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Background
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● Social information can impact the degree to which one speaker 
phonetically converges with another speaker (Babel 2012)

○ Speakers exhibit phonetic convergence: 
■ in minimally social laboratory settings (Goldinger 1998, Shockley et al. 2004) 
■ in cooperative and conversational situations (Pardo 2006, Pardo et al. 2018)

● Nonbinary speakers alter their speech in queer vs. non-queer 
settings, especially when there is a threat of being misgendered 
(Gratton 2016)



Shadowing task with nonbinary participants

● To what degree does social context affect the phonetic imitation 
exhibited by nonbinary speakers?

● Are “queer community settings” salient even when they are only 
signalled through language?

○ Do nonbinary speakers' show different patterns of convergence toward 
extended voice onset time (VOT) in word-initial English /p, t, k/ when they 
believe they are listening to another nonbinary speaker compared to when 
they believe they are listening to a cis speaker?

● Hypothesis: nonbinary speakers will converge most strongly 
towards a nonbinary model talker.

The Current Study
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Queer vs. non-queer contexts were constructed with 3 model speaker conditions:

● Nonbinary Condition (model speaker is explicitly said to be nonbinary)

● Neutral Condition (model speaker does not provide gender identity)

● Cis Condition (model speaker is explicitly said to be a man)

45 participants were recruited = 15 participants for each condition

VOT was chosen because:

● VOT has been well documented as producing convergence (Shockley et al., 2004; Schertz et al. 2021) 
● VOT is not known to be stereotyped to gender (Nielsen 2011)

Methods
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Stimuli
● 54 stimuli words:

○ All stimuli were: 
■ bisyllabic
■ stress-initial 
■ similar in frequency based on the SUBTLEXUS database 

(Brysbaert & New 2009)

○ 40 target words:
■ 16 word-initial /p/ 
■ 16 word-initial /k/
■ 8 word-initial /t/

○ 14 filler words
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Model speaker was a white Standard American English speaker 
determined to sound appropriately ambiguous to listeners via a 
pre-experiment norming study.

● Provided recordings of stimuli words & audio instructions for the 
experiment
○ Recordings were modified to ensure that extended VOT is prevalent 

enough to be a target for convergence
■ On average, modified VOT was 102% longer than the original VOT

Model Speaker
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Shadowing input-driven elicitation task.

● Words were presented to participants who recorded 
themselves speaking the word aloud with the carrier phrase, 
“The word is ____.”

● Experiment was composed of 3 phases:

Shadowing Task Procedure
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Getting Into the Results

Hypothesis: Nonbinary speakers will converge more towards a 
nonbinary model talker than a cis model talker

Results: Unexpectedly, participants diverged in all conditions 
instead of converging toward the model speaker. However…
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In line with the hypothesis, 
nonbinary speakers diverge 
least from a nonbinary model 
talker and diverge most from 
a cis model talker.



Additionally, only the Cis Condition showed significant 
divergence extending into the Post-Exposure phase.

lmer(VOT~Phase*Condition+(1|Speaker)+(1|Word))

Fixed effect Estimate P value

Neutral Baseline VOT 84.37 <0.001***

(Neutral) Exposure -9.55 <0.001***

(Neutral) Post -0.35 0.71

Cis (Baseline) 5.75 0.26

Cis : Exposure -5.68 <0.001***

Cis : Post -9.23 <0.001***

Nonbinary (Baseline) -4.20 0.41

Nonbinary : Exposure 3.03 0.025*

Nonbinary : Post -1.25 0.36
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Babel (2012) found that male participants who rated a model talker as 
attractive were more likely to diverge from that talker’s production. 
Babel argues that these participants “were, perhaps, socially threatened 
and distanced themselves in response to the threat”.

I posit that even in this minimally interactive experiment, nonbinary 
participants linguistically distanced themselves from a model talker 
due to an interpreted social threat, such as the threat of being 
misgendered.

Interpreting the Results



These results suggest that being in an explicitly queer context enables 
nonbinary speakers to pattern more like another nonbinary speaker 
than like a cis-identified speaker

Different situational contexts impact phonetic imitation (Pardo 2006)

This aligns with previous work which argues that (in conversational 
speech in queer contexts) nonbinary speakers' pattern more like each 
other regardless of sex assigned at birth, effectively creating distinct 
nonbinary speech communities (Gratton 2016, Rechsteiner & Sneller 2023)

Key Takeaways
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Theorizing that “gender = binary” is under-representative of 
real social identities and the complex nature of language 
variation that comes along with the construction of identity 
(Eckert 2014; Conrod 2021; Becker et al. 2022)

Nonbinary participants can provide new insight into the ways 
speakers participate in gender stances and form communities 
of practice.

Wrapping Up
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