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Introduction

Janet Holmes and Kirk Hazen

We developed this book to help students conduct high-quality sociolinguistic 
research. It is a book about sociolinguistic methodology, and it encompasses a 
wide range of methodologies. The goal of each chapter is to provide students 
with a solid understanding of how to conduct different kinds of sociolinguistic 
research. Before we describe how we have organized the book, and what is 
 covered, a few words about the scope of current sociolinguistic research may 
be helpful.

The study of linguistics itself is a young field, with its modern roots dating 
back to about 1850. The term sociolinguistics is even younger, and the collection 
of activities associated with it have been pulled together as an academic field 
only in recent decades. Many different research goals and different methodolo-
gies can be found under the label “sociolinguistics.” Some sociolinguistic research 
relies on experimental and quantitative data, with those researchers using 
 sta tistical tests on abstracted data. Other sociolinguistic research adopts a more 
sociological or anthropological approach, conducting qualitative analysis while 
striving for ecological validity. Across this breadth of research, the authors and 
editors of this book have striven to connect their different areas of research 
through clearly explained methodologies. As indicated by the wide scope of this 
book’s research interests, the field of sociolinguistics is steadily maturing and 
developing disciplinary strengths from the rich soils of many diverse academic 
fields.
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How the Book Is Organized

We have organized the book into two major sections. The first section focuses mainly 
on identifying the different types of data used in sociolinguistic research, and explains 
how to collect them. The second section demonstrates the many different ways in 
which sociolinguistic data can be analyzed. The second section is further divided into 
(i) chapters which examine what a sociolinguistic approach can tell us about the way 
language is structured, and (ii) chapters which consider what language can tell us 
about the way people use language to create their social identities in society. As Kirk 
Hazen describes in the first chapter, this latter division reflects a well-established dif-
ference in focus which can be traced back to the birth of sociolinguistics as a distinct 
discipline in the 1960s. Labov’s linguistic research began by grouping people into 
social categories and then examining the linguistic features in the speech of different 
social groups. He searched for patterns in the linguistic and social heterogeneity. Dell 
Hymes, on the other hand, began by identifying languages and examined who used 
them for what purposes and in what kinds of sociocultural contexts. While there is 
inevitably some overlap in the methods, the writers of each chapter have oriented 
their discussion in one of these two directions.

The chapters are mainly aimed at budding sociolinguists and their teachers. In 
general, the authors do not assume familiarity with sociolinguistics, although there 
is much here that will be valuable to more senior students and even experienced 
researchers. Some chapters are more technical than others, and some assume a 
greater familiarity with linguistics terminology than others: for example, Erik 
Thomas’s discussion of acoustic analysis assumes a sound knowledge of phonetics. 
Another distinction between the chapters is the material used for exemplification. 
Researchers tend to draw on material from the regions most familiar to them, and 
this familiarity allows them to authoritatively account for the social context. Thus 
the book includes illustrative material from the very wide range of geographical 
regions from which our contributors hail (nine countries on four continents).

Summary of the Content of the Different Chapters

The first chapter sets the historical scene for the rest of the book. Kirk Hazen’s chap-
ter explains how different kinds of research questions lead researchers in different 
directions to find answers which focus more on linguistic features or more on social 
identity. Both areas of study serve to further the goals of sociolinguistics, as he points 
out, but each researcher needs to choose which aspect of sociolinguistics they wish 
to focus on – the study of language or the study of society.

The four chapters that follow comprise the section of the book which deals with 
collecting different types of data. Between them, the four authors cover the most 
common methods of data collection in sociolinguistic research.

In Chapter 2, Michol Hoffman describes in detail what is involved in undertaking 
sociolinguistic fieldwork, from project conception and design, through preliminary 
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reconnaissance about and within communities, to ethnographic fieldwork methods, 
including the challenge of conducting successful interviews. While offering practical 
advice, she illustrates with examples from classic and recent studies. Dealing with 
one of the most widely used and important methods of sociolinguistic data collec-
tion, Hoffman’s advice should assist any student who wants to conduct sociolinguis-
tic interviews.

