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Abstract 

This paper investigates the possible effect of age on quotative variation in spoken 

British English with focus on the innovative quotative constructions be like and go 

and the standard construction say. The study is corpus-based and uses the Spoken 

British National Corpus 2014 as its material. Using the search tools provided in the 

corpus, datasets were restricted to include material from female speakers only and for 

each age-bracket in isolation. The results of the study were analysed in apparent time 

and through real time comparisons with previous studies. Similarly to previous 

studies, it was found that be like constructions are still favoured by young speakers, 

but the results also indicate that be like is used at higher frequencies among middle-

aged speakers than previous studies have demonstrated. This indicates that be like is 

indeed an example of language change and not just an age-graded feature. The second 

innovative quotative investigated was go. The frequency distribution demonstrated 

by go was very different to that of be like.  The results indicate that the ratio of go in 

comparison to be like (and say) have decreased drastically in the past twenty years 

when the results of the present study were compared to previous studies. This may 

indicate that the presence of two or more quotative variants within a speaker 

community may lead to the reduction in use of one of these variants due to “linguistic 

competition”. The results of this study strengthen previous arguments that the 

presence of be like may lead to a decrease in the use of quotative go. The standard 

form say is still the most common variant for most age-brackets, apart from 

adolescent and young-adult speakers. However, in comparison to earlier studies the 

ratios of say have decreased for middle-aged speakers and younger. This may be due 

to an increased choice of quotative variants which are available to the speaker. 
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“She’s like ‘Oh, my God, bag those toenails” 

I’m like, “Sure”  

She goes “Uh, I don’t know if I can handle this”  

                 – Frank Zappa “Valley Girl,” 1982.  

1 Introduction  

A quotative, which introduces reported speech and thought, has traditionally used a 

verb of reporting in the English language, commonly say or think, followed by the 

reported content (Buchstaller, 2014: 15). This construction produces very 

recognisable constructions to all English speakers, such as, ‘she said, “did you have 

a good evening?”’(Spoken BNC2014: SRBZ582). In the beginning of the 1980s, a 

new quotative construction appeared in American English (henceforth AmE). This 

quotative construction uses the copula verb be, often together with the particle like, 

to produce constructions such as, ‘I’m like “did I dream that?” (Spoken BNC2014: 

SVED193). The be like quotative quickly gained ground, both in popularity and 

notoriety (Macaulay, 2001: 5). Although the be like construction was first noted in 

California in the United States of America (henceforth USA) it has witnessed a rapid 

global spread with the first attestations of the construction in British English 

(henceforth BrE) dating from 1993 (Tagliamonte & Hudson, 1999). Alongside be 

like, other non-standard quotatives have also been observed. The most common of 

these is the go construction, for example: ‘he went “alright then I’m gonna go get a 

Chinese”’ (Spoken BNC2014: S64H1964). However, the use of go as a quotative has 

not been studied to the same extent as its more notorious partner be like (Buchstaller, 

2006).   

In the previous literature, quotatives which do not follow standard syntactical 

patterns have been termed “innovative quotatives”. The rise of innovative quotatives 

has led to a plethora of linguistic research, much of which has investigated the effect 

different sociolinguistic variables have on quotative variation in different varieties of 

English. Common to many studies in determining a speaker’s use and production 

frequency of innovative quotatives is the apparent relevance of age (Buchstaller, 

2006; 2015; Macaulay, 2001), with most studies of spoken language indicating that 
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younger speakers favour innovative quotatives over standard and more conservative 

forms.  

Various theories have been posited concerning whether the rise of the 

innovative quotatives can be thought of as language change. Some have argued that 

innovative quotatives are no longer just a young persons’ domain and argue that they 

are, in fact, an example of “generational change” (Tagliamonte & D’Arcy, 2007; 

D’Arcy, 2012; Buchstaller 2006). Whereas others, such as Buchstaller (2015) and 

Wagner (2012), have argued that innovative quotatives are an example of “age-

grading,” which is defined by Labov (1994) as “a repetition of age-appropriate 

linguistic behaviour in each generation”. Buchstaller (2015) and Wagner (2012) 

hypothesise that this may partly occur because of the tendency shown by middle-aged 

speakers to return to more conservative speech forms due to demands from the 

“linguistic marketplace”. Buchstaller (2015) states that more research is required to 

investigate if this hypothesis holds true for innovative quotatives.  

The focus of this paper is to investigate if speaker age appears to be a salient 

factor with regards to possible quotative variation amongst speakers of contemporary 

BrE. Furthermore, the paper investigates whether for innovative quotatives age-

grading is indicated, or if language change may be occurring. The study is corpus-

based with the material being transcribed spoken BrE from the Spoken British 

National Corpus 2014 (henceforth Spoken BNC2014). Innovative quotative variation 

is an area of linguistic research which has been widely studied previously. The 

previous literature has indicated possible language change, but more evidence is 

needed in order to demonstrate that change is occurring. As this study uses the most 

recent corpus of spoken BrE, it builds on the existing body of evidence and will 

contribute new findings to our existing knowledge concerning quotative variation in 

relation to speaker age. Hopefully, the results of this study will give insights into some 

of the questions posed by previous studies and identify possible areas of future study.  

1.1 Aims and research questions  
Although the case of the innovative quotative is much studied, there are still many 

unanswered questions, especially those concerning language change and variation. 

The aim of this paper is to investigate how, if at all, the variable of age influences 
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quotative variation among speakers of BrE. The corpus used in this study, the Spoken 

BNC2014, contains the transcribed conversations of BrE speakers recorded in 

everyday situations (Love et al, 2017). This indicates that speaker register in the 

corpus is probably informal.  

In contemporary English, several different quotative constructions exist 

concurrently and an overview of these is given in Section 2.3. In this study, the 

investigated quotative variants have been restricted to the standard variant, say, and 

two innovative variants: be like and go. The third main quotative variant, the zero-

quote construction, is not investigated and, therefore, beyond the scope of this study.  

Furthermore, as the effect of age alone is investigated, it was deemed 

important to exclude the variable of gender from possibly affecting the interpretation 

of the results in relation to age. In this study, speaker gender was restricted to female 

gender based on the results of a previous pilot-study performed by the author and 

which is further described in Section 2.5. Thus, the effect of gender on quotative 

variation is also beyond the scope of this study.  

The research questions posed by this paper are as follows: 

• To what extent does the production of innovative quotatives in the form of be like 

and go indicate age-grading in the dataset studied?  

• How does the variable of age affect, if at all, quotative variation among speakers 

of BrE? And what may explain the reasons for the possible differences?  

• To what extent does the presence of the innovative quotatives be like and go affect 

the production of the standard utterance say for both the dataset as a whole and 

within specific age-brackets in the dataset studied?  

• To what extent does the presence of the be like quotative affect the production of 

the go quotative, or vice-versa, both in the dataset as a whole and also within 

specific age-brackets? 

Due to the large size of the Spoken BNC2014 it was not possible to investigate all 

instances of the three investigated quotative variants occurring for female speakers. 

Therefore,  randomised datasets for each construction and for each age-bracket were 

created when necessary. How this randomisation was performed is explained in the 

method section, Section 3.2, of this paper. The study will attempt to answer the 

research questions using both apparent time data from the results of the present study, 

and real time comparisons with the results of previous studies. The real time 
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comparisons made in the results section are based on data and recalculations of data 

from earlier studies. How this was achieved is further explained in the method section, 

Section 3.2 and in Appendix 1.  

