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Work on variable (ing) has highlighted its long-term stability and shared
conditioning across English varieties. Here, we ask whether similar stability
and conditioning holds in Australian English over time and across ethnicity.
The data come from sociolinguistic interviews with 204 Australians
stratified according to age, gender, social class and ethnicity, drawn from the
Sydney Speaks project. Analyses of 13,000 (ing) tokens reveal very low
alveolar rates, but generally similar conditioning to that of other English
varieties, with the exception of word class, for which variability was initially
largely limited to verbal tokens before extending to include the pronouns
something and nothing. Ethnic differences are evident in rates of use: Italian
Australians evince higher, and Greek and Chinese Australians lower, rates of
[n]. These differences are accounted for by class affiliations, suggesting that
(ing) may be an ideal variable for considering the interplay between social
class and ethnicity.
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1. Introduction

One of the most widely studied sociolinguistic variables is (ing), for which the
alternation between velar and alveolar nasals (e.g. going/goin’) has been show-
cased as a paradigm of stable variation. Across the English-speaking world, a con-
sistent and long-lasting favouring of the alveolar over the velar variant in casual
speech, by men, and by speakers in lower socio-economic brackets has led to
the observation that “[l]ong-term stability appears more clearly in the case of
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(ing) than for any other sociolinguistic variable” (Labov 2001:87) (see overview
in Hazen 2006).

Although (ing) has been examined in many varieties of English, much less is
known about its patterning in Australian English. Following a flurry of studies in
the 1970s and 1980s (Shopen 1978; Shnukal 1982; Horvath 1985:98–103; Lee 1989),
it has been largely ignored, appearing in only one recent work, as part of a general
overview of Australian folk linguistics (Penry Williams 2020: 129–135). These stud-
ies report much lower rates than those reported for British and American English
varieties, but similar social patterning and similar indexicalities, in that the alveo-
lar variant is considered “uneducated” or “lazy” (Shopen 1978:49), and associated
with “ocker” or “bogan” speakers, terms representing stereotypical working-class
Australians (Penry Williams 2020: 135, 158–170).

Given this consistency, what more is there to know about this variable? On the
one hand, the Australian context puts the stability of (ing) variability to the test,
because the alveolar variant has a very low rate of occurrence (around just 17 per
cent overall in the data examined here). Furthermore, recent work has observed
changes in the conditioning in some varieties, suggesting that the long-term sta-
bility of (ing) may not be as steadfast as has been widely believed (Forrest and
Wolfram 2019: 82–86; Cole 2020: 107–108). On the other hand, very little is known
about the patterning of (ing) according to ethnicity, and how this variation is
taken up across ethnic groups.

We explore the patterning of (ing) over time in Australian English by con-
ducting real- and apparent-time comparisons in a one-million-word corpus of
spontaneous speech from recordings made in the 1970s (Horvath 1985) and in
the 2010s, compiled as part of the Sydney Speaks project (Travis, Grama, and
Gonzalez In Progress). Sydney Speaks is an ideal resource for a large-scale, empir-
ical test of the stability of (ing), not only because it provides data recorded over
real time, but also because it includes a diversity of speakers at the two time
points, including men and women from different social classes representing some
of Australia’s largest ethnic groups – Anglo-Celtic, Italian, Greek, and Chinese
Australians.

We lay the ground for the study in Section 2 by summarising the patterning
reported in the extensive prior variationist work on (ing). We then describe the
Sydney Speaks project and the data extraction method (Section 3), before com-
paring alveolar rates over time, where we report overall stability, but with some
differentiation across age groups and ethnicity (Section 4). For the conditioning
(Section 5), we first examine verbal tokens only, and find similar patterning to
other varieties both for Anglo Australians and across ethnic community; for word
class, in contrast, we observe a change over time, as the variable context broadens
from largely verbal tokens only to include the pronouns something and nothing.
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Interpretation of the differences in rates of [n] across ethnicity allows us to high-
light a fundamental link between ethnicity and social class (Section 6).

2. (ing) across varieties of English

The vast body of work on (ing) reveals that rates differ widely across varieties.
This can be seen in Figure 1, which shows overall rates of use of the vernacular
alveolar versus the standard velar variant in spontaneous speech data from a
selection of studies. Alveolar rates tend to be higher in Britain than in the United
States, and are lowest in New Zealand and Australia. It must be borne in mind
that these rates are not directly comparable, in particular because they will be
impacted by differences in age, gender and class distributions in the samples, as
men, speakers of lower social classes and adolescents tend to have higher vernac-
ular rates. Nevertheless, the low rate for Australian English is notable, in particu-
lar considering the different representation in the work that has been done, which
includes speakers of different age groups from four major urban centres (uni-
versity students in the capital, Canberra (Shopen 1978); teenagers and middle-
aged adults of Anglo-Celtic, Italian and Greek background in Sydney (Horvath
1985: 98–103); young adults in Brisbane (Lee 1989); and adults in their 20s in
Melbourne (Penry Williams 2020: 130–135)); and from one small town (teenagers
and adults in Cessnock, 200 km northwest of Sydney (Shnukal 1982)). The wide-
ranging difference in rates of [n] is not paralleled in the social and linguistic con-
straints, which tend to be shared across varieties, as we outline below.

A third variant has been described for Australian English – a voiceless velar
stop following the nasal in pronouns with -thing, such as something [sɐmθɪŋk],
or nothing [nɐθɪŋk] (Shopen 1978: 43; Shnukal 1982:202, 205), a variant that also
occurs in some varieties of British English (Houston 1985:345; Cole 2020). [ɪŋk]
exists as a second vernacular form, associated with men, the working class, and, in
the case of Australia, rurality (with a rate of [ɪŋk] in -thing words in Cessnock as
high as 59 per cent (N= 466, Shnukal 1982: 211)). The occurrence of the nasal with
a voiced velar stop [ɪŋg] has also been noted for some varieties of British Eng-
lish, especially in the western Midlands and middle north (Wells 1982: 365–366).
Both velar stop variants ([ɪŋk] and [ɪŋg]) have been reported in second-language
speakers, leading to the suggestion that this may be attributable to transfer effects
(Schleef, Meyerhoff, and Clark 2011: 216; Drummond 2012: 125).
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Figure 1. Overall rates of [n] (vs. [ŋ]) across varieties.
Northern / Southern UK regions, N =2,363 (Houston 1985: 109); Essex, N= 2,183 (Cole
2020: 361); Tyneside, N= 3,500 (Mechler et al. 2022: 103); Appalachia, N =6,982 (Hazen
2008: 127); Raleigh, N= 13,167 (Forrest 2017: 143); Porirua, N =4,157 (Bell and Holmes
1992: 240); Melbourne, N= 3,124 (Penry Williams 2020: 131); Cessnock, N =1,160
(Shnukal 1982: 210); Canberra, N= 1,988 (Shopen 1978:46); Sydney, N =1,161 (Horvath
1985: 100) [overall rates are not reported in all studies; those given here have been
calculated from the data that is presented]

2.1 Social conditioning of (ing)

One of the most robust findings in the literature on (ing) is the status of [n]
as the vernacular, or non-standard, variant, as evidenced in its association with
informal speech, with lower social classes and with men (e.g. Fischer 1958: 50;
Trudgill 1972: 181–182; Houston 1985: 146–147; Bell and Holmes 1992: 239; Labov
2001: 100; Hazen 2008: 129; Wagner 2012: 192), including in Australia (Shopen
1978: 47; Shnukal 1982:203, 210; Horvath 1985: 101; Lee 1989: 59–60; Penry
Williams 2020: 131).

Consistent with its classification as a stable linguistic variable, age differences
have typically been demonstrated to represent age-grading rather than change in
progress, showing an “adolescent peak”, whereby individuals produce higher rates
of vernacular forms during adolescence, but increase their use of standard forms
as they age and become more sensitive to normative marketplace pressures (cf.
Labov 2001:454; Wagner 2012: 181–183). A higher vernacular rate in adolescence
versus adulthood has been reported for (ing) in apparent time in Philadelphia,
USA (Labov 2001: 112) and in Australia (Shnukal 1982: 207; Horvath 1985: 101).
Longitudinal change has also been observed in panel studies of the same speakers.
For example, young women in Philadelphia showed a drop in the vernacular

[4] Catherine E. Travis, James Grama, and Benjamin Purser



rate in just one year in the transition from high school to university (Wagner
2012: 187). This drop was most notable among those attending national universi-
ties (versus local tertiary institutions), and was evident even in students’ final year
of high school, as those aspiring to attend a national university were found to “cal-
ibrate their use of (ing) to their intended higher education/occupational trajecto-
ries” (Wagner 2012: 194). The impact of career trajectory has also been observed
in comparisons of adults as they build their careers and then move into retire-
ment, with greater use of the standard followed by a shifting back to the vernacu-
lar observed for a group of middle-class speakers over the lifespan in Newcastle,
UK (Mechler et al. 2022: 104).

