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Abstract 

This study examines how contemporary social changes – including urbanization and the rise of social 

media – reshape dialect diversity in English. Adopting a third-wave sociolinguistic perspective, we 

synthesize findings from recent qualitative and quantitative studies (2015–2025) that explore new 

English vernaculars and communication contexts. The analysis compares corpus-based investigations of 

dialect features on social media with ethnographic studies of urban and online communities. Key results 

indicate that dialect variation is not diminishing but transforming: urban multiethnolects and digital 

subculture styles are emerging, code-switching and hybrid language practices are widespread identity 

resources, and dialect leveling occurs alongside the enregisterment of new linguistic repertoires. We 

discuss how third-wave approaches foreground speakers’ agency in constructing social meaning and how 

digital enregisterment and hybrid vernaculars challenge traditional boundaries between dialects. The 

article concludes with implications for sociolinguistic theory and social identity, arguing for integrative 

methodologies that bridge quantitative scale and qualitative depth in understanding dialect diversity amid 

social change. 
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Introduction 

Language variation has long been studied in relation to social factors such as region, class, and ethnicity. 

Classic dialectology mapped distinct regional dialects of English, delineating isoglosses that separated local 

varieties (e.g., in England’s North vs. South). Figure 1 shows a traditional map of major English dialect 

regions in England, illustrating how historical dialect boundaries align with geography. These boundaries, 

such as the North–South divide (blue line) and the rhotic vs. non-rhotic areas (red dashed line), exemplify 

the first-wave sociolinguistic focus on macro-social correlates of language. However, ongoing social 

changes are complicating this picture. Urbanization has brought diverse populations into contact, eroding 

some local dialect features (dialect leveling) while also fostering new mixed vernaculars. Meanwhile, 

globalization and digital communication allow dialect features to spread and be recognized far beyond their 

local origins. Contemporary sociolinguistics is therefore confronted with both dialect leveling and dialect 

diversification in novel forms.  
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Figure 1: Map of major traditional dialect regions of England (blue line indicates a major north–south 

isogloss; red line indicates the historical boundary of rhotic accents). 

In response, sociolinguistic theory has evolved into what Eckert calls the “third wave” of variation studies, 

which “places its focus on social meaning, or 

the inferences that can be drawn about 

speakers based on how they talk”. Third-wave 

sociolinguistics shifts attention from treating 

dialect features merely as reflections of fixed 

categories (like region or gender) to seeing 

them as resources speakers use to construct 

identities and personae. This perspective 

emphasizes indexicality: linguistic features 

gain significance by indexing social meanings 

(stances, styles, personas) in context. For 

example, a particular accent feature might 

index a “streetwise youth” persona in one 

community or a “rural” identity in another. 

Crucially, third-wave research highlights 

speaker agency and stylistic practice in 

language variation. This theoretical shift is 

timely, as new social contexts – cosmopolitan 

cities, online forums, transnational networks – 

enable individuals to blend and perform 

identities in unprecedented ways through 

language. 

Recent sociolinguistic scholarship has begun to explore several interrelated phenomena arising from these 

conditions. One is the emergence of hybrid vernaculars in urban centers, sometimes called multiethnolects 

or contemporary urban vernaculars. These are new dialect forms composed of linguistic influences from 

multiple ethnic and linguistic backgrounds, reflecting the demographics of diverse cities. Examples include 

Multicultural London English in the UK and multiethnic youth dialects in other urban areas. Another focal 

area is digital communication and what some have termed digital enregisterment: the process by which 

distinctive linguistic styles (emojis, abbreviations, slang, orthographic quirks, etc.) become recognized as 

registers associated with online identities or communities. Social media platforms provide fertile ground 

for the spread of dialectal features (for instance, African American Vernacular English terms or regional 

slang) beyond their original locale, sometimes leading to widespread adoption or enregisterment of those 

features in mainstream usage. Additionally, practices like code-switching and crossing (shifting between 

languages or dialects) are now observed not only in bilingual speech communities but also in online 

interactions and youth culture, where they serve as strategic tools for identity and face-work. 

This article investigates how English dialect diversity is being reshaped by social change, focusing on these 

new approaches and contexts. We concentrate on the interplay of dialect variation with three drivers of 
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change: (1) urbanization and demographic shifts, (2) the rise of social media and digital communication, 

and (3) evolving notions of social identity in a globalized era. Drawing on studies published in the last 

decade (2015–2025) in sociolinguistics and linguistic anthropology, we examine topics including third-

wave stylistic variation, digital enregisterment of dialect features, hybrid urban vernaculars, code-switching 

practices, and dialect leveling. The goal is to synthesize insights from both quantitative (e.g., corpus-based, 

computational) and qualitative (e.g., ethnographic, discourse-analytic) research, in order to understand 

how dialect variation functions as both an outcome and a catalyst of social change. 

Following this introduction, we outline our methodological approach for comparing findings across 

different studies and communities. We then present results in an integrated manner, highlighting patterns of 

dialect variation among urban youth, ethnic minority communities, and digital subcultures. We compare 

how corpus-driven analyses versus ethnographic approaches have illuminated different facets of these 

patterns. In the discussion, we interpret what these findings mean for sociolinguistic theory – particularly 

the third-wave emphasis on meaning – and for broader issues of language and identity. Finally, the 

conclusion reflects on the implications of dialect diversity in an era of rapid social change, suggesting 

directions for future research and applications (such as education and social integration). 

