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What is dialectology?

2Montgomery, 2018
Christen, Glaser & Friedli, 2019

Sicoli & Holton, 2014



• 2019-2024 – Inves.ga.ng dialect change in Swiss German 
in comparison to ~1950

• LARGE-SCALE SURVEY in 125 Survey sites

• 1000 Speakers
• 8 per loca.on; 4 young, 20-35 (2F/2M); 4 old, 65+ (2F/2M)
• Lived most of their life at the surveyed loca.on
• At least one parent from the region
• Max. commute per day: 2h 

• 315 Ques.ons/Items, spontaneous speech, text 
transla.on, draw-a-map task etc. 

• 300+ items of metadata recorded 3

www.sdats.ch



Survey site reduction for dialectology

• Dialect change à dialects become similar to each other 
à less survey sites are enough to present the variation
•RQ: How to efficiently find a subset of survey sites 

that represent contemporary dialectal variation? 
• Traditional dialectology: slower, purely qualitative, more bias
• Digital data available à higher objectivity possible
• We suggest a general methodology
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Procedure of finding n optimal survey sites

Requirements of SDATS:
• Reduce 565 à 125 survey sites

Due to dialect change and project 

budget

• Represent contemporary variation

Address dialect change of 70 years

• Sites regionally representative?

• Theory of linguistic gravity (Trudgill, 

1974)

• Clustering in linguistic space –

assumed to cluster in geographic 

space as well
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• Digitisation of original data 

(from maps)

• Determine similarity between survey 

sites à linguistic distance

• Cluster analysis of survey sites; 

Find candidate sites

• Revise candidates

qualitatively: 

- dialect expertise 

- sociogeographic changes

STEPS OF THE GENERAL METHODOLOGY



Linguistic distance calculation

For each survey site pair: 
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Clustering in dialectology

7

- Used for determining dialect areas 
- Not used for site reduction

Scherrer & Stoeckle, 2016Zheng et al., 2017
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Par$$oning Around
Medoids (PAM)

Unweighted Pair Group 
Method with Arithmetic 

mean (UPGMA)

Ward’s method

Partitional clustering Hierarchical clustering

Kaufmann & Rousseeuw, 1987
Park & Jun, 2009
In linguistics:
- Cheshire et al., 2011
- Syrjänen et al., 2016

Ward, 1963
Wilks, 1995
In linguisMcs:
- Heeringa, 2004
- Prokic ́ & Nerbonne, 2008
- Grieve et al., 2011

R packages used:
- fpc (Hennig, 2020)
- cluster (Maechler et al., 

2019)
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Cluster validation / Cluster stability

• How stable are clusters? à How representative?
• Noisy clustering, bootstrapping (Nerbonne et al., 2008)
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Nerbonne et al., 2008
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• Take balanced (lex, morph, phon) subsets
• How oJen do the same survey sites fall 

into the same cluster?
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Final revision

• Socio-demographic filtering: 
Check for important changes at 
candidate sites 
à change in population à
à change/mixture of dialects
• Linguistic filtering: 

Known, remarkable dialects;
Interesting/representative local 
dialects; 
Documented change; 
Equidistant survey sites possible?

à Overwrite quantitative decisions
11



Key findings

• Main benefit: offer n candidate survey 
sites in a quantitative framework
• Arbitrary number of representative sites 

can be appointed

• Overlap of the original and intended studies 
with regards to their objectives and 
variables 

• Locally representative site depends on the 
purpose of the intended study 

• Dialect change to be considered as we want 
to represent the contemporary dialectal 
variation à qualitative revision needed
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• (DigiAsaAon of maps 
and data)

• Determine similarity 
between survey sites

• Cluster survey sites; Find 
candidate sites

• Revise candidate set: 
- dialect expertise 
- sociogeographic changes

STEPS OF THE GENERAL 
METHODOLOGY



Thank you
very much!

Our homepage: www.sdats.ch
Funded by:

@sdatsbern

@ Swiss German speakers:
Participate in a study of ours!

Is it possible to es7mate age, weight, height, 
origin etc. based on voice only?

Check out our preprint:
https://bit.ly/3sBiM20

https://bit.ly/3gazzqb

https://bit.ly/3sBiM20
https://bit.ly/3gazzqb
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