A physiological analysis of high front, tense-lax vowel
pairs in Standard Austrian and Standard German
Jonathan Harrington, Philip Hoole & Ulrich Reubold

The main aim in this study was to establish whether lax /ɪ/ was
closer to tense /iː/ in Standard Austrian German (SA) compared with
Standard German (SG) and to suggest some possible mechanisms that
may have brought about the differences between /ɪ/ and /iː/ in these varieties. In order to do so, physiological movement data of vowels in three
symmetrical consonant contexts were analyzed from four Standard
Austrian and seven Standard German speakers. The results showed that
the duration of /ɪ/ was less than /iː/ in both varieties but that the position
of the tongue for /ɪ/ was closer to /iː/ in SA than in SG. Consonantal context was found to exert a greater influence on /ɪ/ than /iː/ only in Standard
German and not in Standard Austrian: the coarticulatory differences in
SG were such that /ɪ/ in the velar, but not the other two contexts, was
perturbed towards the /iː/ vowel space. This perturbation is interpreted
as being due to the raised dorsum position of /k/ which counteracts the
tongue-dorsum lowering in /ɪ/. We suggest that the shift of /ɪ/ towards /iː/
in varieties such as Standard Austrian may come about when these coarticulatory tongue-dorsum raising effects are generalized to other contexts
in which /ɪ/ occurs.*

1. Introduction
The present investigation is concerned with a theme that is
central to many sociophonetic studies (e.g. Hay & Drager 2007,
Foulkes 2010, Munson 2010, Docherty & Mendoza-Denton 2012,
for recent reviews): quantifying phonetic differences between two
varieties, in this case between Standard German (SG) and Standard
Austrian (SA) based on experimental studies of group differences
in vowel production. Our particular concern in this paper is with
differences in vowel tensity and whether there is any evidence, as
has been suggested in the literature (Moosmüller 2008, Wiesinger
2009), that the high front lax vowel in words like bitten (‘to request’)
is tenser in SA than in SG. The overall aim of this study is to shed
light both on some of the ways that tense and lax vowels can differ
phonetically as well as to contribute to our understanding of diachronic tense-lax sound changes which – in contrast to monophthonRivista di Linguistica 24.1 (2012), pp. 149-173
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gal vowel changes that have been shown to be involved in various
types of chain shifts (Labov 1994, Watson et al. 2000, Labov et al.
2006, Maclagan & Hay 2007 – are not so well understood nor documented (but see Di Paolo & Faber 1990 and Faber & Di Paolo 1995
for details of tense/lax neutralizations in some varieties of American
English).
In SG, almost all vowels stand in a tense/lax phonological opposition that can give rise to various minimal pairs such as /lɐ:m/ vs. /lɐm/1
(lahm vs. Lamm, ‘lame’ vs. ‘lamb’), /miːtə/ vs. /mɪtə/ (Miete vs. Mitte,
‘rent’ vs. ‘middle’) and /o:fn/ vs. /ɔfn/ (Ofen vs. offen, ‘oven’ vs. ‘open’).2
In both English and German, tense vowels have been shown to be
more peripheral and longer (Lehiste & Peterson 1961, Hoole 1999)
than their lax counterparts. The tensity distinction found in some
Germanic languages is quite different from that of Niger-Congo languages that involves differences in pharyngeal volume as a result of
tongue root advancement (Ladefoged 1964, Stewart 1967, see Tiede
1996 for an MRI study comparing vowel tensity differences in Akan
and English). In English and German, tense and lax vowels are distinguished not only on static measurements of vowel peripherality at
the target, but also on their dynamic structure including for English
the proportional amount of time taken up by the vowel’s closing transitions (Lehiste & Peterson 1961, Rakerd & Verbrugge 1985, Huang
1986). There is a long line of research to suggest that German tense
and lax vowels differ dynamically (Sievers 1901, Jespersen 1913,
Trubetzkoy 1939) and that lax vowels are cut off to a greater extent
by a following consonant than are tense vowels (Vennemann 1991).
Some evidence to support this view was found in a study of German
vowels using electromagnetic articulometry by Hoole & Mooshammer
(2002) who tested whether lax vowels were more truncated versions of their tense counterparts using some of the parameters in
Harrington et al. (1995). Based on their analyses of the different ways
that lax and tense vowels change physiologically under manipulations of speech rate, Hoole & Mooshammer (2002) proposed that the
force required to move the articulators may be concentrated in a single peak for lax vowels but distributed as two separate peaks in the
opening and closing movements for tense vowels: this hypothesis was
also shown to be consistent with the results of an electromyographic
study of the intrinsic laryngeal muscles in lax and tense vowel production in Hoole & Honda (2011).
Tense and lax vowels have been shown to differ in their compressibility when they occur in prosodic contexts that are likely to
lead to vowel shortening. Thus whereas tense vowels have been shown
150