Erik Schleef describes in Chapter 3 how to construct and administer a question-
naire. Using examples from a number of relevant sociolinguistic studies, he describes 
the importance of careful preparation, discusses how to write good questions, and 
provides an overview of the main question types. He exemplifies the standard struc-
ture of successful questionnaires and concludes with advice on testing and adminis-
tering a questionnaire.

In Chapter 4, Katie Drager leads students through experimental design in sociolin-
guistics, a rapidly growing area. She notes that a range of different experimental 
designs are available, depending on the sociolinguistic issue being researched. Her 
chapter provides a step-by-step guide to two of these: a matched-guise task, which 
can be used to investigate the social characteristics attributed to people who speak 
different varieties, and an identification task, which can be used to determine the 
degree to which expectations about a speaker affect how their speech is processed. 
She usefully outlines the advantages and disadvantages of different methodological 
decisions in the experimental process.

Chapter 5, the last chapter in this section, extends the definition of what counts as 
a research site and as appropriate data. Jannis Androutsopoulos helps readers 
explore data collection in the areas of computer-mediated communication (CMC) 
and linguistic landscapes (LL). Covering a wide range of both quantitative and quali-
tative data collection procedures, he illustrates CMC with text-based interpersonal 
communication via digital media, including e-mails, texts, social network sites, and 
discussion forums. Similarly, he illustrates LL research with data on language use in 
public space and data from the owners, creators, and consumers of such linguistic 
landscapes.

The next section of the book explores methods of analysis, and the first part of 
this section takes a more linguistic focus. Chapter 6 opens with Terttu Nevalainen 
writing on sociohistorical analysis. Her chapter provides background, tools, and 
ideas for the study of historical topics. She evaluates the advantages and disadvan-
tages of engaging with historical data by looking at how language change can be 
observed in real time. Her case studies represent both variationist and socioprag-
matic approaches.

Paul Baker provides a succinct description and evaluation of the benefits of corpus 
analysis in Chapter 7. He describes how advances in computer software make it pos-
sible to pursue new research issues, identify unexpected patterns, and confirm 
hypotheses. In the chapter, he describes some of the main analytical techniques and 
outlines the basic principles behind building corpora. He also illustrates the sorts of 
research questions most appropriate to this method and demonstrates its potential 
with a small study comparing age differences in language use.

In Chapter 8, Erik Thomas describes how to go about sociophonetic analysis. 
Sociophonetic analysis is an essential method for any sociolinguist working with 
sound variation. It does involve technical details, but Thomas’s chapter leads readers 
through some of the most foundational techniques in a straightforward fashion. In 
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the chapter, he also explains basic terms like formants, provides advice on how to 
avoid common sources of measurement errors, and points toward other readings for 
additional techniques. The chapter provides a solid starting point for any researcher 
conducting a sociophonetic analysis.

In Chapter 9, Paul Kerswill and Kevin Watson discuss phonological concerns 
when analyzing variation in sound. Covering a range of different phonological vari-
ables (e.g., consonantal/vocalic, systemic/allophonic) and different methodologies 
from both production and perception studies, they illustrate with case studies how 
the phonological system constrains the variation of linguistic features.

In Chapter 10, changing linguistic levels, Julia Davydova describes procedures for 
conducting sociolinguistic analysis on morphosyntactic variation. She explains how 
to identify potential influencing factors, the effects of other linguistic levels, and the 
methodological choices facing researchers of morphological variation. She also pro-
vides advice on considering diachronic variation and the nature of the language’s 
lexicon. To help the reader, Davydova delivers examples from different languages to 
illustrate the range of morphosyntactic variation.

Michael Adams describes how sociolinguistic analysis can illuminate lexical stud-
ies in Chapter 11. From a social perspective, words are often informative markers of 
linguistic identity, and may also provide interesting clues to immigration, settlement 
patterns, and intergroup contact. Adams discusses ways of collecting lexical evi-
dence, including observation, surveys, questionnaires, and text analysis. He also 
illustrates ways of representing sociolinguistically interesting data, such as mapping. 
Additionally, this chapter discusses what the study of names can tell us about pro-
cesses such as language change, and accommodation or resistance to pressures from 
other social groups.