Effects for ethnicity have not been widely examined, but when they have been
considered, they have been tied to the social sensitivity of (ing). For example, a
high rate of the alveolar variant in the speech of adolescent speakers of African
American English has been interpreted as “simply one of the shared traits of most
vernacular varieties of English” (Van Hofwegen and Wolfram 2010:440). Com-
parisons across Māori and Pākehā (European) working-class New Zealanders
revealed no ethnic differences, with both groups having similarly high vernacular
rates relative to Pākehā middle-class women (Bell and Holmes 1992:240). Greater
use of the alveolar form by Irish-American over Italian-American teen girls in
Philadelphia has been attributed to the lower socio-economic status of the Irish
girls, who were more likely to “orient away strongly from standard forms of female
behavior” (Wagner 2012: 196). And in 1970s Australia, among teenagers, the ver-
nacular variant was found to be most frequent among the working class and Ital-
ians (Horvath 1985: 101). Given the effects for age and ethnicity that have been
observed for this socially marked variable, (ing) is of particular interest for the
study of ethnicity over time.

2.2 Linguistic conditioning of (ing)

Studies of (ing) across varieties have reported a generally shared set of linguistic
constraints. One of the most widely reported is that for word class, whereby verbal
uses favour [n] over nominal and adjectival uses (e.g. Shnukal 1982:205; Houston
1985: 110; Bell and Holmes 1992: 244; Labov 2001:88; Forrest and Wolfram
2019: 85). Differentiation between verbs and nouns also manifests in priming.
There is a tendency for a preceding (ing) to prime repetition of the same variant
within, but not across, morphological category, such that there is priming within
verbs and nouns, but not from verbs to nouns, or vice versa (Tamminga
2016: 349). In contrast to the widely applicable differences in nominal versus ver-
bal categories, the pronouns something, nothing, anything and everything appear
to differ across varieties (cf. Houston 1985:22–23), and have been treated in dis-
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parate ways – they have been collapsed with other nominals (e.g. Houston
1985: 23; Hazen 2008: 121), treated as a distinct variable (e.g. Cole 2020: 359),
or excluded from analysis entirely (e.g. Forrest 2017: 136). These turn out to be
a locus of variation in the data examined here, as we discuss in detail below
(Section 5.3).

Another of the most widely considered linguistic constraints is that of fol-
lowing phonological context, with regressive assimilation motivating the alveolar
variant with a following coronal consonant, and the velar variant with a following
velar consonant (e.g. Shnukal 1982:205; Houston 1985: 20; Bell and Holmes
1992: 244; Forrest 2017: 143). Though less widespread, an effect for preceding
phonological context has also been reported, with a disfavouring of the velar
variant following a velar consonant, interpreted as dissimilation (e.g. Houston
1985: 20; Hazen 2008: 125; Schleef, Meyerhoff, and Clark 2011:218). The final con-
straint regularly reported is a favouring of [n] in two-syllable words over longer
words (e.g. Shopen 1978: 44; Bell and Holmes 1992: 244; Schleef, Meyerhoff, and
Clark 2011: 219; Forrest and Wolfram 2019:84). Despite the very low rate of the
vernacular variant in Australia, we will see that similar linguistic constraints are
operative for all but the pronouns, which is precisely where we observe change
over time.

3. Data for examining (ing) over time: Sydney Speaks

The data examined here come from the Sydney Speaks corpus, which includes
recordings made at different time periods with speakers of different ages, thus
allowing for real- and apparent-time comparisons (Travis, Grama, and Gonzalez
In Progress). For this study, we draw on two sub-corpora, one recorded in the
period from 1977 to 1981, for the Sydney Social Dialect Survey (Horvath 1985), and
the other recorded from 2016 to the present as part of the ongoing Sydney Speaks
project. We refer to these by the decade in which most recordings were conducted,
as the 1970s and 2010s corpora respectively.

3.1 Data collection

The primary method for data collection was the sociolinguistic interview, aimed at
getting the participant talking as naturally as possible in an effort to record maxi-
mally unmonitored speech (Labov 1984: 32–42). Topics covered include the partic-
ipants’ experiences growing up in Sydney and how Sydney has changed over time;
childhood memories; stories about work or travel; social networks and, for the
migrant-background participants, connections with the community and the lan-
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guage. Interviews lasted an average of 45 (1970s) and 90 minutes (2010s), and from
this, we selected approximately 30 minutes for transcription, generally beginning
between 15 and 30 minutes into the recording. Transcriptions were made ortho-
graphically in ELAN (Lausberg and Sloetjes 2009) and then uploaded into LaBB-
CAT for forced aligning and corpus management (Fromont and Hay 2012).

After the sociolinguistic interview, participants were recorded reading word
lists. How participants produce (ing) in this more careful context can provide
some indication as to their attitude to the variants, and tellingly, the alveolar vari-
ant was virtually absent in these data. There were just four alveolar (ing) tokens
out of a total of 1,800 tokens produced (from two (ing) word types in the 1970s
word list (drawing, everything), and 15 word types in the 2010s word list). The
word list data therefore support the interpretation of the alveolar variant as non-
standard in Australia.

3.2 Participants

We report on interviews with 204 speakers, who together provide some 100 hours
of speech, or approximately one million words. Table 1 summarises the demo-
graphic breakdown of the participants. Two age groups are represented at each
time point, which we term, for the 1970s, Adults and Teens, and for the 2010s,
Adults and Young Adults (using capitalisation to represent operational terms
defined for the project). We consider each of these four cohorts separately, thus
conflating the real- and apparent-time comparisons to be able to chart the pro-
gression of the change and test for age grading (by comparing the 1970s Teens and
2010s Adults who were born in the same period).

The corpora include Australians of different ethnic backgrounds: Anglo-
Celtic Australians (henceforth Anglo Australians) are represented at each time
point; Italian Australians for the 1970s Teens, 2010s Adults and 2010s Young
Adults; Greek Australians for the 1970s Teens only (as data collection is still
underway); and Chinese Australians for the 2010s Young Adults (as this is a newer
migrant group). The Anglo Australians all grew up in English-speaking house-
holds and are minimally fourth-generation Australians (that is, their parents and
grandparents, and often previous generations, were born in Australia). The other
groups are primarily second-generation Australians, who were born in Australia
or arrived before the age of 6, and whose parents were born respectively in Italy,
Greece and Hong Kong or Guangzhou (i.e. Cantonese-speaking regions).1

These ethnic communities vary in terms of the participants’ social networks,
to which we gain insight from topics that arise in the sociolinguistic interviews

1. Five of the 16 Italian 2010s Young Adults are third-generation Australians.
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relating to family, friends, and interactions at school, work, or in the neighbour-
hood. For the 2010s, further information was obtained from a demographic ques-
tionnaire administered at the end of the interview that included a request to list
close friends and their ethnicity (cf. Cheshire et al. 2008). Participants listed an
average of six people, and the ethnicities given indicate that over time, migrant
groups tend to shift from networks that are concentrated in their ethnic com-
munity to those that are more integrated with the majority Anglo community,
something which helps interpret the variable patterning they show in (ing) (cf.
Section 6).