A physiological analysis of high front

to shorten at faster rates or in unstressed contexts, lax vowel duration in German changes minimally (Mooshammer et al. 1999, Geng
& Mooshammer 2000, Mooshammer & Fuchs 2002) and may be close
to a threshold of incompressibility (Klatt 1973). Nevertheless, even
though lax vowels scarcely shorten, they may nevertheless reduce
spatially (Mooshammer & Fuchs 2002): that is, the extent of German
lax vowel reduction in unstressed contexts is often far greater than
can be predicted from durational shortening alone (Mooshammer &
Geng 2008). Finally, Hoole & Mooshammer (2002) showed that lax
vowels were more variable than their tense counterparts but principally because they were affected to a greater extent by the coarticulatory influences from flanking consonants: they found that the
variation in lax vowels across labial, alveolar, and velar contexts was
greater than that of their tense counterparts.
The variety of German to be investigated for differences in vowel
tensity, SA, is spoken in lower and upper Austria, Vienna, parts of
Salzburg, and parts of the Burgenland; it is characteristic of educated
and non-working-class speakers (Wiesinger 2009, Moosmüller 2011);
and, together with varieties spoken in lower and upper Bavaria, SA
forms part of the Central Bavarian dialect. Impressionistically-based
studies have suggested that, in comparison with SG, the tense-lax
distinction in pairs like bieten / bitten is less marked in Central
Bavarian varieties than in SG (Bannert 1976, Wiesinger 1990). In
a recent, acoustically-based apparent-time study by Kleber (2011),
one of the main bases for the tense-lax distinction for older Central
Bavarian speakers from upper Bavaria was a lengthening of the tense
vowel that was argued to be a by-product of the lenition of the following obstruent: thus, older Central Bavarian speakers tended to
distinguish between [biːdn] (bieten) and [bitn] (bitten). As far as SA is
concerned, Moosmüller (2007, 2008) has proposed, based on acoustic
measurements of duration and the formant pattern at the vowel target, that pairs like bieten/bitten may well be in the process of merging,
possibly under the influence of a predominantly working class variety
spoken in Vienna.
The magnitude of both vowel tensity differences in Central
Bavarian varieties and the possible causes of a tense-lax merger in SA
are nevertheless not very well understood and the aim of the present
study is to begin to shed some light on this matter through a comparison between SA and SG of /iː, ɪ/. Thus the aim is to make use of SG, in
which the tense and lax vowels are distinct, as a baseline for assessing
the direction and nature of the change that has taken place in SA. Our
analysis is physiologically based because, as the various studies of SG
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reviewed above have shown, the vowel tensity distinction depends on
often quite subtle dynamic differences that cannot always easily be
quantified using acoustic measures such as total duration or information based on single time slices at the vowel target. There is, it must
be admitted, a further pragmatic reason why we have proceeded with
a physiological analysis in this case which is to do with the availability of a corpus of speech movement data of seven speakers of SG who
produced all the German vowels in three consonantal contexts that
exists as a result of other studies (Hoole 1999, Harrington et al. 2011a).
We do not apologise for this however: physiological speech corpora
are extremely time-consuming to collect and opportunities should be
exploited for their re-use when, as in the present case, they have the
potential to provide an existing baseline against which vowel changes
and differences in other varieties can be assessed.
The comparison between SA and SG is reported in three separate sections below. Firstly (section 2), two types of analyses were
carried out to measure the relative proximity of /iː/ and /ɪ/ in the two
varieties: these included calculating the (speaker-specific) distances
between these vowels in a transformed space of the tongue; and calculating the size of the coarticulatory influence of the consonant on the
lax vowel. The predictions here were that the tongue positions of /iː, ɪ/
should be closer together in SA than in SG; and that SA /ɪ/ should be
perturbed less by consonantal context if it is tenser than its standard
German counterpart. Then we considered whether any differences
between the varieties found in section 2 could be explained in terms
of duration (section 3): specifically whether the closer approximation
between /iː, ɪ/ in SA than in SG could be predicted either from ratedependent stylistic variation or from a longer /ɪ/ in the Austrian than
in the SG variety. Finally, we tested whether any differences between
the two varieties in the relative position of /ɪ/ to /iː/ could be explained
in terms of perturbations due to consonant-on-vowel coarticulation
(section 4).
2. The tongue positions of /iː, ɪ/ in Standard Austrian and Standard
German
2.1. Method
2.1.1. Data collection and speakers
Speech movement data of the motion of the jaw, lips, and surface
of the tongue were collected at the IPS, Munich from 7 SG, and 4 SA
speakers. The SG speakers were all staff or students of the Institute of
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Phonetics and Speech Processing, University of Munich at the time of
recording and included 6 male speakers and 1 female speaker spanning
an age range between 26 and 58 years. Four of the SG speakers were
born in Bavaria, two in the Rhineland, and one in Schleswig-Holstein.
All seven SG speakers were judged to speak in a Standard German
variety with minor regional colouring. The 4 SA speakers were recruited from a larger group of SA speakers for which acoustic data had been
collected at the Acoustics Research Institute, Vienna. The 4 SA speakers were born in Vienna and were students in Vienna at the time of the
recording.3 Their age ranged between 19 and 23 years.

Figure 1. A cross-sectional view of the vocal tract showing the approximate
positions of the sensors in the recordings from the Standard Austrian (left) and
Standard German (right) speakers for the upper lip (UL), lower lip (LL), jaw (J),
tongue tip (TT), tongue mid (TM), tongue dorsum (TD), and tongue back (TB).

