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ABSTRACT: This study aims to determine any 
LQ[\QVK\QWV�JM\_MMV�OMVLMZ�IVL�TM`QKIT��Ѣ��TW_MZQVO�QV�
the word milk in the speech of  Canadian-born English 
[XMISMZ[�TQ^QVO�QV�)TJMZ\I���<PQ[�[\]La�KWV[Q[\ML�WN �
QV\MZ^QM_[�_Q\P�� �XIZ\QKQXIV\[��VQVM�UITM[�IVL�VQVM�
NMUITM[��TQ^QVO�QV�)TJMZ\I��<PM�][M�WN �\PM�^IZQIV\[�UQTS��
melk, and in-between milk/melk were analyzed in re-
OIZL[�\W�OMVLMZ�IVL�IOM��<PM�[\]La�KWVKT]LML�\PI\�\PQ[�
was not a change in progress, but rather a stable lin-
guistic situation and that men tend to use the standard 
UQTS�UWZM�\PIV�_WUMV�QV�ITT�[XMMKP�[\aTM[�[\]LQML�
_______________________________________

 
3-A?7:,;"�/MVLMZ��TIVO]IOM�^IZQI\QWV��[WKQWTQV-
guistics, vowel lowering
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Introduction

The objective of  this study was to determine the 
distribution of  the variable pronunciation of  the word 
UQTS�QV�ZMTI\QWV�\W�OMVLMZ��)OM�_QTT�IT[W�JM�LQ[K][[ML�
concerning gender, in order to determine if  this is a 
[\IJTM�[Q\]I\QWV�WZ�I�KPIVOM�QV�XZWOZM[[��7^MZITT��Q\�_I[�
found that men tend to use the standard pronunciation 
UQTS�UWZM�\PIV�_WUMV�QV�ITT�TM^MT[�WN �[XMMKP�[\]LQML��
Although women tended to use the variant milk most 
frequently; they had higher usage of  the variant melk 
IVL�\PM�QV�JM\_MMV�^IZQIV\�\PIV�UMV�LQL��1\�_I[�IT[W�
LM\MZUQVML�\PI\�\PQ[�Q[�TQSMTa�I�[\IJTM�TQVO]Q[\QK�[Q\]I\QWV�

Relevant Studies

Two related journal articles were consulted in prepara-
\QWV�NWZ�\PQ[�[\]La��WVM�Ja�+PIUJMZ[�IVL�0ITT����� ���
IVL�WVM�Ja�4IJW^���!!����+PIUJMZ[�IVL�0ITT�KWVL]K\-
ML�I�[\]La�WV����XMWXTM�IOML�� �� �QV�<WZWV\W�� 
This study included information from a reading pas-
sage and a word list and analysed the pronunciat 
QWV�WN �\PM�^W_MT�QV�UQTS��<PMa�[]OOM[\ML�\PI\�IT\PW]OP�
many speakers lower the vowel in milk, it is not present 
QV�IVa�XIZ\QK]TIZ�IOM��[M`�WZ�M\PVQK�OZW]X��<PMa�IT[W�
concluded that “it is not phonologically conditioned” as 
neither of  the contexts in which it was studied were ad-
equate in order to determine this distinction (Chambers 
IVL�0ITT�����:I\PMZ��\PMa�[]OOM[\ML�\PI\�\PM�TW_MZML�
vowel pronunciation of  milk is a non-standard variant 
\PI\�Q[�[XWZILQK�QV�\PM�+IVILQIV�XWX]TI\QWV�� 
(Chambers and Hall 6)

1V�4IJW^¼[�XIXMZ��PM�PQOPTQOP\ML�PQ[�ÅVLQVO[�\PI\� 
¹1V�[\IJTM�[WKQWTQVO]Q[\QK�[\ZI\QÅKI\QWV��UMV�][M�I�PQOPMZ�
frequency of  nonstandard forms than women”  
whereas “[in] the majority of  linguistic changes,  
women use a higher frequency of  the incoming forms 
\PIV�UMVº��4IJW^�����������<PQ[�VW\QWV�_I[�QUXWZ\IV\�
to this study because, as women used the non-standard 
variant more frequently than men, it was likely to be 
assumed that this is a change in progress, according  
\W�4IJW^¼[�ÅVLQVO�

Linguistic Variables

This paper will discuss the variable pronunciation of  
\PM�_WZL�UQTS��[XMKQÅKITTa�NWK][QVO�WV�\PM�TW_MZQVO�WN �
\PM�^W_MT��Ѣ��\W��ź���<PM�^IZQIV\[�\PI\�_QTT�JM�LQ[K][[ML�
IZM�UQTS��UMTS�IVL�QV�JM\_MMV�UQTS�UMTS��<PM�[\IV-
LIZL�^IZQIV\�_I[�QLMV\QÅML�I[�UQTS��5a�PaXW\PM[Q[�_I[�
that the milk variant will be more commonly found and 
will be more prevalent in the female consultants if  it is 
VW\�I�KI[M�WN �TQVO]Q[\QK�KPIVOM��

Methodology

The data for this study were collected primarily via 
WVTQVM�^QLMW�KITT[��V%����IVL�QV�XMZ[WV�I]LQW�ZMKWZL-
ML�[\Z]K\]ZML�QV\MZ^QM_[��V%���NZWU�� �KWV[]T\IV\[�WN �
varying ages, genders, occupations, and ethnic and 
TQVO]Q[\QK�JIKSOZW]VL[��)[�\PQ[�[\]La�_I[�KWVL]K\ML�
L]ZQVO�\PM�+7>1,��!�XIVLMUQK��IVL�\PM�=VQ^MZ[Q\a�
of  Alberta encouraged online data collection in order 
to abide by social distancing protocols, casual speech 
was not captured; in-person interviews were conducted 
WVTa�NWZ�\PW[M�QV�Ua�XMZ[WVIT�[WKQIT�J]JJTM��

+WV[]T\IV\[�_MZM�VW\�QVNWZUML�WN �\PM�[XMKQÅK�VI\]ZM�
of  the study prior to the interview, but were advised 
that they would remain anonymous, that their data 
_MZM�KWVÅLMV\QIT��IVL�\PI\�\PMa�KW]TL�_Q\PLZI_�\PMQZ�
KWV[MV\�I\�IVa�XWQV\�QV�\QUM��)N\MZ�\PM�QV\MZ^QM_�_I[�
KWUXTM\ML��KWV[]T\IV\[�_MZM�QVNWZUML�WN �\PM�[XMKQÅK[�
WN �\PM�[\]La��Q�M��I�[\]La�WV�\PM�XZWV]VKQI\QWV�WN �\PM�
_WZL�UQTS���<PMa�_MZM�\PMV�QVNWZUML�\PI\�QN �\PMa�_MZM�
not comfortable with their data being used for this 
[\]La��Q\�_W]TL�JM�LQ[KIZLML��)TT�KWV[]T\IV\[��_PW[M�
data were used in this study, read and signed a consent 
NWZU�W]\TQVQVO�\PM[M�KWVLQ\QWV[��<PM�[\]La�[I\Q[ÅML�ITT�
WN �\PM[M�M\PQKIT�KWV[QLMZI\QWV[��

Data were collected from the consultants saying the 
word milk as well as the word pillow, in order to 
KWUXIZM�\PM�\_W�^IZQIJTM�XZWV]VKQI\QWV[�QV�LQٺMZMV\�
TQVO]Q[\QK�MV^QZWVUMV\[��,]ZQVO�\PM�QV\MZ^QM_[�� 
consultants were asked questions regarding their  
everyday diets, recommended foods for children,  
VQOP\Ta�ZW]\QVM[��IVL�[\ZI\MOQM[�NWZ�UISQVO�I�JML�� 
Consultants were then asked to read the children’s story 
1N �AW]�/Q^M�I�5W][M�I�+WWSQM�Ja�4I]ZI�6]UMZWٺ�IVL�
\PMV�ZMIL�_WZL[�NZWU�I�_WZL�TQ[\���,I\I�_MZM�KWTTMK\ML�
from consultants saying the words milk and pillow in 
three varying style formalities: careful, reading, and 
_WZL�TQ[\[��+IZMN]T�[XMMKP�_I[�LM\MZUQVML�\W�JM�\PM�
speech style of  the main portion of  the interview, as 
participants were aware they were being interviewed 
and were likely to be speaking more carefully than in 
KI[]IT�KWV^MZ[I\QWV��

)�KWV^MVQMVKM�[IUXTQVO�IXXZWIKP�_I[�][ML��+WV-
sultants were all known to me (the researcher and 
QV\MZ^QM_MZ��XZQWZ�\W�\PMQZ�QV\MZ^QM_[��1�KWV\IK\ML�
people I knew from varying demographics that were 
Canadian-born English speakers living in Alberta and 
asked them if  they would be willing to participate in my 
ZM[MIZKP��<PQ[�XMZ[WVIT�KWVVMK\QWV�ITTW_ML�NWZ�I�UWZM�
comfortable speech environment and allowed conversa-
\QWV�\W�ÆW_�UWZM�[UWW\PTa�IVL�VI\]ZITTa��
<PM�[WKQIT�NIK\WZ[�IVITa[ML�IZM�OMVLMZ�IVL�IOM�� 
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The raw data collected of  the amount of  times  
each consultant used each variant is presented in  
\IJTM���JMTW_�� 
 
+WV[]T\IV\[�_MZM�\PMV�LQ^QLML�QV\W�LQٺMZMV\�KI\MOWZQM[�
JI[ML�WV�OMVLMZ�IVL�IOM��<PM�OZW]X[�IZM�XZM[MV\ML� 
QV�\IJTM���

Gender was analysed in order to determine the distri-
bution of  the variable pronunciation between men and 
_WUMV��)OM�_I[�IVITa[ML�QV�WZLMZ�\W�LM\MZUQVM�QN �\PQ[�
Q[�I�[\IJTM�[Q\]I\QWV�WZ�I�KPIVOM�QV�XZWOZM[[��;WKQIT�KTI[[�
was not analysed as the majority of  the consultants 
were unemployed students, without an income or occu-
XI\QWV�IVL�\PMZMNWZM��Q\�Q[�LQٻK]T\�\W�IKK]ZI\MTa�I[[QOV�
KWV[]T\IV\[�QV\W�[WKQWMKWVWUQK�OZW]X[��
Presentation of  Results

ID

A 2 1 5 1

I 2 3 2 1

E 1 4 1 1

M 1 5 1

C 2 3 2 1

K 2 4 1 1

G 1 5 1

O 2 1 1 4 1

R 1 1 2 3 1

B 4 5 1

J 2 4 1 1

F 3 3 2 1

N 2 1 5 1

Q 1 1 2 3 1

D 1 5 1

L 1 5 1

H 2 5 1

P 1 1 1 4 1

Careful  
milk

Careful  
(in-between)

Careful  
melk

Reading  
milk

Reading  
(in-between)

Reading  
melk

Word  
List  
milk

Word List  
(in-between)

Word  
List  

melk

Table 1: Consultants Usage of  Each Variant
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Fig. 1: Variable milk pronunciation in careful speech  
concerning gender

?PMV�ZMILQVO��\PQ[�LQ[\ZQJ]\QWV�_I[�ZMTI\Q^MTa�[QUQTIZ�\W�
the above, with a strong tendency for men to use milk 
and women to use all three variants more equally, as 
LQ[XTIaML�QV�ÅO]ZM����

The following data is presented in terms of  a pronun-
KQI\QWV�QVLM`��<PM�IUW]V\�WN �\QUM[�\PI\�KWV[]T\IV\[�
used each variant was divided by the number of  times 
they used the word in total to form a ratio out of  100 
NWZ�MIKP�^IZQIV\��<PM�UMIV�WN �\PM[M�XMZKMV\IOM[�_MZM�
\PMV�][ML�NWZ�MIKP�OZW]X�WN �[XMISMZ[��1V�KIZMN]T�[XMMKP��
women had a relatively equal distribution of  the usage 
of  each of  the three variables, whereas men strongly 
NI^W]ZML�\PM�][IOM�WN �\PM�[\IVLIZL�^IZQIV\��UQTS� 
 
