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Lexical representations are shaped by individuals’ experiences with socially-conditioned 

phonetic variation. For example, priming effects of words containing cross-dialect phonetic 

variants depend on listeners’ exposure to the dialect [1]. Additionally, words are recognized 

faster when the talker’s age matches the age of people who produce the word most frequently [2, 

3]. Building on this work, we demonstrate that listeners use the links between phonetic variants 

and lexical items during lexical access. 

In Seoul Korean, phrase-initial plosives are realized with different VOT and F0 at the voice 

onset across age [4, 5, 6] (see Table 1). With age-associated covariance between the plosives and 

lexical items, we predicted that words associated with a particular age group would be 

recognized faster when the word is preceded by a prime word that contains a stop variant that 

indexes the same age information. 

Forty Korean-native college students participated in the experiment. Each trial included two 

tasks. First, a color term was played as a prime, and participants identified the color by pressing a 

button with their recessive hand. Then, they heard a lexical decision stimulus and indicated 

whether they heard a real word by pressing a button with their dominant hand. Stimuli were 

produced by four talkers (age: 34-41). While two male talkers were used as distracters, two 

female talkers’ VOT/F0 realizations of aspirated and tense stops in the prime words were 

manipulated into two guises in a between-subjects design across talkers, mimicking either 

younger or older speakers’ productions of stops (see Figure 1). Among the 540 lexical decision 

stimuli, 110 real words that do not begin with an obstruent were used as critical items and 

assigned a word age, a continuous variable indicating how likely each word is to be used by 

older/younger people [3]. 

A linear mixed effects model was fit to raw reaction times for the critical items preceded by 

aspirated/tense primes for which responses on both tasks were correct (N=2,845 tokens). Fixed 

effects included plosive ID (tense/aspirated), word duration, guise (younger/older), word age, an 

interaction between word age and test location (Korea/Hawai‘i), and an interaction between 

word age and guise. Random effects included (1) by-participant slopes for guise, word age, and 

their interaction, (2) by-item slopes for an interaction between guise and word age, and (3) by-

participant and by-item intercepts. As presented in Table 2, along with influences from other 

factors in the model, there was a significant interaction between guise and word age; when 

primed with a young-associated stop variant, participants took longer to recognize words with 

higher word ages (p=.018). 

In sum, lexical access is primed by a phonetic variant when it is indexed with congruent 

social information. In light of usage-based models, our finding suggests that encountering socio-

indexical phonetic realizations boosts the probability of encountering words that are frequently 

used by the same individuals who tend to produce the phonetic variants. 

  



Table 1: Overview of VOT and F0 found in younger/older speakers’ realizations of plosives. 

  VOT F0 at voice onset Prime 

ASP old > young old < young [pʰalaŋ] 'blue' 

TENSE  no difference old < young [p*alkaŋ] 'red' 

LAX no difference no difference [pamsɛk] 'brown' 

Figure 1. VOT/F0 distribution of priming stimuli: Specific values for the young and old guises 

were determined within a normal range of VOT/F0 reported in the production literature [e.g., 6]. 

 

Table 2. Model output: Higher word age indicates the word is highly associated with older people. 

 Estimate S.E. t-val p-val 

(Intercept) 770.112 43.744 17.605 <.001 

Plosive ID=tense -7.215 19.794 -0.364 .715 

Word duration 0.449 0.062 7.215 <.001 

Guise=young 5.355 3.872 1.383 .167 

Word age  15.989 8.052 1.986 .047 

Test location=Korea : Word age -16.423 5.855 -2.805 .005 

Guise=young : Word age 6.937 2.922 2.374 .018 
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