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regularly did not work, especially on hotter days). The passage abounds in conjuncts, which
serve to organize and reinforce ideas, particularly the author’s reasoning. Such reinforcement of
reasoning appears to be the function of again throughout the passage. Demonstrative pronouns, a
feature of inexplicit, vague discourse allowing references to entities known to the participants,
are used in the passage to refer back to the issues listed, as the author elaborates on the root
causes of the problems or why these problems deserve attention (This may link to the first point;
This is a big issue). A similar function is performed in the passage by the pronoun ‘it (this
either was not the case or it did not appear to be).

While there is a focus on oral elaboration, relative scarcity of some positive features may
reflect the impact of the written mode. The absence of contractions, for example, a feature of
compression necessitated by the time constraints of online production, is one indicator of
evaluations being somewhat more literate on the continuum than interviews and image
descriptions (the single contraction in this passage is a rare exception in evaluations). The
passage also contains two instances of nominal sequences that convey its slightly higher

informational focus.

Text Sample 3. Author 25, evaluation (text id: 80), Dimension 1 score: 0.63

Again, this could very easily be amended just by using paint and making it appear less
dull. Secondly, one thing I found with Aston Campus which was a reoccuring problem is
the issues with the lifts. This may link to the first point due to the buildings being old but
they regularly did not work. This is a big issue when you have to go to a high_level
floor, and especially on hotter days. When you are paying such a large amount of money,
this is not an issue that should keep reoccuring. Again, | feel this links to be poor upkeep
of the buildings and them being (split aux) temporarily fixed constantly rather than
having something done that’s permanent and will stop the issue. Lastly, though it states
that there is twenty-four hour security, | often found that this either was not the case or it
did not appear to be. Again, when you are paying large amounts of money to attend
university, it is important to feel safe.

Emails (M = 0; SD = 0.38), only slightly lower on the dimension than evaluations, form a

perfect split between the positive and negative ends of the dimension (Figure 4.1). The
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situational characteristics of the register are conducive to both oral elaboration and information
transmission, and texts within the register may vary with respect to their more specific situational
characteristics, which lead them to prioritize oral expression or information density. The text
excerpt presented here (Text Sample 4) does not represent either of the extremes but shows a
balance of oral and informational features possible in emails. The writer of this email describes
their current interests, experience, and difficulties, which makes the texts present-oriented.
Conjuncts (however) and other adverbs (also) serve to show the logical relations between the
propositions, while the causative adverbial clause (as I haven'’t yet launched) explains the
reasons for the described difficulty and motivates the questions for the addressee that follow.
Generalized references, common for oral communication, are present (pronoun it, demonstrative
these) but minimal: part of the writer’s goal in writing this email is to provide the addressee with
information which is new for them and pertains solely to the writer’s professional life. Vague
references in this communicative situation could therefore negatively impact clarity. The email is
written by a student to their supervisor, and in view of the nature of the relationship, the goal of
the email, and the professional context, the text does not feature overt expressions of stance
through emphatics or other adverbs.

On the other hand, information presentation is an important goal of the email, as the
writer informs the addressee about their experience and interests before asking for guidance. It
becomes apparent that it is the writer’s past experience with particular platforms or tasks

(network marketing and forex trading), the subjects of their interests (media marketing, media

platforms), and the related aspects of the job the writer is applying to (time management, day-to-

day operations) that are conveyed through the noun-noun sequences in the text. The email thus

combines the goals of presenting this information in a concise and efficient manner, dictated by
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the conventions of professional communication, with elaboration necessary to make this
information accessible to the reader. It is this balance that is reflected in its equidistant position
from the positive and negative poles of the dimension (text score of 0.01) and the combination of
their features.

Text Sample 4. Author 89, email (text id: 10172), Dimension 1 score: 0.01

I am mid launch for my own and have a strong interest in Social Media Marketing with
multiple profiles on several social media platforms. In my spare time, | also learn about
digital marketing from platforms like YouTube or other Digital Marketers. | am also a
part of a company that does Forex Trading and Network Marketing. However, as |
haven't yet launched, | am finding it difficult in applying experience to the job
description. So, my questions are as follows:

| understand that | cannot say 'learnt digital marketing from YouTube’, so how would
you suggest | tackle this? For the requirement of 'Support in day to day operations', is it
possible that | can mention 'being responsible for the time management and completion
of tasks' pertaining to my students? In regard to my network marketing and forex trading,
how could I implement these? would | have to prove how many connections | have
made over the world in relation to other forex traders? Thank you for your help and 1
hope my email isn't too long/complicated!

