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Abstract: It has been asserted that the development of sociolinguistic perception
(including language attitudes) is protracted, with changes continuing throughout
childhood, adolescence, and even into adulthood. However, this assumption of life-
long attitudinal development has primarily been explored on the basis of dialects
and accents of English; whether the same is true in other contexts is unclear. In this
contribution, we employ generalized additive modeling to investigate cross-sec-
tional developmental trajectories of language attitudes among 304 German-speak-
ing Austrian respondents across adolescence and adulthood (ages 14–84). Results
underscore that language attitudes appear to remain flexible across the whole of
life, and changes in language attitudes are especially pronounced among indivi-
duals in later life. Moreover, given the tenet that linguistic development is shaped
by an individual’s lived experiences and reactions to life-stage specific linguistic
demands, we investigate for the first time the extent to which cross-sectional
changes in language attitudes are sensitive to significant life events, specifically ‘be-
ginning a degree’, ‘entry into the workforce’, and ‘retirement’. Our findings reveal
that retirement temporally coincides with particularly strong patterns of disconti-
nuity in language attitudes. The results contribute to current issues regarding the
temporal specificity of language development across the lifespan, and to outstand-
ing questions concerning what drives this development.
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1 Introduction

According to Eckert (1997: 157), “life is about change” and thus “development is life-
long” (see also, e.  g., Schieffelin and Ochs 1986). Lifespan approaches to sociolinguis-
tic development seek to understand continuities and discontinuities in growth and
change over the whole of life. The basic tenet here is that various forms of (socio-)
linguistic knowledge evolve at various points in our lives as our cognitive affor-
dances continue to interact with our social environment (e. g., Dossey et al. 2020;
Gerstenberg and Voeste 2015; Ghimenton et al. 2021). In this vein, an extensive body
of empirical evidence has mounted suggesting that the productive sociolinguistic
repertoire remains malleable throughout our lives (e. g., Beaman 2024; Buchstaller
2015; Bülow and Vergeiner 2021; Sankoff 2018; Vergeiner, Wallner et al. 2021). The
few lifespan developmental studies on sociolinguistic perception (including lan-
guage attitudes), likewise, highlight that sociolinguistic development is protracted,
with changes continuing across childhood, adolescence, and even well into adult-
hood (e. g., Dossey et al. 2020; Jones et al. 2017; McCullough et al. 2019 a, 2019b). Le-
von et al. (2021) and Sharma et al. (2022) moreover uphold that post-adolescent
shifts in the attitudinal repertoire can be age-graded, with developmental fluctua-
tions occurring in relation to an individual’s life stage and the linguistic demands
therein (e. g., different pressures to conform to language norms, particularly later in
life) (see also, e.  g., Buchstaller 2015; Sankoff and Blondeau 2007). Despite these in-
itial strides in understanding lifelong development in sociolinguistic perception, we
still know only very little about what, exactly, drives later-life change in the attitu-
dinal repertoire.

In this study, we focus on Austrians’ evaluative judgements of Austro-Bavar-
ian dialect and standard German varieties in a status-stressing setting (i. e., at the
doctor’s office) and in a solidarity-stressing setting (i. e., in a bakery). The first goal
is to determine which social variables and personal characteristics (gender, edu-
cational attainment, and dialect orientation), if any, are associated with differ-
ences in language attitudes at different points across the lifespan from a cross-
sectional perspective. What is more, attitudinal development across the life course
has primarily been explored on the basis of dialects and accents of English (in the
US, e. g., Dossey et al. 2020; in the UK, e. g., Levon et al. 2021; but see Bülow et al. in
press for a panel study conducted in Austria on changes in overt attitudes to-
wards the Austrian vernacular), but it has been hypothesized that this “protracted
trajectory of development in dialect perception might be expected across lan-
guages and cultures” (McCullough et al. 2019 a: 134). Thus, the second goal is to
test the assumption of lifelong attitudinal development with respect to a language
other than English. We therefore illustrate cross-sectional trajectories of Aus-
trians’ evaluations of standard German and Austro-Bavarian dialect across adoles-
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cence and adulthood.1 Finally, it has been suggested that the kind and degree of
linguistic lability across the lifespan is shaped by an individual’s lived experiences
and reactions to life-stage specific linguistic demands (e. g., Buchstaller 2015; Eck-
ert 1997; Levon et al. 2021; Wirtz & Pickl 2025). From this it follows that shifts in
evaluative judgements may be particularly sensitive to life-course transitions. For
this reason, we explore the extent to which age-normative, ontogenetically rela-
tively stable major life events (MLEs) (beginning a degree, entry into the work-
force, retirement), which “have the potential to result in regular cyclical intras-
peaker variability” (Buchstaller 2015: 485), correlate with interindividual patterns
of discontinuity in language attitudes. The results contribute critically to the issue
of the temporal specificity of sociolinguistic development across the lifespan, and
more generally to the issue of what drives later-life change in language attitudes.
We begin in the next section with an overview of research to date on the devel-
opment of sociolinguistic perception and language attitudes across the lifespan.
We then detail our methods and findings before concluding with a discussion of
the broader implications of our results.

2 Theoretical background

2.1 Language attitudes in Bavarian-speaking Austria

Austria is a German-speaking country in which individuals have intense exposure
to multiple co-existing, sociolinguistically functional standard (i. e., standard Ger-
man) and non-standard (i. e., Austro-Bavarian dialect) language varieties from a
young age (e. g., Kaiser 2022), and these varieties are considered two poles of a con-
tinuum (Scheutz 1985). Bavarian dialects are distinct from standard German at the
level of phonology, (morpho)syntax, and lexis, and the variable use of these vari-
eties depends on both macro-sociological and micro-situational factors such as age,
gender, (in)formality, subject matter knowledge, interlocutor, and so forth (Ender
and Kaiser 2009).

1 Note that, consistentwithprior attitudinal research thatuses cross-sectional designs to explorehow
language attitudes change across the lifespan (e. g., Dossey et al. 2020; McCullough et al. 2019 a, 2019b),
we use the term ‘lifespan development’ broadly to encompass not only results from studies utilizing
real-time, longitudinaldata–wheredevelopmental changesareobservedandmeasureddirectlyover
time – but also findings from studies that employ cross-sectional comparativemethodologies, as both
approaches generally aim to sketch out development across the lifespan.While the latter designsmay
indeedover- or underestimate the rate of change, they remainvaluable for approximatinghowdevel-
opment unfolds.
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Typically, sociolinguistic variation can trigger attitudinal judgments about the
status and solidarity of other speakers (e. g., Kaiser 2022). The dialect and standard
German varieties in the Austro-Bavarian setting have been diagnosed with a “func-
tional prestige”, and this because, as Soukup (2009: 128, italics original) argues,
“there are certain things that one can and cannot do with either one of the vari-
eties.” Much like in other constellations of co-existing standard vs. nonstandard
varieties around the globe, speakers of standard varieties are generally perceived
as more intelligent and professional in mainstream socially formal, distanced, and
official situations; however, at least among Austrian speakers, standard language
varieties are less successful when it comes to projecting likeability, emotionality,
and friendliness. By contrast, Bavarian dialect speakers are perceived as more
friendly, sympathetic, humorous, natural, and likeable especially in informal, local
contexts (e. g., Bellamy 2012; Kaiser et al. 2019; Soukup 2009; Unterberger 2025).