The data for the SG speakers were collected between 1993 and 1995
and were taken from the same corpus described in Hoole (1999) and
Hoole & Mooshammer (2002); they were acquired using electromagnetic
midsagittal articulometry (EMMA; AG100 Carstens Medizinelektronik
Göttingen) with four sensors attached to the surface of the tongue
(Fig. 1), and one each on the jaw and lower lip (plus one sensor each
on the upper incisors and bridge of nose to compensate for head movements). The jaw sensor was positioned in front of the lower incisors on
the tissue just below the teeth. The lower lip (LL) sensor was positioned
on the skin just below the lips. The tongue tip (TT) sensor was attached
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approximately 1 cm behind the tip of the tongue; the tongue back (TB)
sensor was positioned as far back as the subject could tolerate.
The 4 SA speakers were recorded at the IPS, Munich in 2011
using 5D electromagnetic articulometry (EMA) allowing the horizontal, vertical, and lateral positions of the articulators to be measured. 4 The movement data were recorded from sensors fixed as
closely as possible to the same positions as they had been for the
7 SG speakers. One of the differences was that only three sensors
were attached to the tongue for the SA speakers, whereas for the
SG speakers there had been four. However, the relative positions of
the TT and TB sensors (1 cm behind the tongue tip and as far back
on the surface of the tongue as the subject could tolerate) were the
same. A second difference was that sensors were attached to both
the upper and lower lips for the SA speakers, whereas for the SG
speakers only lower lip recordings had been made (however, this
is of no consequence for the present paper which deals only with
tongue movement). In addition, four reference sensors were used in
obtaining data from the SA speakers to correct for head movements:
one each on the left and right mastoid process, one high up on the
bridge of the nose, and one in front of the upper incisors on the tissue just above the teeth. Apart from these differences the data from
the two articulometry systems can be regarded as comparable since
both acquire flesh-point data of the articulators using exactly the
same kind of sensor (see Hoole & Zierdt 2010, for further comparison of the systems).
The physiological data in both corpora were sampled at a frequency of 200 Hz and band-pass filtered with a FIR filter (Kaiser
window design, 60 dB at 40-50 Hz for the tongue tip, at 20-30 Hz for
all other articulators, at 5-15 Hz for the reference sensors). The data
for both SA and SG speakers were rotated so that they were parallel
to the occlusal plane that was estimated by having a subject bite onto
a bite-plate. The synchronized acoustic waveform was digitized at 16
kHz in both corpora. These procedures were carried out in Matlab and
the output stored in self-documented Matlab files. The data from both
corpora were converted into an Emu compatible format and analyzed
in the R programming language (Harrington 2010, Ch. 5).
2.1.2. Materials and segmentation
The SG speakers produced symmetrical CVC sequences for
C = /p, t, k/ and all the German monophthongs embedded in the target non-word and carrier phrase ich habe /ɡəCVCə/ gesagt (literally
I have /ɡəCVCə/ said). In addition, the subjects produced separately
154
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three steady-state versions each of all tense vowels except /ɛː/ (none
of these steady-state vowels were analyzed in the present study).
The carrier phrase was produced with a nuclear accent on the target /ɡəCVCə/ and in most cases with a falling intonational melody.
The carrier phrases were repeated five times, randomised separately
for each subject, and presented individually on a computer monitor in
the corresponding orthography (e.g., for /pɐːp/ ich habe gepaape gesagt,
for /kɪk/ ich habe gekikke gesagt, etc.). The entire corpus was produced
twice on separate occasions, once at a slow speech rate, then once
again at a fast speech-rate at which vowel duration of tense vowels
most closely matched the duration of lax vowels spoken at the slow
rate. The total number of presented sentences was 3 (places of articulation) × 15 (vowels) × 2 (rates) × 5 (repetitions) × 7 (speakers) =
3150. All of the analyses in this section are based only on the data
from the self-selected slow rate (see section 3 for a comparison of the
two rate conditions).
The SA speakers produced the same materials that had been
produced by the SG speakers and as far as possible under the same
conditions with two exceptions: firstly, they also produced symmetrical CVC sequences for the voiced stops, C = /b, d, ɡ/ which were not
analyzed in this paper; secondly, they produced the materials only at
their normal rate of speech. The total number of presented sentences
was 3 (places of articulation) × 15 (vowels) × 2 (stop voicing conditions) × 5 (repetitions) × 4 (speakers) = 1800.
The acoustic signals from both SA and SG speakers were automatically segmented using the Munich Automatic Segmentation tools
(Schiel 2004). The acoustic boundaries were manually adjusted at
the beginning and end of the acoustically periodic vowel signal in the
target word: this is the interval over which the data were analyzed for
both groups of speakers in this paper.
2.1.3. Data reduction
Following a procedure in Harrington et al. (2011b), our aim was
to compress the data from the tongue sensors to a two-dimensional
space that bears some relationship to the backness × height dimensions of the vowel quadrilateral that is often used for acoustic comparisons of vowel quality differences between groups of speakers
in sociophonetic and sociolinguistic studies. In order to do so, we
applied separately for each of the 11 speakers principal components
analysis (PCA) to standard-normalized (z-score transformed) tongue
positions extracted at the acoustic temporal midpoint only for the
five tense vowels /iː, eː, ɐː, oː, uː/. For the SG speakers, there were
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8 values per vowel token (one vertical and one horizontal position
from each of the tongue tip, tongue mid, tongue dorsum, and tongue
back) and only the vowels at the slow rate were input to PCA; for
the SA speakers 6 values per vowel token (one vertical and one
horizontal position from each of the tongue tip, tongue dorsum, and
tongue back sensors) were input to PCA. The resulting speakerspecific eigenvectors (loadings on the tongue parameters) were then
applied to (matrix-multiplied with) the standard-normalized vowel
data between the acoustic onset and offset for the same speaker. All
subsequent analyses for assessing the relative similarity between
lax and tense vowels in the two varieties were carried in these first
two PCA-transformed dimensions.
2.1.4. Relative distance measurements
We quantified separately for each speaker the relative distance
of lax /ɪ/ to both tense /iː/ and to lax /ɛ/ in this two-dimensional, transformed PCA-space. The hypothesis to be tested was that /ɪ/ was proportionately closer to /iː/ than to /ɛ/ for SA compared with SG speakers. The quantification was based on calculating the average distance
of the trajectory to the same speaker’s /iː/ and /ɛ/ means in the same
consonantal context. More specifically, where (xt.C.S, yt.C.S) are the xand y-co-ordinates respectively in this transformed two-dimensional
PCA-space of a vowel trajectory (between its acoustic onset and offset)
of length N at time t in consonantal context C (C = /p, t, k/) produced
by speaker S, and where (x̄I.C.S , ȳI.C.S) is the mean value at the acoustic
vowel temporal midpoint averaged across all (tense) /iː/ tokens in the
same consonantal context and by the same speaker, and where (x̄E.C.S ,
ȳE.C.S) is the mean value at the acoustic vowel temporal midpoint averaged across all (lax) /ɛ/ tokens in the same consonantal context and by
the same speaker, we calculated (in the two-dimensional transformed
PCA space) a given vowel trajectory’s summed Euclidean distance to
the mean of /iː/:
(1)
and the same vowel trajectory’s summed Euclidean distance to
the mean of /ɛ/:
(2)

