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Despite a now sizeable body of research on Vietnamese phonology and phonetics, there is 
considerable disagreement about the nature of stress and prominence in that language. For 
instance, it has been proposed that Vietnamese has no word stress (Emeneau, 1951), has morpho-
syntactically-determined word stress (Thompson, 1963; 1965; Ngô, 1984; Cao, 2003 [1978]), or 
has iambic stress (Trần, 1967; Nguyễn and Ingram, 2006; 2007; Phạm, 2008; Nguyễn, 2010). 
Other authors have proposed that stress is a strictly phrasal phenomenon is Vietnamese (Thomas, 
1962; Thompson, 1963; 1965; Hoàng and Hoàng, 1975; Schiering et al., 2010), an issue 
complicated by the absence of a clear divide line between the phrase and the word in that 
language (Noyer, 1998). 

This absence of consensus is largely due to the fact that Vietnamese is a tone language where 
stress, focus and phrasal prominence, if present, are not realized with pitch-accents (Michaud and 
Vũ, 2004; Michaud, 2005; Brunelle et al., 2012), but failure to distinguish the various types of 
prominence in the few controlled experiments conducted so far have made the problem worse. 
The current study aims at uncovering and teasing apart various linguistic and discourse factors 
that underlie variation in syllable duration, intensity and fundamental frequency, three acoustic 
properties known to play a significant role in stress and prominence, in a small transcribed and 
annotated corpus of spontaneous and semi-spontaneous corpus of southern Vietnamese. The 
87,000-syllable corpus includes speech from 16 speakers recorded in one-on-one conversations, 
in TV interviews and in comedy skits. 

The main factors that have been investigated are linguistic factors like word stress, focus, 
lexical category and pre-boundary lengthening (Beckman and Edwards, 1990; Cutler and 
Butterfield, 1990a; b; Turk and Shattuck-Hufnagel, 2000; Byrd and Krivokapić, 2006).  
Discourse factors have also been included in the analysis, such local speech rate, lexical 
frequency and recency effects (Jurafsky et al., 1998; Fosler-Lussier and Morgan, 1999; Jurafsky 
et al., 2001; Bybee, 2002; Jurafsky et al., 2002; Bell et al., 2003; Gahl, 2008; Bell et al., 2009).  
Results were analyzed using mixed models. 

Preliminary results on the entire corpus reveal no positive evidence for word stress, but a 
strong pre-boundary lengthening and an apparent asymmetry between function words and lexical 
words suggestive of a form of cliticization.  Frequency effects are strong in lexical words, where 
a high lexical frequency correlates with shorter duration, but this effect is much weaker in 
function words.  Recency effects are present, but tend to be more robust in conversations than in 
less informal TV interviews and skits. In terms of acoustic cues, most of the prominence effects 
in the corpus appear to be due to variation in duration.  Changes in intensity and f0 seem to be 
largely conditioned by durational properties. 

The overall picture seems to suggest that Vietnamese stress and prominence are largely 
determined by phrasing, and that word-level prominence is negligible. Additional work to be 
completed in the next few months includes a systematic revision of the corpus, a better 
assessment of recency effects and improvements on automatic pitch tracking. 



References 

Beckman, M., and Edwards, J. (1990). Lengthenings and shortenings and the nature of prosodic constituency, in 
Papers in Laboratory Phonology I:  Between the Grammar and Physics of Speech, edited by J. Kingston, 
and M. Beckman (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge), pp. 152-178. 

Bell, A., Brenier, J. M., Gregory, M., Girand, C., and Jurafsky, D. (2009). Predictability effects on durations of 
content and function words in conversational English, Journal of Memory and Language 60, 92-111. 

Bell, A., Jurafsky, D., Fosler-Lussier, E., Girand, C., Gregory, M., and Gildea, D. (2003). Effects of disfluencies, 
predictability, and utterance position on word form variation in English conversation, The Journal of the 
Acoustical Society of America 113, 1001-1024. 