Naturally, language attitudes are not necessarily shared to the same degree
across all individuals in a community, and they may differ systematically in relation
to, for instance, social characteristics of the listener (e. g., gender, class, ethnicity).
Soukup (2009), Bellamy (2012), and Unterberger (2024) identified gender-specific rat-
ing behavior among school children and young adults in Austria, in that women
generally provided more positive evaluations of speakers of standard and non-stan-
dard language varieties. Moosmüller (1988) also identified class-related differences
in language attitudes, such that lower-class individuals rejected the very negative
characterizations of Viennese dialect supported by middle- and upper-class infor-
mants. Individual person-specific circumstances may also moderate differences in
attitudinal patterns: Ender (2020), for instance, illustrated in her combined analysis
of first- and second-language speakers of German that dialect proficiency positively
correlated with evaluative judgements of the Austro-Bavarian dialect variety. Argu-
ably, these proficiency-related differences may be proxies for the broader influence
of an individual’s exposure to, use of, and general orientation toward different vari-
eties on language attitudes.

Indeed, perception studies in Austria (and beyond) highlight that social
variables (e.g., gender, class) alongside personal characteristics (e.g., an individual's
orientation towards vernacularity or standard norms) may relate to differences in
language attitudes. That said, integrative investigations exploring how the effects of
these social variables and personal characteristics on sociolinguistic perception
may vary across the lifespan are woefully lacking in language attitudes research in
Austria. Additionally, previous samples of Austrian respondents have either been
comparatively small (e.  g., Kaiser et al. 2019), or have otherwise been constrained to
specific age groups such as pre-primary or school-aged children (e. g., Kaiser and
Kasberger 2018; Unterberger 2024) or young adults (Bellamy 2012; Soukup 2009).
Increasing sample sizes and considering more diverse age brackets will help to es-
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tablish how social variables and personal characteristics influence language atti-
tudes in Austria.

2.2 Sociolinguistic development across the life course

Sociolinguistic development across the lifespan concerns differences in an indivi-
dual’s sociolinguistic repertoire at different moments in time, punctuated both by
chronological age and community-specific life stages (e. g., Buchstaller 2015; Sankoff
2018). Evaluative preferences, among other facets of sociolinguistic competence,
continuously develop throughout childhood in relation to the (variable) linguistic
input by family and friends (e. g., Kaiser 2022; McCullough et al. 2019 a, 2019 b; Nardy
et al. 2013), and sociolinguistic development continues throughout adolescence (e. g.,
Jones et al. 2017; McCullough et al. 2019 a, 2019b). The adolescent years have long
been the focus of the development of the social use of the vernacular. Eckert (1997:
163) describes these years as a “hothouse for the construction of identities” during
which an individual experiences physiological, emotional, and social change (e. g.,
Kerswill 1996; Tagliamonte 2016), largely in reaction to the transition from their
parents’ social sphere to one that they construct for themselves (e. g., Hejná and
Jespersen 2022). As such, this life stage is a period of massive (linguistic) variability,
and adolescent speakers therefore tend to “push the envelope of variation” (Eckert
1997: 164) by using linguistic features that distinguish them and their language use
from that of their parents (e. g., Labov 2001). At the same time, it has been suggested
that, in the late stages of adolescence, individuals begin to mirror adult-like perfor-
mance on perception tasks such as dialect categorization and subjective indexical
judgements (e. g., Jones et al. 2017; McCullough et al. 2019a). That said, there is still a
great deal of variability in adolescents’ perceptions of linguistic variation. In fact,
recent developmental studies on the perception of regional dialects of American
English highlight that the timecourse of sociolinguistic development may extend
even beyond adolescence into early adulthood, with individuals continuing to
“learn about specific dialects and to integrate linguistic and socio-cultural knowl-
edge into their perceptual systems until as old as age 30 years” (Dossey et al. 2020:
347).

The idea that the postadolescent population is subject to linguistic stability and
non-development has been challenged by lifespan sociolinguists (e. g., Beaman 2024;
Buchstaller 2015; Bülow and Vergeiner 2021; Sankoff 2018; Vergeiner, Wallner et al.
2021), and it is argued that the sociolinguistic repertoire remains flexible through-
out the whole of life. In the perceptual domain, Dossey et al. (2020), Clopper and
Wagner (2019), and McCullough et al. (2019a) showed that adults’ intelligibility, lo-
cality, and indexical judgements of regional dialects of American English gradually
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rise until young adulthood followed by a decline among older adults. Dossey et al.
(2020) attribute the rise to ongoing development and protracted learning of both
perceptual and social information, and they argue that the onset of decline may be
a result of age-related cognitive decline which typically sets in during early adult-
hood (e.  g., Salthouse 2009). Moreover, Dossey et al. (2020) found that older adults
tended to provide overall more negative evaluative judgements, whereas McCul-
lough et al. (2019b), using the same tasks, found that older adults tended to favor
positive ratings. Dossey et al. (2020: 347) maintain that these conflicting results pro-
vide indications that “language attitudes among older adults are generally more
variable than among other age groups,” though this variation may also be exacer-
bated by (undiagnosed) hearing loss among older adults. Relatedly, it has been ar-
gued that shifts in language attitudes may be age-graded: In their study on accent
evaluations in England, Levon et al. (2021) found that in status-stressing contexts
(i. e., interview at a corporate law firm), individuals above 45 years began to disfavor
non-standard accents. They argue that “as people become more embedded in work-
place norms of standard language, their evaluations of what constitutes an appro-
priate accent for professional employment become more rigid” (Levon et al. 2021:
368). Sharma et al. (2022) maintain on the basis of their survey of national attitudes
to accent labels that individuals in midlife evince an age-graded conservative shift
in the perception of global, migrant-heritage, and stigmatized varieties. That said,
the opposite has also been found: For example, Bülow et al. (in press) demonstrated
in their panel study of 12 speakers in Ulrichsberg (Austria) that speakers’ attitudes
toward the dialect variety remained remarkably stable between the two measure-
ment points (approximately 43 years apart). These findings, however, were based
on a small sample of rural speakers and did not consider the potentially contex-
tually situated natured of language attitudes (e. g., different perceptions of standard
and non-standard varieties in status- and solidarity-stressing settings).