The remaining three registers, essays (M = -0.24; SD = 0.27), text messages (M = -0.90;
SD = 0.66), and business memos (M = —1.01; SD = 0.79), are found predominantly in the
negative range of the dimension (Figure 4.1). Communication is often set in professional
contexts, and the relationship between participants tends to be professional, unequal in status
rather than personal (although text messages are in many ways an exception). Features of online
oral elaboration, many of which express speaker stance and involvement, are thus uncommon in
this situational context. The registers are written; their production circumstances therefore allow
opportunities for planning, editing, and revision and do not require features of reduction and
compression, such as contractions. At the same time, these allowances of the mode enable the
writers to make use of complex nominal structures, which are cognitively demanding (e.g.,
Coleman & Blumenfeld, 1963; Cheung, 2017) and therefore rare or impossible in the spoken

mode. In writing, on the other hand, such phrasal complexity is an important attribute of
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information packaging (e.g., Biber et al., 2016; Staples et al., 2016). The efficiency and
concision of this kind of information transmission may serve to satisfy the space constraints
often imposed by the medium (e.g., word count in university essays; character restrictions in text
messages). At the same time, the use of nominal structures, which are harder to process, is
justified by the opportunity for careful reading. The text excepts below demonstrate how
information presentation is achieved through noun-noun sequences.

Text Sample 5 is an excerpt from an essay from a psychology class. It is apparent that the
subject matter of the essay is specialist, and a substantial amount of shared specialist knowledge
is expected of the addressee. This characteristic of the audience, namely the fact that the essays
target specialist readers and represent scholarly discourse, as well as opportunities for careful
reading compensate for the cognitive load imposed by the complex nominal structures. The text
reports the results of an experiment investigating a relationship between constructs. This goal
warrants a heavy informational focus, reflected in the variety of noun-noun sequences in the
passage. Nominal sequences denote notions central to the goal of the essay and include the

phenomena investigated by the study (eating behavior, eating habits, food consumption, food

categories), the instrument used in the study (Food Freguency Questionnaire), the authority that

developed the instrument (Swiss Food Panel), construct measurements (neuroticism score;

conscientiousness, openness, agreeableness score), and the results (study result). If the pre-

modifying nouns of these sequences are analyzed in more detail, we can see that pre-
modification conveys a range of semantic relations denoting an institution (Food Panel), content

(food categories = categories of food; Food Frequency Questionnaire = questionnaire about food

frequency), objective relations, with the pre-modifying noun being the object of the process

described in the second noun (food consumption = consumption of food), or relations of location
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(study results = results of the study/ observed in the study), where the second noun is found at
the “location” of the pre-modifying noun (Biber et al., 2021, pp. 584-585). Some noun-noun

sequences seem to express more nuanced or complex relations: eating habits or eating behavior

denote habits or behavior formed as a result of eating a certain way; neuroticism scores,

conscientiousness score, openness score, and agreeableness score denote scores that measure

their respective construct. It is apparent from this complexity that noun-noun sequences contain
information vital to the goal and the topic of the passage while serving as a means of economy
and precision. Features of elaboration are rare and are mostly limited to the present tense.

Text Sample 5. Author 27, essay (text id 10862), Dimension 1 score: —0.85

The purpose of this study is to see is there a relation between personality and unhealthy
eating behavior based on the Big Five Inventory and Swiss Food Panel Food Frequency
Questionnaire. Rsearcher predicts neuroticism score will have a positive relationship
with unhealthy eating habit; there is a negative correlation between conscientiousness,
openness, agreeableness score and unhealthy eating habits. Finding from correlation and
regression shows that there is a significant negative relationship of conscientiousness and
unhealthy eating habit.

To look at the relationship between personality and eating behaviour, Keller & Siegrist
(2015) study result show that neuroticism had a significant positive indirect effect on
sweet and savoury food consumption, whereas conscientiousness had a significant
negative indirect effect on consumption of food categories that are indicators of an
unbalanced diet. This shows that there might be link between personality and food
consumption and eating habits.

Another register occurring rather low on the informational end (M = — 0.90; SD = 0.66) is
text messages. Text Sample 6 presents an example of a text message with a clear informational

focus. Surprisingly, the noun-noun sequences in the text also vary widely in the meaning

relations they express, which include purpose (shopping items), content (sandwich bags),

composition (cranberry juice, beef hamburgers, custard cakes, chocolate biscuits, masala

curry), subjective relations (Hollander sauce = Hollander is the brand that makes the sauce), and

what may be considered partative (cross buns = the image of a cross is on the buns). The

individual coinages of the noun-noun sequences ‘tins beans’ or ‘tins sliced peaches’ in place of
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an ‘of” genitive also appears to be prompted by considerations of efficiency. This example shows
that the goal of text messages, often perceived to emulate spoken communication, can in fact be
to convey information. Due to the space constraints of the medium, but more likely time
constraints for typing, the goal of information transmission is served well by noun-noun
combinations.

However, while the place of this register on the dimension is indicative of the
informational focus of text messages and the noun-noun sequences even show a variety of
expressed meanings, this result should be interpreted with caution due to the extreme shortness
of the texts and the subsequent inflation of scores (an issue discussed in Chapter 3). Thus, much
lower scores of text messages on the dimension should not be interpreted as indicators of greater
information density in this register than that observed in essays. It is also apparent that the nature
of the noun phrases serving the goal of information presentation in text messages is quite
different from those in essays: unlike essays, text messages focus on concrete, tangible objects
rather than complex phenomena. This contrast may be attributed to the difference in setting and
subject matter. Text messages represent casual communication between friends or family, who
typically interact in a private setting; the assumed background knowledge is not specialist in
nature, and the noun-noun sequences denote entities and objects found in such situational
contexts. Thus, while noun-noun sequences can indeed be prominent in text messages, a register
not typically associated with information presentation, the nature of the nominal sequences
reflects the situational characteristics of the register.