Chapter 12 illustrates the value of discourse analysis in examining social inter-
action. Janet Holmes first describes a number of theoretical frameworks, and then 
takes a step-by-step approach to analyzing spoken discourse, from developing 
research questions through data collection to data analysis. Using workplace 
humor for exemplification, she illustrates the value of both qualitative and quan-
titative approaches to the analysis of discourse, presenting these as usefully 
complementary.

Chapter 13 is the last chapter in this section. In it, Gregory Guy provides a clear 
account of what statistics has to offer the sociolinguist and demonstrates why quan-
titative analysis remains an important component of sociolinguistics. He emphasizes 
that speakers and speaker groups do not differ categorically; they differ in the fre-
quency with which they use certain linguistic variables. This chapter illustrates for 
readers why such phenomena require quantitative and statistical techniques. Guy 
explains some of the most relevant methods commonly used in sociolinguistic work.

The final section of the book begins with Chapter 14 and focuses on the sociocul-
tural information that sociolinguistic analysis can provide. With her detailed analysis 
of a classroom interaction in a multilingual context, Alexandra Jaffe illustrates what 
an anthropological approach offers. She discusses the crucial roles of context and 
indexicality in linking the details of interactional practice with wider cultural, ideo-
logical, social, and political frameworks and processes. The analysis illustrates in 
detail the types and levels of contextual information needed to answer the question, 
“What is going on here?,” and shows how different categories of data can be used to 
explore hypotheses and provide evidence for analytical claims.
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In Chapter 15, while explaining its sociological roots, Paul Drew provides a 
 valuable discussion of the features which distinguish conversation analysis (CA) 
from other kinds of discourse analysis. He clearly outlines the principal stages in the 
CA research process and then identifies and exemplifies three elements on which that 
process rests – social action, turn and turn design, and sequence organization. Using 
examples from mundane social interaction, as well as medical and other institutional 
interactions, this chapter illustrates the central significance of these concepts in CA.

David Britain details in Chapter 16 the ways in which dialect geography has devel-
oped as an area of sociolinguistics in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. As an 
aid to the reader, Britain presents a critique of different geographical dialectology 
methods. He describes examples from speech communities and languages from 
around the world, including Norway, the United States, and East Anglia, identifying 
strengths and weaknesses which can help guide a new researcher in this area. As 
readers consider their own dialectological research, Britain’s advice should steer 
them smoothly through the available literature and the wisest research methods.

Robin Dodsworth’s Chapter 17 will appeal to those readers struggling to define 
the distinguishing qualities of speech communities, social networks, and communi-
ties of practice. As she notes, these three frameworks offer complementary units of 
analysis. Using examples from classic sociolinguistic studies, Dodsworth argues that 
the speech community is useful for comparing linguistic practices across demo-
graphic categories, and the social network approach is valuable for exploring how 
language changes spread. The community of practice framework foregrounds the 
social meanings of linguistic variables in everyday social contexts. The chapter offers 
readers the opportunity to explore which terms will prove most useful in their own 
research.

Chapter 18 turns the spotlight on multilingual communities. Rajend Mesthrie 
describes how to analyze variation in multilingual societies from the perspectives of 
language variation and change and language contact. Advice for analyzing variation 
in multilingual communities includes areas of phonetic and syntactic variation 
within a single language, mutual influences between two or more languages, code-
switching, and issues of endangered languages. Any reader working on sociolinguis-
tic variation in a multilingual community will need to study this chapter.

Style and social identity have both attracted increasing attention from sociolin-
guists in the last decade, and Nikolas Coupland explains in Chapter 19 why they 
hold such a central place in qualitative analytical approaches within sociolinguistics. 
Coupland argues that style researchers work to establish the ecological validity 
of their research, investigating and explaining social meanings at work in local envi-
ronments. Style researchers hope to model how social actors themselves develop 
meaning in speech events. Coupland’s chapter models examples of style analysis for 
readers to follow.