As this paper uses only randomised datasets from the Spoken BNC2014 

which are further restricted to female speakers only, the results can only be true for 

the material analysed and for the three quotative construction investigated. Obviously, 

this creates a study weakness as not all possible constructions for all quotatives 

available in the corpus have been analysed. Moreover, utterances from male speakers 

have not been investigated. However, hopefully the results will still provide an 

indication of possible trends and form a foundation for further research. 

2 Theoretical background 
This section discusses previous research within the field. Section 2.1 concerns 

theories of language change as proposed chiefly by Labov. Section 2.2 discusses 

briefly the mechanisms of languages change. Section 2.3 discusses previous research 

concerning the quotative system of the English language. In Section 2.3.1, a short 

description of the different quotative variants reported in English will be given, which 

is then followed by a brief overview of the syntactical construction of standard and 

innovative quotatives. In Section 2.3.2 a historical overview of the development of 

the innovative quotative forms is discussed. Finally, Section 2.4 discusses the findings 

of previous research with regard to age and possible quotative variation.  

2.1 Theories of language change and variation  
The seminal volume of work by William Labov “Principles of linguistic change”– 

both volume 1: Internal factors and volume 2: Social factors – form the basis of this 

discussion. One of the primary problems which linguists encounter is how to both 

define and identify language change. The challenge lies not in identifying that change 

has occurred but in identifying the mechanisms and possible reasons behind the 

change. Labov (1994: 10) describes the process of language change as non-linear, 

with change occurring sporadically and rarely as a uniform process. Another problem 

which arises pertains to variation; when does a phenomenon previously believed to 

be language variation actually become language change? Any study of language 
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change requires that there are at least two forms of the same linguistic feature present 

and that there is some form of continuity between these different forms (Labov 1994: 

43). Labov (1994) describes two methodologies for studying language change in 

progress: change in apparent time and change in real time.  

Apparent time studies use the distribution of linguistic features across 

different speaker age-groups at the same point in time to identify possible language 

change in progress. Real time studies, on the other hand, attempt to illustrate language 

change either by using data from earlier but non-comparable studies, or attempt to 

recreate a previously performed study in the same speech community (Labov 1994: 

28–29). Theories of language change based on apparent time observations use 

distributions of a linguistic feature across age ranges to reach such conclusions. If a 

monotonic relationship between age and the investigated linguistic feature is found, 

then it is possible to say that some sort of variation or change exists. However, even 

when this monotonic relationship is present, the question remains as to whether this 

variation is an example of generational change, or of age-grading which is defined as 

a cyclically repeating linguistic feature occurring in each generation of a speech 

community (Labov 1994: 45–46). Four different and distinct patterns of language 

change have been proposed by Labov (1994: 83–84). These are presented in Table 1 

below.  

Table 1. Patterns of linguistic change at individual and community level (from 

Labov, 1994: 83)  

                                                                                                                                               

 

 

 

 

Table 1 describes four different scenarios of language change and illustrates the 

behaviour of both the individual and community in such scenarios. In the first 

scenario there is no variation at all with both the individual and the community 

exhibiting stable linguistic behaviour. In the second scenario, the individual exhibits 

linguistic variation over their lifetime but the community demonstrates stability and 

does not change. The third scenario describes a situation which is the most common 

Language change scenario  Individual  Community  

1. Stability  Stable Stable 

2. Age-grading  Unstable Stable  

3. Generational change  Stable Unstable  

4. Communal change Unstable  Unstable  
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for language change examples. Individuals in this scenario demonstrate stability, i.e. 

the individual displays a linguistic feature at stable rates over their lifetime. However, 

regular increments in the frequency of the linguistic feature, often increased for each 

generation, lead to language change for the whole community. In the fourth, and final, 

scenario both individuals and the community are unstable, meaning that all members 

of a community alter their frequencies together, or they acquire a new linguistic 

feature at the same time. This final scenario is thought most common for lexical 

change (Labov, 1994: 84). Common for age-grading and generational change is a 

phenomenon known as the “adolescent peak” which describes the frequency peak of 

a linguistic feature which occurs during adolescence. The frequency curve drops and 

plateaus for younger adults and then drops to even lower frequencies for speakers 

over 50 years of age ( Labov, 2001: 169).  

Furthermore, Wagner (2012) discusses the problems of distinguishing 

generational change from age-grading and argues that these difficulties can lead to 

the misdiagnosis of an age-graded feature as actual change in progress, or 

generational change (Wagner, 2012: 371). The apparent time construct has long been 

used by linguists to explain language change, but it is known that individual speakers 

do not always exhibit the sort of strict linguistic stability proposed by Labov (Wagner, 

2012: 373). This linguistic instability at both individual and communal level has been 

termed “lifespan change” and was proposed by Sankoff (2005, cited in Wagner, 2012: 

374). Moreover, Wagner (2012: 375) discusses the concept and implications of the 

“linguistic marketplace”. This idea was first presented by Bourdieu and Boltanski 

(1975, cited in Wagner, 2012: 375) as an attempt to develop another method of 

classifying social class instead of the traditional methods which classify social class 

based on information about speaker profession or educational level. It was 

hypothesised that two speakers can share a social class based on their profession but 

experience different linguistic demands. One speaker group experiences more 

linguistic freedom which enables them to use non-standard varieties while the other 

group experiences pressure to conform to linguistic standards. Wagner (2012: 375) 

states that the concept of the linguistic marketplace may go to some way to explaining 

why certain linguistic features appear in adolescence only to decrease again during 

middle-age. According to Wagner (2012: 377), panel studies are required to fully 
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identify the different models of language change which occur for a given linguistic 

feature. Panel studies use the same participants at different time points as a data 

source. The few panel studies which have been performed indicate that in the case of 

generational change some individuals actually display post-adolescent language 

change in the direction of communal change, i.e. the speaker demonstrates post-

adolescent instability (Wagner, 2012: 377). However, it appears that most individuals 

demonstrate stability after adolescence which supports the apparent time construct. 

Furthermore, some individuals appear to adopt more conservative linguistic features 

with age and lose innovative features. This phenomenon is termed “retrograde 

change” (Wagner, 2012: 377).  

Describing the correlation between age and a linguistic feature appears at first 

glance unproblematic. However, both Labov (2001: 119–120) and Wagner (2012) 

describe how the relationship can be more complicated than it appears because of the 

presence of other social variables such as gender, class and ethnicity, and external 

factors such as the linguistic marketplace. Although these variables are important, 

they are beyond the scope of this study in which age will be investigated in isolation. 

Other factors may indeed prove important or possibly the interaction of several factors 

together, but these will have to make for future areas of investigation. 

2.2 Models of language change   
Inherent to all examples of language change is the presence of at least two competing 

variants of a linguistic feature. At the start of a possible language change situation 

these two variants share an unequal distribution. In sociolinguistic terms, Labov 

(1994: 66) describes a situation in which two competing linguistic features are 

associated with different social values which characterise the speakers from each 

group.  

In the beginning of a language change process, one of these competing 

features starts to be used by members of the other speaker group. In fact, this has to 

happen for language change to occur. Initially, the transfer between groups is low. 

However, as contact with the linguistic feature increases, the rate of transfer between 

speaker groups also gains speed. As language change progresses, its spread within a 

population when plotted often creates a statistical curve which roughly follows the 
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shape of the letter S, creating what is termed an S-curve (Labov 1994: 65–66). A 

generic example of this statistical curve is presented in Figure 1 (NB. Figure 1 

illustrates what such a statistical curve when plotted may look like and is not an 

example of an investigated linguistic phenomenon).  

 

 

Figure 1. The S-curve of linguistic change (from Tagliamonte & D’Arcy, 2009) 

 

Many documented examples of language change have demonstrated this type of S-

curve. However, most language change happens over a relatively long time-period 

but the rise of the be like quotative construction has been discussed in the literature 

as a possible example of rapid language change (Buchstaller, 2011; D’Arcy, 2012). 

