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Connection patterns across space — therefore potential contact among people with different
dialect backgrounds — are crucial drivers of dialect change (Chambers, 2002). Through the
ever-increasing mobility of society in the last century, the effects of diverse linguistic
connections on dialects have been intensifying (Milroy, 2002). The quantitative effects of
mobility itself have been, however, under-researched in sociolinguistics (Beaman, 2019),
partly due to the lack of quantitative mobility data about survey participants.

Our contribution introduces the Linguistic Mobility Index (LMI). Based on various items of
metadata elicited about survey participants’ linguistic biography, LMI aims to quantify the kind
of mobility that allows a participant to be exposed to linguistic influences from outside their
reference locality, potentially impacting their dialect.

LMTI’s concept is implemented based on the SDATS corpus (Leemann et al. 2020). The corpus
includes structured interviews with 1000 participants (belonging to two age cohorts, 20-35y.o.
and 60+) in 125 reference localities (Jeszenszky, Steiner & Leemann, 2021) in German-
speaking Switzerland. The SDATS survey elicits ~300 linguistic items, and participants fill out
a 300+ item metadata questionnaire. Part of this metadata reveals linguistic influences related
to the participant’s mobility.

LMI models the effects of localities associated with the following factors, constructed from
metadata items: the origins of parents (Cheshire et al., 1999), the origin of the long-term life
partner, places of residence in other dialect areas along with their duration, and the places of
current education or workplace (e.g., Britain, 2013), age and education level. The weights of
these factors are determined using the volume of the exposure, the type of relationship the
participant has (had) with the local dialect the factors are associated with, and its linguistic
distance to the participant’s reference location, based on the Language Atlas of German-
speaking Switzerland (SDS, 1962-2003).

In practice, a participant having low LMI means that the person is little exposed to direct
linguistic influences outside their reference locality, never lived, studied or worked outside the
reference locality, and both of their parents grew up in the reference locality. Linguistically it
would correspond to an idealistic sedentary scenario, which would ease the preservation of
the local default dialect spoken at their reference locality. In turn, high LMl means a parent or
partner from, residence in or long exposure to other dialect areas, including reasons of work
or (higher) education.

The meaningfulness of LMI is validated by testing its predictive power on dialect change
between this local default dialect (items recorded in SDS) and items recorded in SDATS. Using
mixed-effects models, we analysed the effects of LMI on dialect change considering the
SDATS survey’s design variables (age, sex, educational background) and show that LMI
performs well at predicting lexical change: higher mobility as measured by the LMI predicts
higher odds for lexical change. This success allows us to suggest the adoption of LMI in other
studies of language variation and change. Among others, LMI could potentially test if
linguistically mobile people become leaders of language change.
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