Table 1. Distribution of participants

Corpus 1970s 2010s
Age group Adults Teens Adults Young Adults
Ave. birth
decade 1930s 1960s 1960s 1990s
Ave. age 44 years 15 years 53 years 24 years
Gender Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Total
Ethnicity
Anglo 12 8 12 12 14 11 12 14  95
Italian 13 12 10 13 10  6  64
Greek 10 13  23
Chinese 11 11  22
Total 12 8 35 37 24 24 33 31 204

Participants are stratified according to social class. This was determined on
the basis of occupation scores provided by the Australian Socio-Economic Index
(AUSEI), a measure that takes into account a range of factors, including the edu-
cational background associated with, and income potential of, occupational clas-
sifications used by the Australian Bureau of Statistics, to establish “sociologically
meaningful occupational status scores” (McMillan, Beavis, and Jones 2009: 123).
AUSEI scores range from 0 to 100, and the participants are located along the con-
tinuum, from a factory worker (with a score of 16.3, the lowest in the sample),
to, for example, hairdressers (25.2), shop owners (40.8), real estate agents (55),
accountants (83.7), and doctors (100). There is no agreed-on standard for classi-
fying social class in Australia and several different factors have been used as prox-
ies, including education and school type, as well as occupation. Two advantages
of AUSEI are that it is a replicable measure that facilitates comparability across
studies, and being continuous, it avoids having to place speakers into artificially
discrete categories (e.g. Working Class, Middle Class).
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Importantly, social class intersects with ethnicity, as can be seen in Figure 2,
which presents the range of Occupation scores by Ethnic community for each
Age group. The Anglo Australians show little differentiation over time. The Italian
and Greek 1970s Teens have lower scores than their Anglo peers, while the 2010s
Anglo and Italian Adults are similar to each other. The 2010s Young Adults have
relatively narrower ranges, and the Italians the narrowest of all, due to a predom-
inance of university students in this group (10/16). The Chinese Young Adults
have higher scores than the Anglos, reflecting the overall high socio-economic
status of this community. Australians from Hong Kong are reported to be “gen-
erally highly qualified and well educated” (Jupp 2001:221), and census data indi-
cates that second-generation Chinese Australians of Cantonese background tend
to attend selective or private schools, be well-educated and work in high-status
occupations (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2016).2 The different class profiles for
the ethnic communities have been found to manifest in their speech in prior Syd-
ney Speaks work (Grama, Travis, and Gonzalez 2020, 2021; Qiao and Travis 2022),
and we will see that this is also evident for (ing).

Figure 2. Range of Occupation scores for participants by Age group and Ethnicity

2. Census comparisons indicate that the same social class profile does not apply to the
Mandarin-background community, which has a different immigration timeline and pathway
(cf. Jupp 2001:215–222).
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3.3 Extraction and coding

Extraction of (ing) from the sociolinguistic interviews was carried out in separate
stages. For the 1970s data, initially a subset of (ing) tokens that comprised all
tokens up to and including the first 20 unique lexical items (approximately one
half of the available data) was manually extracted and coded in ELAN. For the
remaining data from the 1970s Adults and both 2010s age groups, all instances
of (ing) were automatically tagged using regular expressions in LaBB-CAT and
downloaded with the corresponding audio files for coding.

Coding was done auditorily by one trained listener; a subset of the data
was spot-checked or blind-coded by a second listener, and amendments made as
needed. We made a binary distinction between alveolar [n] and velar [ŋ] real-
isations. The minor variants referred to above were set aside – [ɪŋk] occurred
with pronouns in the 1970s data, but was very rare (N= 40), and some occurrence
of [ɪŋg] was observed in the 2010s data, though this was also rare and was
not systematically coded. Some variation in vowel realisation was evident (cf.
Houston 1985: 21; Lee 1989:59), but this has been left for future analyses. Tokens
that occurred in overlap, with background noise, or were otherwise unclear or
ambiguous were excluded. Also excluded were all instances of future going to
and auxiliary trying to, both of which tend to be reduced (reflected in their non-
standard orthographic representations gonna and tryna (cf. Wagner 2012: 199;
Forrest 2017: 137)), and proper nouns (e.g. Epping (suburb name), Leaving Cer-
tificate, Boxing Day), which were very low frequency (fewer than 100) and cate-
gorically velar (cf. Labov 2001: 79). This process yielded 13,578 tokens for analysis:
3,956 tokens from the 1970s data (with an average of 43 tokens per speaker, rang-
ing from 8 to 113 tokens), and 9,622 from the 2010s data (an average of 86 tokens
per speaker, ranging from 18 to 167).

The linguistic predictors we coded were Word class, Following and Preceding
phonological context, and Syllable count. For Word class, coding was done using
a combination of manual and automatic methods (using CLAWS4, the Con-
stituent Likelihood Automatic Word-tagging System developed by Lancaster Uni-
versity (Garside 1987)), cross-checking the coding from each method to develop
a reliable, semi-automatic coding procedure. This resulted in a three-way classi-
fication between Verbal uses, such as progressives and participles, as in (1); Non-
verbal uses, including nouns, adjectives, and gerunds, as in (2); and Pronouns,
including both Pronominal and General Extender uses, as in (3).3

3. To assess reliability of the automatic coder, we manually and automatically coded the same
set of data (a subset of the 1970s Adults data, and all 1970s Teens data). Comparisons of these
two sets of coding revealed that the tagger was very reliable for Pronouns and Verbs (some-
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(1) Verbal
Progressive I think the neighbours were just complaining and that.

[SydS_AYM_124_Craig: 43:32–43:34]4

Participle I went to school speaking English,
[SydS_IOF_132_Simone: 1:04:54–0:04:56]

(2) Non-verbal
Noun that was the oldest building at our school.

[SSDS_GTF_853_Dina: 15:32–15:34]
Adjective everybody would have their own skipping rope,

[SSDS_AAF_125_Paula: 10:47–10:48]
Gerund Wasn’t necessarily bullying there though,

[SydS_AYM_013_Tony: 48:23–48:25]

(3) Pronouns
Pronominal and sometimes we’ve got nothing to talk about.

[SydS_CYF_048_Sarah: 1:12:37–1:12:39]
General
Extender

I think you could cash them in for a buck or something.
[SSDS_ATM_101_Brian: 09:14–09:16]

For Following phonological context, we applied a four-way categorisation:
Intonation-Unit Final (IU-final), Vowel, Non-coronal (labial and dorsal) conso-
nant, and Coronal consonant. Labial and dorsal consonants were collapsed due to
the low number of dorsal tokens (N =372, versus 1,822 labial), and following /h/
was included in the Vowel category due to similarity in articulatory setting and low
frequency (N= 301, versus 4,061 vowel). For Preceding phonological context, we
also used a four-way classification: Coronal, Labial, Vowel and Dorsal. For Syllable
count we distinguished between two-syllable words and longer words (87 per cent
of which were words of three syllables).

thing, nothing, anything and everything were categorically tagged as pronouns, and 95 per cent
of tokens automatically tagged as verbs also fit into the verbal categories identified by the man-
ual coding). For other word classes, however, the agreement rate between the automatic and
manual coding was around 75 per cent. Therefore, all tokens remaining from the 1970s Adults
and the 2010s data were coded using the automatic tagger, and all words that were not tagged
as a pronoun or within the verbal categories, and a subset of those that had been coded in the
verbal categories, were manually corrected (N= 6,030). For those tokens tagged as one of the
verbal categories (N=5,182), manual coding of a subset of 600 tokens confirmed a similar agree-
ment rate to that obtained in the 1970s data (95 per cent), and we therefore left the remaining
tokens as Verbal, without further checking.
4. Examples are produced verbatim from the transcripts. In brackets we give the corpus abbre-
viation (SSDS, 1970s; SydS, 2010s), the speaker code (ethnicity, age group, gender, number),
and time stamps of the beginning and end of the excerpt. Transcription conventions appear in
the Appendix.
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It is worth noting that both Preceding phonological context and Syllable
count intersect with Word class. In Pronouns, (ing) is categorically preceded by
an interdental (with -thing, cf. Houston 1985:20; Hazen 2008: 125), and in the
data here, almost all instances with a preceding Vowel occur in Verbal contexts
(for example, with the highly frequent going, doing, being). For Syllable count,
while words of over two syllables account for just 10 per cent of Verbal tokens,
they account for 35 percent of Non-verbal tokens (e.g. interesting, amazing) and
38 per cent of Pronominal tokens (namely, anything and everything (cf. Houston
1985: 22)). Thus, rather than trying to combine these predictors in the one analy-
sis, we focus initially on the Verbal tokens only, which constitute the bulk of the
data (64 per cent), and also show the greatest variability over time.

4. Rates of (ing) over time and across ethnicity

We begin by considering the rates of the alveolar variant in Verbal contexts by Age
group and Ethnic community, as presented in Figure 3, with the standard error
indicated for each subgroup. Here we see that the low rate of [n] for the 1970s
Adults (12 per cent) is retained today (13 per cent for the Young Adult Anglos).
There are, however, notable differences across Age and Ethnicity.