Finally, in Chapter 20, while reflecting on the huge range of sociolinguistic 
 information which competent members of a speech community possess, Carmel 
O’Shannessy describes how to analyze the processes involved in acquiring sociolin-
guistic competence. Reaching across several linguistic fields, she emphasizes why 
children’s development of sociolinguistic knowledge is important to the development 
of language skills. O’Shannessy clearly explains several research strategies needed to 
build a complete account of children’s speech environments and children’s compe-
tence. She illustrates for readers both qualitative and quantitative methods for 
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 gathering social information and other details of children’s language development. 
The chapter offers practical, field-tested methods for creating playful contexts to 
elicit language data from children. From this chapter, readers will be able to develop 
a successful research project on sociolinguistic acquisition.

Readers will find that all chapters have broadly similar structures, with a number 
of features in common. Our authors have all provided a brief opening summary box 
previewing what their chapter covers. Most include text boxes with interesting infor-
mation such as further examples, explanations, clarifications, definitions, or elabora-
tions. Every chapter provides positive advice for the new researcher, often in the 
form of bullet points, as well as identifying potential quagmires. Most suggest ways 
of avoiding potential pitfalls and hazards, and offer strategies for resolving typical 
problems. In each chapter the reader will also find ideas for projects which are stim-
ulating and doable, as well as suggestions for further reading on the topic. The result 
is a collection of chapters which have greatly excited us. We hope they excite you too 
and stimulate you to make your own contribution to sociolinguistic research.
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Summary

Understanding the history of sociolinguistics will help students to ask better 
sociolinguistic research questions. Especially in the early days of sociolinguis-
tics, but also today, scholars who work in the realm of sociolinguistics come 
from different academic backgrounds, and they pose different kinds of research 
questions. This chapter illustrates how some scholars ask research questions 
more focused on language, while others ask research questions more focused 
on society. Both areas of study serve to further the goals of sociolinguistics, but 
the researcher must choose one as primary in order to create a focused and 
coherent research project. This chapter highlights a selection of studies from 
the 1960s onward to explain some of the changes in sociolinguistics research 
questions, and illustrates some of the choices all researchers must make.
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Introduction

Sociolinguistics has been a diverse academic field since its start in the 1960s. In this 
early period, scholars from linguistics, anthropology, and sociology came together 
because of their collective interest in the study of language in its social context 
(Bright, 1966). Yet, their collective interest did not translate into a single set of goals 
and methods. These scholars rarely thought of themselves as sociolinguists, and 
they tended to focus their research on select facets of language and society. The 
linguists used information about society to better explain how language works, 
while the sociologists and anthropologists used language variation to better explain 
how society works.

Many of the research questions that these scholars asked and the lines of research 
they followed are still important today. To demonstrate their continued validity, I 

Multiple negation

The study of language variation in sociolinguistics often analyzes patterns 
which used to be normal but fell out of regular use in some populations. 
Multiple negation is a good case in point.

Consider this line from Chaucer’s translation of Boethius’s Consolation of 
Philosophy:

“so manye and diverse and contraryous parties, ne myghte nevere han ben 
assembled in o forme.”

Some other of Chaucer’s lines from the same text were even more involved in 
their multiple negation:

“Certes,” quod I, “ne yet ne doute I it naught, ne I nyl nevere wene that it were 
to doute.”

Multiple negation has been a normal component of English since the first 
Germanic invaders brought their various dialects to Britain’s shores. Negation 
in Old English was preverbal (e.g., ne doute), but this pattern only survives in 
modern English forms like never (ne ever), none (ne one), and neither (ne either). 
The nyl from the second quote would be modern English won’t. Multiple 
 negation became stigmatized around the end of the Middle English period as 
its use declined in some areas of England. Prescriptive self-help books 
 subsequently dispensed whimsical advice as both etiquette and natural law, 
and multiple negation has become a shibboleth for formal education ever since. 
Yet, vernacular dialects all over the world still use it. As its patterns vary 
between speakers, styles, and social groups, it has become a useful  sociolinguistic 
variable. Over its 1500-year history, its status has  transitioned from the norm 
to the stereotype.
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focus in this chapter on the history of sociolinguistic research questions. Research 
questions are important because they guide the researcher’s time, and time is a valu-
able, vanishing resource. The primary object of study for most sociolinguistic studies 
will either be a language variation pattern, such as multiple negation, or a social 
attribute, such as gender, created by a group or individual. Making clear the project’s 
object of study is a foundational part of developing a good research question. As 
basic as it may seem, it will help the project overall to lay out in detail the object of 
study. To be sure, empirical data from both language and society are used in many 
studies, but students need to explicitly decide which way they are going to lean prior 
to tackling their research projects.