While changes in the sociolinguistic repertoire may decelerate in post-adoles-
cence, sociolinguistic development clearly does not come to total stagnation. This
raises the question as to the overall lifespan developmental trajectories of sociolin-
guistic resources (including language attitudes), and what drives fluctuations there-
in. While developmental accounts of language attitudes exist for regional dialects
and accents of English (e.  g., Clopper and Wagner 2019; Dossey et al. 2020; Levon et
al., 2021; McCullough et al., 2019a), only very few studies have been conducted in
German-speaking areas (e. g., Bülow et al. in press). What is more, the aforemen-
tioned developmental studies focus on perceptions of different regional dialects and
accents, or alternatively only on a very small sample of participants: It is, by and
large, an open empirical question as to what lifespan sociolinguistic development
looks like in diaglossic communities such as Bavarian-speaking Austria in which
individuals have intense exposure to multiple co-existing, sociolinguistically func-
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tional standard and non-standard language varieties from a young age (e. g., Kaiser
2022).

2.3 Major life events as critical inflection points in lifespan
development

MLEs, defined as “time-discrete transitions that mark the beginning or the end of a
specific status,” such as a position, rank, or role (Luhmann et al. 2012: 594; see also
Bühler et al. 2023), have been put forth as driving forces of change in, among diverse
other fields, (developmental) sociolinguistics (e. g., Buchstaller 2015; Wirtz and Pickl
2025). From the psychology literature, we know that significant life events “often
require individuals to react to the transition with a new repertoire of cognitive,
emotional, and behavioral tendencies” (Bühler et al. 2023: 2). This process is thought
to influence individuals’ patterns of thoughts, behaviors, and feelings and thus
motivate change (e. g., Luhmann et al. 2012). A similar case can be made for the
effects of MLEs on lifespan sociolinguistic development: Buchstaller (2015) argued
that maneuvering certain MLEs may place specific demands on speakers regarding
language use and conduct and therefore have measurable consequences on an in-
dividual’s (socio-)linguistic repertoire (see also, e.  g., Eckert 1997). In what follows,
we direct our attention to the three MLEs relevant for the current study: (1) the
transition from secondary into tertiary education, (2) entry into the workforce, and
(3) retirement.

It has been established that the transition from high school to college is an im-
portant MLE for a speaker’s adherence to or avoidance of local vernacular forms
(e. g., De Decker 2006; Prichard and Tamminga 2012; Wagner 2008, 2012 b; Wirtz and
Vergeiner 2025). In her panel study in Philadelphia, Wagner (2008, 2012b) empha-
sized that people from socio-economically privileged groups most notably reduced
their use of vernacularity upon beginning college. Prichard and Tamminga (2012:
95) echoed these findings, concluding that “speakers who attend a nationally-or-
iented university correct away from negatively-evaluated features.” In the Austrian
context, comparative analyses of attitudes and language use by school and univer-
sity students illustrate that dialect use is considered acceptable in the school con-
text, especially as a medium to foster social closeness between peers and in student-
teacher relationships (e. g., Vergeiner, Buchner et al. 2021). At university, by contrast,
individuals are more intensively confronted with standard language expectations,
and both students and lecturers associate standard language varieties with compe-
tence, professionalism, and academic respectability (Vergeiner et al. 2019; Vergei-
ner, Buchner et al. 2021). These standardization pressures in the tertiary educa-
tional sector appear to catalyze a more pronounced use of and more positive atti-
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tudes towards standard language (Wirtz and Vergeiner 2025). That said, as Vergei-
ner (2021: e. g., 185) has shown, (self-reported) language use and attitudes towards
the necessity of employing standard language may vary in relation to the degree
program in which an individual is enrolled. For example, students in the natural
sciences reported less frequent use of standard language as opposed to students in
the humanities, which suggests that education-related standardization pressures
will affect different groups in different ways. Taken together, these findings under-
score that the transition from school to university is an important time for changes
in the productive and attitudinal repertoire among speakers in Austria (and in
other contexts), and that this transition may feasibly inspire more positive attitudes
towards standard varieties, though the effects of this transition may vary depending
on which program an individual enrolls in and to what extent standard ideologies
are emphasized in the respective program.

An individual’s entry into economically active adulthood as a significant life-
course transition holds particular relevance for patterns of postadolescent linguistic
change (e. g., Eckert 1997). Specifically, the ensuing societal pressures to employ
standard language in the workplace are assumed to enforce heightened linguistic
conservatism during young adulthood and midlife (e. g., Eckert, 1997; Grama et al.,
2023; Sankoff and Laberge 1978; Vergeiner, Wallner et al. 2021; Wagner 2012a). Wirtz
et al. (2025) explored the linguistic relevance of entering the workforce among Aus-
trians via retrospective self-reports. They found that the standardization pressures
of the linguistic marketplace (i. e., a domain in which standard and non-standard
forms of language are regarded as useful and desirable capital for particular eco-
nomic roles, see, e. g., Bourdieu and Boltanski 1975; Sankoff and Laberge 1978) en-
forced a more pronounced use of and more positive attitudes towards standard
language. Given this, it can be expected that transitioning into working life may
motivate attitudinal trajectories that begin to favor standard language varieties.

Upon disassociation from the standardization pressures of economically active
adulthood after retirement, speakers may revive vernacular variants they had once
suppressed during their time in the workforce (e. g., Buchstaller 2006; Buchstaller et
al. 2017; Downes 1998; Vergeiner, Wallner et al. 2021). Mechler and Buchstaller
(2019), for example, identified an increase in vernacularity for three working-class
speakers past retirement, whereas two socioeconomic risers preserved the standar-
dizing effect of the linguistic market and thus exhibited an ongoing retrenchment
toward the standard. Grama et al. (2023) moreover argued that differences in life-
span sociolinguistic trajectories may be occupationally niched, and not all indivi-
duals change in the same way, at the same rate, or in the same direction as a result
of retirement (e. g., they found that only professional educators demonstrated a U-
curve in their lifespan sociolinguistic development). In the Austrian context, Bülow
and Vergeiner’s (2021) and Vergeiner, Waller’s et al. (2021) panel studies measuring
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individual-level language change across the life course have identified patterns con-
sistent with the idea that the disengagement from the standard-language expectant
workplace upon retirement may bring about an increase in vernacularity. Wirtz et
al. (2025) put the hypothesis of a post-retirement increase in vernacularity to the test
in their analysis of Austrian’s retrospective perceptions of MLE-related language
change in adulthood, and they provided further evidence that retirement – at least,
among Austrians – is associated with increased vernacularity and more negative
attitudes towards the standard language. Wirtz and Pickl (2025: 105) argued that
these post-retirement negative attitudes towards standard language may be “an ex-
pression of [retired individuals’] newfound avoidance of the prescriptive pressures
of the linguistic marketplace which long governed their language use during young
adulthood and midlife.” Thus, it is reasonable to assume that retirement may coin-
cide with more negative attitudes towards standard language varieties and, at the
same time, more positive attitudes towards dialect varieties.