This scenario has been posited because of the global expansion of be like in a 

relatively short time period and its high production frequencies among younger 

speakers. 

2.3 The quotative system of the English language: variation, 
syntactical structure and historical development 

In this section, a brief overview of the investigated quotative forms, be like, go and 

say will be provided. Following this, the syntactical differences and similarities 

between the standard and innovative forms will be discussed. Finally, a brief 

historical background regarding the innovative quotatives will be given. 
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 An overview of quotative variation in English and syntactical structure  
The quotative system is made up of a series of verbs which report speech and thought. 

Traditionally, English speakers have used the verbs say (1) or think (2), also called 

the “verba dicendi,” to report speech or thought (Buchstaller, 2014: 34).  

(1) He said, “it’s my kitchen” and I said, “it’s your kitchen?” (Spoken BNC2014: 

S6HP 1254) 

(2) I thought, “what a good idea!” (Spoken BNC2014: S263:188) 

Although it is common for English to frame a quote with a verb of reporting, or with 

an innovative quotative, it is not necessary. Unframed quotes, or “zero-quote” (3), are 

thought to be a common occurrence in spoken English, but unfortunately an area 

lacking in research (Buchstaller, 2014: 35).  

(3) This bloke trailed her in the front door. ∅ “Josephine who’s this?” ∅ “Oh, he’s 

staying the night at our house.” (Tagliamonte & Hudson, 1999: 148) 

As described in Section 1.1, zero-quote constructions are beyond the scope of this 

study and, therefore, no further mention will be made of this particular construction.  

The third group of quotatives, alongside standard constructions and zero-

quotes, are the so-called “innovative quotatives”. Buchstaller (2014: 1) notes that 

since the 1970s the quotative system of English has expanded greatly. The attestations 

of new forms reported in literature indicate that the quotative system is one of great 

dynamism. Buchstaller (2014: 1) states that the most researched variants are the be 

like and go constructions, and these are also the focus of the present study. Buchstaller 

(2014: 1) argues that these two forms are those which have demonstrated greatest 

geographical expansion and have, therefore, caught the attention of research. Other 

innovative quotatives which exist demonstrate more regional preference – for now at 

least.  

The syntactic structure of standard and innovative quotatives is discussed by 

Buchstaller (2014: 15–16). Traditionally, the English language has reported speech 

or thought with canonical clauses consisting of a clause subject together with a 

transitive verb of reporting, such as say or think, followed by the reported clause as 

demonstrated in (4).  

(4) NP + TRANSITIVE VERB OF REPORTING + QUOTE  

(Buchstaller, 2014: 15) 
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Over the past few decades, however, other methods of introducing speech and thought 

have been reported in the English language. The most common of these newer 

syntactical constructions use either the intransitive verb go, or the copula verb be 

together with a particle, often like, to frame reported speech or thought. These 

constructions are commonly known as “innovative quotatives” (Buchstaller 2014: 

15). Thus, English speakers currently have several different linguistic means to 

introduce speech, thought and attitudes. The main constructions1 which also are those 

investigated by this paper can be expressed as in examples 5a – c. 

(5) a.  NP + TRANSITIVE VERB OF REPORTING + QUOTE 

(5) b.  NP + GO + QUOTE  

(5) c.  NP + BE + LIKE + QUOTE   

(Buchstaller, 2014: 16) 

Vandelanotte and Davidse (2009) discuss in detail the syntactic constructions of 

standard quotatives and innovative quotatives. The authors term standard quotative 

constructions with canonical form, “direct speech constructions” (henceforth DS 

constructions). DS constructions consist of a transitive verb of reporting, such as say 

or think and a reported quote. If the clause structure is analysed using traditional 

verbal complementation analysis, then the general opinion views the reported clause 

as the direct object (henceforth DO) complement of the reporting verb (Vandelanotte 

& Davidse, 2009: 780). This explains why the reported clause in (6) is seen 

comparable to the DO formed with a NP in (7), and therefore also analysed as a NP 

using verbal complementation analysis.   

(6) Dorothy (Subject)[NP] said [verb] “my mother’s on the telephone” (DO)[NP].  

(7) Sue (Subject)[NP] hit [verb] the burglar (DO)[NP]. 

(adapted from Vandelanotte & Davidse, 2009) 

However, Vandelanotte & Davidse (2009: 781–782) discuss that analysing the 

reported clause as a DO is problematic because of the differences which exist between 

a true verb DO complement and the reported clause of a DS construction. One of the 

main differences is that the reported clause can take different clause positions (8) (9) 

more easily than a true DO complement of a transitive verb (10). 

                                                      

1 Other quotative constructions exist but lie outside the scope of this paper. See Buchstaller 

(2014) for a more comprehensive description of known constructions.  
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(8) “My mother’s on the telephone.”(DO)[NP] Dorothy (Subject)[NP] said [verb]. 

(9) “My mother” (Subject (emb.cl))[NP] said [verb] Dorothy (Subject)[NP], “is on    

 the telephone.” (DO). 

(10)  The burglar(DO)[NP] hit [verb] Sue (Subject)[NP].  

                                (adapted from Vandelanotte & Davidse, 2009) 

In their study, Vandelanotte & Davidse (2009: 782–783) argue that standard reporting 

verbs such as say, and think do not behave as true transitive verbs in DS constructions 

since the reported quotes of DS constructions do not follow the word-order patterns 

characteristic of true DO complements.  

Moreover, as the innovative constructions, be (like) and go, are truly 

intransitive verbs this makes an analysis with verbal complementation problematic as 

intransitive verbs cannot take a DO complement (Vandelanotte & Davidse, 2009: 

785). The authors propose that a different clause structure analysis is required for both 

innovative quotative constructions and canonical DS constructions. Vandelanotte & 

Davidse (2009: 788) posit that “interclausal analysis” provides a better method of 

analysis. In this analysis, the reported clause is viewed as a complement of the 

reporting clause as a whole (11). 

(11) He said (HEAD) “I’m leaving” (COMPLEMENT)  

(Vandelanotte & Davidse, 2009: 791) 

Similarly, analyses (12) can also be made for innovative quotatives using this method.  

(12) I’m like (HEAD) “How does that look nice on you” (COMPLEMENT)  

(Vandelanotte & Davidse, 2009: 792). 

Vandelanotte & Davidse (2009: 802) argue that this type of syntactical analysis 

explains why verbs with no apparent reporting function, be (like) and go, because of 

their syntactic (and semantic) similarity to standard DS constructions can develop a 

reporting function. It also explains why this analogy is only true for canonical 

constructions. While the reporting clause formed with say can be postposed to create 

a non-canonical clause in (13), this is not possible for the reporting clauses formed by 

the innovative quotatives in (14) and (15) since this creates ungrammatical 

constructions.  

(13) He said, “do you need a new car?” (Spoken BNC2014: SP7F 292) vs. “Do you 

need a  new car?” he said.  

(14) I was like “oh hello” (Spoken BNC2014: SDFL 821) vs *”Oh hello” I was like.  
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(15) I went “good for you mother” (Spoken BNC2014: SZME 878) vs *”good for 

you mother” I went.  

This distinction is important for the later discussion in Section 3.2 regarding how the 

quotative constructions used in this study were selected and which were excluded, i.e. 

only canonical DS constructions formed with say were included and not constructions 

in which the reporting verb was postposed. Furthermore, the canonical DS 

construction is the only type in which the quotatives are in complementary 

distribution, i.e. the only construction in which the reporting verb say can be directly 

replaced by one of the other investigated quotatives, go or be (like). 