Methodology 

This research employs a comparative meta-analytic approach, reviewing recent empirical studies on English 

dialect variation in relation to social change. Our data consist of 25 peer-reviewed studies published 

between 2015 and 2025, drawn primarily from high-impact journals in sociolinguistics and related fields 

(e.g., Journal of Sociolinguistics, Language in Society, Discourse & Society, Linguistic Anthropology). 

Both qualitative and quantitative works were included, in order to capture a broad spectrum of 

methodologies: 

• Qualitative/ethnographic studies (e.g., linguistic ethnographies, discourse analyses, 

sociolinguistic interviews) that provide in-depth insights into language use within communities. 

• Quantitative/corpus-based studies (e.g., large-scale corpus analyses of social media, 

computational sociolinguistics, surveys) that detect broader patterns of variation and change. 

Search and selection were conducted systematically. We used academic databases and publisher platforms 

(e.g., Wiley Online Library, Cambridge Core) to find articles with keywords such as “third-wave 

sociolinguistics,” “dialect AND social media,” “urban youth language,” “enregisterment,” “code-

switching,” and “dialect leveling.” Inclusion criteria were that studies focused on English dialects 

(including varieties like American English, British English, and World Englishes) and explicitly addressed 

phenomena related to social change (e.g., media influence, urban demographic change, identity 

performance). We prioritized studies with robust empirical data (either a sizeable dataset for quantitative 

studies or sustained fieldwork for qualitative studies) and those that offered comparative or theoretical 

insights. Classic foundational works were consulted for theoretical context (e.g., Eckert’s writings on third 

wave), but the core of our dataset was restricted to publications from 2015 onward in order to capture the 

latest approaches. 
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Each selected study was analyzed and coded along several dimensions: community/context (e.g., urban 

adolescent group, online forum, diaspora community), methodology (ethnography, interview, corpus 

linguistics, sociophonetic analysis, etc.), and key themes (such as identity construction, language ideology, 

contact-induced change, stylistic practice). This coding enabled us to compare findings across different 

contexts and methods. In particular, we identified pairs or clusters of studies that were suitable for direct 

comparison – for instance, a computational Twitter study of dialect features versus an ethnographic study 

of youth speech, both dealing with similar linguistic variables or social factors. Our comparative analysis 

was organized to highlight contrasts and complementarities in what different methods reveal about dialect 

change. 

To synthesize results, we adopted an iterative qualitative comparison strategy akin to a grounded theory 

approach to literature: we extracted the main findings of each study and then grouped them into broader 

analytical categories (e.g., “Dialect diffusion on social media”, “Hybrid vernacular and identity”, 

“Metalinguistic commentary and enregisterment”). Within each category, we examined how quantitative 

evidence and qualitative evidence converged or diverged. For example, under “urban youth vernaculars,” 

we juxtaposed findings from a corpus analysis of slang diffusion with interview-based insights on how 

youths perceive their language. We also noted any apparent discrepancies – such as a pattern observed in 

big data that an ethnographic study might explain or, conversely, an ethnographic insight that had not been 

captured in corpus studies. 

Throughout the analysis, we maintained an APA 7 style citation format, preserving direct connections to 

sources via bracketed citations. This approach ensures traceability of claims to evidence in the literature. 

Visual data from studies were also reviewed; where appropriate, we re-presented or adapted key quantitative 

information in illustrative charts or maps for clarity. For instance, we created an illustrative figure (Figure 

2) to represent known regional lexical differences, based on patterns reported in one of the large-scale 

studies (see Results). All such visualizations are used for expository purposes to summarize findings; when 

drawn from specific sources, they are cited accordingly. 

By combining diverse studies in this manner, our methodology provides an integrated view of how English 

dialects are evolving. It allows us to compare not only what changes are occurring in different communities, 

but also how different analytical lenses capture those changes. This meta-study design addresses the article’s 

aim: to bridge insights from third-wave sociolinguistic theory with empirical evidence on dialect diversity 

under contemporary social forces. 

Results 

Urban Youth Vernaculars: Hybrid Dialects and Identity 

A prominent locus of dialectal innovation is urban youth communities. In cities marked by ethnic and 

linguistic diversity, young people often develop new hybrid vernaculars that blend influences from 

various source languages and dialects. Ethnographic evidence exemplifies this trend: in a study of teenagers 

in Manchester (UK), Drummond (2016) found that adolescents in a multiethnic urban school were using 

linguistic features in “new and innovative ways” that cut across traditional ethnic boundaries. These youths 

frequently adopted slang, accent features, and grammatical forms that originated in different ethnic groups 
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(for example, Jamaican Creole terms or South Asian British slang), integrating them into a shared local 

style. Crucially, the young speakers did not straightforwardly associate these features with ethnicity – “for 

many young people ethnicity is simply not a consideration, at least in relation to language”. This suggests 

that a new urban dialect was emerging (sometimes labeled Multicultural Urban British English in the UK 

context), where linguistic variables index youth identity and street credibility more than any one heritage. 