156

A physiological analysis of high front

Each of (1) and (2) produce a single value of the trajectory’s
summed distance to /iː/ and /ɛ/. The final calculation was the logarithmic ratio of these two distances which expresses the relative proximity of the trajectory to the means of /iː/ and /ɛ/:
(3)
When rC.S is zero, then the trajectory is, on average, equidistant between /iː/ and /ɛ/; if it is negative, then the trajectory is
closer to /iː/ than to /ɛ/; and if it is positive, then it is closer to /ɛ/
than it is to /iː/. We calculated (3) for each speaker’s /ɪ/ vowel trajectories. The hypothesis to be tested was that if /ɪ/ is closer to /iː/ for
SA speakers, then /ɪ/ should have lower values on (3) for this group
than for SG speakers.
2.1.5. Magnitude of coarticulation
We further quantified the extent to which the vowels were perturbed due to the coarticulatory influence of the consonantal context
by measuring separately for each vowel and for each speaker the
Euclidean distances to the vowel’s mean: the greater the coarticulatory perturbation, the further a given trajectory is likely to deviate
away from the group mean. Since lax vowels are influenced to a
greater extent by coarticulation than are tense vowels (e.g., Hoole
& Mooshammer 2002), then if SA-/ɪ/ is tenser than SG-/ɪ/, it should
have lower distances than SG-/ɪ/ on this measure. Where (xt.V.S, yt.V.S)
are the x- and y-co-ordinates respectively in the transformed twodimensional PCA-space of a trajectory between the acoustic onset
and offset of a given vowel, V, of length N at time t produced by
speaker S, and where (x̄V.S , ȳV.S) is the mean value at the acoustic
vowel temporal midpoint averaged across all tokens of the same
vowel type produced by the same speaker, the mean Euclidean distance dS, of a trajectory to the same speaker’s vowel mean was calculated from:
(4)
for each speaker, S, and for the vowel-types V = /iː, ɪ, eː, ɛ/.
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2.2. Results
The results in this section are based on comparisons between the
SA-vowels and those of the SG speakers produced at the self-selected
slow rate.

Figure 2. 95% confidence ellipses for PCA-transformed tongue data extracted at the
acoustically temporal midpoint of /iː/ (solid black), /eː/ (dashed grey), /ɐː/ (dotted black),
/oː/ (solid grey), and /uː/ (dashed black) for 7 speakers of Standard German (left) and
4 speakers of Standard Austrian (right). The squares, circles, and triangles denote
respectively the mean positions per vowel category in /p_p/, /t_t/, and /k_k/ contexts.
A colour version is online at: http://linguistica.sns.it/RdL/2012.htm

As Figure 2 shows, a quadrilateral-like shape emerged from the
distribution of the five tense vowels in the first two dimensions of the
PCA-transformed space, with /iː/ positioned above /ɐː/ and to the left
of /uː, oː/. Given that these are physiology data with ellipses pooled
across contexts and speakers, then the vowels show a fair degree of
separation. Some of the expected effects of consonant-on-vowel coarticulation are in evidence in both varieties, such as the shift of /uː/
towards /iː/ in an alveolar context.
As far as the relative degree of tensity of /ɪ/ in the two varieties
is concerned, the data in Figure 3, which shows linearly time-normalized trajectories averaged across the speakers in the three consonantal contexts for the four vowel types, suggests that /ɪ/ is relatively
closer to /iː/ in SA than it is in SG: in particular, whereas SA-/ɪ/ in the
labial (squares in Fig. 3) and alveolar (circles) contexts is quite close
to /iː/ in the same contexts respectively, for SG these vowels are positioned at an approximately intermediate position between /iː/ and /ɛ/.
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Figure 3. PCA-transformed tongue trajectories extending between the acoustic
vowel onset and offset averaged after linear-normalization across 7 Standard
German (left) and 4 Standard Austrian speakers (right). The symbols are positioned at the acoustic vowel onset and represent /pVp/ (square), /tVt/ (circle), and
/kVk/ (triangle) contexts for V = /iː/ (black solid, filled symbol), /eː/ (grey solid, filled symbol), /ɪ/ (black dashed, open symbol), and /ɛ/ (grey dashed, open symbol).
A colour version is online at: http://linguistica.sns.it/RdL/2012.htm