The choice of research question determines the kind and amount of data you 
need, and it determines the need for qualitative methods only or for quantitative 
methods as well. The question of quantification versus non-quantification 
is no  longer a  quarrelsome issue. It used to be that some studies were deemed 
 qualitative and others were both qualitative and quantitative (since to quantify 
anything, it had to be first qualitatively assessed). In modern scholarship, all 
fields have quantification available to them as needed, depending of course on 
the research question. With regard to types of data, sociolinguists in general 
greatly favor language resulting from human interaction (versus data constructed 
by linguists themselves). Such  language is open to a multitude of analysis meth-
ods to achieve many different research goals, as the chapters in this book 
demonstrate.

The technology used within sociolinguistic studies has become much more 
 sophisticated over the last four decades. In some ways, the results of these changes 
should be very obvious, but it is worth considering that with increased analytical 
powers, students can now ask research questions once reserved only for advanced 
scholars. In the 1960s, reel-to-reel recorders were used, to be replaced by audio 
 cassettes, to be replaced by digital mini-disc recorders, to be replaced by solid-
state and flash memory recorders and laptop computers. Students can now easily 
record audio and video data (for study of body signals and sign languages). 
Collecting  perceptual information used to involve only paper surveys (not an 
obsolete idea even now), but with psycholinguistic studies of eye tracking and 
measurements of response time on computer-mediated software, many more 
kinds of perceptual information can be studied. Large corpora can be searched 
in  either an exploratory way to develop research questions or in a research-
directed manner after crafting a research question. Changes in technology alone, 
however, provide no guarantee that the quality of the research will improve. The 
research question is still a paramount step to conducting high-quality research. 
Researchers at all levels typically face more data than can be reasonably analyzed, 
and a well-designed research question is necessary to lead you through the 
 labyrinths of data.

What makes a well-designed research question? First, it should be based on 
 previous research. When the student situates the research project in a specific field of 
study, this decision provides guidelines for the project and puts it on a solid scholarly 
foundation. Second, the research question should extend the knowledge of the field 
in some way. The student researcher does not have to work miracles; even if older 
methods are applied to new contexts, knowledge of the field will be enhanced. Third, 
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it should be practical. Create a research question that is doable in the allotted time 
frame. Fourth, it should be simple. Everyone should easily understand where the 
project is headed.

When setting up their research projects, students must keep in mind that research 
questions shepherd their methodology. They are the guiding factor for all methodo-
logical choices. For methodologies focused on linguistic questions, innovations over 
the last few decades have altered what are possible research questions. These changes 
can be attributed to improvements in technology for recording language, for 
 collecting perceptual information (e.g., eye tracking and response time software), 
for conducting statistical tests, and for analyzing sound. For methodologies focused 
on social questions, there have been similar improvements in collecting data (e.g., 
 web-based surveys), but the most notable changes to those research questions 
involve refined definitions of the objects of study. For example, whereas early work 
focused on how women and men speak differently, later work focused on how 
 people use their sociolinguistic resources to construct gender. These kinds of changes 
to research questions are a good sign for any developing field, and sociolinguistic 
research has grown in many ways since the 1960s. Early research questions yielded 
high-quality results, but students will profit most by crafting their own research 
questions while understanding their historical underpinnings. Within the context of 
this development, changes to both linguistic and social research questions are 
 illustrated in this chapter.

Remember, a good research question:

 ● builds on what has been done before;
 ● adds to what we know about the topic;
 ● is practical and doable;
 ● is clear and simple.