?PMV�KWV[]T\IV\[�_MZM�I[SML�\W�ZMIL�NZWU�I�_WZL�TQ[\��
JW\P�UMV�IVL�_WUMV�NI^W]ZML�\PM�UQTS�^IZQIV\��;\QTT��
men used the standard variant more often than wom-
MV��?WUMV�NI^W]ZML�\PM�][M�WN �UMTS�UWZM�\PIV�\PM�
in-between variant when reading from a word list; this 
ÅVLQVO�Q[�LQ[XTIaML�QV�ÅO]ZM���JMTW_���<PM�LQ[\ZQJ]\QWV�
of  each variant, in each speech style for both genders is 
TQ[\ML�QV�\IJTM���

Table 2: Gender and Age Categories

42

78

27

16

31

49

67

89

11 11

22

0

73

29

20 22

7

6

Gender

Age

Consultants

Consultants

Female

18-24

A, D, G, I, L, N, O, P, R

A, B, C, D, E, F, I, K, N, O, P 

B, C, E, F, H, J, K, M, Q

L, Q

R

G, H, J, M

Male

25-30

31-44

45-55

Fig. 2:  Variable milk pronunciation in reading concerning gender Fig. 3: Variable milk pronunciation in word lists concerning gender
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<PM�IOM�LQ[\ZQJ]\QWV�WN �\PM�][M�WN �\PM�LQٺMZMV\�^IZQIV\[�
WN �UQTS�QV�KIZMN]T�[XMMKP�Q[�PQOPTQOP\ML�QV�ÅO]ZM���JMTW_��
In careful speech, the variant milk was most common in 
[XMISMZ[�IOML�� ����IVL��������;XMISMZ[�JM\_MMV�IOM[�
������TMIVML�[\ZWVOTa�\W_IZL[�\PM�][M�WN �\PM�^IZQIV\�UMTS��
_PQTM�IOM[�������_MZM�M^MVTa�LQ^QLML�JM\_MMV�][QVO�UMTS�
IVL�QV�JM\_MMV�UQTS�UMTS���<PM�LQ[\ZQJ]\QWV�WN �\PM�][M�WN �
MIKP�^IZQIV\�Q[�TQ[\ML�QV�\IJTM���JMTW_��

In contrast to this distribution, for the variable pronun-
ciation of  pillow in careful speech, women used more 
of  the standard pillow pronunciation than men; both 
OZW]X[��PW_M^MZ��NI^W]ZML�\PM�QV�JM\_MMV�^IZQIV\�� 
 

If  we compare the two words in careful speech, the use 
of  the variants of  pillow is far less polarized for men 
\PIV�\PM�][M�WN �\PM�^IZQIV\[�WN �UQTS��<PM�VWV�[\IVLIZL�
^IZQIV\�XMTTW_�_I[�ZIZMTa�][ML�Ja�MQ\PMZ�OMVLMZ��<PM�
\_W�IZM�LQZMK\Ta�KWUXIZML�QV�\PM�\IJTM�JMTW_��
 
 
 

Gender Milk
// pro-
nounced 

Melk
 / / pro-
nounced

Milk/Melk
In-between 

pronunciationFemale Careful 
Speech 

Female milk 

42

42

27

27

31

31

3

49

45

29

49

22

6
67

78

11

16

22

678

40

16

56

6

473 20 7

89 11 0

Female Reading

Female pillow
Female Word List

Male milk

Male Reading

Male Word List

Male Careful 
Speech 

Male pillow

Table 3: Variable milk pronunciation concerning gender

Table 4: Comparison of  variable milk and pillow pronunciation in 
careful speech concerning gender

Fig 4: Variable pillow pronunciation in careful speech  
concerning gender

Fig. 5: Variable milk pronunciation in careful speech concerning age

45
40

49

6

62

26

12

0 0 0 0

25

75

50 50

100

4

56



C
ro

ss
in

gs
 V

ol
. 2

 (2
02

2)