After this brief overview of the syntactical construction of different quotative 

types, the paper will now discuss the historical development of the innovative 

quotatives be like and go from the evidence available in the previous literature. 

 The historical development of be like and go 
The literature seems in agreement that the first attested use of be like as a quotative 

occurred during the early 1980s in California in the USA (Buchstaller, 2014: 5; 

D’Arcy, 2012: 388). The quote which introduced this paper comes from the Frank 

Zappa song “Valley Girl”, which is a 1982 satirical take on the speech of young, 

middle-class female speakers in California. The Oxford English Dictionary 

(henceforth OED) actually includes these song lyrics among the first attestations of 

the quotative use of the construction be like.  

      “Colloq. (orig. U.S.) to be like: used to report (actual or  

                     simulated) direct speech (often expressing a person’s  

                     feelings); to say, utter; (also) to say to oneself. 1982: F.  

                     Zappa & M. U. Zappa Valley Girl (song) 

                     […] She's like Oh my God.”   

(OED, 2018)                            

Buchstaller (2014: 5) states that the global spread of the be like quotative is thought 

to have happened at some point in the 1990s and the first attestations in BrE date from 

around 1993. Tagliamonte & Hudson (1999) investigated quotative variation among 

British and Canadian university undergraduates. The study found that be like 

constructions made up 18 % of all quotatives used by the British students. 

Considering that the construction was first attested in BrE in 1993 this would indicate 

rapid growth. Tagliamonte & Hudson (1999: 168) argue that the manner by which be 
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like has quickly become a part of the quotative system in English-speaking countries 

geographically distant from each other is an indicator of the types of change which 

may become commonplace in the future due to the globalisation of English. The exact 

reasons for the spread of be like are not entirely clear. However, Buchstaller (2014: 

246–248) discusses the role of both the traditional media such as film and TV and 

digital media such as social media, YouTube and other internet communities in the 

global expansion of be like.  

Moreover, Buchstaller (2014: 7) discusses how the function of be like as a 

quotative has expanded over time. Initially, be like was a reporter of interior 

monologue, thoughts and attitudes. However, by the mid-1990s be like had also begun 

to function as a reporter of speech and thought. This expanded function may also help 

to explain the rapid encroachment of be like into the quotative system of BrE. Another 

linguistic feature of the be like quotative is something which Buchstaller (2014: 8–9) 

terms “its non-committal nature or hedging role”. Moreover, Buchstaller (2014: 8–9) 

argues that the ability of be like to create ambiguity as to whether the framed speech 

was uttered or not is an integral part of the construction and a linguistic feature which 

has facilitated the global spread of the construction. 

The journey of go from its function as a lexical verb of movement to 

containing quotative function is not quite as clear as that of be like. Buchstaller (2014: 

9) states that although go quotatives are viewed as innovative, the quotative go 

construction has in fact been attested since the eighteenth century. However, 

according to Butters (1980 cited in Buchstaller, 2014: 9), the early quotative functions 

of go were used in the representation of mimetic or onomatopoeic sound, such as “the 

train went choo.” The use of go to report speech is, according to Buchstaller (2014: 

10), a feature which has developed during the latter half of the twentieth century. 

Buchstaller (2014: 9) views this shift from mimetic sound reporting to speech 

reporting as the critical difference between the older quotative use and the newer, or 

innovative, quotative use. However, go quotatives have not lost their ability to report 

mimetic and onomatopoeic sound reproduction and are still used in the representation 

of such sounds today (Buchstaller, 2014: 11–12).  
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2.4 Quotative variation and speaker-age  
In this section, a summary of some of the relevant literature concerning the effect of 

age on quotative variation will be provided. The literature discussed in this section 

provides the foundation of this study.  

As previously discussed in Section 2.3.2, Tagliamonte & Hudson (1999) 

investigated the frequency of different quotative constructions among young 

university students, aged between 18-28, in the United Kingdom (henceforth UK) and 

Canada. This study is almost twenty years old, but as the first attestation of be like in 

BrE occurred in the early half of the 1990s it is relevant to discuss it in the present 

study. Two corpora of transcribed tape-recorded narratives from 66 speakers in both 

countries formed the material on which the results were based. The authors found that 

although the quotative be like was still a relatively new linguistic form it had 

encroached into the quotative system used by speakers of BrE. The results for 

speakers of BrE showed that say was the most common construction, comprising 31 

% of all quotatives. However, be like and go shared second place with an 18 % share 

of the quotative market each. Similarly, say, 36 %, was also the most common variant 

for speakers of Canadian English, with go second most common with 22 %, and 

finally, be like with 13 %. Importantly, Tagliamonte & Hudson (1999: 167–168) 

discuss how the rapid spread of a previously believed AmE marker into BrE is an 

example of how linguistic features transfer into young speakers geographically 

isolated from each other.  

Interestingly, Tagliamonte & D’Arcy (2004) investigated Canadian speakers 

again, using a small corpus of 500,000 words comprised of recordings of young 

Toronto residents between 10–19 years of age. The study found that be like 

constructions now accounted for 58 % of all quotatives in the corpus, while both go 

and say constructions had fallen to 7 % and 11 % respectively. This in contrast to the 

results from their 1999 study which is discussed in the previous paragraph. Their 

study, of course, investigated another variety of English but the rise of the be like 

construction from a global perspective is of interest for the present study.  

Furthermore, Tagliamonte & D’Arcy (2007) continue their study of Toronto 

speakers. In this study, they use a larger corpus, the 1,5-million-word Toronto English 
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Corpus, which contains data from speakers aged 9 – 87 years. A quantitative study of 

the quotative system was performed. The aim of the study was to investigate which 

model of language change, age-grading, generational change, or community change, 

may explain the rise of the quotative be like. They investigated the interplay of other 

variables, both social, grammatical and semantic, on the frequency of quotative 

production. However, for the purposes of this study only those conclusions relating 

to age will be discussed. Tagliamonte & D’Arcy (2007: 212–213) argue that although 

the adolescent peak which is found for be like in this study may indicate age-grading, 

the larger picture actually shows a classic S-curve which indicates that general 

language change is occurring.  

Tagliamonte & D’Arcy (2007) argue that because be like is a new 

construction in its quotative use, it has never been a part of the linguistic repertoire of 

speakers over 40. Tagliamonte & D’Arcy (2007: 213) posit that more important for 

diagnosing true language change as opposed to age-grading is the frequency of be like 

production among the speakers around 30 years of age. The 30-year-olds use be like 

in almost 30 % of all quotative instances which indicates when compared to the results 

from Tagliamonte & Hudson (1999) and Tagliamonte & D’Arcy (2004) that speakers 

have increased their use of be like during their lifetime. Again, although their study 

is of Canadian speakers, it can give important insights for the interpretation of the 

present study’s results.  

Macaulay (2001) investigated the occurrence and frequency of different 

quotative forms in the speech of Glaswegian adolescents. The results are based on 

conversations recorded in 1997 and the speakers belong to one of two groups; one 

group of young adolescents 13–14 years old and one group of adult speakers aged 

over 40. The dataset studied, however, only contains material from 32 speakers which 

indicates a certain study weakness if the results were generalised to a larger 

population. Macaulay (2001: 10–12) showed that among the adolescent group, go was 

the most frequent quotative variant at 26 %, while the next frequent was say at 24 %, 

and in shared third place, be like and zero-quote at 14 %. However, the results of 

Macaulay’s study illustrated something very different for the adult speakers. The most 

common quotative form was say at 72 % and go was the next common at 11 %. 