Sample 6. Author 72, text message (text id: 20137): Dimension 1 score: —2.31

Hi trust you are ok ,the shopping items are as follows, potatoes, bananas ,grapes, ice
ceam, 2 cranberry juice, squirty cream, ,2 rice , Hollander sauce, 2 tins sliced peaches,
2xtins beans ,2 jars masala curry, 2 rice, fresh salmon, beef hamburgers, hot cross buns
,digestive biscuits, chocolate biscuits, custard cakes, 6 milk, 6 wine, sandwich bags,
many thanks. Xxx
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While information presentation may not be typically associated with text messaging, the
informational focus of business memos directly relates to its goal of informing the addressee and
reporting the results of the search, whose search items are specified by that addressee. The noun-
noun sequences in Text Sample 7 serve to present the results of such a search and all involve
proper nouns in geographic names or names of the researched facilities. The most common

semantic relation between the nouns in the phrases is that of location (e.g., Helsinki Strand), but

others include time (evening activity), and purpose or content (e.g., souvenir shop, History

Museum).

The caveat regarding text length affecting the results applies to business memos as well,
many of which are quite short. Nevertheless, noun-noun sequences play a central role in this
register, as participants present information meant for a supervisor in a work context in a
straightforward and efficient manner.

Text Sample 7. Author 61, business memo (text id 27135), Dimension 1 score: —2.56

Hotel: Hilton Helsinki Strand - King Guest room with Sea View - 2-4th Sep 2021 = £193
per night Breakfast Cafe: La Torrefazione, Hakaniemi - 8am-6pm - 3 min walk from
hotel City's History Museum: The National Museum of Finland - 11am-6pm - 21_min
walk/10 min drive from hotel National dish Restaurant: Kanstan Molja - 10 min drive
from hotel Souvenir shop: Kankurin Tupa - 16 min walk/5 min drive from hotel Evening
activity: Wallis' Skatta_Karaoke Bar - 20 min walk/8 min drive from hotel

4.1.2 Social Group and Individual Variation on Dimension 1

The previous section presented the feature co-occurrence patterns associated with Dimension 1
in the texts of different registers. Register was shown to be a significant predictor of linguistic
variation on the dimension, and it was illustrated how registers differ in their place on the
dimension — the extent to which they gravitate towards one functional pole or the other. These
differences were related to the communicative situation of the registers, namely the relationship

between the participants, the amount of shared knowledge and the nature of this knowledge, the
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communicative goal, or the affordances and restrictions of the production circumstances. In the
same vein, this section plots the social groups of the study along the dimension and discusses the
observed patterns.

Figures 4.2-4.3 plot the age and gender groups along Dimension 1 and Tables 4.4-4.5
below present the descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations) for each group. Neither
age nor gender is a significant predictor of variation, not explaining any variance on the
dimension (Age: F (4,724) = 0.33, p > 0.003, R? = 0%; Gender: F (1,720) = 0.05, p > 0.003, R? =
0%). As follows from the descriptive statistics in Tables 4.4-4.5, there are no differences
between any of the groups (p >0.003). This result suggests that the age groups of the study as
well as the gender groups do not differ in their way of navigating the linguistic space between
online oral elaboration and information density.

Table 4.4. Age groups on Dimension 1. Descriptive statistics

Age group Dimension 1

M SD
19 -0.11 1.14
20 -0.02 1.01
21 0 0.98
22 0.05 0.91
23 -0.06 1.02
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Figure 4.2. Age groups on Dimension 1

Online oral elaboration vs. information density
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Table 4.5. Gender groups on Dimension 1. Descriptive statistics
Register Dimension 1
M SD
Males 0.02 0.97
Females 0 0.98

Figure 4.3. Gender groups on Dimension 1
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The age groups included in the study range from 19 to 23-year-old undergraduate
students, and while the difference in biological age is not sufficient to warrant differences in
functional linguistic patterns (i.e., one year is not likely to result in age-grading), the one-year
difference between the groups may represent the length of the students’ immersion in the
academic context. This length of immersion may have an effect on their performance in some
academic registers, for which phrasal complexity has been shown to be characteristic, such as
essays (e.g., Staples et al., 2016). However, an overall development of increased phrasal
complexity across levels appears unlikely in view of the nature of the other registers in the
corpus. Essays and emails are the only registers naturally produced in the academic context, in
which case instruction or exposure could have an effect on where they fall on the cline (although
emails, as was shown above, may be both oral and informational). In the case of the other
registers, not academic in nature, there is no reason to anticipate a development in phrasal
expression over time. Considering the varied nature of the registers in the corpus, it is thus not
surprising that age, or university level, does not predict how the dimension space is navigated.

