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In dialectology, the central relationship under investigation is often that between 

dialect distance and geographic distance (Heeringa & Nerbonne, 2013). Nevertheless, other 

approaches may be better suited to represent contact situations, such as (historical) travel 

distance (Gooskens, 2004) or ‘rice paddy distance’ (Stanford, 2012) and have been 

successfully used to explain dialect variation.  

In this study, we consider a different type of distance that is commonly used in the 

field of cognitive geography to explain perceptual dialect differences. Cognitive geography is 

based on the assumption that an individual’s mental representation of their environment has a 

greater effect on their behaviour than the actual environment (Montello, 2018). A commonly 

used metric in cognitive geography is the cognitive distance: the geographic distance between 

two places as estimated by an individual (Montello, 1991). The present study is the first to our 

knowledge to incorporate the theoretical framework and this distance metric from cognitive 

geography in dialect research. Although the individual and social aspects of language are an 

important component of research in dialectology, and recently even quantitative dialectology 

(e.g., Wieling, 2012; Wieling et al., 2011), the individual aspects of geography have not been 

widely considered. In this study, the existing parallel between real and perceptual dialect 

distances that exists in dialectology is extended to the spatial component of dialect research 

by including both geographic and cognitive distances in the analysis. This study aims to 

assess whether the use of cognitive distance adds to our understanding of dialect variation. 

A total of 850 participants from two provinces in the north of the Netherlands were 

willing to estimate the geographic distance to seven locations in the same region. They were 

subsequently asked to rate the similarity of dialect fragments from these locations to the 

dialect of the location in which they grew up. Participants were not aware that the speakers 

they rated came from the same locations for which they had to provide distance estimates. 

Additionally, for each participant, the geographic distance between the location in which they 

grew up and the seven speaker locations was calculated. A linear mixed-effects regression 

model was built to predict perceptual dialect distance from both cognitive distance and 

geographic distance.  

The resulting model indicates that geographic distance is more predictive of perceptual 

dialect distance than cognitive distance, but that there is also a significant interaction between 

cognitive and geographic distance. Cognitive distance is more predictive of perceptual dialect 

distance when geographic distance is low than when geographic distance is high. 

Furthermore, an exploratory analysis revealed that gender and proficiency in the participants’ 

local dialect were predictive of perceptual dialect distance as well. Our findings indicate that 

cognitive distance can be used to explain dialect variation when the area under investigation is 

small, and consequently that the framework of cognitive geography can be usefully employed 

in dialectological research.  
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