However, be like constructions were almost negligible, 0.2 %. Other quotative 
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constructions such as zero quote and think demonstrated higher frequencies. 

Obviously, this study is almost twenty years old, and the dataset used is actually more 

than twenty years old. However, the results for the adult group form an interesting 

comparison to the results of the present study.  

Buchstaller (2006) investigates the frequency of the innovative quotatives be 

like and go in real and apparent time in both BrE and AmE. The study is corpus-based 

and uses transcribed recordings of spoken language from two corpora, one from the 

USA and one from the UK. The USA corpus contains approximately 3-million-words 

and was recorded between 1988-1992. The UK corpus is smaller, containing 

approximately 1-million-words and was recorded during the years 1994-1995.  

Buchstaller (2006: 5) defined a quotative as: “all strategies used to introduce 

reported speech, sounds, gesture and thought by self or other”. The occurrence of the 

quotatives be like and go per all quotatives found in the datasets was calculated by 

respective social group – age in this case. Buchstaller (2006: 8–12) found that be like 

in both AmE and BrE demonstrated similar patterns. The frequency of the 

construction was much lower in BrE but Buchstaller hypothesises that this is due to 

the time-period of the corpus. Be like had only just started to be attested in BrE at this 

point in time. Both curves show an initial dip for younger speakers which then 

increases during adolescence and then demonstrates a monotonic relationship with 

increasing age. Buchstaller argues that the higher frequencies amongst older 

American speakers are indicative of the construction being present in the language 

longer and therefore making inroads in the language of older speakers. Buchstaller’s 

study does not, however, investigate the language of speakers older than 51 years of 

age. Buchstaller (2006: 11–12) states that generational change is indicated from her 

dataset but points out that the further diachronic development of be like is beyond the 

scope of her study. Buchstaller calls for further research to investigate if be like will 

continue to spread through the age spectrum or whether it will stabilise and become 

an age-graded feature. 

Buchstaller (2006) also investigates the quotative construction go using the 

same methodology. BrE and AmE appear to show conflicting patterns with BrE 

seemingly demonstrating age-grading for go and AmE demonstrating change in 



 

17(50) 

 

progress (Buchstaller 2006: 22). However, Buchstaller hypothesises that go actually 

demonstrates instability and may be an example of a change process which neither 

leads to complete language change nor demonstrates the characteristics of true age-

grading. Buchstaller argues that go might be a sporadic variant which at times recedes 

because of the presence of a competitor such as be like but can also increase in 

frequency again. Buchstaller (2006: 22) states that go demonstrates a repetitive U-

curve which cannot be explained by either age-grading or generational change. 

Buchstaller discusses that go should be thought of as a recyclable variable which 

increases and decreases in frequency depending on the behaviour of the individual 

and population as a whole at the time point for investigation.  

Buchstaller (2011) performed a longitudinal/diachronic study using a set of 

corpora from Tyneside (the northeast of England). The speakers in the corpora 

belonged to different generations. The data used came from a series of sociolinguistic 

interviews collected in the 1960s, 1990s and the late 2000s. The three corpora consist 

in total of 48 speakers, equally divided over the three time periods. Again, although a 

longitudinal study of this type gives great insight into language change, the small 

speaker number makes it difficult to project the results onto a larger population. 

Buchstaller (2011: 69) illustrates how quotative use has changed over time. In all 

three corpora, say proved the most common quotative construction. However, over 

the years the ratios between the quotatives constructions have changed. Say ratios 

have decreased, while the ratios of innovative constructions and zero-quotes appear 

to have increased. Interestingly, when the two later datasets are compared, 1990s and 

2000s, the two innovative constructions switch places. In the 1990s go accounted for 

13.6 % of all quotatives but in the 2000s only 4.4 %. Whereas, be like, accounted for 

just 5.7 % of quotatives in the 1990s but 21.2 % in the 2000s. 

 Buchstaller (2011: 70–73) found age to be a significant variable for the 

production of the innovative quotatives be like and go in the corpora from both the 

1990s and 2000s. Be like appears to be almost exclusively used by younger speakers 

while say is the primary used form by speakers older than 40. Go had experienced a 

fall in frequency in the dataset from the 2000s, but when present it was found almost 

entirely restricted to younger speakers. Interestingly, (Buchstaller, 2011: 84) states 

that in the early corpus from the 1960s age was not significant regarding the choice 
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of quotatives. However, in the two later corpora Buchstaller argues that younger and 

older speakers have shown increasingly greater difference in their choice of 

quotatives.  

D’Arcy (2012) performed a diachronic study of the quotative system in New 

Zealand English. D’Arcy (2012: 345) discusses the problems of studying quotative 

variation using apparent time models as it creates difficulties when trying to 

determine age-grading from generational change. However, the author believes that 

the body of evidence regarding be like illustrates its spread into the linguistic 

repertoire of older speakers and goes some way to dispel the hypothesis that be like 

is an example of age-grading. D’Arcy (2012) attempts to map the quotative system 

of New Zealand English by comparing frequencies over three time periods. Three 

corpora are used. The earliest contains recordings made between 1946-1948. The 

middle corpus contains material recorded between 1990-1996. Finally, the third is a 

sociolinguistic monitor corpus which has been growing annually from 1994. 

 D’Arcy (2012: 350–353) found a similar result when the first two corpora 

were compared with regards to quotative variation. In the oldest dataset almost 90 % 

of all quotatives used say constructions. In the middle corpus with material recorded 

between 1990-1996, 83 % of quotatives constructions were formed with say. 

However, the results for the later corpus are very different. D’Arcy (2012: 357) 

illustrated how quotative variation is very different when the interviews recording at 

three different time points are compared. For the interviews conducted 1994-1997, 

the quotative construction say accounted for 56 % of constructions, while go made up 

10 % and be like 4 %. The recordings made during the period 1998-2001 demonstrate 

a slight reduction for say 49%. Go had increased slightly to 12 % and be like 

accounted now for 9 % of all quotatives. Finally, in the latest dataset of interviews 

made between 2002-2006 the picture is very different. Say constructions had dropped 

again to 43 %. Go seems disfavoured decreasing to 6 % but be like demonstrates a 

rather large increase and accounts for 21 % of all quotatives used in the dataset 

studied. 

 D’Arcy (2012: 360–361) hypothesises that quote content is integral to this 

development. Apart from younger speakers having a greater choice of quotative forms 
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at their disposal, they also belong to a generation for which the need, or want, to report 

interior monologue or beliefs is greater than for previous generations. D’Arcy (2012: 

361) discusses the role of say and argues that at no point in the dataset is say subject 

to lexical replacement. D’Arcy argues that say is subject to something which can be 

termed competition.  

The most contemporary paper comes from Buchstaller (2015) and challenges 

previous theories concerning earlier beliefs about post-adolescent linguistic 

behaviour. Post-adolescent linguistic behaviour is integral to the current concepts of 

language change which use Labov’s apparent time hypothesis and states that 

“individuals’ speech patterns are largely set by adulthood” (Buchstaller, 2015: 458). 

By using apparent time to explain language change, it must be true that a linguistic 

feature is driven by adolescent speakers who post-adolescence maintain stable levels 

of the feature in their linguistic repertoire. Each new generation of young speakers 

produce the feature at increasingly higher frequencies which over time creates a 

situation of generational change (Buchstaller, 2015: 458). However, Buchstaller 

(2015: 459), cites the growing body of linguistic evidence which indicates that 

individuals’ language post-adolescence may be more unstable than previously 

thought. Two general scenarios have been discussed in the literature as reasons for 

this instability; the first is community-driven change which means that an individual’s 

language can drastically change in line with what is happening in the larger speech 

community. The other model discussed is “retrograde change” which happens when 

adult speakers move away from adolescent features and adopt more conservative 

linguistic features (Buchstaller, 2015: 459).  