102

Analysing the data by age, it was expected that if  this 
were to be a change towards greater usage of  the 
non-standard, younger speakers would use the newer 
^IZQI\QWV�\PM�UW[\��0W_M^MZ��\PM�OZW]X�\PI\�XZM[MV\ML�
the highest usage of  the melk variant in careful style 
_MZM�\PW[M�IOML��������)T\PW]OP�\PM�aW]VOM[\�OZW]X��
IOML�� �����LQL�][M�\PM�VWV�[\IVLIZL�^IZQIV\�UWZM�
\PIV�\PM�WTLM[\�OZW]X��IOML��������\PMZM�_I[�VW�[QOVQÅ-
KIV\�XI\\MZV�QV�][IOM�\PZW]OPW]\�ITT�IOM[��<PMZMNWZM��Q\�
cannot be established that this is a change in prog-
ress, as it does not follow the typical pattern, and no 
indications of  change based on socioeconomic status 
KIV�JM�KWVKT]LML��<PMZMNWZM��_M�KIV�TQSMTa�I[[]UM�\PI\�
this is a stable linguistic situation, and that no change is 
WKK]ZZQVO��

Not only did these data present the majority usage of  
the standard variant milk by men, but it also highlight-
ed the way that women are far more evenly distributed 
QV�\PMQZ�][IOM�WN �MIKP�WN �\PM�\PZMM�^IZQIV\[��1V�ITT�
three speech styles, men greatly favoured the use of  
the standard variant, and have a pronunciation index 
WN �]VLMZ�\MV�QV�ITT�\PZMM�[XMMKP�[\aTM[��?WUMV��QV�ITT�
[XMMKP�[\aTM[��IT[W�NI^W]ZML�\PM�UQTS�^IZQIV\��0W_M^MZ��
women’s usage of  each variant was relatively evenly 
distributed between the three variants in comparison 
\W�][IOM�Ja�UMV��<aXQKITTa��I[�4IJW^�[]OOM[\[��_WUMV�
will use more of  a standard variant than men, in stable 
TQVO]Q[\QK�[Q\]I\QWV[��4IJW^��!!���������<PMZMNWZM��[QVKM�
this was determined to be a stable situation, this study 
KWV\ZILQK\ML�\PQ[�\aXQKIT�XI\\MZV���,]M�\W�\PQ[�KWV\ZILQK-
tion, it is possible that the use of  the variable forms is 
L]M�\W�I�LQٺMZMV\�[WKQIT�NIK\WZ��IVL�\PI\�OMVLMZ�KIVVW\�
JM�IVITa[ML�QV�Q[WTI\QWV��

It can also be concluded that this variation is most 
common in the word milk and is much less common 
in pillow, as the use of  pellow is extremely low for all 
OZW]X[�[\]LQML��5a�[XMK]TI\QWV�Q[�\PI\�\PQ[�KW]TL�JM�L]M�
to the linguistic environment of  the vowel, particularly 
the presence of  another vowel (a high-mid diphthong) 
TI\MZ�QV�\PM�_WZL�XQTTW_��0W_M^MZ��N]Z\PMZ�QV^M[\QOI\QWV�
QV\W�\PQ[�LQٺMZMVKM�_W]TL�JM�VMMLML�\W�LZI_�I�KWVKT]-
[QWV�ZMOIZLQVO�\PM�KI][M�WN �\PQ[�LQٺMZMVKM��

The results of  this study were in juxtaposition to 
4IJW^¼[�ÅVLQVO[��_PQKP�KWVKT]LML�\PI\�_WUMV�][M�
more of  the standard variant in stable situations and 
more of  new innovative forms in situations of  linguistic 
KPIVOM��4IJW^��!!�������������1V�KWUXIZQVO�\PM[M�
results with those found in the Chambers and Hall 
study, which concluded that the usage of  melk was not 
linked to any particular social group (Chambers and 
0ITT���� ������Q\�KW]TL�JM�KWVKT]LML�\PI\�\PM[M�ZM[]T\[�

The main contrast in the reading speech style in compari-
[WV�\W�KIZMN]T�[XMMKP�_I[�QV�\PM�������IOM�OZW]X��?PMZMI[�
QV�KIZMN]T�[XMMKP��\PW[M�IOML�������_MZM�[XTQ\�JM\_MMV�
usage of  the in-between variant and the melk variant, in 
reading style, they favoured the in-between variant, with a 
XZWV]VKQI\QWV�QVLM`�WN ����NWZ�\PM�UQTS�^IZQIV\�� 