First, we see that the rate of [n] increases sharply from the 1970s Adults to the
1970s Teens, of whom the Italians (34 per cent) have the highest alveolar rate, fol-
lowed by the Greeks (27 per cent) who are similar to the Anglos (26 per cent) (cf.
Horvath 1985: 100–103). The 2010s Adults (this same generation forty years on)
pattern differently according to ethnicity. The Anglo Australians in this Age group
show substantially reduced rates of [n] (17 per cent), indicating that the higher rate
by the Teens was consistent with an adolescent peak reported for (ing) elsewhere
(cf. Labov 2001: 110–113; Wagner 2012: 182). The Italian Adults, however, retain the
high rate of the 1970s Teens (33 per cent), undergoing a shift towards the standard
a generation later with the 2010s Young Adults. For this youngest group, the three
communities all present low alveolar rates, with the Chinese Australians (6 per
cent) having a noticeably lower rate than both the Italians (8 per cent) and Anglos
(13 per cent). The Chinese Australians also exhibit the smallest degree of variance,
indicating that the low rate of the vernacular generally holds for all speakers in
this group.

In sum, although the rates in the data here are overall consistent with a stable
variable, there are notable differences both across ethnicity and in the trajectory
over time. To understand these differences, we now turn to consideration of the
constraints on (ing) variability.
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Figure 3. Rate of [n] over time in Verbal contexts, by Age group and Ethnicity (N =8,704)
(y-axis limited at 50 per cent to better show differences across groups)

5. Analysing social and linguistic conditioning over time

In order to examine the constraints on variation in (ing), we conducted three
sets of analyses. For the first two of these, we fit logistic mixed-effects regressions
to (ing) in Verbal contexts using the lme4 package in R (Bates et al. 2019; R
Core Team 2019). The dependent variable for each model was the realisation of
(ing) (predicting the alveolar variant). First, to obtain an overview of the social
and linguistic conditioning, we present an analysis of the Anglo Australians over
time, with the social predictors of Age group, Gender and Occupation score
(AUSEI, scaled to improve model fit) (Section 5.1). Second, to understand differ-
ences across Ethnic community at each time point, we fit a separate model to
each Age group, and include Ethnicity as a social predictor (Section 5.2). In all
models, we included Phonological context (Preceding and Following) and Sylla-
ble count as linguistic predictors. We tested for two- and three-way interactions,
and interactions which did not improve model fit were simplified (assessed by
comparing AIC from ANOVAs). The threshold of significance was set at 0.05.
Speaker and Word were included as random intercepts. For Word, we pooled
all hapax legomena (verb types that occur once, which constitute approximately
one half of all tokens), into a single level, as these are unlikely to have a lexically
specific profile for users and this simplifies the computation of random effects
(cf. Szmrecsanyi et al. 2016:9; Travis and Torres Cacoullos 2021: 5). For the third
analysis, we move beyond the Verbal context, to consider differences across Word
class more broadly, allowing us to identify a change over time in the patterning of
Pronouns (Section 5.3).

Stability and change in (ing) [13]



5.1 Conditioning of (ing) over time for Anglo Australians

As Anglo Australians are represented at all four time points, analysis of this group
allows us to track the behaviour of (ing) over time and gain a broad understand-
ing of its conditioning in Australia. The output from the model is presented in
Table 2 (with information about token numbers and the alveolar rate for each
level in the last two columns).

Table 2. Output of logistic mixed effect model predicting [n] realisation for Anglo
Australians in Verbal contexts

Odds Ratio Std. Error z value N Rate [n]

(Intercept) 0.02 0.01   −8.22***

Age Group (ref: 1970s Adults)  816 12%

1970s Teens 5.72 2.85    3.50***  371 28%

2010s Adults 3.01 1.43   2.31** 1,348 17%

2010s Young Adults 1.97 0.94 1.42 1,842 12%

Gender (ref: Men) 2,163 23%

Women 0.22 0.07   −4.79*** 2,214  7%

Occupation score (AUSEI) 0.33 0.07   −5.01*** (continuous)

Following Phonological context
(ref: IU-Final position)

 622  9%

Vowel 1.93 0.40    3.18** 1,664 13%

Non-coronal 2.86 0.65     4.66***  747 16%

Coronal 4.04 0.84     6.76*** 1,344 19%

Preceding Phonological context
(ref: Coronal)

1,566 11%

Labial 1.19 0.29   0.72  601 12%

Vowel 1.58 0.33     2.17** 1,498 17%

Dorsal 2.30 0.49      3.90***  712 21%

Syllable count (ref: Two) 3,945 16%

Three or more 0.47 0.13    −2.81**  432  6%

Gender x Occupation score

Women x Occupation score 1.91 0.59     2.08** (continuous)

* p< 0.05 ** p <0.01 *** p< 0.001; shaded rows indicate significant effect
Odds ratios below 1 indicate disfavouring of [n] and greater than 1 favouring of [n]
Overall rate of [n] =15% (657/4,377)
95 speakers, variance =1.70 (SD =1.3); 397 word types, variance =0.24 (SD =0.49)
Log likelihood: –1329.7; AIC: 2691.3; BIC: 2793.5

[14] Catherine E. Travis, James Grama, and Benjamin Purser



The results for Age group corroborate the patterns over time seen in Figure 3.
Compared with the 1970s Adults, both the 1970s Teens and the 2010s Adults show
a greater favouring of [n], most notably the Teens. The 2010s Young Adults, on the
other hand, are no longer distinct from the 1970s Adults, supporting (ing)’s long-
term stability.

We find the predicted effects for Gender and Occupation, with a significant
interaction between them. As depicted in Figure 4, for Men, the vernacular vari-
ant is favoured more by those with lower Occupation scores (though there is no
such class effect for Women), and for those with lower Occupation scores, the ver-
nacular variant is favoured by Men over Women (though there is no such Gender
effect for those with higher Occupation scores).

Figure 4. Predicted probability of [n] from model fit to Anglo Australians over time
(Table 2) showing interaction effect of Gender and Occupation score (y-axis limited to
0.50 to better show inter-group differences)

Linguistic effects parallel the patterning of (ing) in other varieties of English.
Following phonological context returns the most robust result: the alveolar vari-
ant is least favoured in IU-Final position, and is incrementally more likely when
followed by a Vowel, a Non-coronal consonant and a Coronal consonant (a com-
bination which occurs most frequently in “verb-ing + to” collocations, e.g., in the

Stability and change in (ing) [15]



data here, going to (non-future), talking to, starting to, cf. Forrest 2017: 149). An
effect for Preceding phonological context is also observed; the alveolar realisa-
tion is least favoured with preceding Coronals and Labials, and most favoured
with preceding Vowels and Dorsals. Finally, words with three or more syllables are
significantly less likely to be realised with the alveolar variant than two-syllable
words.

Having seen that the constraints on (ing) in Verbal contexts for Anglo Aus-
tralians are largely parallel to that seen elsewhere, we now broaden our analysis to
take into account the different ethnic communities.

5.2 Conditioning of (ing) over time and across ethnicity

In order to conduct meaningful comparisons in these data where the ethnic
communities represented differ across time points, we fit a logistic mixed-effects
regression model to each Age group, thus conducting four independent analyses
identical in all but Ethnicity, and comparing across them, in accordance with the
Variationist Comparative method (Poplack and Meechan 1998: 130–132; Torres
Cacoullos and Travis 2019: 656). The output from the four models is presented
in Table 3, with corresponding information about token numbers and rates in
Table 4, and random intercept variance and information criteria in Table 5.

Considering first the results for the linguistic predictors, all analyses are con-
sistent both with each other and with the trends in the overall model (Table 2),
suggesting general stability in the linguistic conditioning of (ing) in Verbal tokens
over time, despite the fluctuation in rates. For Following phonological context,
[n] is consistently significantly favoured when followed by a Coronal, then vari-
ably so (and to a lesser degree) with following Non-coronals and Vowels, and least
favoured in IU-Final position. For the 1970s Adults only, the effect of a follow-
ing Vowel is not significantly different from Final position (p =0.093), indicating
a shift may have taken place here. For the 2010s Adults, a following Non-coronal
consonant is also not significantly different from Final position, though this effect
is only just above the threshold of significance (p= 0.051). Preceding phonological
context and Syllable count have comparably less impact on (ing). Preceding Dor-
sal motivates a significantly higher rate of [n] for all but the 1970s Adults; a pre-
ceding Vowel also motivates a higher rate for the 1970s Teens and 2010s Adults,
suggesting a possible cohort effect. The effect of Syllable count only reaches sig-
nificance in the 2010s Adults.

