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Social salience is the association of a social category (e.g., age, gender, socio-economic class 
or ethnicity) with a linguistic variable (e.g., phonological, lexical or morpho-syntactic). 
Variables where there is a high consensus within the community about their association with 
a social category are considered highly salient. One reason for the interest in social salience is 
its potential explanatory power in studies of language change. The prediction is that variables 
with higher social salience will show higher rates of the uptake or loss, however this 
prediction has not been demonstrated with independent measures of social salience. In this 
talk, I talk about the development of measures of social salience using a new method called 
the Salience Controlled Alternative Test (Sali-CAT) which tested 74 Gurindji people from 
northern Australia and their association of 39 lexical variables (80 word variants) with 
‘generation’, an important social category in this community that captures patterns of 
language change beyond its use as a measure of apparent-time. Variants were scored for their 
positive and/or negative association with ‘youth’ and/or ‘elder’, or their lack of association 
with either social category. In this paper, I use evolutionary modelling to ask whether salient 
variants (those that speakers significantly non/associate with ‘youth’ or ‘elder’) show 
different rates of change in the Gurindji community than non-salient variants (those with no 
consistent association with ‘youth’ or ‘elder’). I show that socially-salient variants have 
different rates of change from non-salient variants, and the influence of social salience is 
stronger on woman speakers and overrides the influence of other social factors. The work has 
been undertaken in collaboration with Lindell Bromham, Xia Hua and Jesse Stewart. 
 
 


