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Computational linguistics techniques have often been used in dialectology,
especially edit-distance measures of pronunciation differences transcriptions, stemming
for comparing lexical choices, part-of-speech tagging for comparing syntaxes, and a
range of machine-learning techniques for detecting structure in underlying distributions.
These have become part of the dialectometry ‘tool kit’ (Wieling & Nerbonne 2015).
Given the Chambers-Trudgill thesis that language variation ought to constitute a single
discipline — whether the variation be geographically or socially conditioned — we should
expect similar sociolinguistic studies to be fruitful. In fact we have now a number of
studies which suggest that computational techniques may be fruitfully applied in
sociolinguistics, but these are much less common (Nguyen et al. to appear).

One factor that may have slowed the uptake of computational techniques, namely
the focus of one line of sociolinguistic research on studying individual sound changes in
progress. Most dialectometric work proceeds by examining aggregate differences among
varieties (Goebl 1984; Nerbonne 2009), making the study of individual changes less
primary. But we note that computational techniques for isolating individual differences
have also been developed (Prokic et al. 2012), and we note several areas of socio-
linguistics where the aggregate perspective seems promising.

Finally, given the problematic distinction between languages and dialects, it is not
surprising that “dialectometric” techniques have found interest among researchers in
language documentation (Mennecier et al. to appear, Snoek 2014).
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