Likewise, gender is not a significant predictor of variation on the dimension (Figure 4.3;
Table 4.5). This result suggests that the identified underlying function is equally characteristic
for the speech of men and women and does not distinguish between the groups. Some of the
features strongly associated with the dimension have been previously discussed as distinctive for
gender groups. Coordination and subordination, for example, have been associated with
gendered speech, the former seen as characteristic for women (Jespersen, 1922, cited in Coates,
2004); among the gender-distinctive features are also emphatics and hedges (Eckert &
McConnell-Ginet, 2003; Coates, 2004; Brezina, Love & Aijmer, 2018), discourse markers,

adverbial stance structures, and the amount of talk (Coates, 2004), all found prevalent in

105



women’s speech. All these features form a strong association with Dimension 1, contributing to
online oral elaboration. The results of this study, however, do not confirm the trends identified in
investigations of these individual features. That is, while there may be a preference exhibited by
a certain gender towards a particular feature, a more holistic approach undertaken by this study,
in which several co-occurring features, each performing individual functions, jointly comprise an
underlying general linguistic function, does not reveal the same trend. Rather, the underlying
function elucidated by the dimension appears to manifest itself the same way in the speech of
men and women. This finding, however, does not contradict conclusions of previous
sociolinguistic research. The general functional pattern identified by the dimension is not
equivalent to any of the individual functions of the features at its core. That is, the individual
functions of emphatics, hedges, coordination, subordination, discourse markers, and adverbs all
contribute to this general pattern, but the underlying function revealed through their co-
occurrence is inherently different from each individual function of the features. As a result, while
hedges may indeed be favored by women, leading to the conclusion that women show a tendency
to tentative expression, tentativeness is not the function of Dimension 1 and is not equivalent to
oral elaborate or informational expression.

Another reason for this outcome could be multifunctionality of linguistic features. Aries
(1996) points out multifunctionality as a caveat for gender research relying on specific linguistic
features, saying that while a feature may have been previously identified as distinctive, its
functions may be different in other contexts. In this study, while a feature may be strongly
associated with a dimension due to its particular role in the investigated domain, the reason for
that strong association may be one particular function frequently performed by that feature in the

domain; however, it may be its other functions that were found important in distinguishing
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between men’s and women’s speech, and they may not be performed in the texts of this corpus
and thus may not contribute to the dimension. Subordination, a feature encompassing numerous
structural types and functional meanings, may be an example. An important consideration here is
that features associated with gender differences were identified mainly in spoken registers (as
discussed in Chapter 2), while the registers of this corpus represent very different domains. It
was shown by previous research on gender (overviewed in Chapter 2) that literate or
informational contexts did not reveal gender differences.

Overall, the lack of significance of gender observed here seems in line with other studies
that have previously relied on a combination of features in gender research rather than individual
features. The overview in Chapter 2 showed that those studies did not observe the gender
differences found in studies based on individual features and instead consistently reported
differential patterns heavily dependent on the social roles of the participants and context. These
studies have reported a minor role of gender or a lack of differences. Similarly, this study shows
that situational differences play a much more prominent role in navigating general
communicative patterns than gender. Thus, it may be that while more specific functions of
individual features may reflect gender differences (in some contexts), a general pattern like the
one captured by the dimension is fundamental to communication and equally characteristic for
men and women.

While social group does not contribute to the variation along the dimension, individual
differences among the 112 people in the corpus account for 1% of variation (F (111, 624) = 0.27,
p >0.003) after the other variables have been accounted for. While this result is nonsignificant, it
shows that additional variation on the dimension may be due to differences between individual

authors.
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4.2 DIMENSION 2. ABSTRACT VS. CONCRETE DISCOURSE

The poles of Dimension 2 represent a contrast between abstract and concrete discourse. This
contrast is the most clear through the opposition between typical features of abstract discourse,
such as nominalizations (0.56) and abstract nouns (0.34) on the one hand, and concrete nouns (—
0.45) on the other. Alongside nominalizations and other abstract nouns, the positive pole features
a range of other nominal features whose functions entail presenting complex abstract concepts.
Such features include ‘of” genitives (0.48), expressing a range of meanings and relations
extending beyond possession (e.g., partative, defining, objective; see Biber et al., 1999, p. 303)
and prepositional phrases, specifically nouns followed by prepositions other than ‘of” (0.47).
Abstract concepts conveyed through nouns are further elaborated through ‘to’ (0.41) and ‘that’
(0.35) noun complement clauses, seen as markers of “abstract nominalized stance towards a
proposition” and “assessment of certainty of the proposition” (Biber et al., 1999, p.642). While
noun complement clauses disclose the content of the head noun, relative clauses modify it,
adding information about the head noun or serving as an “idea unit expansion” (Chafe, 1982,
1985, cited in Biber, 1988, p. 234). Non-finite ‘ed’ relative clauses (0.30) and pied-piping (0.28)
serve this purpose.

While the abstract phenomena themselves are denoted through these nominal features
and they are further developed through the noun complement and relative clauses, speaker
evaluation of the proposition (Winter, 1982, cited in Biber, 1988, p. 231), objective
characterization of the complex notions discussed or personal stance, is expressed through
adjectival structures — adjective complement clauses (0.35) and predicative adjectives (0.41) both
appearing on the positive pole.