Brunelle, M., Hạ, K. P., and Grice, M. (2012). Intonation in Northern Vietnamese, The Ling. Review 29, 3-36. 
Bybee, J. (2002). Word frequency and context of use in the lexical diffusion of phonetically conditioned sound 

change, Language variation and change 14, 261-290. 
Byrd, D., and Krivokapić, J. (2006). How far, how long: On the temporal scope of prosodic boundary effects, 

Journal of the Acoustical Society of America 120, 1589-1590. 
Cao, X. H. (2003 [1978]). Trọng âm và các quan hệ ngữ pháp trong tiếng Việt, in Tiếng Việt: mấy vấn đề ngữ âm, 

ngữ pháp, ngữ nghĩa. Nhà xuất bản Giáo dục, Hà Nội, pp. 161-184. 
Cutler, A., and Butterfield, S. (1990a). Durational cues to word boundaries in clear speech, Speech Communication 

9, 485-495. 
Cutler, A., and Butterfield, S. (1990b). Syllabic lengthening as a word boundary cue, in Proceedings of the 3rd 

Australian International Conference on Speech Science and Technology, edited by R. Seidl. Australian 
Speech Science and Technology Association, Canberra, pp. 324-328. 

Emeneau, M. (1951). Studies in Vietnamese (Annamese) grammar. University of California Press, Berkeley. 
Fosler-Lussier, E., and Morgan, N. (1999). Effects of speaking rate and word frequency on pronunciations in 

convertional speech, Speech Communication 29, 137-158. 
Gahl, S. (2008). Time and thyme are not homophones: The effect of lemma frequency on word durations in 

spontaneous speech, Language 84, 474-496. 
Hoàng, T., and Hoàng, M. (1975). Remarques sur la structure phonologique du vietnamien, Études vietn. 40, 67-98. 
Jurafsky, D., Bell, A., Fosler-Lussier, E., Girand, C., and Raymond, W. D. (1998). Reduction of English function 

words in switchboard, in ICSLP. 
Jurafsky, D., Bell, A., and Girand, C. (2002). The role of the lemma in form variation, Laboratory Phon. 7, 3-34. 
Jurafsky, D., Bell, A., Gregory, M., and Raymond, W. D. (2001). Probabilistic relations between words: Evidence 

from reduction in lexical production, Typological studies in language 45, 229-254. 
Michaud, A. (2005). Prosodie de langues à tons (naxi et vietnamien), prosodie de l’anglais : éclairages croisés.  PhD. 

diss. Paris 3 - Sorbonne Nouvelle. 
Michaud, A., and Vũ, N. T. (2004). Glottalized and Nonglottalized Tones under Emphasis: Open Quotient Curves 

Remain Stable, F0 Curve is Modified, Proceedings of Speech Prosody 2004, Nara, Japan, 745-748. 
Ngô, T. N. (1984). The Syllabeme and Patterns of Word Formation in Vietnamese, PhD diss, NYU, p. 465. 
Nguyễn, T. A. T. (2010). Rhythmic pattern and corrective focus in Vietnamese polysyllabic words, Mon-Khmer 

studies 39, 1-28. 
Nguyễn, T. A. T., and Ingram, J. (2006). Reduplication and word stress in Vietnamese., in Proceedings of the 11th 

Australian International Conference on Speech Science & Technology, edited by P. Warren, and C. I. 
Watson. University of Auckland, pp. 187-192. 

Nguyễn, T. A. T., and Ingram, J. (2007). Stress and tone sandhi in Vietnamese reduplications, Mon-Khmer Studies 
37, 15-39. 

Noyer, R. (1998). Vietnamese 'Morphology' and the Definition of Word, U. Penn Work. Papers in Lings 5, 65-89. 
Phạm, A. H. (2008). Is there a prosodic word in Vietnamese?, Toronto Working Papers in Linguistics 29, 1-23. 
Schiering, R., Bickel, B., and Hildebrandt, K. A. (2010). The prosodic word is not universal, but emergent, Journal 

of Linguistics 46, 53 p. 
Thomas, D. (1962). On defining the 'word' in Vietnamese  Văn-hóa nguyệt-san XI, 519-523. 
Thompson, L. (1963). The Problem of the Word in Vietnamese, Word 19, 39-52. 
Thompson, L. (1965). Vietnamese Reference Grammar. University of Washington Press, Seattle. 
Trần, H. M. (1967). Tones and Intonation in South Vietnamese, in Series A - Occ. Papers #9, Papers in Southeast 

Asian Linguistics No.1, edited by Đ. L. Nguyễn, H. M. Trần, and D. Dellinger (Ling. Circle of Canberra). 
Turk, A. E., and Shattuck-Hufnagel, S. (2000). Word-boundary-related duration patterns in English, Journal of 

Phonetics 28, 397-440.  