[16] Catherine E. Travis, James Grama, and Benjamin Purser
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Table 5. Speaker and word counts, variance and information criteria for models fit to
Age group (from Table 3)

1970s Adults 1970s Teens 2010s Adults 2010s Young Adults

N speakers 20 72 48 64

Variance (speaker) 3.75 1.61 1.36 0.84

N word types 172 200 301 377

Variance (word) 0.30 0.35 0.22 0.36

Log likelihood −158.9 −615.3 −1084.2 −973.5

AIC 341.8 1258.6 2196.4 1979.1

BIC 398.3 1331.8 2278.4 2079.5

We now turn to the social conditioning. The effects for Gender and Occupa-
tion score are largely parallel across age models and the overall model (Table 2).
For all, the likelihood of [n] increases as Occupation score decreases, and Men
of all Age groups show significantly higher vernacular rates than Women, with
the exception of the 1970s Adults (p =0.116). The stark difference in rates here (23
per cent for Men vs. 4 per cent for Women) is partly driven by one man, Gre-
gory, a meat deliverer who has an alveolar rate of 79 per cent and produces the
most tokens. But even excluding him, the alveolar rate for Men is still twice that
of Women, indicating that a similar Gender effect is operative for this group.

The interdependence between Gender and Occupation also holds for each
Age group, though it only reaches significance for the 2010s Adults, possibly indi-
cating that occupational pressures are felt most stringently by this group. Its sig-
nificance in the overall model may be an aggregate effect that emerges once all
data is pooled, functionally enhancing an effect that is observable (to differing
extents) at each individual age group.

Ethnic communities, on the other hand, vary considerably across Age group.
For the 1970s Teens, there are no significant differences across Ethnicity, indicat-
ing that the varying rates of [n] among Anglo, Greek and Italian Australians seen
in Figure 3 are not genuine differences, but are attributable to other contextual
factors (which are controlled for in the model). Furthermore, Ethnicity does not
interact significantly with Gender or Occupation score, indicating a shared set of
adolescent norms for Verbal tokens for the Anglo, Greek and Italian Teens.

The Anglo and Italian 2010s Adults, however, are significantly different from
each other, with the Italians favouring [n] over the Anglos. As noted above, the
2010s Adult Italians retain the same high rates observed for the 1970s Teens, in
contrast to the 2010s Adult Anglos, who shift away from the vernacular. The 2010s
Adult Italians, then, appear not to respond to pressures to conform to the pre-

Stability and change in (ing) [21]



scribed standard in the way that the Anglo Australians do. The Young Adult Ital-
ians, on the other hand, have a substantially lower rate of [n], even lower than the
Anglos (8 per cent versus 13 per cent). This difference does not emerge as signifi-
cant in the model, however, likely because of the very narrow range of (relatively
high) Occupation scores in the Italian sample (as discussed above and seen in
Figure 2). The Young Adult Italian Australians thus have converged on behaviour
that is in line with hegemonic norms.

For this Age group, it is the Chinese Australians who are significantly distinct
from the Anglos, being least likely to use the vernacular variant, with a rate of
just 6 per cent. As noted above, this is a group of high socio-economic status,
so a lower vernacular rate is to be expected. However, even setting aside Anglo
speakers with Occupation scores lower than that of the lowest Chinese (below 41;
N =3), the Chinese still have a significantly lower vernacular rate than the Anglo
Australians (6 per cent versus 10 per cent; OR =0.42, SE =0.18, z =−2.01, p <0.05).

There is also a significant interaction between Ethnicity and Gender for the
Young Adults only, reflecting the fact that the Chinese Australians do not exhibit
the Gender effect seen for other groups. This interaction is plotted in Figure 5,
where robust Gender differences for the Anglos and Italians are evident, in con-

Figure 5. Predicted probability of [n] from model fit to 2010s Young Adults showing
interaction effect of Gender and Ethnicity (from Table 3) (y-axis limited to 0.20 to better
show inter-group differences)

[22] Catherine E. Travis, James Grama, and Benjamin Purser



trast to overlapping values for the Chinese Men and Women. Thus, not only are
the Chinese lower overall, but normative pressures seem to apply equally to Chi-
nese Men and Women in a way that they do not for Anglos and Italians. We pre-
sent further interpretation of these differences below, but first we turn to our final
analysis to examine Word class.

5.3 Changes in word class over time

Thus far, we have focused on Verbal uses only, but what of the other word classes?
As noted above, a cross-varietal effect has been reported in the favouring of
the alveolar variant in verbal over nominal uses. This favouring is particularly
marked in Australia, as depicted in Figure 6 (first two columns). The overall ver-
nacular rate for Non-verbal tokens is just 5 per cent, compared with 17 per cent
for Verbal tokens. And though not shown here, this very low rate with Non-verbal
tokens holds across Age groups (the Non-verbal rate is 3 per cent for the 1970s
Adults, 10 per cent for the 1970s Teens (versus 29 per cent for Verbal tokens),
5 per cent for 2010s Adults and 3 per cent for 2010s Young Adults). Non-verbal
tokens, then, ostensibly lie outside the variable context in Australian English.

The patterning for Pronouns appears to be variety-specific. In US varieties,
something and nothing have been found to favour the alveolar variant over any-
thing and everything (Houston 1985: 22; Labov 2001: 79), while across several
British urban varieties, no such distinction has been reported (Houston 1985: 23).
More recently, a study in Essex, UK, found that the alveolar rate is increasing with
nothing, anything and everything, but not something, resulting in young speak-
ers having a lower alveolar rate for something than for other Pronouns (Cole
2020: 364). Pronouns may therefore be more malleable than other word classes,
and more susceptible to change over time and dialectal variation.

A favouring of [n] with something and nothing has also been reported for Aus-
tralia (Penry Williams 2020: 130), and it is particularly evident in the data studied
here, as can be seen in the columns on the right of Figure 6: while something and
nothing have [n] rates of around 18 per cent, parallel to Verbal tokens, the rates for
everything and anything (at 3 per cent and 1 per cent) are even lower than for Non-
verbal tokens. To compare Word class over time, then, we consider something and
nothing in a class on their own and include anything and everything in the class of
Non-verbal items.

Figure 7 provides the rate of [n] for each Age group across these three Word
classes. Here we see that, for the 1970s Adults, something and nothing pattern sim-
ilarly to other Non-verbal tokens, with an alveolar rate of just 4 per cent. The five
alveolar tokens for this Age group all come from one speaker, Gregory, who, at
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Figure 6. Distribution of (ing) variants by Word class: Verbal, Non-verbal and four
-thing Pronouns (N =13,578)

79 per cent [n], is one of the highest alveolar users in the sample. For the 1970s
Adults, then, the variability is essentially limited to the Verbal category.

All other Age groups retain minimal variability in Non-verbal tokens, but
we see a change with something and nothing. The 1970s Teens undergo a sharp
increase in the alveolar rate with something/nothing (35 per cent, even higher than
their rate for Verbal uses). The rate for the 2010s Adults of 15 per cent is not as high
as that of the Teens, and it is lower than the rate for Verbal tokens, but it is well
above the rate with Non-verbal tokens. And for the 2010s Young Adults the rate
is lower still, but it remains closer to the rate for Verbal than Non-verbal tokens.
This indicates a change from a system in which the variable context is limited to
Verbal tokens only, to one which incorporates the Pronouns something and noth-
ing.

As a final consideration of Word class differences, we look in more detail at
the function of the Pronouns, as it has been found that the vernacular variant
is most favoured when these forms are used as discourse markers (Schleef,
Meyerhoff, and Clark 2011: 213). In the data examined here, a frequent discourse
marker use is as General Extenders in the form (and/or) something/noth-
ing/everything/anything (like that), illustrated in (3) above and (4) below, refer-
ring to a child’s rhyme. All four Pronouns occur as General Extenders, but to
different degrees: one half of all instances of something are General Extenders
compared with 21 per cent and 25 per cent for everything and anything, and just 2
per cent for nothing (meaning that something accounts for 74 per cent of all Gen-
eral Extender tokens, 613/824). The higher alveolar rate with General Extender
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Figure 7. Distribution of (ing) variants by Word class over time: Non-verbal, Verbal,
something/nothing (N =13,578)

over Pronominal use holds for each of the Pronouns, though the minimal vernac-
ular rate for everything and anything is independent of function; even as General
Extenders, these two forms have a relatively low vernacular rate (7 per cent and 2
per cent respectively, versus around 25 per cent for something and nothing as Gen-
eral Extenders). This supports the classification of something and nothing in a cat-
egory of their own.