Such hybrid youth vernaculars illustrate third-wave principles: variables gain social meaning as stylistic 

resources for persona construction (e.g. sounding “street” or “cool”), rather than reflecting fixed 

demographic categories. 

Quantitative and corpus-based studies reinforce and extend this picture by tracking how these urban speech 

innovations spread. Using a massive dataset of 1.8 billion geo-tagged tweets, Ilbury et al. (2024) 

investigated the diffusion of Multicultural London English (MLE) – a well-known multiethnic youth variety 

– across the wider United Kingdom. Their analysis focused on distinctive MLE lexical items (slang words 

and phrases originating in London’s multiethnic communities) and measured their frequency in tweets from 

different regions. The results showed clear evidence of dialect diffusion: MLE-born slang had spread 

beyond London, appearing frequently in other cities, especially those with similar demographic profiles. 

For example, urban centers in southern England like Luton and Milton Keynes showed high usage of MLE 

lexis, indicating that youth in those areas are adopting language originally associated with London’s inner-

city youth. In contrast, more geographically or demographically distant areas (e.g., rural regions, or places 

with fewer Black and Asian youth) showed much lower frequencies of MLE terms. This pattern suggests 

that demographic similarity and social networks play a key role: the spread of urban contact dialect features 

is propelled by interconnected communities of practice (e.g., via friendship or pop culture networks among 

Black British youth across cities). Notably, Ilbury et al. conclude that the diffusion is not uniform 

nationwide but selective – creating new pockets of linguistic innovation in cities while bypassing some 

traditional dialect regions. In essence, youth-driven dialect features form a kind of urban koiné spreading 

through social media and music scenes, partially leveling traditional regional differences among the 

younger generation. 

The convergence of qualitative and quantitative findings here is illuminating. Ethnographic insight shows 

why and how youths use hybrid vernacular features (for identity, solidarity, and local prestige), while the 

corpus data shows where those features are spreading on a large scale. Both indicate a shift in dialect 

dynamics: the traditional link between dialect and region is loosening among young people, replaced by 

new links between dialect and social identity (youth styles, subcultures) that transcend geography. In 

London and other UK cities, for instance, features like TH-stopping (realizing “thing” as “ting”) or the 

pronoun “man” (as in “man’s going to the shop” meaning I am going) have become emblematic of a pan-

urban youth style. These features surface in disparate locales through media and peer group interaction. 

Figure 2 provides an illustrative snapshot of how lexical variants can vary by region in contemporary 

England, based on one of the studies reviewed. Here we see that different words for the same concept (e.g., 

sofa vs. couch vs. settee for a piece of furniture) show regionally differentiated usage, reflecting historical 

dialect zones – sofa leading in the South, couch in the far North/Scotland, settee in Midlands. While such 
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variation persists, the emergence of 

multiethnolectal slang (like MLE) 

effectively adds a new layer: a youth-

oriented register that is shared across 

many urban centers, parallel to or 

even overriding the old dialect 

distinctions among those youths. 

Figure 2: Variation in the use of 

“sofa”, “settee”, and “couch” across 

British regions (illustrative example, 

reflecting patterns reported by Grieve 

et al. 2019). In this hypothetical chart, 

based on reported trends, “sofa” is 

preferred in Southern England, “settee” in the Midlands, and “couch” in Northern England/Scotland. 

Traditional dialect surveys found such regional splits, and recent big-data studies confirm that many lexical 

differences persist in social media usage. However, contemporary urban slang (not depicted in this figure) 

often shows a different distribution – cutting across these regions and clustering in multiethnic urban hubs. 

In sum, urban youth vernaculars exemplify how social change drives dialect change. The mixing of 

populations in cities produces hybrid forms, while globalized media (music, YouTube, Twitter) disseminate 

these forms widely. Young people actively fashion linguistic styles that assert a dynamic identity – one that 

may be simultaneously local (rooted in city life), multiethnic, and global (aligned with transnational youth 

culture). This aligns with third-wave observations that speakers use variation to create and project identities, 

rather than passively reflecting a static background. It also raises questions about dialect leveling: Are these 

processes leading to a reduction of variation (since youths in different cities sound more like each other 

than like the older generation in their own region)? Or is it more a reconfiguration of variation into new 

patterns? The evidence suggests the latter – a realignment of dialect differences along generational and 

social lines, more than a simple homogenization. We will return to this point in the Discussion. 

Digital Enregisterment and the Role of Social Media 

Another critical arena for new dialectal phenomena is the digital sphere. Social media platforms and 

online communities have become spaces where language varieties are not only used but also explicitly 

commented upon, memed, and transformed. Through these processes, distinctive ways of speaking or 

writing can become widely recognized and imbued with social meanings – a process termed 

enregisterment (Agha, 2007) and specifically digital enregisterment when it occurs via online channels. 

Enregisterment refers to how a repertoire of linguistic features becomes identified as a register (style) linked 

to a social image or persona. In digital contexts, this often happens rapidly as viral content spreads linguistic 

quirks. 