Another feature commonly characterized as a marker of detached, impersonal, and
abstract discourse — passive voice — is represented on the dimension as agentless (0.34) and
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agentive (0.35) passives. The abstract nature of passive structures is attributed to the fact that the
agent either does not occupy the central place in the discourse and is not connected to it as
closely as the patient or deemed unimportant and is absent from the structure (Biber, 1988, p.
228). Finally, type-token ratio (0.51), the ratio of different words in a text to the total number of
words, a measure of lexical diversity, appears to suggest that this kind of abstract discourse
presenting complex concepts and ideas is highly specific, planned, and delivered with attention
to detail.

It is important to note at this point that this dimension structure, namely the abundance of
abstract, nominal, literate features, does not suggest that the abstract pole of Dimension 2
overlaps with the negative pole of Dimension 1. The identified dimensions are, of course,
interrelated, and it is indeed likely that texts that prioritize information density over oral online
elaboration (i.e., get negative scores on Dimension 1) are also abstract (i.e., positive on
Dimension 2). As indicated by factor correlations, however, the dimensions capture unique
variance (specifically, r =-0.12 between Dimensions 1 and 2), and are thus independent of each
other.

The concrete end of the dimension is comprised by concrete nouns (-0.45) and indefinite
pronouns (-0.40). While the opposition formed by concrete nouns with the abstract nominal
features discussed above is intuitive, the role of indefinite pronouns, a feature usually
contributing to the construction of vague, general discourse, is perhaps less obvious with relation
to concreteness. Its place in concrete discourse will become apparent from the analysis of texts,
particularly in some registers, such as image descriptions, presented below. Specifically, it will
be illustrated that the feature does serve the function of referencing concrete objects, but the

speaker expresses uncertainty about them: for example, these objects may not be in clear view
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and thus are not clearly discernible to the speaker who is describing the visual. These seemingly

vague, indefinite features therefore do serve the function of referring to concrete objects.
4.2.1 Registers along Dimension 2

Again, register is a significant predictor on the dimension, accounting for 79% of variance (F (6,
729) = 428.1, p < 0.001), with all register pairs significantly different from each other with the
exception of emails and evaluations (p > 0.003, Cohen’s d < 0.5). Figure 4.4 shows the registers
on Dimension 2 and Table 4.6 presents the descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations)
for each.

Table 4.6. Registers on Dimension 2. Descriptive statistics

Register Dimension 2

M SD
Business memos -0.29 0.53
Description -1.31 0.40
Emails 0.70 0.48
Essays 1.30 0.29
Evaluations 0.57 0.32
Interviews -0.05 0.17
Text messages -0.67 0.69
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Figure 4.4. Registers on Dimension 2
Abstract vs. concrete discourse
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Essays (M = 1.30; SD = 0.29) are the register with the highest positive score on the
dimension. Text Sample 8, an essay written for a psychology class, illustrates the features
associated with abstract discourse. The abstract concepts in the passage are conveyed through a
variety of nominal features, such as numerous nominalizations (e.g., definition, recognition,
expressor, happiness, etc.) and other abstract nouns (e.g., menace, display). Additionally, the
passage elucidates the complex relationship between many of these abstract phenomena, denoted
through these features, and other similarly complex notions. These relationships are conveyed
through the prepositional phrases following many of these abstract nouns as postnominal
modifiers. Thus, an extended noun phrase with multiple levels of embedding like the definition
of correct recognition of facial displays of emotion contains three consecutive postnominal
modifiers, each conveying the essence of the previous abstract concept through another. Even in
this short excerpt, such multiple phrasal embedding is frequent and pervasive. The relationships

conveyed this way are not limited to those expressed through genitive of-phrases, with other
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prepositional phrases (nouns followed by prepositions other than ‘of” — here, e.g., uncertainty in
its definition) forming an equally strong association with the dimension. Such complex relations
are also conveyed through the interplay of abstract nouns with other features important for the
dimension: the predicative adjective able followed by an adjective complement clause in the
following example — the importance of being able to correctly decipher facial displays of
emotions — express an abstract idea the same way the nominalization ability would in its place.
Another feature of abstract discourse on the positive end of the dimension and prominent
in the passage is passive voice. Agentless passive structures in the passage serve to mitigate the
force of some statements by removing the agent, thus lending the author an opportunity to show
less commitment to or less ownership of the proposition than the active counterpart would
convey (it can be said, can be interpreted). Examples of agentive passives like can only be
defined by the expressor or has been correctly interpreted by the intended receiver show that
the agents in the by-phrase, expressed through nominalizations, are not known or concrete.
Rather, expressor and receiver are undefined abstract referents in the described process of facial
recognition. The passage thus illustrates how a number of positive Dimension 2 features co-

construct abstract discourse in essays.

Text Sample 8. Author 86, essay (text id: 10976), Dimension 2 score: 2.04

The definition of correct recognition of facial displays of emotion greatly varies across
a multitude of circumstances and environments. The heavily disputed topic holds
uncertainty in its definition of ‘correct recognition’, however, it can be said that this
can only be defined by the expressor and if their affective signal has been correctly
interpreted by the intended receiver (Fridlund, 2017). This is due to the nature of
facial displays of emotion and how one display, such as the smile, can be interpreted in
ways like happiness or menace. This ultimately exemplifies the importance of being
able to correctly decipher facial displays of emotion as it enables humans to convey
intentions and feelings.