Buchstaller (2015) performed a panel study using two datasets from different 

time periods from the same corpus. 96 speakers were studied across the two time 

periods. 48 speakers represented the period 2007-2009 and 48 speakers from the 

period 2011-2013. Buchstaller (2015: 480–481) discovered that the proliferation of 

the be like quotative appears to stop amongst middle-aged speakers. In fact, 

Buchstaller (2015: 481) argues that speakers in their mid-30s appear to return to 

standard varieties. This phenomenon has been termed “retrograde shift” by Sankoff 

& Wagner (2006, cited in Buchstaller, 2015). Theories as to why this might occur are, 

among others, the “linguistic marketplace” hypothesis posited by Bourdieu & 
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Boltanski (1975, cited in Buchstaller, 2015: 466). Buchstaller states that contrary to 

previous ideas, the conception that the quotative system is changing monotonically 

may both under and overestimate the rate of change in the quotative system. However, 

Buchstaller points out the need for more research on the subject as evidence of 

retrograde shift regarding innovative quotatives is lacking at the moment 

(Buchstaller, 2015: 481).  

In summary, most studies agree that the be like quotative construction is a 

linguistic feature indicative of young age but disagree on whether the construction is 

an example of age-grading or, instead, is an example of language change in the form 

of generational change. In the case of the quotative construction go, the picture is less 

clear. The go quotative is not researched to the same extent as the be like construction 

and the literature which exists appears somewhat contradictory. The earlier studies 

often find that go favours younger speakers and is produced in greater number than 

be like quotatives, whereas later studies tend to indicate a general decrease in 

frequency for go in all age-groups. Buchstaller (2006) argues that the go quotative 

exhibits instability and appears to follow an undulating curve which indicates that it 

loses and gains in popularity depending on current trends and speaker communities. 

The standard construction say is often used as a comparison in the literature. The 

longitudinal studies which exist indicate that say has decreased in frequency but 

hypothesise that this is due to an increasing competition amongst quotative forms and 

not due to a lexical replacement.  

2.5 The significance of gender on quotative production – pilot-study  
The role of gender on the production of quotatives, especially innovative quotatives, 

has been discussed to great extent in the previous literature. A short pilot-study 

investigating gender was performed by the author of this paper prior to the present 

study. The same corpus was used but the dataset was extracted using a different 

method. Equal numbers of males and females were investigated but the variable of 

age was disregarded. The pilot-study found that female gender was significant for the 

production of the construction be like with females producing significantly higher 

frequencies of be like than male speakers. However, for the other investigated 

quotative constructions, go and say, gender was not found to be significant. The 

results of the pilot-study are the basis on which the decision to limit the speakers in 
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the present study to include female speakers only was made and which is further 

discussed in Section 3.2.  

3 Material and method  
In Section 3.1 a description of Spoken BNC2014 corpus is provided with details about 

token numbers and information concerning speaker metadata deemed relevant for the 

present study. Additionally, in Section 3.2. the methodology used in the present study 

is described.  

3.1 Material 
The Spoken BNC2014 forms the material on which the results of the present study 

are based. The corpus is freely available online through CQP web (Hardie, 2012) and 

can be accessed at https://cqpweb.lancs.ac.uk/bnc2014spoken. 

The data in the Spoken BNC2014 were compiled between the years 2012–

2016 and consist of 11,422,617 transcribed words from 668 individual speakers in 

1,251 recordings of everyday conversations in informal settings (Love et al, 2017). 

Speakers were volunteers recruited through media campaigns in the UK and through 

presentations given by the researchers. All speakers were required to give informed 

consent (Love et al. 2017).  

The Spoken BNC2014 contains metadata relating to both speaker and text. 

The speaker metadata consist of speaker age, gender, dialect, highest level of 

education, and social-grade which was based on information provided by speakers 

about their current occupation. All metadata relating to speakers has been 

anonymised. Each speaker was given a unique and anonymous numerical code. 

During the transcription process all references to names, apart from famous people, 

and other markers containing possible personal information were removed (Love et 

al. 2017). In the Spoken BNC2014, speaker age is classified according to age-

brackets. Information about the age-bracket division and number of speakers in each 

age-bracket is provided below in Table 2. Unfortunately, the corpus does not provide 

information concerning how many male and female speakers each age-bracket 

consists of, only the total number of speakers. It is possible, however, to restrict 

searches to specific gender for each age-bracket, or for the corpus as a whole.  

https://cqpweb.lancs.ac.uk/bnc2014spoken
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Table 2. Age-bracket division and speaker number per age-bracket (Love et al., 

2017) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Spoken BNC2014 contains almost complete metadata regarding speaker age and 

the number of speakers for which age is not known is extremely small. Thus, the 

possible effect this may have on the results of the present study is deemed minimal 

and will, therefore, neither be further investigated nor discussed. However, it can be 

observed in Table 2 that for certain age-brackets, specifically the very youngest and 

very oldest, the speaker number is low. The low population size for certain age-

brackets has ramifications for the present study and in no way can it be said that the 

results can be generalised to the whole population and this is true even for results 

concerning the other age-groups. The results of the present study can give an 

indication of a trend but generalising them to a whole population will not be possible. 

Obviously, this creates a certain study weakness. However, the results can give an 

indication of how age affects the use of quotatives, both innovative and standard, and 

could possibly form the basis for future research using a larger population. 

3.2 Method 
Quotatives are defined using Buchstaller’s (2006) definition: “all strategies used to 

introduce reported speech, sounds, gesture and thought by self or other”. The choice 

of the quotatives investigated in the present study is based on the previous body of 

research discussed in Section 2.4. Thus, the following innovative quotative 

constructions are investigated: be like and go as previous research has shown that 

these variants are those which have achieved widespread global usage. The standard 

construction say was also studied to investigate if the presence of innovative 

Age range  Speaker number  Word number 

0-10 7 144,273 

11-18 42 696,919 

19-29 250 4,192,327 

30-39 89 1,661,114 

40-49 76 1,630,520 

50-59 77 1,116,898 

60-69 65 1,065,119 

70-79 33 575,721 

80-89 19 119,823 

90-99 4 84,913 

Unknown 9 84,979 
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quotatives affects, if at all, the production of this standard construction. Other possible 

quotative variants and zero-quote constructions were not investigated in this study 

and, therefore, were not searched for in the corpus.  

As a quotative, by definition, introduces both reported speech and thought 

then it can be said that the reporting subject will either be a personal pronoun in 

nominative case or a proper noun, i.e. a name. As illustrated in Section 2.3.2, say 

quotatives can be postposed in speech, but this is not possible for the innovative 

quotative constructions. Therefore, only canonical clauses were included, i.e. verb 

position directly before the quoted material. Therefore, excluded from the present 

study were instances in which the reporting verb was not immediately followed by 

the quoted content. Thus, examples where say introduced a relative clause (16) were 

excluded from this study. However, quotatives which introduce a filled pause, i.e. um 

and ah (17) were included in the present study for all investigated constructions.  

(16) She said that he’s doing his he’s working now his GCSEs. (Spoken 

BNC2014:SNE5 693) 

(17) She said, “um the students in question will be paying for the damages.”(Spoken 

BNC2014: STSS 2166) 

The part of speech tagging system, CLAWS6, was used to extract the investigated 

quotative forms by restricting searches to all instances of subject pronouns occurring 

with the investigated verb phrases, and likewise for proper nouns. For all investigated 

constructions, only finite verbs forms were searched for since clauses with canonical 

structure necessitate the presence of a verb in finite form. These restrictions created 

the following search strings, with examples found in the corpus illustrated in (18–23).  