Interpretation of  Results

Table 5: Variable milk pronunciation in careful speech  
concerning age

Fig 6: Variable milk pronunciation in reading concerning age

Age Milk Milk/Melk Melk

18-24 62 26 26

0 25 25

0 50 50

100 0 0

25-30

31-44

45-55

Reading
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KWVÅZU�\PMQZ�LQ[KW^MZa��)T\PW]OP�\PQ[�[\]La�KWVKT]LML�
that men use more of  the standard variant milk, it did 
VW\�[]ٻKQMV\Ta�KWVKT]LM�_PMZM�\PM�LQ[\ZQJ]\QWV�WN �\PM�
][IOM�WN �\PM�^IZQIV\�UMTS�Q[�UW[\�KWVKMV\ZI\ML��<PM�
variant melk was used by both males and females, and 
_I[�XZM[MV\ML�QV�ITT�IOM�OZW]X[�]VLMZ�\PM�IOM�WN �����
The only group in which melk was never present was in 
[XMISMZ[�IOML��������

Conclusions and Limitations 

Overall, it can be determined that male participants 
used the standard milk more often than women, and 
that the female participants of  this study used the 
non-standard melk and the in-between variant more 
WN\MV�\PIV�UMV��0W_M^MZ��_WUMV�[\QTT�[TQOP\Ta�TMIVML�
towards the usage of  the standard milk over the other 
^IZQIV\[�[\]LQML��1\�KIV�IT[W�JM�LM\MZUQVML�\PI\�\PQ[�Q[�
TQSMTa�VW\�I�KPIVOM�QV�XZWOZM[[��I[�\PW[M�IOML�� �����\PM�
youngest studied group, favoured the standard variant 
WN �UQTS��_PQTM�\PW[M�������XZM[MV\ML�I�PQOPMZ�QVLM`�WN �
\PM�UMTS�IVL�QV�JM\_MMV�^IZQIV\[�
 
Some limitations of  this study may include the small 
[IUXTM�[QbM�WN �� ��!�_WUMV�IVL�!�UMV���I[�Q\�UIa�
not accurately represent the total population of  
+IVILQIV�JWZV�-VOTQ[P�[XMISMZ[�TQ^QVO�QV�)TJMZ\I��
Another limitation with this small sample size was 
that for certain age groups, there were only one 
WZ�\_W�KWV[]T\IV\[�[\]LQML���1\�_W]TL�PI^M�IT[W�
been preferable for casual speech to have been 
[\]LQML��I[�Q\�JM[\�ZMÆMK\[�\PM�IK\]IT�[XMMKP�
of  these individuals; however, due to the 
ongoing global pandemic, this was not a safe 
WX\QWV��)LLQ\QWVITTa��1�_W]TL�PI^M�XZMNMZZML�
to include an analysis of  social class in this 
study, but since most of  the consultants were 
university students, and therefore may not 
have a stable income or occupation, it is dif-
ÅK]T\�\W�IKK]ZI\MTa�LM\MZUQVM�\PM�[WKQWMKW-
VWUQK�[\I\][�WN �\PM[M�QVLQ^QL]IT[��
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+PIUJMZ[��2IKS��IVL�-ZQV�0ITT����� ��¹<PM�UMTSa�_Ia"�4M`QKITQbML��Ѣ��TW_MZQVO�QV�
Toronto” Toronto Working Papers in Linguistics ��������P\\X["��\_XT�TQJZIZa�]\WZWV\W�KI�
QVLM`�XPX�\_XT�IZ\QKTM�^QM_��!����

4IJW �̂�?QTTQIU���!!���¹<PM�QV\MZ[MK\QWV�WN �[M`�IVL�[WKQIT�KTI[[�QV�\PM�KW]Z[M�WN �TQV-
O]Q[\QK�KPIVOM�º�Language Variation and Change������"����������P\\X["��LWQ�WZO���������
;�!���!��������� �
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