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 In Northern varieties of British English, /t/ can be realised as [ɾ] or [ɹ] (e.g. shut[.:.]up).  
However, unlike American English tapping, this phenomenon (henceforth ‘t-to-r’), is 
constrained phonologically (Wells 1982), lexically (Watson 2002), and by lexical frequency 
(Broadbent 2008). Wells (1982: 370) predicts that ‘t-to-r’ occurs when /t/ is preceded by a short 
vowel and followed by a word boundary plus vowel, while Watson (2002) claims ‘t-to-r’ occurs 
only in function words and some lexicalised constructions. Broadbent (2008) argues ‘t-to-r’ is 
the result of a once productive phonological change now preserved in high-frequency words. 
However, as these constraints are typically studied in isolation, we know little about their 
interaction. Particularly uncertain is the relative importance of lexical frequency. This 
uncertainty is mirrored elsewhere, with frequency being considered either instrumental (Bybee 
2007), or incidental (Labov 2006) in linguistic change.  
 This paper tackles this issue, exploring ‘t-to-r’ in archive corpora from the North West 
Sound Archive. We analyse data from 10 speakers, born in the early 1900s, from Lancashire 
and Merseyside.  
 An Rbrul multiple regression analysis of 1837 tokens of prevocalic (t) shows (i) Wells’ 
generalisation is largely accurate but the effect of a preceding short vowel significantly 
outweighs that of a following word-boundary (ii) word frequency is significant, but is not the 
highest ranking constraint, (iii) within the group of high-frequency words which allow ‘t-to-r’, 
there is a surprising negative correlation with frequency, (iv) additional internal and external 
factors (e.g. speaker gender, grammatical category) significantly constrain the variation.  

We discuss the implications of our results for the usage-based model. In particular, we 
outline the advantages of modelling variation using a holistic approach which considers lexical 
frequency alongside a range of social and linguistic factors. It is only by doing this, we argue, 
that the role of frequency can be fully understood.  
 
 