• Subject pronoun + [am, are, is, was, were] + like  

• Proper noun + [am, are, is, was, were] + like  

• Subject pronoun + [go, goes, went]  

• Proper noun + [go, goes, went]  

• Subject pronoun + [say, says, said]  

• Proper noun + [say, says, said]  

 

(18) He was like “Oh yeah my girlfriend’s coming.” (Spoken BNC2014: SD92990) 

(19) ANONnameF was like “yeah I drank heavily last night too.” (Spoken 

BNC2014: SBNU430) 

(20) He goes “I know.” (Spoken BNC2014: SNMZ1359) 

(21) ANONnameM goes “he’s completely screwed, isn’t he?” (Spoken BNC2014: 

SZVB 927) 
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(22) She said, “did you have a good evening?” (Spoken BNC2014: SRBZ582) 

(23) ANONnameF said, “yeah, it’s not her fault.” (Spoken BNC2014: SE3W530) 

By using the restricted search feature available in the corpus, each of the search strings 

was used to extract data for each age-bracket which resulted in ten datasets per 

construction. For those datasets exceeding 200 concordance lines, a random sample 

was created by instructing the interface to display the concordance lines in random 

order. This was deemed important as otherwise the results would be skewed as they 

are otherwise presented in text order and a situation might otherwise be created where 

the same group of speakers may have been responsible for most of the 200 

concordance lines studied. Each concordance line was then studied and the utterances 

containing instances of quotative use were noted. As age is the lone independent 

variable it was judged important to remove the possible effect gender may have on 

the results. To achieve this, the search results were further restricted to contain only 

utterances from female speakers for each age-bracket. The choice of restriction to 

female speakers was based upon the results of the pilot-study discussed in Section 2.5 

in which female gender was found to be significant for the production of be like 

constructions.  

One of the aims of the present study is to investigate if the innovative 

quotatives exhibit characteristics of age-grading or if more widespread language 

change is indicated. Therefore, it is necessary to compare the results of the present 

study in real time with the results of previous research to identify trends and patterns 

which may help to answer these questions. The previous body of literature often 

investigates all occurring quotative forms in the studied dataset which can include 

other quotatives constructions such as think and zero-quotes. These other quotative 

forms will obviously change the percentage ratio of total quotatives in any given 

dataset which makes it difficult to compare the results of previous studies to the 

present study. With the given time constraints and corpus size, which is larger than 

the corpora used in previous research, it was not possible to investigate all occurring 

quotative forms in the present study. Obviously, this creates a certain study weakness 

but hopefully the methodology used still results in comparisons which can indicate 

trends. To increase the comparability of the datasets compared, it was necessary to 

recalculate the percentage ratios of quotatives found in previous studies. This was 
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done by the following method. In the studies which contain raw numbers for 

identified quotatives, the number of be like, go and say constructions have been 

isolated and new percentage ratios calculated for these three constructions alone. 

Unfortunately, no previous studies use exactly the same age-bracket division as the 

present study does, but where possible percentage ratios have also been calculated 

based on the age-brackets/groups used in the previous studies. The results from these 

studies together with the recalculations performed for the purposes of comparison 

with the present study are provided in appendix 1. 

The paper now continues with a presentation and discussion of the results in 

Section 4.  

4 Results and analysis of data 

In this section, the results of the present study will be presented and discussed. The 

data was extracted according to the method described in Section 3.2. As previously 

described, two clause subjects were used to search the corpus: subject pronouns and 

proper nouns. This paper does in no way investigate any possible difference 

concerning quotative use which may depend on clause subject form. Therefore, the 

results of both clause subjects have been conflated and are presented together. Section 

4.1 contains a quantitative presentation of the results from the present study’s dataset. 

The results are presented in the form of Tables and charts to aid interpretation. A 

qualitative analysis of the results is given in Section 4.2 alongside a real time 

comparison to the results of the previous studies which provide comparable data, and 

which have been previously discussed in Section 2.4 of this paper.  

4.1 Quantitative presentation of quotative percentage ratios in the 

whole dataset and per age-bracket  
In this section, the number of identified investigated quotatives of the three 

investigated is presented. Firstly, a presentation will be made of the totals found in 

the entire dataset studied. Secondly, results for each age-bracket will be provided.  

In Table 3, the total number of concordance lines produced from the search 

strings described in Section 3.2 is presented together with the total number of all 
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forms, both quotative and non-quotative, found for the three investigated forms: be 

like, go and say.  

Table 3. Total no. of lines investigated and total no. of all forms - both quotative 

and non-quotative 

 

In Table 4, the total number of quotative uses of the three investigated constructions, 

be like, go and say, identified in the dataset is presented together with the total 

identified number of quotative forms of be like, say and go. Moreover, the percentage 

ratio each of the three investigated constructions form of the total identified quotatives 

of the three investigated is also presented. 

Table 4. Total no. of quotatives and total no. of quotative use per investigated 

construction and percentage of total for each construction 

 

The total number of quotatives identified (for all three investigated constructions) in 

each respective age-bracket were collated. The percentage ratio each of the three 

constructions form for each age-bracket was then calculated with the results presented 

in Table 5.  

 

 

 

 

Total N. of concordance 

lines produced from 

search strings 

investigated  

Total N. of  

be like 

constructions 

(quotative & 

non-quotative) 

Total N. of 

go 

constructions 

(quotative & 

non-quotative) 

Total N. of say 

constructions 

(quotative & 

non-quotative) 

6 296  1 471 2 125 2 700 

Total N.   

quotatives 

Total N.  

be like 

quotatives 

Total N. go  

quotatives  

Total N. say 

quotatives 

% be like % go  % say  

2 826 827 245 1 754 29.3 8.7 62 
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Table 5. Total lines investigated and total quotatives/percentage of total per age-

bracket  

 

The percentage totals presented in Table 5 are shown in Figure 2 as percentage ratio 

lines for all age-brackets. The three quotative constructions investigated by the 

present study have been plotted and presented in the same chart to more easily enable 

comparisons to be made between the investigated constructions and within age-

brackets. 

 

Age-Bracket N.  

lines 

N.  

quotatives 

N. 

be like 

N. 

go 

N. 

say 

%  

be like   

% 

go 

% 

say 

0-10 392 159 15 20 124 9.4 12.6 78 

11-18 790 422 239 43 140 56.6 10.2 33.2 

19-29 1 181 534 251 40 243 47 7.5 45.5 

30-39 827 371 143 21 207 38.5 5.7 55.8 

40-49 978 473 124 66 283 26.2 14 59.8 

50-59 806 332 51 40 241 15.4 12 72.6 

60-69 512 197 4 11 182 2 5.6 92.4 

70-79 452 150 0 2 148 0 1.3 98.7 

80-89 262 132 0 1 131 0 0.8 99.2 

90-99 96 56 0 1 55 0 1.8 98.2 
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A qualitative discussion regarding the quantitative results presented in this current 

section follows in Section 4.2. Furthermore, the quantitative results of the present 

study will be compared in real time with the previous studies discussed in Section 

2.4.  

4.2 Discussion and qualitative analysis  
In the first section of this discussion, Section 4.2.1, the results of the present study 

regarding the entire dataset will be analysed and compared to the previous studies 

discussed in Section 2.4. In Section 4.2.2, the analysis and discussion will focus on 

to what extent, if any, quotative production and variation are affected by age and by 

the presence of other competing quotative forms.  

