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Spoken language contains ample amounts of linguistic and indexical variation, for instance based 

on regional differences. In consequence, listeners frequently and inevitably have to adapt their 

speech perception to accommodate the talker. This has been shown to affect comprehension. 

Listeners understand speech less successfully when it is spoken in a dialect that is non-native to 

them (Otake & Cutler, 1999; Kirby, 2010). However, when the non-native dialect has a standard 

status, it can be understood with native-like accuracy (Warner, 1997), in some cases even better than 

native regional variant (Clopper & Bradlow, 2008; Evan & Iverson, 2007). While many studies have 

investigated the effect of dialects on speech comprehension, investigations into the impact of 

regional variants on online speech processing are still sparse. Contributing to investigations into 

non-native dialect processing, we conducted an event-related potential (ERP) study to address the 

question of whether listeners can make use of the predictive function of prosodic cues in a non-

native standard dialect. 

The prosodic feature we focused on was Swedish word tones. Most Swedish dialects 

distinguish two tones which are timed to the word stem’s stressed vowel and used by native listeners 

to predict word endings (suffixes or compounds). In this context, neural responses of prediction 

appear during the word stem and mismatch effects arise when the predictions are not met (Roll, 

2015; Roll et al., 2013). While present in most dialects, the tones exhibit large cross-dialectal 

variation with respect to pitch gestures and/or timing. Investigating how non-standard-Swedish 

listeners process word tones in the standard dialect (i.e., Central Swedish), we recruited sixteen non-

standard-Swedish identifying participants from three tonal dialect areas (i.e., West Swedish, 

Gothenburg Swedish, and South Swedish). All participants reported being quite familiar with 

standard Swedish with onset of exposure ranging from birth to 12 years (M = 4; SD = 4). We 

measured the participants’ brain activity while they passively listened to standard-Swedish 

sentences and found the same neurophysiological responses that were previously observed in native 

speakers: a pre-activation negativity (PrAN) during the tone, suggestive of ongoing prediction, and 

a P600 for incorrect or unexpected word endings, indicating the need for revision. Presumably due 

to overall high familiarity with standard Swedish, no significant interactions with dialect area, 

exposure onset, or familiarity with standard Swedish emerged. Our results add to previous findings 

by suggesting that non-native standard dialects are not only understood but also processed very 

similarly to native dialects. When a listener is tuned in on the talker’s dialect and when familiarity 

and prestige are high, even predictive processing on the basis of dialect-specific prosodic cues is 

possible. 
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