On the whole, the aforementioned studies illustrate that MLEs indeed represent
critical timepoints around which sociolinguistic development can be subject to
(rapid) discontinuity. That said, the timecourse associated with these changes in the
sociolinguistic repertoire is unclear. It has been argued in sociology and developmen-
tal psychology that the MLE retirement, for example, is a gradual and multi-faceted
adjustment process that begins even before the actual retirement date and extends
beyond it (e. g., Atchley 1976; Shultz andWang2011). The same ideahasbeenexpressed
from a sociolinguistic perspective as concerns individual-level language change:
Prichard and Tamminga (2012: 95, italics original), for instance, questioned whether
the identified correction away from negatively-evaluated features among those who
attend a nationally-oriented university “occurs only after enrollment, or whether it
might begin earlier, in fact being driven by the speaker’s aspirations of upwards
mobility” (see also Grama et al. 2023). In order to address this issue regarding the
temporal specificity of the influence of MLEs on individual-level language change,
cross-sectional developmental designs such as the current studywhich include parti-
cipants before and after experiencing a specific MLE can be particularly beneficial.

3 This study

3.1 Research questions

The main goals of this article are to analyze, from a cross-sectional perspective, the
development of language attitudes and the potential predictors of individuals’ atti-
tudes towards (non-)standard varieties among Austrian respondents. To this end,
the following research questions will be addressed:
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RQ1. To what extent do social variables and personal characteristics (dialect
standard profile, gender, and educational attainment) correlate with
language attitudes towards standard and dialect varieties at different
stages in the life course?

RQ2. What do the developmental trajectories of socio-indexical evaluative judge-
ments of standard German and Austro-Bavarian dialect look like across
adolescence and adulthood among Austrian listeners?

RQ3. To what extent do MLEs (i. e., beginning a degree, entry into the workforce,
retirement) temporally coincide with interindividual discontinuities in
attitudinal trajectories across adolescence and adulthood?

The data, the materials, and the analysis report containing additional information
on the statistical procedures can be accessed on the Open Science Framework (OSF):
https://osf.io/uynwf/.

3.2 Participants

In total, 304 Austrian respondents completed the experiment (conducted in the year
2024), all of whom reported speaking German as a first language. We focus on indivi-
duals from Bavarian-speaking dialect regions in order to ensure that respondents
shared similar non-standard varieties with those employed in the stimuli.

The current sample can be classified as a convenience sample (i. e., a non-ran-
dom sampling method where participants are selected based on ease of availability
and accessibility). Figure 1 illustrates the distribution of participants across chron-
ological ages. The sample was comparatively balanced in terms of educational
attainment (higher education degree versus no higher education degree: n = 183
versus n = 121), but not in relation to gender (women: 208, men: 95, non-binary: 1).
Similarly, there is an unequal distribution of participants across provinces, such
that Salzburg (n = 240) and Upper Austria (n = 41) are overrepresented compared to
Vienna (n = 16), Lower Austria (n = 5), Styria, and Burgenland (n = 1, respectively).
These sampling discrepancies, especially in gender and regional distribution, are
typical drawbacks of crowdsourcing methods (e. g., Leeman et al. 2019).
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Figure 1: Distribution of participants across chronological ages

The online experiment was advertised through several universities in Salzburg and
Upper Austria, and through a regional Austrian news outlets (i. e., Salzburger Na-
chrichten).

3.3 Tasks and procedure

The test battery detailed below comprised a single survey coded in Limesurvey and
lasted approximately 10 to 15 minutes. The aim of the questionnaire was to investi-
gate individuals’ language attitudes towards standard German and the Austro-Ba-
varian vernacular, and how these attitudes vary (from a cross-sectional perspec-
tive) across the lifespan and across significant life-course transitions. Before begin-
ning the survey, participants were informed that (a) participation was entirely
voluntary, (b) the survey was anonymous and thus no information provided could
be traced back to any individuals, (c) they could withdraw their consent and delete
their answers at any time during the procedure, and (d) the data collected would be
used purely for scientific purposes. Participants who agreed to these terms then
began the survey.

3.3.1 Matched-guise task

Participants completed a computerized matched-guise task (Lambert et al. 1960),
which, according to inter alia Kircher and Zipp (2022: 14), is an indirect language
attitude method that taps into individuals’ “more private reactions” about a group
(e. g., speakers of dialect and standard varieties). The task targeted participants’ jud-

366 Mason A. Wirtz MOUTON



gements of Austrian standard German and Austro-Bavarian dialect varieties. In or-
der to ensure comparability with previous attitude studies in Austria, we employed
the same stimuli used in Ender et al. (2017), Kaiser et al. (2019), and Ender (2020).
However, we restrict ourselves to women to avoid potential confounding effects of
gender stereotypes (e. g., Trudgill 1974) or differences in how listeners evaluate dia-
lect use between men and women. What is more, given that much of the previous
research (e. g., Wirtz and Vergeiner 2025; Wirtz et al. 2025; Vergeiner et al. 2019;
Vergeiner, Buchner et al. 2021) on how MLEs affect language attitudes has relied on
direct methods (e. g., interviews) – which are useful to capture overt attitudes to-
wards linguistic varieties – the matched-guise technique allows us to provide com-
plementary findings concerning how MLEs may affect individual’s privately held
attitudes towards different language varieties.

The guises each comprised a short greeting sequence of approximately 15 sec-
onds. Two greeting sequences were recorded in an Austrian standard German vari-
ety, and two in an Austro-Bavarian dialect variety. The greeting sequences also re-
flected different contextual conditions: One speaker played the role of a bread sales-
woman, the other a (woman) doctor. This was done in order to contextualize the
stimuli, since “contextual embedding is crucial for the robust identification of atti-
tudes to accents” (Levon et al. 2021: 376). In other words, such a design allows us to
capture potential differences in evaluative judgements in a status-stressing (i. e.,
doctor stimuli) versus in a solidarity-stressing (i. e., salesperson stimuli) setting. As
is typical of matched-guise designs, the same speaker provided the salesperson sti-
muli in both a standard German and dialect variety, and the other speaker provided
the doctor stimuli in both varieties (i. e., a total of four stimuli by two speakers). The
listeners, however, were not informed that the same speaker was recorded in both
varieties, and participants were exclusively asked to judge the respective speaker.
Below, we provide an orthographic transcription of the doctor guise, which illus-
trates the distinct differences between varieties (for a more thorough overview of
distinguishing Austro-Bavarian dialect features, see, e.  g., Zehetner 1985; see OSF for
both guises):

