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It is widely understood that some segmental changes are more frequent than others. 

Judgments of which ones are common and expected and which ones are rare and sur-prising are 
based on intuition, experience, and instances where this knowledge has been codified in the 
form of principles (Labov, 1994). However, there has been no large-scale investigation across a 
wide range of languages and segment types. This paper aims to fill this gap using P-base 
(Mielke, 2008), a database of 6700 phonological patterns in 549 languages.  

The focus of this study is on what phonologists view as input-output mappings, i.e., 
what segment turns into what other segment. Mappings which are frequent among synchronic 
sound patterns may also be expected to be involved in a lot of synchronic variation. The 
database allows types of sound patterns to be rated according to crosslinguistic frequency, 
enabling researchers to assess (with a few important caveats) whether an alternation is favored 
by internal factors or is more likely to demand an explanation in terms of social factors.  

Based on a sample of 1843 input-output mappings from P-base, Labov’s Principles I 
and III (tense nuclei rise and back vowels move to the front) are both observed in the 
synchronic patterns, but Principle II (lax nuclei fall) is not (cf. Torgersen and Kerswill (1994)). 
This may be partly due to the small number of languages exhibiting the tense-lax distinction. 
Further, voicing is more frequent than devoicing, and changes involving consonant place are 
less frequent than changes involving manner or voicing. The most frequent epenthetic segments 
are [ʔ j w ə i], while the most frequently deleted segments are [w j h ʔ  i u]. Lateral 
approximants tend to become obstruents, and implosives and ejectives tend to become stops.  
 
 