Figure 4. Boxplots of the log. Euclidean distance ratio for /ɪ/ in three contexts
produced by 4 Standard Austrian (white) and 7 Standard German (grey) speakers.
Negative values represent positions closer to /iː/, positive values are positions
closer to /ɛ/, and the value of zero is a position intermediate between these two
vowels. The boxes extend over the interquartile range and the solid horizontal line
is the median value.
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The quantification in Figure 4 of the relative position of /ɪ/ using
the log. Euclidean distance ratio (3) discussed in section 2.1.4 shows
that, in comparison with SG, SA-/ɪ/ is relatively closer to SA-/iː/ than
it is to SA-/ɛ/ for all three consonantal contexts: thus for all three
SA contexts, the boxplots are generally below zero (i.e., closer to /iː/),
whereas for SG-/ɪ/ the values are above zero in both /p/ and /t/ contexts (i.e., they are closer to /ɛ/), and just below zero for SG-/ɪ/ in the
/k/ context. These data are therefore consistent with those in Figure 3
in showing a relatively greater /ɪ/-/iː/ proximity for the SA than for the
SG speakers. A mixed model with the log. Euclidean distance ratio
(the values in Fig. 4) as the dependent variable, with independent
factors Variety (two levels: SA, SG), and Context (three levels: /p, t,
k/), and with the speaker as the random factor showed a significant
interaction between Variety and Context (χ22 = 15.0, p < 0.01). Posthoc Tukey-tests5 showed, consistently with the results in Figure 4,
that there were significant differences between the two varieties in
the /p/ (z = 5.1, p < 0.001) and /t/ (z = 5.7, p < 0.001) contexts, but not
in the /k/ context. Overall these results are strongly consistent with
the hypothesis, that /ɪ/ is proportionately closer to /iː/ than it is to /ɛ/
for the SA than for the SG variety.

Figure 5. Boxplots of the Euclidean distances to the vowel mean for /ɪ/ (grey) and
/iː/ (white) in three contexts produced by 7 Standard German (left) and 4 Standard
Austrian (right) speakers.

The results in Figure 5 of quantifying the coarticulatory influences of consonantal context are to a certain extent consistent with the
hypothesis that SA-/ɪ/ should be perturbed less by context if it is tenser.
Recall from (4) in section 2.1.5 that the greater the values on this
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measure, the more that tokens in a particular context are displaced
from the speaker’s vowel group mean (and by inference the greater
the coarticulatory influence of consonantal context on the vowel). As
the left panel of Figure 5 shows, consonantal coarticulation had a
greater influence on /ɪ/ than on /iː/ for the Standard German variety
(as shown by the values in the three /iː/ contexts which are closer to
zero than those for /ɪ/), whereas for SA (right panel of Fig. 5), such differences were much less marked. To a certain extent, these data are
consistent with those in Figure 3 in which the /ɪ-iː/ trajectories in the
same context were further apart for SG than for SA speakers.
The results of a mixed model with dependent variable Euclidean
distance (the parameter in Fig. 5) and independent factors Context
(three levels: /p, t, k/), Tensity (two levels: /ɪ/, /iː/) and Variety (two levels:
SA/SG) and with the speaker as a random factor showed a significant
three-way interaction between the independent factors (χ211 = 83.7
p < 0.001). The results of post-hoc Tukey tests showed significant differences only between SG-/ɪ/ and SG-/iː/ for all three places of articulation: (SG-/pɪp/ vs. SG-/piːp/: z = 5.8, p < 0.01; SG-/tɪt/ vs. SG-/tiːt/: z = 4.4,
p < 0.01; SG-/kɪk/ vs. SG-/kiːk/: z = 5.3, p < 0.01) but there were no other significant differences, neither between the varieties, nor between
/ɪ/ and /iː/ in SA.
Thus the general conclusion from these results is that whereas
coarticulation perturbs /ɪ/ to a greater extent than /iː/ in SG, such differences are much less in evidence for the SA variety.
2.3. Discussion
The first part of this physiological study of tongue positions has
provided some evidence for a greater overlap between /ɪ/ and /iː/ in SA
compared with SG. The second part showed that there is also a difference in the extent of perturbation due to coarticulation: whereas SG-/ɪ/
is much more prone to coarticulatory influences than SG-/iː/, SA-/ɪ/ is
shifted due to coarticulation to about the same extent as SA-/iː/.
There are, however, at least two ways in which these SA-SG differences could be an artefact of durational differences between the
two speaker groups. Firstly, recall that SG speakers produced the
materials at two rates (slow, fast) and that the above analysis was
based on productions at the slow rate. It is possible therefore that
the materials were produced by the SG speakers with greater hyperarticulation than those produced by the SA speakers who received
no instruction about rate. Since the vowel space tends to expand in
hyperarticulated speech (Moon & Lindblom 1994), then the greater
/iː, ɪ/ separation in the SG than in the SA productions may be a conse161
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quence not of phonetic, but of rate differences. We explored this issue
further by comparing the SG speakers’ slow and fast rate productions
on the same measures that had been used for analysing the SA/SG
differences in 2.2. The hypothesis to be tested in this case is that, if
the SA/SG differences were an artefact of speaking rate, then SG-/ɪ/
should be closer to SG-/iː/ at the fast, than at the slow rate.
Secondly, we compared the durations of SA and SG vowels: the
hypothesis to be tested in this case is that, if the greater centralisation of /ɪ/ relative to /iː/ in SG is conditioned by vowel-dependent
undershoot (Cho 2004, Lindblom et al. 2009), then /ɪ/ can be expected
to be shorter in SG than in SA.
3. Vowel duration and rate in Standard German and Standard Austrian
3.1. Method
The speakers, materials, and procedures for processing the physiological data were the same as described in section 2.1. In addition,
we calculated the log. Euclidean distance ratio from (3) and quantified the magnitude of coarticulation from (4) for the data produced
at the fast rate of speech by the Standard German speakers. The aim
was to assess whether there was any evidence of a greater approximation of /ɪ/ towards /iː/ at the fast compared with the slow rate. We
also tested whether the durational difference between /ɪ/ and /iː/ was
less in SA than in SG.
3.2. Results
The results for the SG speakers of a repeated measures ANOVA
with the log. Euclidean distance ratio as the dependent variable calculated from (3) and independent factors rate (2 levels: slow, fast) and
place of articulation (3 levels, /p, t, k/) showed no significant effects for
rate: that is, the relative distance of /ɪ/ to /iː/ was no different in the
slow or fast rates for the SG speaker productions.
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Figure 6. Acoustic vowel duration (as measured between the periodic onset
and offset of the vowel) for /ɪ, iː/ in three contexts in Standard German (left) and
Standard Austrian (right).