Standard German: Grüß Gott! Ich bin die Frau Doktor Müller. Ich hab Sie schon husten ge-
hört. Das klingt ja gar nicht gut. Es geht momentan eine hartnäckige Grippe herum. Gut, dass
Sie vorbei kommen. Nehmen Sie doch bitte Platz, dann können Sie mir genau sagen, was für
Beschwerden Sie sonst noch haben.
Dialect: Griaß God! I bin die Frau Doktor Müller. I hob Sie scho huastn gheart. Des klingt jo
goar ned guad. Es geht grod a hortnäckige Gripp um. Guad, dass hear kemman. Nehmens bitte
Plotz, dann kennans ma genau sogn, wos für Beschwerden, dass sunst no hom.
English translation: Hello! I’m Dr. Müller. I already heard you coughing. That doesn’t sound
good at all. A persistent cold is going around. Good that you came. Take a seat, then you can tell
me exactly what symptoms you’ve been having.
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On each trial of the matched-guise task, listeners were presented with one stimulus
and then asked to rate the stimulus speaker on four scales, presented in random
order (see the list below). Participants were required to listen to each stimulus at
least once, with the opportunity to replay it as often as they desired, and to provide
their responses before moving to the next stimulus. Responses to each stimulus
speaker were selected on 11-point slider scales (0–10):2

– Subjective indexical elements of status: “How intelligent do you find this per-
son?” (not at all intelligent – very intelligent)

– Subjective indexical element of solidarity: “How friendly do you find this per-
son?” (not at all friendly – very friendly)

– Professionalism: “How professional do you find this person?” (not at all profes-
sional – very professional)

– General impression of the doctor or salesperson: “How much would you like to
be treated by this doctor” or “How much would you like to be served by this
salesperson” (not at all – very much)

Each participant heard all four guises. Presentation of the four stimuli was rando-
mized, as was the presentation of the four scales on what participants rated the
respective speaker. There was no time limit on this task.

3.3.2 Dialect standard profile (DSP)

Steiner et al. (2023) designed the DSP as a single index measuring an individual’s
varietal dominance. Specifically, the index tapped into respondents’ standard- and
dialect-orientation on the basis of usage- and identity-related factors as measured
by three subscales (i. e., varietal use, dialect identity, and overt attitudes towards
standard German). At the beginning of the questionnaire, participants reported on
their current status (i. e., school student, university student, in the workforce, or
retired). All participants responded to items regarding their use of standard Ger-
man, dialect, and other languages with family, friends, with oneself, and while shop-
ping (e. g., the item targeting varietal use with friends: “How often do you use these
languages in an average week among friends?”). Items pertaining to varietal use
with coworkers, university colleagues, and/or schoolmates were only presented if
the respective context was plausible based on their current status (e. g., school stu-

2 Scales ranging from0 to 10 allowus to capture participants’ evaluative judgements on a continuous
scale, which reflects the notion that speech, and, by extension, sociolinguistic perception, is gradient
rather than categorical by nature (e. g., Kutlu et al. 2022).
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dents were not asked about their varietal use with coworkers). Participants indi-
cated the percent of time spent speaking the respective varieties or languages (i. e.,
standard language, dialect, other languages) in a certain context, ranging from
never (0 %) to always (100 %), and responses for each context were required to sum
up to 100 %. Two other subscales targeted identity-related factors, specifically dia-
lect identity (e. g., “I like it when people from other regions notice which dialect I
speak.”) and overt attitudes towards standard German (e. g., “Standard German is a
foreign language for me.”), and responses were provided on a 10-point slider scale.
A numeric index was then computed,3 which ranged from -10 (standard-dominant)
to +10 (dialect-dominant).

3.3.3 Major life events

Participants were asked both about MLEs they had already experienced and about
ones they are likely to experience in the future. Again, we focus in this study on
highly anticable MLEs, namely beginning a degree, entering the workforce, and
transitioning into retirement. First, participants were asked to report which of the
three MLEs they had already experienced (if any), and then to provide the approx-
imate month and year of the MLE(s). Following, participants were asked to identify,
of the three MLEs, which one they are very likely to experience next in the coming
approximately five years (single forced choice, and participants could indicate
‘none of the above’). Participants then provided the approximate month and year
at which they are likely to experience the MLE.

3.3.4 Biodata

At the end of the survey, participants provided information on additional relevant
biodata: Gender (man, woman, gender diverse), age (continuous), and educational
attainment (binarily coded, no higher education vs. higher education).4

3 Specifically, themean of dialect use and dialect identity was subtracted from themean of standard
German use and overt attitudes towards standard German.
4 Note that, in this study, we did not distinguish between the degree program individuals had been
enrolled in or, in the case of the MLEs, which degree program they were intending to enroll in or in
which they were enrolled at the time of this study. We acknowledge that such distinctions will be
relevant for future work. However, in order to ensure relative brevity of this questionnaire and thus
reach as large of sample as possible, we did not incorporate degree-related differences. This is be-
cause, in proposing a sociolinguistically sensitive degree-program differentiation and meaningfully
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3.4 Data analysis

To address RQ1 concerning the interindividual effects of the social variables and
personal characteristics (i. e., DSP, gender, and educational attainment), we com-
puted Bayesian linear mixed-effects models using the brms R package (Bürkner
2017). The DSP (continuous, ranging from -10 to +10), gender (sum coded, -0.5 = men,
0.5 = women), and educational attainment (sum coded, -0.5 = no higher education,
0.5 = higher education) were defined as fixed effects. The fixed effects were entered
in interaction with stimulus variety (standard German and Austro-Bavarian dialect)
and age (continuous, z-scored), the latter of which functions as a moderator variable
in order to determine whether the effects of the three fixed effects vary across age
groups. A separate model was computed for each contextual condition (i. e., status-
stressing [doctor] and solidarity-stressing [salesperson]) and indexical domain
(friendliness, intelligence, professionalism, and overall judgements), resulting in a
total of eight models. We also included random intercepts for each individual to
control for participant-related idiosyncrasy (for additional computational informa-
tion, see the analysis report on OSF).

For RQs 2 and 3 as concerns age- and MLE-related developmental patterns, we
employed generalized additive modeling (GAM) using the mgcv R package (Wood
2006) in order to sketch out evaluative judgement trajectories, and results were
plotted using the itsadug package (van Rij et al. 2016). We fitted separate smooths to
the two stimulus varieties for each contextual condition and indexical domain,
again resulting in a total of eight models. Difference smooths, that is visual methods
for significance testing, were used in order to determine the extent to which the
varietal trajectories were different in each contextual condition and indexical do-
main. GAMs employ smoothers in order to ‘sketch’ the general trend of the data
while leaving out some of the irregularities of the actual data. Smoothers are there-
fore well suited to give a broad impression of the general trajectory of development
in sociolinguistic perception based on the available cross-sectional data. What is
more, GAMs can capture complex nonlinear trajectories without a priori informa-
tion about their height and shape, and nonlinear patterns will only be identified
over simpler linear ones if there is substantial support for nonlinearity in the data.

operationalizing it as an independent variable, one must not only collect data on an individual’s pre-
vious or ongoing degree, but also account for, e.  g., the time spent in the degree program, previous
degree programs, the potential that individuals may be enrolled in multiple programs, etc., and an
adequate weighting system for these eventualities would need to be applied.
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4 Results

Figure 2 presents the raw interindividual judgement patterns of standard German
andAustro-Bavarian dialect across contextual conditions and indexical domains (see
the analysis report on OSF for the numeric descriptive statistics). The pattern across
varieties, contextual conditions, and indexical domains broadly corresponds to what
wewould anticipate from prior language attitudes research in Austria: Speakers of a
standard German variety are judged as more intelligent and professional in a status-
stressing context (i. e., the doctor guise) than are speakers of the dialect variety, and
the dialect variety receives higher ratings in terms of friendliness and overall prefer-
ence in a solidarity-stressing context (i. e., the salesperson guise) compared to stan-
dard German. As the individual responses illustrate, however, respondents provided
overall high evaluations of both varieties across contextual conditions and indexical
domains.

