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The Scandinavian languages Swedish, Danish and Norwegian are closely 
related and deemed mutually intelligible in descriptive literature. Studies of inter-
Scandinavian intelligibility show, however, that comprehension rates are far from 
perfect between speakers of the three languages. Norwegians’ and Swedes’ imperfect 
comprehension of spoken Danish is particularly commented upon in literature and in 
media. 

This study investigates whether differences can be identified in speech tempo 
(articulation rate) between speakers of Swedish, Danish and Norwegian. Studies of 
variation in speech rates in English and Dutch have shown that different national 
varieties of these languages vary with respect to speech rate (Robb, Maclagan & 
Chen, 2004; Verhoeven, de Pauw & Kloots, 2004). There are also indications that 
articulation rate variation within speech communities are constrained by social factors 
like gender and age (Jacewicz, Fox, O’Neill & Salmons, 2009). 

For the current study, a comparison of articulation rates is made between 
recorded speech from 18 Swedish (9 male and 9 female), 19 Danish (10 male and 9 
female) and 18 Norwegian (9 male and 9 female) radio news-presenters working for 
Scandinavian national broadcast corporations. Variation in articulation rate between 
the Swedish, Danish and Norwegian speakers overall, as well as between genders 
(within and across the two languages), are investigated.  
 The results show a significant difference in the number of words and 
phonological syllables produced per second between Danish (6.22 words and 3.06 
syllables per second) news presenters on the one hand and Swedish (5.35 words and 
2.79 syllables per second) and Norwegian (5.39 words and 2.84 syllables per second) 
presenters on the other. There are no significant gender differences found, possibly 
due to the nature of the data set. The results are viewed as an indication that prosodic 
factors are influential for intelligibility of a closely related language. The implications 
of the results for future studies of mutual intelligibility in Scandinavia are also 
discussed. 
 