(4) Dominic: little Miss Pink fell down the sink,
or something like that,

[SSDS_ITM_106: 16:30–16:34]

Charting the variability of these functions over time and across Ethnic commu-
nity reveals some interesting differences. Figure 8 presents the distribution of alve-
olar versus velar tokens for something and nothing in their Pronominal versus
General Extender use. Here we see that the highest rate of [n] for the 1970s Teens
is with the Anglos and Italians, and in particular for the General Extender use,
with alveolar rates close to 50 per cent (versus around 30 per cent for the Pronom-
inal use). For the Greek Australian Teens, in contrast, not only is the vernacular
rate lower, but there is minimal functional differentiation (with both Pronomi-
nal and General Extender uses having a rate under 25 per cent). This lower ver-
nacular rate by the Greek Teens parallels Horvath’s observations of this group’s
preference for more “cultivated” diphthong realisations, that is, overtly presti-
gious forms associated with the middle class (Horvath 1985: 93). Thus, though we
observed little in the way of ethnic differences for Verbal tokens, differences do
emerge for the Pronouns, and especially with respect to the incoming, pragmati-
cally conditioned use.
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This functional distinction is not retained over time, as for all subsequent
Age groups, Pronominal and General Extender uses have similar alveolar rates
(as seen in Figure 8). It seems, then, that, for the Teens, this pragmatic use may
have particularly lent itself to the vernacular form, which may have played a role
in the extension of the variable context to include something and nothing. Change
in word-class effects has been observed in one other study and tied to lexicalisa-
tion with specific nouns (Forrest and Wolfram 2019: 85), and change in the pat-
terning of pronouns has also been reported (Cole 2020:364). Lexical effects may
therefore be a rich area to explore possible change, and in particular for pronouns
including when they play a pragmatic role.

Figure 8. Distribution of (ing) variants for Pronominal vs. General Extender use by
Ethnicity over time: something and nothing (N =1,486)
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6. Interpreting variation across ethnic communities

As noted above, the ethnic groups differ in terms of both the degree to which
their networks are centred around their heritage community, and their distribu-
tions according to social class (Section 3.2). The information gathered from the
sociolinguistic interviews and the demographic surveys indicates that Anglo Aus-
tralians at each time point have highly Anglo networks. Class measures for Anglo
speakers also span a broader range than non-Anglo groups. Given the majority
status of Anglo Australians, and the Anglo-centric nature of the social hierarchies
in Australia, the patterns for this group can be considered to represent hegemonic
norms around (ing) in urban Australian English and provide a benchmark against
which to compare the patterning of the ethnic minorities.

The Italian and Greek 1970s Teens appear heavily connected with their ethnic
heritage, through their extended families and attendance at weekend language
schools, for example. Despite this, they pattern similarly to the Anglo Teens, evi-
dence of an orientation to shared adolescent norms, consistent with Horvath’s
observations about a desire among this group to “sound Australian” and dif-
ferentiate themselves from their parents’ accented English (1985: 176). Based on
the self-reported friendships of the 2010s speakers, the Italian Adults retain the
Italian-centred networks of the 1970s Teens, while the Young Adults have more
Anglo networks. When asked to list people in their network, 14 of the 24 Italian
Adults provide lists of which at least half are of Italian background, and only three
list no Italians at all. By contrast, only three of the 16 2010s Young Adult Italians
provide lists that include at least half Italians, and nine list no Italians. This shift
in social networks between generations suggests a community change for the Ital-
ians, one which is viewed by some participants as a change in their allegiance
to their Italian identity, as reflected in the extract in (5), where Lorenzo (a 2010s
Adult) compares himself with his children (2010s Young Adults).

(5) Lorenzo: I don’t think they’ve got that same --
like they’re they’re --
they’re almost like,
we’re Australian,
.. our background is .. Italian.
whereas,
I grew up thinking,
… I’m still Italian,
and I want to know Italian,
I want to know everything about it.

[SydS_IOM_095: 32:28–32:43]
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A similar shift is evident for social class. The socio-economic status of Italian
Australians has historically tended to be lower than that of Anglo Australians
(Horvath 1985:83). The Italian 1970s Teens and 2010s Adults are the children of
post-war migrants, who took up jobs in manufacturing, construction or small
business such as milk bars, cafes and delicatessens (Horvath 1985:46; Jupp
2001: 514), and many continue to work in those occupations today (Ricatti
2018: 37–38). Though the community now enjoys greater financial stability, as
seen in high levels of home ownership, this has been “achieved by working very
long hours, often in tiring, tedious, or dangerous jobs” (Ricatti 2018: 41), and rely-
ing on occupational niches and social networks, following the model of an “entre-
preneurial ‘mobilised diaspora’” (Baldassar 2004: 862).

Thus, while in this sample, the 2010s Adult Italian participants have similar
occupation scores to the Anglo Adults (see Figure 2), more broadly, this age group
of Italians tends to operate in different networks from Anglo Australians. The
same appears to hold for the linguistic marketplace in which they operate, such
that they do not attend to the same pressures to shift away from vernacular (ing)
that we see for the Anglo Adults. The Young Adults, on the other hand, have
moved into more Anglo networks, and shifted away from the historically working-
class community. These generational differences help explain why we observe
significant ethnic differences in (ing) variation for the 2010s Adults that are weak-
ened, or lost, for the 2010s Young Adults.

Similarly, the socio-economic status and networks of the Chinese Young
Adults allow us to meaningfully interpret their patterning. First, as mentioned
above, Chinese Australians are a particularly high socio-economic group, and this
is evident in comments in the interviews. For example, in (6), Mark talks about
the very successful network he is able to tap into having attended a selective high
school, a type of prestigious public high school for which admission is via an
entrance exam, and which is known to attract large numbers of East Asian stu-
dents (cf. Ho and Bonnor 2018)

(6) Mark: the people you meet,
who are from selective school backgrounds,
are very smart.
.. [and very] capable.

Brett:  [Hm].
Mark: and very hard working.
Brett: .. Hm.

.. [ Yeah].
Mark:  [And like],

… I think .. I have … an amazing network.
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… because --
.. like,
… the people I know from .. s- ~Normanhurst ~Boys,
.. they are .. off doing amazing stuff.
… And like,
I will now have like,
… all these people who are at like,
at the top .. of .. their careers,
… um,
doing all this crazy stuff.
And,
I know them,
and I can … connect with them.
and stuff like that.

[SydS_CYM_061: 43:19–43:46]

Second, the Young Adult Chinese Australians report having largely Chinese net-
works: 17 of the 22 participants provide lists in which half or more of their net-
work are of Chinese background, primarily “Australian-born Chinese” (and for
three of the remaining five, at least half of their network are of East Asian back-
ground). There is nobody who lists no Chinese, but there are 10 who name no
Anglo Australians, and the highest proportion of Anglos named is one half (the
case for only two participants).