In what follows, the results will be presented in three parts corresponding to
the three research questions.

Figure 2: Descriptive data of the evaluative judgements across contextual conditions and indexical
domains
Note. The boxplots indicate the median and respective quartiles, and the rhombus represents the mean.

4.1 Predictors of evaluative judgements (RQ1)

In order to explore the extent to which social variables and personal characteristics
(i. e., DSP, gender, and educational attainment) correlate with differences in respon-
dents’ evaluations, we built a Bayesian linear mixed-effects model (for the numeric
model estimates and full conditional effects plots, see the analysis report on OSF).
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Importantly, this first analysis is not developmental in nature. Instead, it seeks to
uncover interindividual constraints on language attitudes (controlling for the po-
tentially moderating role of age) among a large and age-diverse sample of Austrian
respondents – an endeavor which has not been possible in previous language atti-
tudes research in Austria due to the small sample sizes or samples limited to specific
age groups. Analyses employing age as a temporal window into lifespan develop-
mental patterns are provided in the next two sections.

Simple effects analyses (for the numerical results, see the analysis report on
OSF) revealed a generally positive effect of the DSP on respondents’ dialect evalua-
tions across contextual conditions and indexical domains. In other words, the more
pronounced an individual’s orientation towards the dialect variety, the more posi-
tive ratings they attribute to non-standard varieties. This effect was most common
among midlife adults, though it was observed among both younger and older indi-
viduals, as well.

In contrast, gender was not a particularly strong predictor for differences in
evaluative judgements. In the few cases where it was significant (e. g., see the middle
panels in Figure 3), women tended to provide generally higher judgements. Impor-
tantly, differences were primarily observed among younger women, and the gender
effect largely disappeared among older adults.

Figure 3: Age-moderated effects of social variables and personal characteristics on friendliness
judgements
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The effects of educational attainment were limited to young and midlife adults,
diminishing entirely for older adults (see the bottom panels in Figure 3). Young and
middle-aged individuals with a higher education degree provided higher judge-
ments in general.

4.2 Developmental trajectories of evaluative judgements (RQ2)

Under a process-oriented lens, we now inspect the developmental trajectories of
respondents’ evaluative behavior across contextual conditions and indexical do-
mains. The top two panels in each facet of Figure 4 present the results of the GAM
with respect to friendliness (Figure 4a), intelligence (Figure 4b), professionalism
(Figure 4c), and overall preference (Figure 4d) judgements. The blue and red
smooths illustrate the age-related trajectories of dialect and standard German rat-
ings, respectively.

In the status-stressing context (i. e., the doctor guise), the evaluative judgements
of standard German appear comparatively stable across adolescence and adult-
hood. In the solidarity-stressing setting (i. e., the salesperson guise), the standard
German ratings on all indexical domains except professionalism were subject to a
very minimal positive linear increase until the age of 60, after which the evalua-
tions of the standard German variety stagnated (see the red lines on the upper right
panels in each facet of Figure 4).

Conversely, the dialect ratings were subject to steeper slopes and greater fluc-
tuations suggestive of more dynamic trajectories across the lifespan, at least from a
cross-sectional perspective. The overarching pattern here reflects a gradual decline
in dialect ratings (i. e., more negative evaluations of the dialect variety) during later
midlife and older adulthood. This trend is especially pronounced in the status-stres-
sing guises. In fact, in two cases, we even observe a sort of reversal in varietal tra-
jectories: Here, the pattern where the dialect variety is attributed more positive
evaluations in terms of friendliness and overall preference in the status-stressing
context reverses in later life (i. e., > 60).

The bottom two panels in each facet of Figure 4 provide the estimated differ-
ences between the dialect and standard German ratings in relation to age. This vi-
sual method of significance testing shows us when and in what ways the varietal
trajectories differ. When the standard German and dialect trajectories in a respec-
tive contextual condition and indexical domain are significantly different from one
another, there is a green line on the x-axis and vertical dotted lines.

Throughout the majority of the adolescent and adult life course, the dialect and
standard German rating trajectories differ significantly, as the bottom panels in
each facet of Figure 4 illustrate. When the varietal trajectories do overlap (meaning
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the standard German and dialect varieties are rated similarly), these points of con-
vergence are often temporally constrained to young adulthood and/or midlife, and
they are particularly prominent in the status-stressing guises. The major exception
to this observation is participants’ intelligence judgements of the salesperson,
where the varietal judgements are subject to nearly the same developmental course
suggesting that intelligence judgements in solidarity-stressing settings are rather
independent of the language variety an individual employs (see Figure 4b).

Figure 4: Lifespan trajectories of and varietal differences in (a) friendliness judgements, (b) intelligence
judgements, (c) professionalism judgements, and (d) overall preference judgements.
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4.3 Significant life events as inflection points for evaluative
judgement trajectories (RQ3)

Given the tenet that lifespan linguistic development is shaped by an individual’s
lived experiences and reactions to life-stage specific linguistic demands (e. g., Buch-
staller 2015; Eckert 1997; Levon et al. 2021; Wirtz and Pickl 2025), we suspect that
shifts in evaluative judgements may be particularly sensitive to life-course transi-
tions, which we operationalize as the MLEs beginning a degree, entry into the work-
force, and transitioning into retirement.

We focus on a timecourse of 10 years before and after a respective event. In so
doing, we seek to establish whether attitudinal changes begin to set in before the
actual occurrence of an MLE as a sort of preparatory process (e. g., Prichard and
Tamminga 2012), or whether MLE-related shifts in attitudes are only observable
after the fact. Figure 5 illustrates the reported time points of the MLEs. The value 0
represents the point of occurrence of the respective MLE. Negative values indicate
the time in years until participants expect to experience the MLE. Positive values
indicate the time in years that have passed since respondents experienced the MLE.
The number of respondents expecting to experience the MLE versus those who have
already experienced the MLE is reported on the left side of each panel.