A striking example comes from a “citizen sociolinguistic” analysis of an internet meme by Aslan and 

Vásquez (2018). They examined the explosion of online metalinguistic commentary around the 

catchphrase “Cash me ousside, howbow dah”, a nonstandard utterance by a teen on a U.S. TV show that 
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went viral. The phrase (a phonologically marked way of saying “catch me outside, how about that”) 

instantly became an object of public fascination and ridicule, circulating through YouTube, Twitter, and 

memes. Analyzing thousands of YouTube comments, Aslan & Vásquez found that internet users actively 

debated and ascribed social meanings to the way the girl spoke. Commenters variously interpreted her 

accent and grammar as indexing race (some assumed she was imitating African American Vernacular 

English), region (a Southern or “hood” dialect), education/class (perceiving it as “uneducated” or 

“ghetto”), or some combination of these. Interestingly, these categories overlapped in complex ways – 

people’s reactions revealed a tangle of language ideologies linking dialect to imagined social spaces like 

“the ghetto” or “trailer parks,” often inconsistently. Moreover, debates arose about the authenticity of her 

performance (was she “really” from such a background or putting on a persona?) and its intelligibility. This 

case shows social media functioning as a massive, participatory dialect commentary forum. Lay 

commentators, in effect, performed a folk linguistic analysis, demonstrating awareness of fine-grained 

sociolinguistic cues. The memeification of the phrase turned a once-local utterance into a widely recognized 

linguistic token – an index of a certain rebellious, street-youth persona (sometimes labeled as the “Cash Me 

Ousside girl” stereotype). In sociolinguistic terms, this represents enregisterment: a cluster of features 

(certain vowel quality, lack of final –r, nonstandard grammar) became popularly recognized as a style 

indexing a specific persona (a combative, working-class American teen). 

Beyond single memes, entire dialects or styles can undergo digital enregisterment. In Hong Kong, for 

example, a study by Chau (2021) documents how a supposed variety known as “fake ABC” English became 

a focus of widespread online discussion. The term “ABC” (American-Born Chinese) in local slang refers 

to ethnic Chinese who grew up in the West, often speaking English natively. A “fake ABC” is a local Hong 

Kong person perceived as inauthentically emulating an American-accented English. Chau shows that on 

Hong Kong social media, users construct and ridicule this “fake ABC” way of speaking, circulating 

exaggerated imitations and comments. Through memes, videos, and comment threads, a set of linguistic 

features (e.g., certain pronunciations, mixed code usage, intonation patterns deemed Americanized) has 

been identified, labeled, and joked about as the ‘fake ABC variety’. In essence, a stylized dialect has been 

enregistered through social media discourse: it now carries social meanings of pretentiousness or lack of 

authenticity in local identity. This is a clear instance where language ideologies are propagated via 

networked technology – the idea of what counts as “authentic” local English vs. a contrived accent is 

debated and reinforced collectively online. Such examples underscore that digital communication is not a 

neutral conduit but an active site of sociolinguistic innovation and enforcement. New labels and 

metapragmatic terms (like calling someone’s speech “fake ABC”) can crystallize, and with them, new 

socially recognized dialect distinctions emerge (even if tongue-in-cheek). 

The mechanisms by which social media influences dialect variation are multifaceted. First, social media 

provides unprecedented reach and speed of diffusion. A local slang word or a pronunciation quirk can go 

viral and become known internationally within days. Corpus studies of Twitter have demonstrated this with 

numerous lexical items – for instance, certain African American English words have spread far beyond 

African American communities through platforms like “Black Twitter” and are now common internet slang. 

(One recent computational study tracked the spread of innovative words on American Twitter, showing that 

urban centers with large African American populations served as innovation hubs for words that then 
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diffused nationally.) Second, online platforms often involve written representations of speech (creative 

spelling, hashtags, memes with text) that make dialect features visible in new ways. Orthographic 

stylization – spelling words as they are pronounced in a dialect – is a tactic used in YouTube comments and 

tweets to perform accents (e.g., someone might type “howbow dah” to represent a nonstandard 

pronunciation). This visual semiotics of dialect is a powerful enregisterment tool: it allows large audiences 

to see a dialect difference and share reactions. Theresa Heyd (2014) notes that digital platforms enable new 

forms of bottom-up linguistic gatekeeping, where ordinary users police language use by showcasing 

others’ perceived “errors” or nonstandard usage in images and posts. For example, people share photos of 

humorous grammar mistakes on signs, implicitly valorizing certain norms and stigmatizing others – a 

process Heyd calls “folk-linguistic landscapes” contributing to digital enregisterment. 

In summary, the role of social media in dialect diversity is double-edged. On one hand, it accelerates the 

spread and leveling of features – regional distinctions can diminish as people around the world adopt the 

same viral slang or internet abbreviations. On the other hand, it highlights and even invents new distinctions: 

niche varieties gain prominence (as with “fake ABC English” or the stylization of a “New York accent” in 

YouTube parodies), and micro-dialects of internet subcultures (like gamer slang, stan Twitter vernacular, 

meme-speak) form their own identities. Crucially, third-wave sociolinguistic themes are evident here: social 

meaning is front and center. Participation in an online community often requires mastering its lingo as a 

badge of identity, and users are acutely aware of how linguistic style signals belonging or pretension. The 

next subsection will delve further into how individuals maneuver linguistically in these environments, 

particularly through code-switching and style-shifting practices that exploit the flexibility of digital 

communication. 