Secondly, we compared the acoustic durations of /ɪ/ in the two varieties in order to determine whether it was longer (and more /iː/-like) in
SA than in SG. This analysis was based on the vowels produced at the
slow rate by the SG speakers that had been analysed in section 2. The
data in Figure 6 show very little evidence in support of the idea that
SA /ɪ/ is longer than its SG counterpart. Compatibly, the results of a
mixed model with voiced vowel duration as the dependent variable,
with independent factors Vowel (two levels: /ɪ, iː/), Consonant (three
levels: /p, t, k/), and Variety (two levels: SA, SG) showed (predictably) a
highly significant effect of Vowel (χ21 = 232.5, p < 0.001) but no effect
of Variety and there were no significant interactions (as there should
have been, if /ɪ/, but not /iː/, had been longer in SA than in SG).
3.3. Discussion
The analysis in this section was designed to investigate whether
the closer /ɪ-iː/ proximity in SA compared with SG might be an artefact of duration. Firstly, the greater /ɪ-iː/ separation observed for SG
compared with SA in section 2.2 may have come about because of
vowel space expansion at the slow rate. But if this had been so, then
we should have observed a shift of /ɪ/ towards /iː/ in SG speakers’ selfselected faster rate: however, there was no evidence to support this
hypothesis. Thus the greater /ɪ-iː/ approximation in SA compared with
SG is unlikely to have been caused by different degrees of hyperarticulation in the two varieties.
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Secondly, the greater /ɪ-iː/ similarity combined with the smaller
perturbation of /ɪ/ due to coarticulation found in section 2.2 for SA
compared with SG might have been associated with durational differences: if both /ɪ/ and /iː/ are long in SA and more similar to each other
in duration than in SG, then there would be more time to produce
SA-/ɪ/ than SG-/ɪ/, as a result of which target undershoot and coarticulatory perturbation would be less likely in the Austrian variety. Such
an explanation is however unlikely in view of the results showing
that the durational relationship between /ɪ/ and /iː/ was similar across
the two varieties.
The conclusion from all the results so far is that there is a greater articulatory proximity between /ɪ/ and /iː/ in SA compared with SG
that can be explained neither by style nor duration differences. The
question remains therefore which mechanisms might bring about
the differences between these two varieties such that /ɪ-iː/ in SA are
spatially, but not durationally, more similar than in SG. On the one
hand, the data for SG in the left panel of Figure 3 is possibly anomalous because it suggests that the tongue position for /ɪ/ was more centralised in /pɪp/ as shown by its greater proximity to the more central
(and lower) vowel /ɛ/ than when it occurred in the other two contexts.
The anomaly here is that a labial context should interfere minimally
with tongue articulation of the vowel and therefore not induce any
form of tongue centralisation, given that the consonant and vowel are
produced with different sets of articulators in /pɪp/. But a different
and more plausible way to interpret the left panel of Figure 3 is that
the tongue position for /ɪ/ was perturbed not in /pɪp/ but in /kɪk/: that
is, the coarticulatory influences of the velar stop shifted the tongue
trajectory of /ɪ/ towards the space for /iː/. The basis for this idea is
that, as van Bergem (1993, 1994) has shown in his detailed acoustic
study of vowel shifts in prosodically weak contexts, “...vowel reduction is not a tendency of vowels to centralize, but rather the result of
an increased contextual assimilation” (van Bergem 1993: 22). Thus if
/ɪ/ assimilates to its consonantal context in /kɪk/, then the constricted
tongue configuration during the stop is likely to restrict the magnitude of tongue-dorsum lowering in /ɪ/, with the consequence that it
might be produced with a relatively high tongue configuration similar
to that of /iː/. Thus context-induced undershoot may have caused /ɪ/ to
shift into the /iː/ space in this context. We addressed this issue by comparing the two varieties on the influence of context on tongue dorsum
lowering of /ɪ/. Our hypothesis was that the extent of tongue dorsum
lowering would be greater in /p, t/ contexts than in a /k/-context but
only in Standard German.
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4. Tongue dorsum lowering in /ɪ/
4.1. Method
For each speaker separately, the physiological data were normalised by conversion to z-scores. In order to do so, the speaker-specific
mean and standard deviation were calculated from all the frames of
data and across all sensor positions between the acoustic onset and
acoustic offset of the pooled tense /iː, eː, ɐː, oː, uː/ vowels produced by
the same speaker. In this way, a z-score of zero is a value at the centre
of the tongue space for tense vowels and increasing/decreasing values are standard deviations greater/less than this value. This z-score
transformation was carried out separately for the horizontal and vertical positions of each speaker’s tongue sensor positions.
4.2. Results
The mean positions of the tongue sensors averaged across the subjects separately by variety in Figure 7 shows that the tongue dorsum
position (as judged from the 3rd sensor from left in the left panel) for /ɪ/
in the /k/ context was not as low as for the other two contexts for the SG
speakers; and also that this same sensor position was evidently very
close to those for /iː/. The tongue dorsum positions for /ɪ/ as judged from
the 2nd sensor from the left in Standard Austrian were by contrast all
very close to those of /iː/ and there was no evidence for the influence of
context on tongue dorsum height as there was for the SG.
We applied a mixed model to test for an effect of consonantal context on the tongue dorsum position of /ɪ/. The dependent variable was
the vertical tongue dorsum position (3rd sensor from the left for the SG
data; 2nd sensor from the left for the SA data in Fig. 7) extracted at the
temporal midpoint of the vowel in the z-score normalised space. The
independent factors were Variety (two levels: SA, SG), and Consonantal
context (three levels: /p, t, k/). Consistently with the data in Figure 7,
the results showed a significant interaction between Variety and
Consonantal context (χ2[2] = 41.0, p < 0.001). A post-hoc Tukey test
showed that the tongue dorsum position for /ɪ/ differed significantly
between the two varieties in the /p/ (z = 4.3, p < 0.001) and /t/ (z = 5.0,
p < 0.001) but not in the /k/ contexts. Within each variety, consonant
place of articulation had no significant effect on /ɪ/ in SA; as far as SG
was concerned, the vertical position of the tongue dorsum for /ɪ/ in a
/k/ context was significantly higher compared with the corresponding
positions in the other two consonantal contexts (/k/ vs. /p/: z = 12.1,
p < 0.001; /k/ vs. /t/: z = 12.9, p < 0.001) whereas the /p/-/t/ differences
were not significant on this measure.
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These data show, therefore, that the tongue dorsum position for
SG-/ɪ/ in a /k/ context was higher than in the other two SG-contexts;
and that SG-/ɪ/ in a /k/ context did not differ from the corresponding
positions of Standard Austrian /ɪ/ (in any context).