Figure 5: Distribution of the timecourse of MLEs

In order to trace MLE-related developmental patterns, we again employed GAMs.
We entered a non-linear smooth for the length in years from the respective MLE (as
shown in Figure 7). Smooths for the two stimulus varieties were fitted (as in the
previous section) in order to trace the development of standard German and dialect
evaluations, and visual methods for significance testing were again used in order to
determine the extent to which the varietal trajectories in a select contextual condi-
tion and indexical domain differed.

In general, the analysis of development in language attitudes in relation to
MLEs revealed comparatively linear or otherwise flat trajectories, as Figure 6 exem-
plifies (see the analysis report for the other indexical domains), especially with re-
spect to beginning a degree and entering the workforce (Figure 6 a and 6b). While
the linear trajectories suggest continuous shifts in the attitudinal repertoire, the flat
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patterns are indicative of comparative stability even in the face of substantial shifts
in an individual’s life biography. This is not to say that there were no periods of
interindividual discontinuity in the evaluative trajectories, however.

Figure 6: Trajectories of and varietal differences in overall preference judgements in relation to the
three MLEs

We found that retirement in particular temporally coincided with trajectorial
bends in language attitudes. In the status-stressing context, specifically, retired in-
dividuals’ dialect evaluations evinced rapid decline across all indexical domains
apart from intelligence (see, e. g., Figure 6c). We found no similar patterns in the
solidarity-stressing context. In fact, in the case of respondents’ professionalism jud-
gements, we identified a reverse pattern, such that retired individuals’ evaluations
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of standard German were subject to decline after retirement (see the upper right
panel of Supplementary Figure 26 in the Analysis Report on OSF).

5 Discussion

The aim of this study was to investigate interindividual constraints on language
attitudes towards standard German and the Austro-Bavarian dialect among Ger-
man-speaking Austrians, and to elucidate, from a cross-sectional perspective, devel-
opment and (dis-)continuities in sociolinguistic perception across the lifespan. Inter-
individually, our findings broadly corroborate previous research in Austria (e. g.,
Bellamy 2012; Soukup 2009; Kaiser et al. 2019), and long-attested language attitudes
research more generally (e. g., Cheyne 1970; Zahn and Hopper 1985), that standard
varieties are associated with status and prestige, while talkers who share a listen-
er’s non-standard variety are attributed higher solidarity. We also explored the
issue of contextual embedding on language attitudes (i. e., doctor versus salesperson
guises), and we established that speakers of standard varieties are judged as more
intelligent in professional status-stressing contexts, and the dialect variety receives
higher friendliness and overall preference ratings in solidarity-stressing settings.
This underscores prior work from linguistics and psychology that (language) atti-
tudes are contextually situated (Gawronski et al. 2014; Levon and Ye 2020), and thus
“the evaluation of a behavior in one context does not necessarily apply in another”
(Levon et al. 2021: 361). At the same time, while these findings point in the direction
of what Soukup (2009: 128, italics original) considers “functional prestige”, in that
“there are certain things that one can and cannot do with either one of the vari-
eties,” this concept needs to be applied with care. Soukup (2009: 128) suggests, for
instance, that “one cannot use dialect in such a context to project intelligence, edu-
cation, politeness, seriousness, and refinement.” As our results show, however, the
evaluative judgements are generally high, and patterns of variety-specific evalua-
tive downgrading tend to be a difference in the degree of preference rather than in
the direction of preference (for a discussion of this, see also Dragojevic et al. 2021).
That being said, we can nonetheless maintain that, at least interindividually, dialect
does not project intelligence or professionalism as well as does the standard variety
in status-stressing settings, and in solidarity-stressing contexts, the standard variety
is likely to elicit slightly more negative judgements compared to the dialect.

Importantly, while these overall trends may hold interindividually, they do not
necessarily hold when considering the role of social characteristics of the respon-
dents and individual differences, nor are these attitudinal patterns entirely stable
across the lifespan. In what follows, we address the (in-)stability of evaluative judge-
ments in relation to these issues.
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5.1 Interindividual constraints on language attitudes

Previous samples in language attitudes research in Austria have either been com-
paratively small (e. g., Kaiser et al. 2019), or have otherwise been constrained to spe-
cific age groups such as children (e. g., Kaiser and Kasberger 2018) or young adults
(Bellamy 2012; Soukup 2009). For this reason, it has not been possible to make state-
ments about how social characteristics of respondents correlate with differences in
language attitudes among Austrians in the Austro-Bavarian setting at different
stages in the lifespan. Drawing on a comparatively large sample size including re-
spondents from more diverse age brackets, our first goal was to uncover interindi-
vidual constraints on response patterns, incorporating the potentially moderating
role of age.

On the whole, we found that the three predictor variables (DSP, educational
attainment, and gender) were all predictive of differences in language attitudes,
though to different extents. The DSP and educational attainment evinced the stron-
gest effects, such that general orientation towards the dialect variety relates to more
positive attitudes towards non-standard language and higher educational attain-
ment is associated with more positive ratings of the standard language (in line with,
e. g., Ender 2020; Vergeiner et al. 2019; Vergeiner, Buchner et al. 2021; Wirtz and
Vergeiner 2025). In the rare case where gender differences were significant, women
provide more positive judgements than men when evaluating our women guises
(Bellamy 2012; Soukup 2009; Unterberger 2024). The caveat is that these predictors
were moderated by age. For example, the DSP was particularly predictive among
midlife adults, while the effects of educational attainment and gender were primar-
ily constrained to adolescents and young adults. These temporally limited effects,
especially the disappearance of education and gender effects among midlife and
older adults, are perhaps reflecting an age-related diversification of social networks
and/or in linguistic experiences (e. g., exposure to linguistic diversity, lengthy parti-
cipation in the linguistic marketplace) which may diminish attitudinal biases other-
wise linked to education and gender (e. g., Coupland 2004; Labov 2001; Wagner 2012).
This finding is also confluent with the idea that younger individuals are especially
susceptible to peer-driven social pressures (e. g., Eckert 2000), many of which being
socially stratified (e. g., by gender or socio-economic status), as well as with the view
in psychology that there appears to be a decline in affective variability as a function
of age (e. g., Röcke and Brose 2013), suggesting processes of age-grading as potential
rationales behind the disappearance of socially stratified attitudinal patterns. In
any case, these findings demonstrate that the effects of social variables and perso-
nal characteristics are transient in nature (at least, in the Austro-Bavarian context),
and correlational evidence from select age brackets of a population (e.  g., children,
young adults) may not transfer to other age groups.
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5.2 Lifespan developmental trajectories in sociolinguistic
perception

Dragojevic (2017: 11) emphasizes that “because language attitudes are learned, they
are inherently prone to change,” and McCullough et al. (2019b: 1094) further main-
tain that “only by examining [sociolinguistic, MW] abilities across an extended age
range can the nature of the changes that take place and their connections to one
another be observed.” That said, lifespan attitudinal development – to our knowl-
edge – has primarily been investigated with respect to regional dialects and accents
of English (in the US, e.  g., Dossey et al. 2020; in the UK, e. g., Levon et al. 2021; for a
panel study in Austria, see Bülow et al. in press), despite the hypothesis that the
identified protracted development in sociolinguistic perception may be expected
across languages (McCullough et al. 2019a). We thus set out to test this assumption
on the basis of Austrian respondents’ evaluations of standard German and Austro-
Bavarian dialect across adolescence and adulthood.