Implementation

Linguistic research questions

In the early years, the linguists who focused on synchronic and diachronic language 
variation were sociolinguistic variationists. These scholars primarily explored lin-
guistic questions using both linguistic and social variables, although much was also 
said about social categories using those data. For example, sociolinguists debated to 
what extent the origins of African-American Vernacular English (AAVE) were British 
or African, and these scholars heavily relied on quantitative results (Rickford and 
Rickford, 2000). Sociolinguistic variationists have also used their results in debates 
about social inequalities in education (see Hazen, 2007a for examples). A major 
concern for early variationists was the analysis of real data from real people and not 
just the analysis of an academic’s own constructed data. From the earliest period, 
sociolinguistic variationists observed and collected language samples from a wide 
variety of social groups, but initially not all linguists were convinced of the value of 
this approach.
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In recent times, more linguists than just variationists use a wide range of empirical 
data to examine synchronic and diachronic variation, and it is clear that over the last 
few decades variationists have convincingly sold their program of study to other 
linguists. Variation is no longer seen as a by-product of language processing, previ-
ously seen as the periphery of study, but instead is part and parcel with the lexicon 
and the mental grammar. It is true, however, that sociolinguistic variationists  continue 
to use social factors much more often than other linguists as part of their research: 
they still hold the assumption that the social system in the mind is tightly intertwined 
with the linguistic system (most likely through the lexicon, but possibly in other 
areas also).

Since the 1960s, the main focus of most research questions has been the linguistic 
variable, a set of language forms (variants) alternating with each other, such as [ei] 
and [a] in tomato, or the -ing/-in’ of walking. Sociolinguistic variationists examine 
these variants of the linguistic variable to answer their research questions. The 
 linguistic variable is the set of variants which could occur in a certain linguistic 
environment: A lexical variable would include all the alternative terms for a mean-
ing, such as wheels, ride, and car for automobile; a morphosyntactic variable would 
include all the alternative morphemes, such as -s and -th for the third-person singu-
lar verbal suffix, as in The pig sitteth. The linguistic variable is often the primary 
object of study for variationists, and crafting the variable is a necessary step in 
designing a research project. Students have to choose how many variants to 
 distinguish for a variable. The student’s goals and the nature of the language 
 variation pattern will determine if the variable should be analyzed using two 
 variants or, perhaps, five.

To do this work, researchers generally adhere to some basic steps. First, find out 
which linguistic and social factors might influence the language variation patterns. 
For example, does the following sound or the formality of the context make a 
 difference to how often [t] alternates with [ʔ] in a word like kitten? Second, which 

Choices: Variables

When studying language patterns, the researcher has to choose what should be 
in the study and what should be outside of the study. If the study is on [θ/f] 
variation, where in the words should it be studied? It depends on the  community 
being studied. Some areas only have variation word finally and word medially, 
as in baf vs. bath and brofel vs. brothel. Others have it word initially, as in free 
vs. three.

Beyond the context, researchers have to decide how many variants should 
there be. For a vowel merger between the historical vowels in caught and cot, 
the researcher could decide on an auditory study, perhaps selecting three 
 variants, an [ɔ], [ɑ], and [a]. Another auditory option would be to have the 
study focus on read pairs of words, so that the variants would be merged, 
close, and unmerged. An acoustic study would take a completely different 
approach, measuring acoustic qualities of the vowels. Novice researchers 
should look to the relevant literature to see what methods researchers choose.
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factors are most important? Third, what is the order of their relative influence? 
These kinds of concerns have been part of the sociolinguistic analysis of language for 
decades, allowing researchers to provide quantitative, empirical evidence contribut-
ing toward a descriptive and explanatory analysis. For the linguistic research ques-
tions, the social factors have been included to assess their influence on language 
variation patterns.

As an example of how changes in technology have allowed for a wider diversity of 
research questions, consider that the earliest language variation studies relied on 
auditory analysis as their primary analytical tool. Labov (1963), in data from his 
MA thesis, examined whether the first parts of the price and mouth vowels were 
raised up to where the strut vowel is in the mouth. Labov’s research question 
employed discrete, auditorily assessed variants for these two vowels. With acoustic 
analysis software, researchers can now make more comparable and replicable 
 analyses, asking research questions about specific qualities of vowels and conso-
nants. As Thomas and Kerswill & Watson discuss in this volume, these possible 
research questions have proliferated.