Code-Switching, Style-Shifting, and Hybrid Identities 

Code-switching – the practice of alternating between two or more language varieties in conversation – has 

traditionally been studied in bilingual communities, but it is increasingly salient in both urban multilingual 

settings and online communication. In our corpus of studies, several works highlighted code-switching and 

style-shifting as strategies that speakers (or writers) use to navigate multiple identities or audience 

expectations. These practices contribute to dialect diversity by creating fluid blends and by reinforcing the 

contextual nature of language choice. 

One illustrative study examined code-switching in a specific digital context: a university Facebook group 

in Hong Kong that mixed English and Cantonese. Chau and Lee (2021) found that participants in this “edu-

social” Facebook group frequently switched between English and Cantonese within their posts and 

comments as a form of face-work. The code choices were not random; rather, they served pragmatic and 

social purposes. Using English (the medium of university instruction) often marked a formal or informative 

tone, while switching to Cantonese – sometimes even in the form of a Hong Kong English slang or particle 

like “la” – added intimacy, humor, or solidarity among group members. The researchers characterize code-

switching here as a deliberate face management strategy: by interweaving languages, members could 

project both competence and approachability. For instance, an announcement post might start in English to 

appear official, then end with a Cantonese phrase to soften the tone and invite camaraderie. In effect, “code-

switching is a face-work strategy to achieve informality and express solidarity in [online] spaces”. This 
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finding resonates with Goffman’s notion of face and Brown & Levinson’s politeness theory, transposed into 

a bilingual online environment. It also underscores that, in today’s communities, variety choice itself is a 

sociolinguistic variable that speakers manipulate to signal multiple facets of their identity (student, friend, 

local Hong Konger, cosmopolitan English speaker) in one breath. 

Beyond bilingual code-switching, even speakers of only English often engage in style-shifting between 

dialectal variants or registers. In multicultural urban settings, this can manifest as what linguistic 

anthropologist Benor calls ethnolinguistic repertoire: speakers have access to features associated with 

different groups and weave them together. For example, a British teenager might in one context speak 

mostly Standard English, but among close friends slip into Multicultural London English slang and also 

use a few phrases picked up from Jamaican or South Asian English – not exactly switching languages, but 

switching styles associated with different subcultures. This kind of fluid shifting was observed in the 

Manchester youth study: the teens could style-shift to “sound more black” (using elements associated with 

Black British peers) or “less formal” as situations demanded. Notably, the youths themselves described 

their language use in terms of flexibility and innovation, often rejecting outsiders’ claims that they were 

imitating any single ethnicity. Such style agility can be viewed as a form of crossing (Rampton, 1995) – 

albeit so commonplace among friends that it loses the markedness it once had. It reflects an identity that is 

proudly mixed and “post-ethnic” in some respects, aligned with a broader urban youth culture. 

In online subcultures, style-shifting also thrives. Consider how a participant on a message board might 

alternate between “Standard” writing and niche internet vernacular. A user on a fandom forum, for instance, 

might write a serious analytical post in standard written English, then in the next comment use all lowercase, 

slangy, and meme-filled language to joke around – effectively toggling between a serious persona and a 

playful insider persona. Through such shifts, people align with different audience perceptions even within 

the same thread. 

The phenomenon of dialect leveling intersects with code-switching in interesting ways. Traditionally, 

dialect leveling refers to the reduction of dialect differences often due to contact and accommodation – for 

example, when speakers from different dialect backgrounds converge on common linguistic features over 

time. In multiethnic urban schools, one might expect leveling as kids accommodate to one another. Indeed, 

some features do get leveled: extreme localisms may drop out in favor of more widely-used variants. 

However, what we see with code-switching and style-mixing is that rather than permanently converging on 

a single “leveled” way of speaking, young people maintain multiple codes and styles and toggle among 

them. The repertoire expands instead of narrowing. A teen might level in one context (e.g., avoid a very 

region-specific term when talking to outsiders), but introduce new variability by adopting slang from other 

cultures in another context. Thus, globalization and urban contact result in a different kind of leveling: 

possibly a leveling of formal registers or home dialect in public, alongside a flourishing of hybrid informal 

registers across groups. 

Moreover, code-switching can itself become enregistered in digital culture. An example is the practice 

among some bilingual communities on Twitter to alternate languages in a stylized way for humorous or 

emphatic effect. This has been noted among Latino Twitter users who switch between English and Spanish 

within a tweet to produce a certain comic identity, or among Filipino Americans who pepper English tweets 
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with Tagalog phrases to signal cultural affiliation. Over time, patterned code-mixing can become a 

recognizable style (e.g., “Spanglish Twitter” persona). In essence, even the act of mixing codes can index 

identity (cosmopolitan, bi-cultural, etc.) once enough people engage in it regularly. 

