
| BABYLONIA didattica 2|201764

With the advent of mobile phones, the 
way in which people communicate has 
drastically changed over the past decades 
and given rise to new forms of informal 
written communication, not least due 
to the option of sending text based mes-
sages. At the beginning of the century, 
SMS was the only technology available. 
It was also the focus of previous research 
in the sms4science project (the corre-
sponding database is now available for 
any type of research - www.sms4sci-
ence.ch), but nowadays, the availability 
of smartphones and apps has resulted in 
uncountable new options and features. 
The best known and most used applica-
tion is WhatsApp, which allows for much 
more than simply exchanging text-based 
messages, which is in the focus of our 
current SNSF-funded research project 
(CRSII1_160714). However, almost noth-
ing is known on a large-scale level about 
the features of WhatsApp communica-
tion and the media discourse about its 
use, thus we, as linguists and discourse 
analysts, have systematically started to 
describe linguistic features, graphic var-
iation and (meta)discursive aspects of 

this new form of communication, with 
a focus on the Swiss national languages.

Research questions
Given that the media discourse at times 
tends to be quite alarmist about lan-
guage change and language decay stem-
ming from electronically written texts 
(SMS, WhatsApp etc.) and that people 
tend to overestimate the influence of 
language-external factors on language 
use (such as technological affordances 
of mobile phones etc.), we established 
a sufficiently large corpus in order to 
answer two main questions:

1.	What are defining characteristics of 
current WhatsApp messages (in each 
of the four Swiss national languag-
es)? What has changed between tradi-
tional Swiss text messages and Swiss 
WhatsApp messages, what has been 
maintained, and why (concerning lin-
guistic structures, use of emojis/emoti-
cons, spelling, register-specific style, 
individualization vs. accommodation)?
2.	How do individual users apply these 
features and how does the press cover 
them?
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able for the research project team, but 
temporary access can be given to other 
researchers, including students, upon re-
quest. After the end of the project (2019), 
the corpus will be made openly available 
for non-commercial use.

Expected results
Based on pilot studies and initial results, 
we expect, on the one hand, to find an 
abundance of press reports blaming the 
(young generation’s) frequent texting on 
mobile phones for a decline in writing 
skills and a bashing of overabundant use 
of English tokens in texts written in na-
tional languages (contrary to fact). On 
the other hand, we do not expect to find 
actual evidence for the decline of writing 
skills or language change in the messages, 
but instead raised awareness for language 
use appropriate to the situation. If in-
formality is allowed (e.g. when texting 
within a peer group), texts are drafted 
more quickly and with more focus on 
creativity. If, on the other hand, people 
send texts to authorities (e.g. teachers), 
they write more carefully and in a more 
norm-oriented way. As for grammatical 
structures, we are sure that nothing is 
altered with respect to everyday infor-
mal language use as the alarmist me-
dia discourse stemming from the still 
rather novel impression of deviant forms 
in informal writing implies. Finally, we 
can also see accommodation phenomena 
taking place between the participants of 
a chat, e.g. in the frequency of emoji use 
or spelling conventions. Code-switching 
and emojis are frequent, of course, but 
the latter are mostly used to emphasise 
or mitigate statements, i.e. not very fre-
quently in a word-replacing function.

Our first team picks out specific gram-
matical structures and investigates them 
on WhatsApp messages in different lan-
guages. Rossella Maraffino (Bern) studies 
progressive forms (sto facendo, ich bin am 
Laufen, je suis en train de parler), and Fran-
ziska Stuntebeck (Zürich) looks at argu-
ment drop, i.e. missing subjects or objects 
(ø komm gleich, tu ø as vue). By looking at 
these structures in different languages 
and different contexts, they want to find 
out whether these are register-specific 
features, i.e. typical for written electron-
ic communication in general, or mainly 
technologically induced structures (e.g. 
more omissions in order to save time 
in quasi-synchronous communication).
Etienne Morel (Neuchâtel) and Christina 
Siever (Zürich) investigate graphical el-
ements in WhatsApp messages. They are 
interested in changes to graphic strate-
gies in relationship to new correction 
software, virtual keyboards, and especial-
ly new sets of iconographic signs (emo-
jis). For their research, they look at these 
features across linguistic communities 
and focus on the specific function of these 
features in shaping communicative iden-
tity. The data they work on is mainly in 
German (both dialectal and non-dialectal) 
or French.
Doctoral student Samuel Felder (Leip-
zig) studies the linguistic behaviour of 
individuals in WhatsApp chats by in-
vestigating the frequency of the features 
analysed in the other sub-projects as well 
as patterns of code-switching in chats. 
He wants to​ ​find out whether – and if 
so – how people adapt their language use 
to the way their counterparts commu-
nicate​. The focus of this research is on 
Swiss-German dialectal messages.
The fourth team is the only one that 
does not use the WhatsApp database, 
but rather created their own web-based 
database comprising press articles in 
French, German, English and Italian, as 
their interest is on how the press covers 
language as it is used in written mobile 
communication. More precisely, Vanessa 
Jaroski (Bern) tries to pin down the way 
Switzerland (and Europe) interpret the 
revolutionary developments in our com-
municative behaviour.

The linguistic corpus as a 
common database
All but the fourth sub-projects are based 
on a citizen science project in which au-
thentic WhatsApp chats were sent in 
by the Swiss public in 2014. The corpus 
that was created from these chats con-
sists of approximately 750,000 messag-
es (“speech bubbles”) and 5.5mio tokens 
(words, emojis, punctuation etc.) that 
can be used for linguistic research, i.e. 
messages that contain written text (as 
opposed to text generated by WhatsApp 
like “joined the group”, internet links 
etc.) and were authorized by the authors. 
In order to maintain the texters’ privacy, 
messages for which we did not get con-
sent are disguised. In the texts used for 
research, names and other private data 
were anonymized.
Along with the WhatsApp messages, we 
also have demographic information such 
as age, educational level or geographical 
origin of the texters available for most 
of our data. These pieces of information, 
collected in an online survey, allow for 
a more detailed investigation into socio-
linguistic factors such as age, gender or 
education that influence language use.
Due to massive code-switching in our 
data, it is not an easy task to group chats 
into language-specific subcorpora. We 
thus decided to identify the ‘main lan-
guage’ as the one used in more than 100 
messages in a specific chat, which gives 
us the following count: French: 55 chats; 
Swiss German dialect: 128 chats; non-dia-
lectal German: 21 chats; Italian: 44 chats; 
Romansh: 16 chats. Other languages (e.g. 
from the Slavic language family or Span-
ish) as well as chats shorter than 100 
messages can be found in the corpus, too.
For the time being, the corpus is avail-
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