The research of the 1960s and 1970s was innovative because it asked different 
kinds of research questions than previous linguistic studies. For example, Labov’s 
dissertation (1963, 2006) was the first work to study dialect patterns in an urban 
area on a large scale. This study of the Lower East side of New York City redevel-
oped methods of sociology and dialectology in order to explore the interaction of 
language variation and social factors, such as socioeconomic class. The research 
questions about linguistic variables in an urban setting were a major switch from the 
focus on rural speech by dialectologists with traditional methods.

Research questions of this early period were constructed to establish evidence that 
vernacular language variation patterns appear in all communities, and that they 
are part of the systematic production of the human mind. Researchers interested in 
the study of language variation were attempting to establish it as a legitimate field 
within linguistics. Now that concepts such as inherent variability are a common 
assumption among many linguists, these kinds of research questions rarely appear in 
scholarly work. In addition, changes to research questions on the linguistic side of 
sociolinguistics are connected to changes in linguistic theory. For example, Labov 
(1969) examined variable rules because such transformational rules were a primary 
way of thinking about linguistic information in the 1960s and 1970s. Later scholars 
addressed different kinds of phonological principles as phonology itself changed, 
including the obligatory contour principle (e.g., Guy and Boberg, 1997) and 
Optimality Theory (e.g., Anttila, 2002).

The standard variationist research questions of that earlier time have developed 
into generally accepted tenets today. Bayley (2002: 118) discusses two of them 
with the principle of multiple causes and the principle of quantitative modeling. 
The first modern assumption is that language variation is usually influenced by 
more than one linguistic or social motivation. Multiple factors influence language 
variation patterns. The second is the assertion that by looking at trends in past 
data, we can better predict trends in future data. With these two assumptions, 
researchers can ask questions about which social and linguistic factors have the 
most influence on language variation patterns and statistically test that likeli-
hood. For example, whether a speaker uses say or be like to introduce a quote 
(e.g., They were like, “Oh yeah!”) has been found to be influenced by the type of 



 A Historical Assessment of Research Questions in Sociolinguistics 13

grammatical subject, the verb tense, the sex of the speaker, and other factors 
depending on the community (Buchstaller and D’Arcy, 2009). Not all communi-
ties follow the same trends, but sociolinguistic variation is not random and 
 patterns emerge if the researcher looks for them.

To a growing extent, changes in research questions have developed in terms of 
where the variationist methodology is applied. Variationist research questions have 
been applied to previously under-researched languages, such as sign languages. With 
the linguistic components of sign language, such as phonology, language variation 
patterns have been found to operate much as they do with spoken languages, dem-
onstrating variability and the influence of social factors. Lucas, Bayley, and Valli 
(2001: 110) found that for signs involving the 1-handshape, the variants correlate 
systematically according to the grammatical category of the sign, the features of the 
preceding and following sign segments, as well as social factors like age, social class, 
and regional affiliation. For other researchers, the effects of colonial languages on 
indigenous and little-studied languages have been the focus. Shain and Tonhauser 
(2011) investigated synchronically and diachronically the language variation of dif-
ferential object marking of direct objects in Guaraní, an indigenous language of 
Paraguay. With variationist methods, they assessed whether contact with Spanish 
resulted in Guaraní’s use of differential object marking.

