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Speakers systematically adapt aspects of speech production in different contexts and when talking to
different interlocutors. Linguistic-phonetic features which undergo a high degree of stylistic
variation, including accommodation, may become less useful for forensic voice comparison, due to
their high within-speaker variability. The outcome of accommodation, be it convergence,
maintenance or divergence, is influenced by numerous factors, including the speaker’s attitudes
towards the interlocutor (Giles et al., 1991) and the perceptual salience of the feature (MacLeod
2014). The interactional situation may also play a role: Compared to casual, everyday interactions,
speakers may more likely show phonetic divergence from their interlocutor in more formal scenarios,
such as police interviews, where asymmetric power dynamics are involved (Earnshaw, 2021). Our
perception of the interlocutor not only draws from information derived from the voice (e.g., accent),
but also incorporates visual cues (e.g., ethnicity) where available. Cues from the audio and visual
modalities, however, may conflict with preconceived associations between the voice heard and the
social categories or characteristics of the speaker it belongs to. This kind of mismatch between
expectation and reality has been found to impact speech perception (e.g., Kutlu et al., 2022;
McGowan, 2015), but it is yet unclear how it may in turn modulate speech accommodation in
production. This may be relevant for analysis of forensic audio, where audio-only (e.g., telephone
conversations) and audiovisual (e.g., police interviews) interactions are commonly compared against
each other. To this end, we present an ongoing study that explores the relationship between a
speaker’s knowledge of their interlocutor’s social background and their accommodatory response.
Specifically, we are interested in how the availability of visual information about the interlocutor
influences phonetic accommodation.

We conducted a speech production experiment in which participants conduct informal, semi-
structured conversations with different interlocutors. Each pair first engages in a telephone
conversation (audio-only), during which information about the interlocutor’s ethnicity is withheld,
followed by face-to-face interaction (audiovisual). Our participants are five male speakers of Hong
Kong English (HKE), who grew up in Hong Kong and recently moved to York, UK. Each participant
interacts with four different male interlocutors: a white speaker of Standard Southern British English
(SSBE); an ethnically Chinese speaker of SSBE; a white speaker of Yorkshire English (YE); and an
ethnically South Asian speaker of YE. To examine how HKE speakers vary across interlocutors and
interaction modalities, our initial acoustic analysis focuses on two groups of vowels that are cross-
varietally distinct (/a/, /a:/ and /a/) or common (/u:/).

We expect convergence towards both SSBE and YE speakers in the phone conversation, with a
greater degree of convergence towards SSBE due to its overt prestige. In face-to-face interaction, we
further expect that speakers will diverge in the way they accommodate to interlocutors of different
ethnicities speaking the same accent. To shed further light on the participants’ behaviour in
production, we are also probing this community’s attitudes towards different varieties of English
through a verbal guise experiment. We will present preliminary findings and discuss their
implications for forensic voice comparison.
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