At the broadest level, we primarily identified stability in evaluations of the
standard language and dynamicity in dialect ratings. The overarching pattern as
concerns the latter seems to reflect a gradual decline in dialect ratings during later
midlife and older adulthood, and this trend is especially pronounced in the status-
stressing (i. e., doctor) guises. This general pattern of later-life decline in dialect jud-
gements appears confluent with the results found for dialects of American English
(e. g., Clopper and Wagner 2019; Dossey et al. 2020; McCullough et al. 2019a), and the
authors suggested that this trend may relate to age-related cognitive decline that
begins in early adulthood (e. g., Salthouse 2009). Coupland and Bishop (2007) and
Levon et al. (2021) found similar patterns for accent evaluations in the UK, specifi-
cally that urban non-standard working-class accents from Southern England are
disfavored in status-stressing contexts (e. g., interview at a corporate law firm).
However, rather than explaining this trend in terms of cognitive decline, Levon et
al. (2021: 375) argue on the basis of their longitudinal trend study that age-grading
may be at play, and the age-related differences in evaluative judgements may reflect
“different life stages of the respondents, and specifically ... an increased socializa-
tion in, and enhanced orientation to, traditional workplace norms among older lis-
teners.” Given that the decline in attitudes towards the Austro-Bavarian dialect vari-
ety was most pronounced in the status-stressing setting, it is feasible that our re-
sults, too, are reflecting similar age-graded patterns. An alternative explanation
may be that this decline is reflecting a generational change in societal beliefs about
non-standard varieties. That said, because of the dearth of longitudinal language
attitudes data in the Austro-Bavarian context, the reasons for the decline in dialect
ratings are difficult to determine conclusively. Future research will need to disen-
tangle whether the observed patterns are best attributed to manifestations of age-
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related changes in cognitive resources, processes of age-grading, or generational
change (or a combination of the three).

5.3 Significant life events as critical inflection points

It has been argued that maneuvering certain MLEs may place specific demands on
speakers regarding language use and conduct and therefore have measurable con-
sequences on an individual’s patterns of language use and language attitudes (e. g.,
Buchstaller 2015; Eckert 1997; Levon et al. 2021; Wirtz and Pickl 2025). In the current
study, we explored the extent to which the MLEs beginning a degree, entry into the
workforce, and retirement were related to interindividual discontinuity in evalua-
tive patterns. As it turns out, retirement was the only MLE which appears to tempo-
rally coincide with bends in the sociolinguistic perception trajectory. This bend was
only observed under certain contextual conditions, however; specifically, in the sta-
tus-stressing context, individuals after retirement evinced a decline in friendliness,
professionalism, and overall judgements of the dialect variety. This finding is per-
haps counterintuitive at first, especially because it has been suggested that retire-
ment and the associated disengagement from the standardization pressures of the
workforce may result in a more positive orientation towards vernacularity (e. g.,
Mechler and Buchstaller 2019; Wirtz and Pickl 2025). However, in the developmental
psychology literature it has been argued that retirement from the labor force is
often associated with decreased requirements for flexibility and behavioral adapta-
tion and also with a lowered tendency to adopt novel ideas, behaviors, and feelings
(e. g., Cornelis et al. 2009; DeYoung et al. 2002). This reduction in traits relating to
flexibility and adaptation may be manifesting itself in our data in the form of post-
retirement heightened adherence to conservative societal norms as concerns the
contextual inadequacy of dialect varieties in status-stressing settings. In order to
confirm or dispute this hypothesis, we require (a) longitudinal data tracing attitudi-
nal development across significant life events such as retirement, and (b) qualita-
tive data complementing quantitative findings. The latter is of particular impor-
tance since (dis-)continuity is experienced and navigated differently by each per-
son, and the individual themselves can be a powerful validation tool in elucidating
the subjectively perceived strength of the cut-off point in developmental patterns.

What is more, Grama et al. (2023: 327) have recently lamented that previous
research has generated only “little insight into the onset and trajectory of when and
how ... corrective adjustments occur” (see also Prichard and Tamminga, 2012). Ad-
dressing this issue, we found only little variability in respondents’ language atti-
tudes during the time leading up to retirement; trajectorial bends were primarily
observed post-retirement. While it is acknowledged that retirement is a gradual and
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multi-faceted adjustment process in the psychosocial domain that can begin before
the actual retirement date and extend beyond it (e. g., Atchley 1976; Shultz andWang
2011), retirement-related shifts in language attitudes appear most prevalent only
after actually entering retirement. By contrast, when beginning a tertiary degree
and entering the workforce, we identified, on the one hand, cases of comparatively
linear trajectories. This suggests that these two MLEs do not appear to motivate
discontinuous but rather gradual change in the attitudinal repertoire. On the other
hand, we also observed instances of relatively flat attitudinal trajectories across the
two aforementioned MLEs, which highlights that language attitudes can also re-
main comparatively stable even in the face of substantial change in an individual’s
life biography.

6 Conclusion

Our cross-sectional data demonstrate that change in language attitudes can occur at
virtually any age. Interindividually, attitudinal patterns in the Austro-Bavarian con-
text are sensitive to differences in dialect orientation, gender, and educational at-
tainment, but to different degrees across the lifespan. Development of sociolinguis-
tic perception is moreover protracted, confirming prior research in other contexts
(e. g., Clopper and Wagner 2019; Dossey et al. 2020; McCullough et al. 2019a). That
said, it is unclear whether changes in language attitudes occur in relation to shifts
in cognitive resources (e. g., Dossey et al. 2020), processes of age-grading (e. g., Levon
et al. 2021; Sharma et al. 2022) or whether the observed changes may be a manifesta-
tion of generational change. What is more, language attitudes (at least, in certain
contexts) can be sensitive to changes in individual life circumstances and the life-
stage specific linguistic demands therein (e. g., Levon et al. 2021; Wirtz and Pickl
2025); however, not all significant life-course transitions bring about changes in the
attitudinal repertoire. Our findings demonstrate that issues of lifespan development
of sociolinguistic resources are far from resolved. Pervasive questions remain, espe-
cially as concernswhat drives change in the sociolinguistic repertoire across adoles-
cence and adulthood, when, exactly, change occurs, and for whom change is espe-
cially pronounced.
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