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ABSTRACT 
 
In German-speaking Switzerland, two varieties are 
used in parallel: dialect (informal, everyday use) and 
Swiss Standard German (formal, official documents). 
Depending on speakers’ attitudes, they may articulate 
certain sounds as more “Swiss-like” or more 
“German-like” when talking in Swiss Standard 
German. The present study examines this by focusing 
on /r/-vocalization, e.g., [d̥eɐ] as opposed to [d̥er] in 
the German masculine article der. We analyzed /r/-
vocalization of nearly 500 speakers across 125 
localities in two contexts (word-final and 
preconsonantal /r/, both following a vowel). Overall, 
very few speakers (23/500) vocalized in both 
contexts. The results further revealed effects of 
region, age, attitudes towards Standard German, and 
an influence on how /r/ is realized in dialect. We 
discuss these findings against the backdrop of 
diglossia and the status attributed to the Swiss and 
German Standard varieties. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

German is a prototypical example of a pluricentric 
language with multiple codified standards, including 
Swiss Standard German (CHStG) and German 
Standard German (DStG) [1]. If we zoom into 
German-speaking Switzerland, we find a special 
diglossic situation with untypically high prestige 
attributed to dialects [2-5]. Against this backdrop, 
discussions about the use of dialects or standard, and 
if standard, which one, are often emotionally loaded. 
Some Swiss speakers feel particularly proud of their 
dialects and distance themselves from sounding like 
a German altogether [6]. Turning to the standard 
language, studies on the perception of both standard 
varieties have shown that many Swiss people do not 
regard CHStG as “correct German” compared to 
DStG [7] and some Swiss even feel inferior when 
speaking the standard language [6]. This situation, 
then, has people choose between phonetic forms that 
sound more dialectal or more German (meaning 
DStG) when speaking the standard language. 

DStG and CHStG show a variety of differences in the 
realization of phonemes, one of which is that of /r/. In 
DStG, /r/ is either realized as a consonant or vocalized 
depending on the phonological context, while it is 
most commonly realized as a consonant in CHStG 
[8]. Hove [9] describes this typically missing 
vocalization of /r/ as one of the most distinct features 
of CHStG. If, however, a Swiss person vocalizes their 
/r/s in CHStG, these vocalizations are constrained by 
a number of linguistic and sociolinguistic factors. 
Hove [9], for example, found that /r/ in a word-final 
position is vocalized more often (in 20% of cases) 
than in a preconsonantal position (15% of cases). As 
for sociolinguistic constraints, women have been 
found to vocalize /r/ slightly more often than men. 
Christen et al. [10], examining the CHStG 
pronunciation in a corpus of police phone calls, 
noticed accommodation effects: Swiss speakers 
vocalized more when talking to German or Austrian 
speakers. Siebenhaar [11] further showed regional 
effects: St. Gallen – a Northeastern canton close to the 
German and Austrian border – featured more 
speakers vocalizing than for example those in Zurich 
and Bern, further away from the Northern border. 

We identified a number of research gaps in 
the study of /r/-vocalization in CHStG: there are no 
studies contextualized with language attitudes (e.g., 
testing if a positive association with Standard German 
leads to more vocalization); further, there are also no 
studies that have investigated the link between age 
and the place of articulation (alveolar or uvular) in 
dialect with a potential effect on vocalization in 
CHStG. In the present study, we addressed these 
research gaps by analyzing the pronunciation of /r/ in 
nearly 500 Swiss German speakers talking in CHStG 
with a specific focus on the following potential 
sociodemographic and attitudinal effects: age, region, 
gender, education, and language attitudes. We 
hypothesized that younger speakers, women, and 
those from regions closer to Germany or Austria 
would vocalize more frequently. Furthermore, we 
expected speakers with more favorable attitudes 
towards Standard German as well as speakers with 
higher education to vocalize more frequently. 

22. Sociophonetic Variation ID: 195
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