Still in the positive range of the dimension but generally less abstract are emails (M =

0.70; SD = 0.48) and evaluations (M = 0.57; SD = 0.32). Being much lower on the dimension
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than the essay discussed above, Text Samples 9 and 10, an email and an excerpt from an
evaluation, demonstrate a combination of features of abstract discourse and references to
concrete objects. Text Sample 9 is an email written by a student to their supervisor, in which the
student proposes a dissertation topic and requests feedback. The concrete references in this email
relate to concrete experiences shared by the participants, such as references to recent
communication (week, weekend) or denote concrete steps, elements, or products of the academic
process (questions, paragraph, works, aims, topic) and proper names of particular prominent
figures in the field (Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, John Stewart Mill), which constitute the shared
professional knowledge between the participants. However, abstract notions still prevail in this
email as a result of its topic and goal — namely, to propose a dissertation topic. In view of this,
abstract phenomena are of central importance to this text, as they are used to state the topic of the
proposed research (liberalism, theories such as the hedonistic principle, the harm principle and
utilitarianism, concept of ‘absolute freedom’ in Liberalism, origins of the Theory, Islam,
Islamic perspective). The passive structures in the excerpt accommodate the discourse need to
omit the agents in the discussion of this abstract subject matter. It is the concepts central to these
theories (e.g. concept of freedom) that receive prominence in this discussion rather than the
agents who acted on them. In the clause the concept of freedom is portrayed or even limited in
the Quran, for example, it is how the concept is presented in the religious text that is of interest

to the writer.

Text Sample 9. Author 8, email (text id: 9465), Dimension 2 score: 1.29

Hi , I hope you had a great weekend! I just wrote the below paragraph as last week you
suggested | write a paragraph on the aims and objectives of my dissertation. | would
highly appreciate any feedback! In this dissertation | intend to explore the following
guestion: ‘. T will analyse the concept of ‘absolute freedom’ in Liberalism, looking at
the origins of the Theory and where the concepts primitively arose from. I will
scrutinize the works and theories of philosophers around the topic of liberalism over
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the years such as Thomas Hobbes, John Locke and John Stewart Mill. Looking at
theories such as the hedonistic principle, the harm principle and utilitarianism | intend
to investigate the first principles of Liberalism. Comparatively | will analyse how the
concept of freedom is portrayed or even limited in the Quran. | will then investigate the
theory of absolute freedom in liberalism through an Islamic perspective. After
researching the two concepts of freedom | will then be able to analyse whether they are
juxtaposed. Is this dimension of liberalism applicable to Islam or can the two not go
hand in hand? Of course in my dissertation proposal | will be referencing etc. Thank
you,

The evaluation in Text Sample 10 abounds in abstract notions, although of a different
nature. Through both abstract nominal features (e.g., atmosphere, environment, scenery,
greenery) and predicative adjectives with adjective complements (facilities are available;
Although it is small, it is beautiful; being on campus was amazing; it was nice to enjoy time),
the author evaluates availability of resources, the general impression the place produces on
visitors, and characteristics of the ambience. This evaluation is not possible, however, without
references to visitors and students, who form these impressions, specific locations, or moments
in time, achieved through the concrete nouns in the passage. This balance is prompted by the
communicative goals of the register — in order to evaluate the place and draw conclusions
regarding the resources and facilities, the authors need to provide illustrations and support their
statements by descriptions of specific occasions, interactions, people, and objects. This balance
of the two goals explains the intermediate position of the register on the dimension — in the
positive abstract range, but considerably closer to the concrete range than essays and even

emails.

Text Sample 10. Author 5, evaluation (id 122), Dimension 2 score: 1.24

Aston University has many excellent facilities that are available to all staff and most
importantly all students. However, there are three that have really stood out to me whilst
studying at Aston. Firstly, the campus offers students and passers-by a serene
atmosphere and environment. Although it is small, it is beautiful as it has an amazing
scenery and greenery. Being on campus in first year was amazing - and at summer, it
was nice to enjoy time with friends on the grass, whilst almost being attacked by the
geese - it is definitely their territory.
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Surprisingly, interviews (M = -0.05; SD = 0.17), in which the participants discuss their
eating habits and daily routines and which thus may be expected to gravitate towards
concreteness, cluster close around zero, with a rather low standard deviation. This suggests that
interviews tend to systematically represent a combination of concrete and abstract features rather
than be exclusively comprised of references to concrete entities. Text Sample 11 illustrates this
balance and reveals that, among other references (e.g., food, time), the most notable instances of
abstract discourse in such texts are expressions of the participants’ stance — in this text,
evaluation of the content of the proposition in the form of predicative adjectives (basic, nice,
perfect). Such expressions of stance serve as explanations or justifications of the choices and

habits described in these interviews and in that contribute to their overall communicative goal.