Besides sign languages and little-studied varieties, language-focused sociolin-
guistic research questions have been applied to more realms of language. Analysis 
of language variation in pragmatics was a focus of research in the early days of 
the variationist movement (e.g., Tedeschi, 1977). More recently the work of 
Barron and Schneider (2009) and Pichler (2009) is forging a new direction for 
pragmatics and variational pragmatics. Barron and Schneider (2009: 426–427) 
posit that “variational pragmatics investigates intralingual differences, i.e., prag-
matic variation between and across L1 varieties of the same language” and can be 
“conceptualized as the intersection of pragmatics with sociolinguistics …” The 
research questions for variational pragmatics are not focused on the linguistic and 
social influences of one variable, but on how linguistic and social factors affect 
linguistic forms, the action of interaction (e.g., a request or an apology), dialogic 
units (used to construct the speech interaction), the topic structure, and the organ-
izational level. Examining language variation across five levels of pragmatics 
allows for many previously unasked research questions. For example, Pichler 
(2009) combines variationist methodology with methods from conversation anal-
ysis to craft a research question examining how local variants of “I don’t know” 
and “I don’t think” function differently from non-local variants in Berwick-upon-
Tweed in the north of England. She found that non-local variants, such as I dunno, 
are bound by discourse meanings for when to use them, such as to soften the 
assertiveness of a comment or to state a lack of knowledge. In contrast, the local 
variants, such as I divn’t knaa, are socially diagnostic in that their use correlates 
with social factors. She was able to craft her research question by examining the 
relevant branches of discourse analysis and pragmatics and becoming familiar 
with her community of study.

Wolfram (1991: 22) surmises that regardless of the theoretical tradition, all 
descriptive branches of linguistics that handle fluctuating language forms “operate 
with some notion of the linguistic variable,” including traditional dialect studies. The 
linguistic variable is a tool for researchers to use in the analysis of language in its 
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social context. It is not necessarily an argument about how sociolinguistic variation 
is organized in the mind, although such questions are directly tied to the design of 
any sociolinguistic study. Importantly, students who focus on language variation and 
change should be aware that the research question will directly guide the design of 
the linguistic variable and its variants.

Social research questions

Only some sociolinguistic research questions focus primarily on linguistic variation. 
Many, if not most, other research studies examine language variation to learn more 
about social factors relating to societies and individuals. Earlier research questions 
focused on topics such as race and sex, while later ones examine the mutual influ-
ences from areas such as ethnicity and gender. Sociolinguistic studies now regularly 
examine style, identity, and social meaning through language analysis. This subsec-
tion details some of the research questions that have been asked in these pursuits and 
examines how they have changed.

Social analysis in sociolinguistics has seen dramatic changes since the 1960s. In the 
early days, the key method was to correlate demographic categories and linguistic 
variables. In most of those studies, the goal was to figure out how the social factors 
influenced the language variation patterns under study. This broad correlation tech-
nique is still a method used to assess dialect regions and language change in larger 
communities, but it is mainly employed by variationists to answer linguistic ques-
tions. Subsequently, the range and complexity of social questions have increased in 
recent decades. The range now reaches from broader levels of society to social net-
works with different levels of density and multiplexity, to communities of practice, 
all the way down to the individuals who contain a model of the entire social macro-
cosm in their heads and who (re)create sociolinguistic styles in the ebb and flow of 
social meaning and personal identity.

An important change for social research questions is the object of study itself. In 
hindsight, it may appear to modern readers that early scholars investigated seem-
ingly monolithic categories like race (e.g., Black, White) and sex (e.g., women, 
men), often because the terms were cast in such a way, and scholars of the time did 
not explain the complexity encompassed by such terms. Modern research ques-
tions explicitly discuss the natural complexity of social constructions like gender 
and ethnicity. In addition, for several cultural reasons, research involving social 
factors such as sexual orientation went unexamined in the early days, but these 
factors are now an essential part of sociolinguistic research. Sociolinguistic research 
questions concerning the social realm of ethnicity are illustrated below, along with 
some discussion of the equally sweeping changes in language and gender studies. 
Numerous other social areas have undergone similar transformations over the last 
40 years.

Early studies of ethnicity were sociolinguistic descriptions of the language var-
iation patterns of various ethnic groups. For example, Wolfram (1969) examined 
the dialect of African Americans in Detroit and, then, the dialect of Puerto Ricans 
in New York (1974). Labov et al. (1968) examined the language variation pat-
terns of African Americans and Puerto Ricans in New York City, and Fasold 
(1972) did the same for African Americans in Washington, DC. Linguistic 