The Chinese Australians studied here, therefore, are embedded in heavily
Chinese (or East Asian), middle-class networks, and the linguistic patterning sug-
gests a corresponding sensitivity to overtly prestigious norms. For (ing), we see
this in their minimal use of vernacular forms, but our prior work has reported
similar behaviour for other variables: lengthening of word-final -er, a change for
which Chinese Australians lie behind Italians and Anglos, and which has had
an association with the working class (Grama, Travis, and Gonzalez 2020: 362);
diphthong realisations, where gender differences for Anglo and Italian Young
Adults (whereby men exhibit broader forms than women) are not subscribed to
by Chinese Young Adults (Grama, Travis, and Gonzalez 2021: 309); and variability
in the vowel in definite article the preceding a vowel-initial word, where the Chi-
nese pattern with middle-class Anglos in leading a change from fleece to schwa
(Qiao and Travis 2022: 59).
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The ethnic patterning observed here would appear to reflect the impact of
what Laferriere in early variationist work termed “cultural force”, that arises from
the intersection between the dominant social structures and the “particular
esteemed educational, occupational, and linguistic values” of the community
(1979: 615). Laferriere observed a role of education level in the uptake of certain
changes among Jewish and Italian Americans in New York, with the higher-
educated Jewish community adopting standard variants ahead of Italians
(1979: 613). Likewise, in Canada, Boberg proposed that the overall higher levels
of education among Jewish than Italian Canadians resulted in greater exposure to
middle-class Canadian English, thus accounting for why Jewish Canadians were
ahead and Italian Canadians behind in some vowel changes (2004:563). Ethnic
differences observed in London also suggest a role for class associations, in the
distinction between “Multicultural London English”, which has arisen in working-
class neighbourhoods and is characterised by a high rate of use of vernacular fea-
tures (e.g. Cheshire et al. 2011), and “British Asian English”, which is spoken in
lower-middle-class areas and follows more closely the norms of Standard South-
ern British English (Sharma 2020: 69). In Australia and elsewhere, then, migrants’
linguistic behaviour is inextricably tied to the social context in which these com-
munities live and operate.

7. Conclusion

How has this study advanced our existing knowledge of variable (ing), acquired
from extensive research undertaken across the English-speaking world? Australia
stands out for having a particularly low alveolar rate, but despite this, we observe
the kind of stability reported elsewhere for this variable. The rate for alveolar real-
isation for the oldest age group (1970s Adults) is similar to that for the youngest
group (2010s Young Adults). Most social and linguistic constraints also hold over
time and are similar to those observed in other varieties of English: [n] is favoured
by men, and those with lower occupation scores; it is favoured preceding another
consonant, especially coronal consonants, and following a dorsal consonant; and
it is favoured with verbs over nouns, though a difference is that alveolar realisa-
tions are virtually absent in nouns.

At the same time, we observe some differences across the age groups and eth-
nic communities. The 1970s Adults have a low rate of [n] and restricted range of
variation, largely applying to verbs only. The 1970s Teens show a higher vernac-
ular rate, consistent with an adolescent peak, and also variability not only with
verbs but also with the pronouns something and nothing, and in particular as Gen-
eral Extenders. This establishes a broadening of the variable context that is main-
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tained in subsequent generations. We see here, then, a change in the system of
(ing) variability. It is difficult to assess how widespread this might be, given the
little attention pronouns have received in the research on (ing) to date, typically
being either excluded or collapsed with nouns. We put this forward as an impor-
tant avenue of future research, that should also take into account the pragmatic
function of pronominal forms.

The ethnic differences we observe can best be understood in the context of
broader class distinctions. While the 1970s Anglo, Italian and Greek Teens are
similar in their use of vernacular (ing), for the 2010s Adults, the Italians exhibit a
higher alveolar rate, which we hypothesise is related to the tight Italian networks,
and the position of this group in the broader Sydney socio-economic structure
as a historically working-class population. There is no such ethnic distinction for
the 2010s Young Adult Italians, who appear to have moved away from working-
class associations and do not show the dense Italian networks of the previous
generation. Among this youngest group, it is the Chinese who stand out not only
in their very low rate of [n], but also in that this applies equally to men and to
women. This is consistent with the middle-class networks in which this group
operates, which appear to bring with them a great sensitivity to, and pressure to
conform with, overtly prestigious norms.

It should be no surprise that ethnicity intersects with other social factors. Just
as age, gender and social class are not independent components of social back-
ground, nor can ethnicity be considered in isolation. This intersection has been
brought to the fore here with (ing), as a long-standing socially marked variable,
allowing us to highlight the importance of the positioning of ethnic groups within
the socio-economic hierarchy as a factor impacting ethnically based variation.

Funding

This research was supported by the ARC Centre of Excellence for the Dynamics of Language
(CoEDL; CE140100041).

Acknowledgements

We are grateful to the Sydney Speaks team for the data collection and transcription; to Elena
Sheard, Sarah Crafter, and Nicole Harris for the auditory coding of the initial subset of the 1970s
data as part of a Summer Scholars project (2017–2018); and to Gan Qiao for assistance with the
automated word class coding. For valuable comments on the article, we thank Elena Sheard,
Gan Qiao, Heba Bou Orm and Li Nguyen, as well as two anonymous reviewers.

Stability and change in (ing) [31]



Sources

Travis, Catherine E., James Grama, and Simon Gonzalez. In Progress. Sydney Speaks Corpora.
Horvath, Barbara. 1985. Variation in Australian English: The Sociolects of Sydney. Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press.

References

Australian Bureau of Statistics. 2016. “Census of Population and Housing, 1991”. October 1, 1993
〈https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/2101.01991〉 (accessed
September 25, 2015).

Baldassar, Loretta. 2004. “Italians in Australia”. In Melvin Ember, Carol R. Ember, and
Ian A. Skoggard, eds. Encyclopedia of Diasporas: Immigrant and Refugee Cultures Around
the World. New York: Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers, 850–864.

Bates, Douglas, Martin Mächler, Ben Bolker, Steve Walker, Rune Haubo Bojesen Christensen,
Henrik Singmann, Bin Dai, Fabian Scheipl, Gabor Grothendieck, Peter Green, and
John Fox. 2019. lme4: Linear Mixed-Effects Models Using ‘Eigen’ and S4. R package version
1.1–28 〈https://github.com/lme4/lme4/〉 (accessed February 9, 2022).

Bell, Allan, and Janet Holmes. 1992. “H-Droppin’: Two Sociolinguistic Variables in New
Zealand English”. Australian Journal of Linguistics 12: 223–248.

Boberg, Charles. 2004. “Real and Apparent Time in Language Change: Late Adoption of
Changes in Montreal French”. American Speech 79: 250–269.

Cheshire, Jenny, Sue Fox, Paul Kerswill, and Eivind Torgersen. 2008. “Ethnicity, Friendship
Network and Social Practices as the Motor of Dialect Change: Linguistic Innovation in
London”. Sociolinguistica 22: 1–23.

Cheshire, Jenny, Paul Kerswill, Sue Fox, and Eivind Torgersen. 2011. “Contact, the Feature
Pool and the Speech Community: The Emergence of Multicultural London English”.
Journal of Sociolinguistics 15: 151–196.

Cole, Amanda. 2020. “Co-Variation, Style and Social Meaning: The Implicational Relationship
Between (h) and (ing) in Debden, Essex”. Language Variation and Change 32: 349–371.

Drummond, Rob. 2012. “Aspects of Identity in a Second Language: ING Variation in the
Speech of Polish Migrants Living in Manchester, UK”. Language Variation and Change
24: 107–133.

Du Bois, John W., Stephan Schuetze-Coburn, Susanna Cumming, and Danae Paolino. 1993.
“Outline of Discourse Transcription”. In Jane Edwards, and Martin Lampert, eds. Talking
Data: Transcription and Coding in Discourse. Hillsdale: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates,
45–89.

Fischer, John L. 1958. “Social Influences on the Choice of a Linguistic Variant”. Word 14: 47–56.
Forrest, Jon. 2017. “The Dynamic Interaction Between Lexical and Contextual Frequency: A

Case Study of (ING)”. Language Variation and Change 29: 129–156.
Forrest, Jon, and Walt Wolfram. 2019. “The Status of (ING) in African American Language: A

Quantitative Analysis of Social Factors and Internal Constraints”. American Speech 94:
72–89.

[32] Catherine E. Travis, James Grama, and Benjamin Purser

https://doi.org/10.25911/m03c-yz22
https://doi.org/10.25911/m03c-yz22
https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/2101.01991
https://github.com/lme4/lme4/
https://doi.org/10.1080/07268609208599478
https://doi.org/10.1080/07268609208599478
https://doi.org/10.1215/00031283-79-3-250
https://doi.org/10.1215/00031283-79-3-250
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783484605299.1
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783484605299.1
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9841.2011.00478.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9841.2011.00478.x
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954394520000162
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954394520000162
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954394512000026
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954394512000026
https://doi.org/10.1080/00437956.1958.11659655
https://doi.org/10.1080/00437956.1958.11659655
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954394517000072
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954394517000072
https://doi.org/10.1215/00031283-7308049
https://doi.org/10.1215/00031283-7308049


Fromont, Robert, and Jennifer Hay. 2012. “LaBB-CAT: An Annotation Store”. Proceedings of
the Australasian Language Technology Workshop 2012, Dunedin, New Zealand, 113–117.
(Version 20221013.1114).

