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In many language varieties of the world, the grammatical gender of a noun must agree with
other constituents in a phrase with which the noun forms a syntactic unit. Grammatical
gender as a lexico-syntactic feature is an intrinsic property of the noun [1] [2] as it is often
considered to be arbitrary. A noun’s grammatical gender is often expressed overtly via its
definite determiner. Speakers of Standard German, for example, must know a nouns’ gender
to select the correct form of three available definite determiners (either “der” for nouns with
masculine gender, “die” for nouns with feminine gender, or “das” for nouns with neuter
gender). Considering that speakers need to retrieve gender information approximately every
ten seconds [3], investigating the process of gender retrieval contributes to the
understanding of how speakers can produce speech fluently.

Gender agreement is crucial within noun phrases (determiner + noun) of language
varieties that distinguish at least two genders. Both Standard German and Swiss German
distinguish three genders [4]. While both dialects have a high lexical similarity and share the
same grammatical gender system, some nouns in these dialects do not share the same
grammatical gender. Take, for instance, the grammatical gender of the word snail in
Standard German (“die Schnecke”; feminine) and Swiss German (“de Schnagg”; masculine)
[4]. Bidialectal speakers must have different lexical representations for these words. This
provides an opportunity to investigate the representation of lexico-syntactic features (e.g.,
grammatical gender) in the mental lexicon of bidialectal speakers. Results of a picture-
naming experiment including 40 bidialectal Swiss-Standard German speakers showed faster
naming latencies in Standard German when the grammatical gender of picture and distractor
word matched than when they did not match, replicating earlier findings [5]. In Swiss
German, this effect was not observed, possibly because gender ambiguity diluted the effect.

The findings can be considered as evidence for a competitive process of gender
selection in speech production planning [6] [7] [8]. In the gender-incongruent condition, two
competing grammatical genders resulted in slower naming latencies. One reason why no
gender congruency effect was observed in Swiss German might be due to a lower degree of
standardization. Standard German is a standardized language variety while Swiss German
varies from canton to canton and is rarely used in written form [9]. Variations in Swiss
German may affect the grammatical gender processing of nouns as well. Implications related

to grammatical gender in L2 learning are discussed.



References
[1] G. G. Corbett. Gender. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991.

[2] N. O. Schiller & T. Kupisch (Eds.). The Oxford Handbook of Gender and Classifiers.
Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 2026.

[3] J. J. A. Van Berkum. Syntactic processes in speech production: The retrieval of
grammatical gender. Cognition, 64, 115-152, 1997.

[4] H. Gallmann. Ziirichdeutsches Wérterbuch (3., Uberarbeitete und erweiterte Auflage).
Zurich: Verlag Neue Zurcher Zeitung, 2015.

[5] N. O. Schiller & A. Caramazza. Grammatical feature selection in noun phrase production:
Evidence from German and Dutch. Journal of Memory and Language, 48, 169-194, 2003.

[6] W. J. M. Levelt, A. Roelofs & A. S. Meyer. A theory of lexical access in speech
production. Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 22, 1-75, 1999.

[71 M. Wang & N. O. Schiller. A review on grammatical gender agreement in speech
production. Frontiers in Psychology, 9, 2754, 2019.

[8] A. Burki, E. van den Hoven, N. Schiller, & N. Dimitrov. Cross-linguistic differences in
gender congruency effects: Evidence from meta-analyses. Journal of Memory and
Language, 131, 104428, 2023.

[9] Bundesamt flr Statistik, Hauptsprachen nach Kantonen, 2022.