Text Sample 11. Author 79, interview (text id: 173): Dimension 2 score: 0.25

Oh, my favourite restaurant. Oh God, this is going to sound really basic but I do, I feel
like you can't go wrong with . Like whenever I'm hungry, | justgoto and I pretty
much get the same thing all the time. So, for starters, | get haloumi, erm, haloumi sticks
and it's like with a sweet salsa dip, | love that, I could eat that all day. And I, I like to get
one for myself cause | don't like sharing that, cause there's only five sticks and that's
enough for me. Erm, and then for my mains, | used to love getting a sunset burger but
now I've moved on to, I get four chicken thighs and I get the Peri-tamer sauce on it
cause it's like a mix between hot with a tinge of sweet. It's kind of nice, it's like, I like
mixing savoury and sweet food so that's perfect for me.

Further down the abstract/ concrete continuum are business memos (M = -0.29; SD =
0.53), occurring mostly in the negative range. Concreteness appears to be a natural feature of this
register, whose goal is to present concrete recommendations for a specific business trip based on
previously specified search criteria. However, while concreteness does prevail, business memos
exhibit considerable variation across their texts and extend into the positive range (Figure 4.4),
which suggests that the register is quite varied with respect to abstract and concrete features.
Text Sample 12 is an example of a business memo prioritizing concrete suggestions of specific

places and activities. Yet, some of the recommended activities entail references to abstract
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concepts, such as art forms (opera, photography) or a style of art (baroque). Other abstract nouns
denote concepts related to a visitor’s experience of the suggested places (closing time, entry per
person). Additionally, abstract discourse is manifested through ellipted passive structures, used
to indicate locations (based in) or the nature of the deal being suggested (with breakfast
included). Elements of concrete and abstract discourse thus jointly contribute to the
communicative purpose of the register, providing specific information related to the itinerary as

well as tourist experiences of art and culture.

Text Sample 12. Author 98, business memo (text id: 27175), Dimension 2 score: —
1.07

Hotel Indigo; Based in Bulevardi (26), Helsinki Finland. Includes 1 gueen bed with
breakfast included. Price is 123.13 euros per night. Brooklyn cafe; 9AM start based in
Fredrikinkatu 19,00120. The finnish Mes of photography - museum based in Helsinki
kapelitehdas. 12 euro entry per person. Restaurant; Ravintola, The Glass. Based in
Porontakyntis Kamp Galleria, K1 Shopping Mall; Kamp, Galleria. 8PM closing time.
Based in Pohjoisesplandia (33). Evening activity; Opera concert. FIBO- Finish
barouque orchestra. 6PM closing time. Based in The German Church, Helsinki.

Text messages (M = -0.67; SD = 0.69) exhibit substantial variation on the dimension,
although occur primarily in the concrete range. Text Sample 13 is an example of a text message
describing an event witnessed by the author. The concrete nouns refer to the participants of this
event (police, ambulance, first year (student)) and objects relevant to the story. The main goal of
a message like this is to convey information with attention to detail as it is this detail that is of
interest to the addressee and the focus of the writer’s observations. This goal and the topic — an
occurrence in the writer’s daily life — are conducive to concrete expression rather than

abstraction.

Text Sample 13. Author 63, text message (text id 19066), Dimension 2 score: —1.34

Yeah I’m fine | had my airpods in on noise cancelling so | didn’t know what was going
on. But the police and the ambulance came and took her away. They were a first year
living downstairs so don’t know them xx
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Image descriptions (M = —1.31; SD = 0.40) are entirely in the negative range of the
dimension. Text Sample 14 is a typical example, in which the description relies heavily on
concrete references to people and objects in the visual. As noted earlier, indefinite pronouns
serve this function alongside concrete nouns in this register when the described objects are
unclear to the author or hidden from view (looking down at something). Alternatively, indefinite
pronouns serve to express the author’s assumption or a guess regarding something that is not in
the visual but relates to the observed scene (seem to be laughing at something). Some of such
assumptions are made about the emotions experienced by the people in the visuals (be very
happy) or characteristics, such as race and ethnicity (Asian), expressed through predicative
adjectives — a positive feature. Such references, however, are rare overall (especially with regard
to emotions and feelings), as there is usually no evidence supporting such statements. The texts
are therefore dominated by concrete features, the primary linguistic means necessitated by the

task.

Text Sample 14. Author 87, image description (text id: 3586), Dimension 2 score: —
2.15

Okay. So, for image number one, there are two girls, erm, they look to be students and
they seem to be laughing at something, looks like they’re laughing at a, a laptop, maybe a
phone. Erm, one of the, erm, girls is a Black girl with black hair and the other one is a
white girl with, erm, brown hair. And yeah, they seem to be very happy. They’re, it looks
like they’re laughing at something and looking down at something. Now, on number two,
this has two boys, erm, si-sitting together. It looks like they’re in, maybe, a café or a
student room and they’re, they’re looking, that one of, there’s one of the boys is Asian
and the other one is a white boy. And the Asian boy’s looking at the screen, the M-
MacBook, erm, screen and the white boy is looking at the Asian boy.

4.2.2 Social Group and Individual Variation on Dimension 2

Age and gender are nonsignificant on Dimension 2, age not explaining any variance (F (4,724) =
0.25, p > 0.003; R? = 0%) and gender (F (1, 720) = 0.42, p > 0.003) explaining 0.05% (R? =

0.05%). Figures 4.5-4.6 and Tables 4.7-4.8 show that all the age and gender groups appear to
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‘behave’ very similarly on the dimension, using its full range, again extending from the abstract
to the concrete pole and not showing a tendency towards concrete or abstract discourse.