Finally, it is important to note the role of audience design in these switching behaviors. In face-to-face 

settings, speakers often adjust dialect (consciously or subconsciously) based on who they are talking to – a 

phenomenon well-documented since Bell’s (1984) audience design model. In online spaces, the audience 

is often invisible or mixed (the context collapse problem). Yet users still exhibit an acute sense of stylistic 

targeting. Androutsopoulos (2014) observed that on social networking sites, individuals may “language 

when contexts collapse” by carefully crafting posts that include bits of different languages or dialectal 

markers to resonate with multiple audience layers simultaneously. For example, a multilingual person might 

write a Facebook status mostly in English but with a local language proverb at the end – reaching both a 

global audience and signaling to hometown friends in one message. The digital environment thus 

encourages polyvocality – speaking in multiple voices or codes at once – as a strategy to manage diverse 

social networks. 

Overall, the capacity to code-switch and style-shift is a hallmark of linguistic adeptness in our era of 

mobility and connectivity. Rather than diminishing dialect diversity, these practices add to it, creating new 

mixed codes and contact varieties. They demonstrate that speakers are not bound to one dialect; they 

actively choose from a palette of linguistic options. Through those choices, they negotiate complex 

identities: local and global, ethnic and trans-ethnic, formal and playful, all at once. The next section 

(Discussion) will explore the broader implications of these findings – how they inform sociolinguistic 

theory (especially concerning social meaning and identity) and what they suggest about the trajectory of 

English dialects in an evolving social landscape. 

Discussion 

The above results highlight a sociolinguistic landscape in flux. In this discussion, we synthesize what these 

findings mean for theories of language variation and for understanding the link between dialect and social 

identity under contemporary conditions. Several key themes emerge: (1) the growing importance of social 

meaning and speaker agency (aligned with third-wave sociolinguistic theory), (2) the complex effects of 

digital media on language change, (3) the reconfiguration (rather than elimination) of dialect differences 

through urbanization and leveling processes, and (4) implications for how we conceptualize community and 

identity in variationist research. 

Third-Wave Perspectives Validated: Our review strongly supports the third-wave argument that meaning 

and style are central to language variation. The urban youth adopting multiethnolectal features and the 

online users stylizing dialect in memes are not simply diverging or converging arbitrarily – they are doing 

social work with language. Variables are deployed to index stances (toughness, humor, authenticity, in-

group status) and personae (the “roadman” urban youth, the “fake ABC” pretender, the savvy code-switcher, 

etc.). We see speakers reflexively aware of the social indexing potential of linguistic features: e.g., the 

Manchester teens knew what it meant to “sound posh” versus “street” and consciously oriented to those 

styles. Similarly, internet users explicitly talk about what a certain accent or word means socially. This 

reflexivity is exactly what third-wave researchers have emphasized – the indexical field of a variable 
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(Eckert, 2008) comprises the constellation of social meanings that speakers actively engage with. Our 

findings across contexts suggest that any analysis of dialect change devoid of the social meaning perspective 

would be incomplete. For instance, the diffusion of MLE slang cannot be explained solely by demographic 

movement or media exposure; one must consider that youth find using those slang terms cool or identity-

affirming – they mean something socially (perhaps indexing urban authenticity or resistance to standard 

norms) that motivates their adoption. Third-wave sociolinguistics thus provides the interpretive lens to 

understand these patterns: linguistic variation is not just an epiphenomenon of social structures, but part of 

how social structures (like youth subcultures or online affinity groups) are constituted in the first place. 

Digital Enregisterment and Change: The role of social media in shaping dialect variation emerged as a 

double force, one that both spreads and distinguishes linguistic features. The concept of digital 

enregisterment captures how the internet accelerates the process by which a way of speaking becomes a 

recognized social style. Compared to pre-digital times, today an emerging dialect feature can achieve 

“enregistered” status (with a name, stereotypes, and symbolic value) much faster. For example, the “fake 

ABC” English in Hong Kong went from a few anecdotes to a named phenomenon through a short period 

of intense online mockery. Likewise, terms like “mansplain” or “stan” (as in fandom slang) became widely 

recognized elements of English largely through internet discourse. The discussion of “-splain” words in 

digital discourse by researchers like Lutzky & Kehoe (2017) and others shows that these novel formations 

(mansplain, etc.) quickly gained social meanings and were subject to meta-discussion – effectively 

becoming enregistered as markers of certain attitudes or speaker identities (e.g., a “mansplainer” persona). 

All this indicates that digital communication not only transmits linguistic change but qualitatively 

transforms it by layering on dense meta-linguistic commentary. In theoretical terms, it suggests an update 

to Labov’s classic diffusion models may be needed: we must factor in ideological diffusion (how ideas 

about language spread) alongside the diffusion of features themselves. Social media circulates language 

ideologies (e.g., what counts as correct, funny, offensive, etc.) at lightning speed, which in turn can reinforce 

or curb the spread of certain dialect forms. For example, if a particular variant becomes meme-ified as 

“incorrect” or laughable, speakers might avoid it, influencing change. Conversely, if a dialect form is 

enregistered positively (e.g., as trendy internet slang), it could spread further. This dynamic interplay of 

feature spread and meta-discourse is a fertile ground for future sociolinguistic theory, blending variationist 

approaches with interactional sociolinguistics and media studies. 