Figure 7. Mean positions of the sensors at the temporal midpoint of the vowel
averaged across speakers in labial (squares), alveolar (circles), and velar (triangles) contexts for /iː/ (black, filled symbols) and /ɪ/ (dashed, open symbols) produced
by Standard German (left) and Standard Austrian speakers (right). The direction
is as in Figure 1 with positions to the left on the x-axis nearer the lips, and higher
positions towards the palate.

5. Discussion
The main findings from this study are as follows. In section 2,
it was shown that the tongue configuration for /ɪ/ at the temporal
midpoint of the vowel was closer to /iː/ in SA than in SG. There was
also evidence to show that the coarticulatory influence of consonantal context on SG-/ɪ/ was greater than on SA-/ɪ/. Taking into account
the findings from Hoole & Mooshammer (2002) showing that tense
vowels are less prone to coarticulatory-induced perturbation than
lax vowels, the general conclusion from these results is that /ɪ/ in SA
is tenser – that is, it is more peripheral in the vowel space – than
in SG. In section 3, we considered two ways in which these findings
might have been an artefact of vowel duration. The first was that
the SG speakers’ vowels might have been hyperarticulated since
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they – in contrast to those of the SA speakers – had been produced
at a self-selected slow rate. However, we ruled this out as a possible
explanation for the differences between the two varieties found in
section 2, in view of the findings in section 3 showing that speech
rate differences for the SG speakers had no effect on the relative
/ɪ-iː/ positions. Secondly, the duration of Standard Austrian /ɪ/ might
have been longer and more similar to /iː/ than in SG – as a result of
which, there would be more time for a more peripheral (and more
/iː/-like) target configuration to be produced in the Austrian variety.
However, this was also ruled out as a possible explanation for the
results in section 2, given that the pattern of /ɪ-iː/ durations was
found to be no different in the two varieties. The conclusion from
these two sections together is therefore that /ɪ/ is phonetically tenser/more peripheral in SA than in SG.
Finally, we interpret the origin of the greater /ɪ-iː/ proximity
in the velar compared with the other two contexts in SG as due to
coarticulation. The tongue dorsum in /kɪk/ is high for the two dorsal
consonants and must be lowered for the vowel; but if it is lowered
insufficiently, then the position of the tongue dorsum in /ɪ/ may be
no lower than it is for tense /iː/. Thus as observed in van Bergem
(1994), coarticulation need not result in vowel centralisation but can
instead push a lax vowel towards the periphery of the vowel space.
Perhaps the tenser /ɪ/ in all contexts of SA has come about as a
result of generalizing synchronic coarticulatory-induced raising of /ɪ/
when it is produced in velar or dorsal contexts: under this scenario,
the close approximation of /ɪ-iː/ in SA may have developed out of
the synchronic undershoot of /ɪ/ in dorsal contexts which causes the
tongue positions of /ɪ/ and /iː/ to become more similar. This type of
generalization could be accounted for in Ohala’s (1993, 2005) model
of sound change in which /ɪ/ is misperceived as /iː/ in a velar context
not just because of F2-raising, but also because of the F2-F3 proximity in the formant transitions in velar contexts (see e.g., Harrington
& Cassidy 1999, Fig. 4.17) which resemble the close F2-F3 frequencies of /iː/. The sound change would then, according to Ohala’s
(1993) model, be brought about by the generalization of this raised
/ɪ/-variant in velar contexts to other (e.g., labial and alveolar) contexts in which tongue-dorsum raising would have no coarticulatory
raison d’être. We are currently conducting various perception tests
in varieties of German with and without /ɪ/-tensing in order to test
further whether such a coarticulatory-based model of sound change
can be applied to /ɪ/-tensing in these varieties.
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6. Conclusion
In the present study as well as in the apparent time analysis
in Harrington et al. (2011b) electromagnetic articulometry has been
used to address questions that are relevant to sociophonetics. Both
studies have also shown that a quadrilateral-like vowel space can
