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Chapter 7

!e social perception of intervocalic /k/ 
voicing in Chilean Spanish

Mariška A. Bolyanatz Brown and Brandon M. A. Rogers
Occidental College / Ball State University

In this study, we investigate what social meaning is attributed to a nascent 
change in progress in Chilean Spanish, examining whether intervocalic voicing 
of the phonologically voiceless stop /k/ a2ects listener judgments along several 
perceptual scales. Eight brief excerpts of spontaneous speech were digitally 
manipulated to vary only in voicing in tokens of /k/, and thirty listeners 
responded via an online experiment. We 3nd that listeners are not sensitive 
to voicing along three of the measured scales and are not sensitive to voicing 
at all in female speech. We also determined that listeners are only sensitive to 
intervocalic voicing when assigning values of Chilean identity to male speakers, 
and that this e2ect is mitigated by headphone use. Some of listeners’ insensitivity 
matches previous production data in this dialect, while we expected some 
sensitivity along other measures but found none. We posit that this mismatch 
is due to the salience of the variable: because listeners may be unfamiliar with 
intervocalic voicing of /k/, they have not yet indexed voicing of intervocalic /k/ 
with particular speaker features, aligning with Campbell-Kibler (2009).

1. Introduction

Chile represents a fascinating linguistic laboratory to explore social perceptions, 
as Chilean Spanish has been described as showing relatively high geographic uni-
formity with respect to pronunciation (e.g., Lipski, 1994). Sadowsky and Aninao 
(forthcoming) state that this is a result of a hyper-centralization of political, 
cultural, economic and social in4uence and power in the capital city of Santiago. 
However, while Chile lacks in geographical variation, it shows considerable levels 
of sociolinguistic complexity. Numerous studies have shown that this variety of 
Spanish is strati3ed along the lines of a number of sociolinguistic factors, such as 
age, gender, and socioeconomic status (e.g., Figueroa, Salamanca, & Ñanculeo, 
2013; Rogers, 2016; Rogers & Mirisis, 2018; Sadowsky, 2012, 2015; Soto-Barba, 
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Previous research has shown that even small phonetic di2erences across 
stimuli are enough to exert an in4uence on how listeners perceive social charac-
teristics of the speaker. Listeners have been shown to be sensitive to perceptions 
of speaker sex (Lass, Almerino, Jordan, & Walsh, 1980; Traunmüller, Eriksson, & 
Ménard, 2003), ethnicity (Purnell, Idsardi, & Baugh, 1999; 5omas, Lass, & Lass, 
2010), social class (Labov, 1966, 2006; Walker, 2007), education levels (Campbell-
Kibler, 2005), region of origin (Bezooijen & Gooskens, 1999; Boomershine, 
2006; Clopper & Pisoni, 2004; Labov & Ash, 1997; Preston, 1989; Schmidt, 2013; 
Wolfram, Hazen, & Schilling-Estes, 1999), age (Drager, 2011) and sexual orienta-
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to remain the same across both guises in order to ensure that only the voicing of 
the segments di2ered between guises. We acknowledge that use of spontaneous 
(sociolinguistic interview) speech for a Matched-Guise Task is slightly atypical. 
However, similarly to Campbell-Kibler (2007), we chose to sacri3ce some control 
over the utterance content itself (which was then entered into the statistical mod-
els as a random e2ect) for the ability to utilize more naturalistic utterances that 
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video format created via iMovie (2018). Videos were uploaded to YouTube via the 
“Unlisted” setting to ensure that no one but the authors and participants would be 
able to access the clips.

Following Walker et al. (2014) and Chappell (2016), listeners were asked to 
pay attention to each recording and evaluate the speaker according to a set of 
social characteristics previously used in other perception studies (Chappell, 2016; 
Walker et al., 2014). Listeners were asked to move a slider bar according to their 
perception of the speaker along 8 scales: social class (de clase baja/de clase alta 
‘high/low class/), education (menos educad@/muy educad@, ‘less/more educated’), 
surety of oneself (segur@/insegur@ de sí mism@, ‘secure/insecure of him/herself ’), 
pleasantness (antipátic@/simpátic@, ‘unkind/kind’), masculinity or feminin-
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Figure 1. Listeners’ ratings of status factor according to sex of the stimuli speaker

No other interaction terms or main e2ects were signi3cant in this model.

Niceness

5
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Figure 2. 5e e2ect of speaker gender on ratings of niceness

Chilean identity

We now turn to the third scale of evaluation, or evaluation of Chilean identity. 
No di2erences were found among ratings of female speakers for this variable, 
so in Table  6 below, we have subset the data to represent responses only to 
male stimuli speakers.

Table 6. Best 3t mixed-e2ects model taking Chilean identity as dependent variable 
(responses to male stimuli speakers only)
Fixed e-ect Coe.cient Standard error t-value p-value
Intercept −.09 .14 −.61  .55
Stimuli voicing
Voiceless Ref – – –
Voiced  .26 .10 −2.55 <.05
Headphones
No Ref – – –
Yes  .46 .18  2.56 <.05
Random E-ects Variance Component Degrees of Freedom χ2 p-value
Participant  .17 1 20.16 <.001

For the 3rst time, we see a main e2ect for stimuli voicing. Speci3cally, voiced 
tokens spoken by male speakers are rated as more Chilean than voiceless tokens, 
as shown in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. 
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Table 7. Best 3t mixed-e2ects model taking perceived age as dependent variable
Fixed e-ect Coe.cient Standard error

2
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age or gender, but for local identity. Speci3cally, males were rated as more Chilean 
(more local) when they produced a voiced /k/.2 On the other hand, in spite of the 
tendency for young, female speakers to voice /k/ more than other groups (Rogers, 
2017; Rogers & Mirisis, 2018), voicing was not a factor in the listeners’ perception 
of female speakers’ Chilean identity, status, age, or niceness.

In order to explore these mismatched 3ndings, we return to the assumption 
of the close connection between speech production and perception described in 
Section 
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salient for listeners in the present experiment, there appears to be a looser connec-
tion between social perceptions and production.

In making this claim, we acknowledge some potential limitations. First, a 
higher number of participants could increase the power of the statistical tests 
conducted in this analysis and allow for a more nuanced evaluation of the data-
set, for example, to uncover a potential relationship between listener age and 
sensitivity to /k/ voicing. Additionally, it is possible that there are slight di2erences 
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