Dialect Leveling Revisited: The classical notion of dialect leveling – that increased contact and mobility 

reduce linguistic diversity – is both challenged and refined by these findings. On one hand, some leveling 

is evident. For instance, the national Twitter corpus study showed that certain very localized words had low 

frequency outside their home region, while more general variants dominated. This aligns with the 

expectation that exposure to broader norms (through media or travel) can erode small-scale dialectal quirks. 

On the other hand, we observe an outpouring of new variation in the form of hybrid dialects and slang. 

Instead of uniformity, we get new sociolects like MLE that differentiate speakers by generation or ethnicity 

in new ways. The leveling that does occur often creates space for reallocation of variants: a traditional 

dialect feature might lose one social function but gain another. For example, nonstandard grammar that 

used to mark a speaker as from a rural area might now be adopted ironically in online talk to signal 

playfulness. In essence, features get re-indexed to new meanings or groups. Our results suggest that absolute 
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homogenization is unlikely; rather, the axis of differentiation shifts. Urban vs. rural, or local vs. global 

orientation, might become more salient axes than the precise village-to-village differences of old. We also 

see leveling working at the level of perception: whereas in the past someone from, say, Liverpool might be 

judged simply as “from Liverpool,” now a Liverpudlian youth using MLE slang might be perceived as 

“speaking like a London roadman” by an outside observer – the frame of reference has shifted from purely 

geographic to socio-cultural. Importantly, as dialectologists like Britain (2010) have argued, mobility can 

create as much linguistic diversity as it destroys, by bringing together speakers who then create new ways 

of speaking. Our review certainly confirms that view: mobility (physical and digital) has yielded new mixing 

and new norms rather than a featureless uniform English. 

Identity and Community: Perhaps the most profound implication of these new dialectal patterns is how 

they reshape our idea of speech communities. The classic speech community was often defined 

geographically or by long-standing social groupings. Now, we have communities of practice and network-

based communities that are crucial. A group of teenagers forming a peer network, or participants in an 

online forum, can function as a community that develops its own norms (dialect or slang) regardless of the 

members’ disparate backgrounds. Identity is increasingly fluid and multi-layered, and language reflects that. 

One individual can simultaneously belong to multiple communities – e.g., a local ethnic community with 

one dialect and an online gamer community with another – and fluidly switch styles as they move between 

contexts. This complicates the task of sociolinguists, who must capture not just who a speaker is in static 

terms, but which community’s norms they are activating in a given moment. The concept of styling the 

self (Schilling, 2013) is useful here: individuals use linguistic styles almost like wardrobe changes to project 

different identities. Our findings reinforce that this styling is not only possible but common. It’s not merely 

an exceptional case of a “bidialectal” or “bilingual” person – rather, most people in cosmopolitan settings 

are at least bi-style-al, if you will. This raises a theoretical question: do we need to move beyond thinking 

in terms of distinct dialect systems and more in terms of repertoires of features? Some sociolinguists 

advocate focusing on the features themselves and their social meanings (the indexical repertoire) rather 

than neatly labeling one dialect A and another B. The success of concepts like translingual practice and 

fluidity in recent literature echoes what we observed in code-switching and crossing phenomena. 

Methodological Reflections: The comparative approach of this study itself underscores the value of 

integrating methods. Large-scale corpora gave us breadth – identifying macroscopic trends and patterns 

such as the diffusion of MLE lexicon or the broad correspondence between Twitter dialect data and 

traditional surveys. Ethnographic and discourse-centered studies gave us depth – revealing why those 

patterns occur and how speakers interpret them (as seen in youths’ perspectives or YouTube commentaries). 

Going forward, sociolinguists can benefit from mixed-methods approaches that combine sociolinguistic 

interviews, participant observation, and corpus analysis of media. For example, to fully understand a 

phenomenon like “Stan Twitter language” (the highly stylized language of intense fans online), one might 

need to both quantitatively map its lexical innovations and qualitatively engage with fan communities about 

their language attitudes. This mixed approach aligns with the emerging paradigm of “big data meets 

ethnography”, where patterns found in big data can be contextualized by on-the-ground insights. The 

studies we reviewed demonstrate the payoff of such triangulation: they provided converging evidence for 

social meaning in variation from different angles. 
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Implications Beyond Academia: Finally, it is worth considering the social implications of dialect diversity 

under social change. The rapid enregisterment of new dialects and styles can affect social attitudes, 

sometimes entrenching stereotypes (as with the “ghetto” image in Cash Me Ousside meme discussions). 

There is an opportunity – and arguably a responsibility – for linguists to engage with public discourse, 

helping communities understand these phenomena in non-stigmatizing ways. The fact that youth are 

picking up multiethnic slang might be seen negatively by purists or the media; sociolinguists can offer a 

counter-narrative that this is a creative, integrative linguistic development, not a corruption of English. 

Similarly, awareness of digital enregisterment could inform educators and policymakers: if certain dialect 

forms spread online, schools might consider incorporating media literacy about language (e.g., discussing 

how language on TikTok or Twitter relates to identity). In essence, the theoretical recognition of fluid, 

meaningful dialect usage should translate into an appreciation of linguistic diversity as part of social change, 

rather than a problem to be fixed. 