be derived from tongue data (Fig. 2) which can be used to assess
the phonetic similarity between vowels across different varieties:
this procedure therefore establishes a methodological relationship
to many formant-based analyses that are common in sociophonetics and sociolinguistics for comparing varieties and establishing
on-going sound change (Labov 1994, Cox 2006, Maclagan & Hay
2007, Jacewicz et al. 2011). One of the very general differences
between the two varieties of German examined here is that there
is a slightly greater degree of overlap between the vowel categories
in SA compared with SG (Fig. 2). The reason for such differences is
not entirely clear. One possibility is that the SG speakers may have
spoken more precisely at the slow rate than the Austrian speakers
who were given no instructions about speaking tempo (other than to
speak in their usual speaking style) – although the analysis in section 3 showed that if they did so, then there was a negligible effect
on the relative positions of their /ɪ-iː/ vowels. Another possibility that
cannot be discounted is that all of the SG speakers had advanced
knowledge of phonetics, with the consequence that they may have
produced more cardinal-like tense vowels than the SA speakers
who were phonetically naïve. Yet another is that vowel quantification may have been more accurate in the Standard German corpus
because the tongue was sampled with four sensors as opposed to
the three that were used for SA speakers. A further consideration
is that if one speaker represents an outlier in relation to the others,
then this would have had a more dramatic effect on the degree of
variability of the SA vowel space of Figure 2 because of the smaller
number of SA than SG speakers. The solution to this and some of
the other problems outlined above is to obtain data from many more
speakers. Therein lies one of the current difficulties: recording and
quantifying data using EMA is exceptionally time consuming as a
result of which a single study can rarely accommodate more than
5-10 speakers. It remains to be seen whether technological developments in EMA will allow the kinds of subject sizes to be attained
that are more typical of sociophonetic investigations.
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*
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Acoustics Research Institute, Austrian Academy of Sciences, Vienna, for recruiting the speakers of Standard Austrian for this study. This research was supported by a joint German Research Council and Austrian FWF grant to Jonathan
Harrington, Philip Hoole, and Sylvia Moosmüller (grant number I 536-G20).
1
In broad phonemic transcriptions of Standard German, these vowels are conventionally transcribed with a Cardinal Vowel 4 symbol. However, they are phonetically open central in both varieties.
2
With the exception of /ɛː/, German vowels that occur in rhythmically strong syllables can be grouped into four front (/iː, ɪ/, /yː, ʏ/ /eː, ɛ/, /øː, œ/), one central (/ɐː, ɐ/) and
two back (/oː, ɔ/, /uː, ʊ/) tense-lax pairs. The phonetic qualities of the vowels denoted
by these transcriptions correspond approximately to those of the international
phonetic alphabet (thus /eː/ is phonetically close to a long cardinal vowel 2, etc.).
3
The SA speakers were selected by Julia Brandstätter and Sylvia Moosmüller of
the Acoustics Research Institute, Austrian Academy of Sciences, Vienna.
4
In this more modern version of articulometry, data is obtained not only from
the horizontal and vertical movement of the articulators, but also from their lateral movements whereas in the EMMA system that was used for collecting data
from the SG speakers, data collection is restricted to the horizontal and vertical
movement in the midline of the sagittal plane. The restriction in the older EMMA
system required the subject to wear a helmet to ensure data collection from the
midline, whereas in the 5D-EMA system, the subject has more freedom of movement inside an EMA ‘cube’. A disadvantage of the more modern technique is that
the position of the sensor cannot always be uniquely determined, requiring considerable amounts of manual, post-processing time to identify errors (see Hoole et al.
2003 for further details).
5
These were carried out with the glht() function in the multcomp package in R
environment.
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