Table 4.7. Age groups on Dimension 2. Descriptive statistics

Age group Dimension 2

M SD
19 —0.02 1.02
20 —0.06 0.98
21 0.03 0.95
22 0.02 0.92
23 0 0.95

Figure 4.5. Age groups on Dimension 2
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Table 4.8. Gender groups on Dimension 2. Descriptive statistics

Register Dimension 2

M SD
Males 0.05 0.9
Females -0.01 0.96
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Figure 4.6. Gender groups on Dimension 2

Abstract vs. concrete discourse
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Again, certain features on the dimension, could be viewed as structures associated with
different social dynamics and power. Impersonal structures, for example, including features such
as passive voice (Brown, 1998, cited in Coates, 2004, p. 107), have been hypothesized to be
associated with women’s speech (Lakoff, 1975) and later with ‘powerless’ language (O’Barr &
Atkins, 1980) — typically a reflection of social class rather than gender, although frequently
occurring in female speech. On the other hand, Lamb (1991) investigates passive voice and
complex nominal features, such as nominalizations, as language indicative of vague expression
and accountability avoidance in gender discourse and finds them to be more typical of male
writers.

However, while passive voice as well as nominalizations and other nominal features are
important contributors to the abstract pole of Dimension 2, it is patterns of co-occurrence with
the other features on the dimension that comprise abstract discourse in this study. As discussed in
Section 4.1.2, this difference between results observed by studies of individual features and the

present study relying on a macroscopic analytical method again suggests that while the functions
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of individual features may have been more or less prominent in the speech of a particular social
group and contributed to a certain effect (e.g., vague expression, lack of confidence, etc.), these
specific functions are not equivalent to the functional pattern captured by the dimension.
Specifically, in the case of the abstract discourse described by this study, major contributors to
the dimension alongside passive voice and nominalizations are other complex nominal structures
such as different kinds of prepositional phrases, further enhanced by various types of noun
complement clauses and predicative adjectives. This general pattern is not restricted to the
individual function of passive constructions or individual functions of nominalizations and the
kind of ‘vagueness’ they contribute. Thus, the lack of significance of gender on the dimension is
again informative: unlike a specific feature contributing to this general pattern, which has been
shown to reflect gender differences, this general functional pattern is used to an equal extent and
in similar ways by men and women. Another explanation for a lack of significance of gender
appears to be the nature of the domain. In many investigations, including the ones cited here,
differential language use is examined in high-stakes situations, such as performance in the role of
a courtroom witness (O’Barr & Atkins, 1980), and/or on sensitive topics, such as journal
publications on abuse (Lamb, 1991). The results observed in those domains, which may trigger a
certain linguistic behavior, are likely to differ from the language used by university students in
natural university settings or research settings on neutral general topics.

Considering the pattern revealed by the dimension, i.e., the continuum between abstract
and concrete expression, it is also intuitive that age groups do not differ in their use of its
linguistic resources, but use the full scope of the dimension; the distinction between abstract and

concrete language has not been found or anticipated by previous research on age.

120



Finally, individual characteristics (F (111, 624) = 0.23, p > 0.003; R? = 0.3%) have
minimal effect on the dimension, adding 0.3% of variance to that explained by register (R? =
79%) and gender (R? = 0.05%).

4.3 DIMENSION 3. OTHERS-ORIENTED DESCRIPTIVE VS. SELF-ORIENTED OR

INTERACTIVE DISCOURSE

The features that offer the most immediate insight into the nature of Dimension 3 are 3™ person
pronouns (0.52) on the positive end and 1% (-0.61) and 2" (—0.37) person pronouns on the
negative pole. It is this opposition between 3" person references on the one hand and self-
references (as follows from the large negative loading of 1% person pronouns) on the other that
defines Dimension 3, whose positive pole represents discourse centered around exophoric
(mainly animate) referents and whose negative pole constitutes largely self-oriented speech.
However, while the role of 2" person pronouns is much less substantial as can be seen from a
much lower factor loading, the interpretation of the dimension’s negative end would be
incomplete without accounting for the interactivity added by 2" person references if they are
present. 2" person pronouns are interspersed with self-references in some texts, while they are
completely absent in others, where self-references prevail. The part of the label proposed for the
negative pole (self-oriented or interactive discourse) reflects this variability.

Other features on the positive end add substance to its 3 person orientation. It becomes
apparent from the high weight of the progressive aspect (0.53) that it is the current actions of 3"
person referents that are the focus of this discourse. Additional characterizations of these
referents are offered through ‘ing’ relative clauses (0.34) as well as ‘wh’ relative clauses on
subject position (0.28), and their physical or mental attributes are conveyed through attributive

adjectives (0.38). Existential ‘there’ (0.36) serves to construct statements regarding these
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referents and contributes to descriptions of settings, events, or objects in the discourse
surrounding them. Finally, an interesting feature of others-oriented discourse in the corpus is its
tentative nature, the uncertainty speakers express when discussing other people or entities,
hedging their statements through the verbs ‘seem’ and ‘appear’ (