In conclusion, the discussion affirms that dialect diversity is alive and well, manifesting in new guises in a 

changing world. Social change – urban migration, globalization, the internet – has not led to uniformity; 

instead, it has created new sociolinguistic niches. The challenge and excitement for sociolinguistics is to 

keep adapting our frameworks to understand these emerging patterns, all the while remembering, as third-

wave scholars remind us, that at the heart of variation is the human drive to make meaning, form identity, 

and connect with others through language. 

Conclusion 

The English language today is characterized by remarkable dynamism in its dialects, driven by forces of 

social change that are reconfiguring how we speak and what our speech means. This study set out to explore 

the intersection of dialect diversity and social change through the lens of contemporary sociolinguistic 

research, and our findings reinforce several key points. First, dialect variation remains a potent marker of 

identity, but the dimensions of identity it marks have expanded. No longer confined to traditional categories 

like region or socioeconomic class, dialect features now index a kaleidoscope of social traits – youth 

subculture affiliation, stance in online discourse, ethnic hybridity, and more. We saw that third-wave 

sociolinguistics provides a crucial theoretical toolkit for interpreting these developments: by focusing on 

how speakers use linguistic styles to construct personae and navigate social meanings, we can understand 

phenomena such as urban multiethnolects and internet-mediated language change not as aberrations, but as 

natural extensions of human expressiveness in new social conditions. 

Second, social media and digital communication have emerged as both an arena and an engine for dialect 

change. Through examples like the viral “Cash me ousside” meme and the enregisterment of the “fake 

ABC” variety in Hong Kong, we observed that the internet accelerates the spread of linguistic features 

while simultaneously magnifying societal commentary on language. Dialect features can achieve global 

recognition (for better or worse) in a matter of days, and ordinary users partake in what amounts to 

crowdsourced sociolinguistic analysis, debating what a way of speaking signifies about one’s identity or 

attitudes. The impact of social media on dialects is thus twofold: it levels some differences by 

disseminating common vernacular elements (e.g., global slang, memes) across communities, yet it also 

diversifies language by giving rise to niche registers and styles particular to digital subcultures. Far from 
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rendering dialect research obsolete, the digital age poses new questions about how written and spoken 

norms interact, how language ideologies spread, and how virtual communities develop their own linguistic 

identities. 

Third, urbanization and increased contact have led to the emergence of new mixed dialects (like MLE 

and other multiethnic urban vernaculars) and have altered the linguistic ecology of cities. The concept of 

dialect leveling must be reframed in this context. We found that while certain localized features may be 

waning, they are often replaced by innovations that have broader social currency among the young or 

mobile populations. Thus, instead of a monolithic “standard” steamrolling local dialects, we see a 

proliferation of “levelled” yet vibrant urban koinés and youth slangs that cross traditional dialect 

boundaries. These new varieties carry their own prestige and identities – often in opposition to the 

institutional standard – and are a testament to human linguistic creativity. Importantly, these changes 

highlight the role of social networks (both physical and virtual) in language change: people align with the 

speech of those they socially connect with, whether that connection is face-to-face in multiethnic 

neighborhoods or online in interest-based groups. 

Our comparative approach also underscores the value of integrating methodologies in sociolinguistic 

inquiry. We saw that quantitative corpus analyses and qualitative ethnographies each captured different 

facets of dialect dynamics, and together provided a richer understanding than either could alone. This 

suggests that future research should continue to bridge the gap between “big data” and “thick description.” 

For example, a promising direction is to combine large-scale monitoring of social media linguistic trends 

with fieldwork in communities that are originators or heavy users of those trends. Such triangulation can 

reveal not just where and when a dialect feature is spreading, but why – what social work it is doing for 

speakers. 

In conclusion, the landscape of English dialects in the 2020s is one of continuity amid change. Traditional 

dialect zones have not vanished; one can still find regional peculiarities and hear longstanding accents. But 

layered atop these are new, fluid ways of speaking that reflect contemporary social realities: people who 

move geographically or socially, identities that transcend local boundaries, and communication that is at 

once global and intensely local. Sociolinguistic theory and practice must similarly evolve to account for 

these layered identities and mediated connections. This means paying attention to speakers’ agency – how 

they purposefully deploy dialect features to position themselves – and to the contextual fluidity of modern 

life, where context-switching is constant and often effortless (from home, to street, to Instagram, to 

workplace, each with its own norms). 

Ultimately, dialect diversity in the face of social change is not a story of loss, but of transformation. English 

is not becoming homogenized; it is adapting to new social ecologies by developing new registers, new 

mixes, and new meanings. This adaptability is a core strength of language. As communities continue to 

change – through migration, technological innovation, and social evolution – we can expect language to 

keep in step, offering ever-evolving means for people to express who they are. The task for scholars and 

educators is to keep documenting these changes, theorizing their implications, and fostering appreciation 

for the rich tapestry of dialects that ensues. In a world of rapid change, linguistic diversity remains a vital 

form of human diversity, telling the story of our social worlds through the dialects we speak. 
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