Garside, Roger. 1987. “The CLAWS Word-tagging System”. In Roger Garside, Geoffrey Leech,
and Geoffrey Sampson, eds. The Computational Analysis of English: A Corpus-Based
Approach. London: Longman, 30–41.

Grama, James, Catherine E. Travis, and Simon Gonzalez. 2020. “Ethnolectal and Community
Change Ov(er) Time: Word-final (er) in Australian English”. Australian Journal of
Linguistics 40: 346–368.

Grama, James, Catherine E. Travis, and Simon Gonzalez. 2021. “Ethnic Variation in Real Time:
Change in Australian English Diphthongs”. In Hans Van de Velde, Nanna Haug Hilton,
and Remco Knooihuizen, eds. Studies in Language Variation. Amsterdam: John
Benjamins, 292–314.

Hazen, Kirk. 2006. “IN/ING Variable”. In Keith Brown, ed. Encyclopedia of Language and
Linguistics. Amsterdam: Elsevier, 581–584.

Hazen, Kirk. 2008. “(ING): A Vernacular Baseline for English in Appalachia”. American Speech
83: 116–140.

Ho, Christina, and Chris Bonnor. 2018. “Institutionalised Separation: The Impact of Selective
Schools”. 〈https://cpd.org.au/2019/01/class-series-201819/〉 (accessed May 31, 2019).

Horvath, Barbara. 1985. Variation in Australian English: The Sociolects of Sydney. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Houston, Ann Celeste. 1985. “Continuity and Change in English Morphology: The Variable
(ING). PhD Dissertation, University of Pennsylvania.

Jupp, James. 2001. The Australian People: An Encyclopedia of the Nation, Its People and Their
Origins (2nd ed.). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Labov, William. 1984. “Field Methods of the Project on Linguistic Change and Variation”. In
John Baugh, and Joel Sherzer, eds. Language in Use: Readings in Sociolinguistics.
Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 28–53.

Labov, William. 2001. Principles of Linguistic Change: Social Factors. Oxford: Blackwell.
Laferriere, Martha. 1979. “Ethnicity in Phonological Variation and Change”. Language 55:

603–617.
Lausberg, Hedda, and Han Sloetjes. 2009. “Coding Gestural Behavior with the NEUROGES-

ELAN System”. Behavior Research Methods, Instruments, & Computers 41: 841–849.
(Version 6.4).

Lee, David. 1989. “Sociolinguistic Variation in the Speech of Brisbane Adolescents. Australian
Journal of Linguistics 9: 51–72.

McMillan, Julie, Adrian Beavis, and Frank L. Jones. 2009. “The AUSEI06: A New
Socioeconomic Index for Australia”. Journal of Sociology 45: 123–149.

Mechler, Johana, James Grama, Lea Bauernfeind, Mirjam E. Eiswirth, and Isabelle Buchstaller.
2022. “Towards an Empirically-Based Model of Age-Graded Behaviour: Trac(ing)
Linguistic Malleability Across the Entire Adult Life-Span”. University of Pennsylvania
Working Papers in Linguistics (Selected Papers from NWAV 49) 28: Article 12.

Penry Williams, Cara. 2020. Folklinguistics and Social Meaning in Australian English. Oxon:
Routledge.

Stability and change in (ing) [33]

https://doi.org/10.1080/07268602.2020.1823818
https://doi.org/10.1080/07268602.2020.1823818
https://doi.org/10.1075/silv.25.13gra
https://doi.org/10.1075/silv.25.13gra
https://doi.org/10.1016/B0-08-044854-2/04716-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/B0-08-044854-2/04716-7
https://doi.org/10.1215/00031283-2008-008
https://doi.org/10.1215/00031283-2008-008
https://cpd.org.au/2019/01/class-series-201819/
https://doi.org/10.2307/413319
https://doi.org/10.2307/413319
https://doi.org/10.3758/BRM.41.3.841
https://doi.org/10.3758/BRM.41.3.841
https://doi.org/10.1080/07268608908599411
https://doi.org/10.1080/07268608908599411
https://doi.org/10.1177/1440783309103342
https://doi.org/10.1177/1440783309103342


Poplack, Shana, and Marjory Meechan. 1998. “Introduction: How Languages Fit Together in
Codemixing”. International Journal of Bilingualism 2: 127–138.

Qiao, Gan, and Catherine E. Travis. 2022. “Ethnicity and Social Class in Pre-Vocalic the in
Australian English”. In Rosey Billington, ed. Proceedings of the Eighteenth Australasian
International Conference on Speech Science and Technology. Australasian Speech Science
and Technology Association, 56–60.

R Core Team. 2019. R: A Language and Environment for Statistical Computing. Vienna,
Austria: R Foundation for Statistical Computing.

Ricatti, Francesco. 2018. Italians in Australia: History, Memory, Identity. London: Palgrave
Macmillan.

Schleef, Erik, Miriam Meyerhoff, and Lynn Clark. 2011. “Teenagers’ Acquisition of Variation: A
Comparison of Locally-Born and Migrant Teens’ Realisation of English (ing) in
Edinburgh and London”. English World-Wide 32: 206–236.

Sharma, Devyani. 2020. “Prestige Factors in Contact-Induced Grammatical Change”. In
Karen V. Beaman, Isabelle Buchstaller, Susan Fox, and James A. Walker, eds. Advancing
Socio-Grammatical Variation and Change: In Honour of Jenny Cheshire. Oxon:
Routledge, 55–72.

Shnukal, Anna. 1982. “You’re Gettin’ Somethink for Nothing: Two Phonological Variables of
Australian English”. Australian Journal of Linguistics 2: 197–212.

Shopen, Timothy. 1978. “Research on the Variable (ing) in Canberra Australia”. Talanya 5:
42–52.

Szmrecsanyi, Benedikt, Douglas Biber, Jesse Egbert, and Karlien Franco. 2016. “Toward More
Accountability: Modeling Ternary Genitive Variation in Late Modern English”. Language
Variation and Change 28: 1–29.

Tamminga, Meredith. 2016. “Persistence in Phonological and Morphological Variation”.
Language Variation and Change 28: 335–356.

Torres Cacoullos, Rena, and Catherine E. Travis. 2019. “Variationist Typology: Shared
Probabilistic Constraints Across (Non-)Null Subject Languages”. Linguistics 57: 653–692.

Travis, Catherine E., and Rena Torres Cacoullos. 2021. “Categories and Frequency: Cognition
Verbs in Spanish Subject Expression”. Languages 6: 126.

Trudgill, Peter. 1972. “Sex, Covert Prestige and Linguistic Change in the Urban British English
of Norwich”. Language in Society 1: 179–195.

Van Hofwegen, Janneke, and Walt Wolfram. 2010. “Coming of Age in African American
English: A Longitudinal Study”. Journal of Sociolinguistics 14: 427–455.

Wagner, Suzanne Evans. 2012. “Real-time Evidence for Age Grad(ing) in Late Adolescence”.
Language Variation and Change 24: 179–202.

Wells, John C. 1982. Accents of English. Cambridge: Cambridge University.

[34] Catherine E. Travis, James Grama, and Benjamin Purser

https://doi.org/10.1177/136700699800200201
https://doi.org/10.1177/136700699800200201
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78873-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78873-9
https://doi.org/10.1075/eww.32.2.04sch
https://doi.org/10.1075/eww.32.2.04sch
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429282720-5
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429282720-5
https://doi.org/10.1080/07268608208599291
https://doi.org/10.1080/07268608208599291
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954394515000198
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954394515000198
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954394516000119
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954394516000119
https://doi.org/10.1515/ling-2019-0011
https://doi.org/10.1515/ling-2019-0011
https://doi.org/10.3390/languages6030126
https://doi.org/10.3390/languages6030126
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404500000488
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404500000488
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9841.2010.00452.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9841.2010.00452.x
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954394512000099
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954394512000099
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511611759
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511611759


Appendix. Transcription Conventions (Du Bois et al. 1993)

Carriage return new Intonation Unit
. final intonation contour
, continuing intonation contour
-- truncated intonation contour
.. short pause (0.5 secs)
… medium pause (0.5–0.7 secs)
[ ] overlapped speech
~ pseudonym within the text (all speaker names are pseudonyms)
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