 Analysis of dataset results in their entirety with comparison to previous 
literature   

The figures for quotative production and frequency variation for the entire dataset 

studied are presented in Table 4, in Section 4.1. These results demonstrate that say is 

undoubtedly the most common of the three investigated constructions, accounting for 

62 % of the identified quotatives in the whole dataset of the present study. Second 

most common is the be like construction which comprises 29.3 % of identified 

constructions. The percentage of be like constructions totals just under half the 

amount of identified say constructions. Finally, go constructions account for only 8.7 

% of identified quotatives in the whole dataset. That say is by far the most common 

quotative form of those investigated when the dataset is analysed as a whole is 

probably not that surprising as say is one of the most common reporting verbs in the 

English language. However, the fact that go accounts for only 8.7 % of the total 

quotatives formed by the three investigated constructions in the dataset seems 

surprising. Equally surprising is the fact that the newest and most notorious of the 

constructions, be like, accounts for almost a third of the total quotatives in the dataset 

of the three investigated constructions. It is necessary to go to the previous research 

to see if the results from the present study are comparable to other studies, or if this 

current dataset demonstrates something different. As the results of previous studies 

often contain instances of all identified quotatives, the figures have been recalculated, 

as described in Section 3.2 and Appendix 1, to extract the percentage ratios for the 

three constructions which the present study investigates: be like, go and say.  
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When comparing data, it is of utmost importance that the data discussed is as 

comparable as possible. Factors which may affect the comparisons made between 

these discussed datasets are among others: gender, age, region and social class. 

Therefore, when the results of previous studies are compared to the present study 

concerning the percentage ratios of quotatives produced by a studied population, 

studies which focus solely on younger speakers or adolescent speakers have 

consciously been excluded and will, instead, be discussed in Section 4.2.2. The 

present study restricts speakers to females to exclude the possibility of gender 

affecting the results. Other studies do not restrict to specific gender and this creates a 

possible weakness when these studies are compared to the present study. Hopefully, 

the comparison made can still give an indication of trends observable from the results 

of the present study. The variety of English will be clearly stated if not BrE for reasons 

of transparency as geographical region may also affect comparisons made. Figure 3 

shows which percentage ratio each of the three investigated quotatives form in both 

the previous studies and the present study.  

 

 

Figure 3. Percentage ratios of be like, go and say in previous studies and in the 

present study 

Macaulay (2001) is the earliest study which provides a dataset suitable for this general 

comparison. The material used in Macaulay’s study actually dates from 1997 and 
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consists of transcribed recorded speech from 32 Glaswegians with equal numbers of 

both young adolescent speakers, 13-14 years, and adults aged 40 years and older. The 

results of the two datasets have been conflated to enable a general comparison to be 

made. In Macaulay’s study, it was found that the most common quotative construction 

was say which accounted for 74.8 % of the three investigated quotatives. The second 

most common quotative was go which comprised 19.7 % and finally with a 5.5 % 

share was be like. In the present study, the standard variant say is also the most 

common but at a lower percentage, 62 %. Interestingly, the innovative varieties have 

switched places. At the time of data collection in 1997, be like constructions were rare 

when the data from both age-groups were conflated. However, in the present study be 

like constructions amount to almost a third of the investigated variants. Of course and 

importantly, be like was probably not part of the linguistic repertoire of middle-aged 

speakers in 1997 as the construction was not attested in BrE until 1993. This fact may 

of course also affect the stronger bias towards say in Macaulay’s dataset as the 

innovative constructions, particularly be like, had not yet become a linguistic feature 

of middle-aged speakers’ language. Moreover, go constructions amounted to 19.7 % 

in Macaulay’s dataset, but make up only 8.7 % of total quotative production in the 

present study’s dataset. Buchstaller (2006) posits that the go quotative is a sporadic 

variant which gains and wanes in popularity possibly because of the presence of a 

competing form. If Buchstaller is correct, then this could explain the fall in frequency 

of the go construction and the rise of the be like construction observed when the 

results of Macaulay’s study are compared to the present study.  

Buchstaller (2011) performed a diachronic study of BrE speakers living in 

the northeast of England using three datasets from the 1960s, 1990s and 2000s. 

Speaker age in the datasets from the two later datasets ranged from 17–84 years. The 

dataset from the 1960s will not be discussed further as it contains no examples of the 

innovative quotatives investigated in this study. Buchstaller (2011) found in the 1990s 

dataset that say was again the most frequent quotative of the three variants 

investigated accounting for 71.5 % of the three variants. Go constructions proved the 

second most common at 20.1 % and finally, comprising 8.4 % of total, was be like. 

However, in the dataset from the 2000s the picture is somewhat different. Say was 

still most common forming 59.5 % of the total. The second most common was be like 
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at 33.5 % and the least common of the three variants was go, with only 7 % of the 

share. This later dataset shows similarities to the present study’s results with almost 

the same ratios displayed between the three constructions. Buchstaller’s (2011) data 

also displays the same frequency change between go and be like which was seen in 

Macaulay (2001). This may be indicative of a general trend concerning a possible 

move away from go and towards be like in the choice of innovative quotatives for 

speakers of BrE. As previously discussed in Section 2.3.2, Buchstaller (2014) has 

hypothesised that this trend towards be like may be fuelled by media, especially 

digital media and the internet.  

D’Arcy (2012) performed a diachronic study over a relatively short time-

period using three datasets dating over the periods: 1994-1997, 1998-2001 and 2002-

2006. Note that this study investigates New Zealand English and does not include 

data from adolescent speakers. However, D’Arcy’s study is still deemed relevant for 

comparison as it provides a diachronic perspective and illustrates the globalisation 

and rapid expansion of be like. Speaker age was 20-60 years for each time-bracket 

studied. D’Arcy (2012) illustrated that in all datasets say was the most common 

quotative of the three investigated with the following percentages of total: 80.9 % 

(1994-1997); 69.6 % (1998-2001); and 60.9 % (2002-2006). Go constructions were 

the second most common in the two earlier datasets: 14.1 % (1994-1997) and 17.2 % 

(1998-2001). However, by the time of the final dataset go had fallen to a percentage 

ratio of 8.7 % (2002-2006) and was the least common quotative. In contrast, be like 

was the least favoured quotative of the three investigated in the two earliest datasets: 

5 % (1994-1997) and 13.2 % (1998-2001). However, in the latest dataset be like was 

now the second most frequent quotative of the three and accounted for 30.4 % (2002-

2006). Similarly to the previous discussed studies by Macaulay (2001) and 

Buchstaller (2011), D’Arcy (2012) demonstrates the same trend, namely that be like 

overtakes go in total percentage. In fact, the later dataset of D’Arcy’s study displays 

very similar percentages for the three investigated quotative constructions to the 

present study further indicating the possibility that the two innovative quotatives be 

like and go may compete with each other as discussed in Buchstaller (2006).  

The final study which is in some way comparable to the present study is 

Buchstaller (2015) which compares two datasets from 1994 and 2011 with speaker 
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age ranging from 15-60 years. In the dataset from 1994, say again accounted for the 

highest percentage of total with 71.5 %. Go constructions accounted for 20.1 % of 

total and be like was the least common variant with 8.4 %. In the dataset from 2011, 

however, the results illustrate something quite different. Say was still the quotative 

with the highest percentage at 59.6% but be like was now second highest, 33.4 % of 

the total and go had fallen, accounting for just 7 %. Again, the results from the 2011 

dataset in Buchstaller (2015) show almost exactly the same percentage totals for the 

three investigated quotatives as the ratios in the present study.  

This comparison of earlier studies to the present study displays a quite 

apparent trend. In all the datasets, the standard construction say is the most common 

but shows a slight decrease in the later datasets from the 2010s. However, in the 

datasets dating from the 1990s and first half of the 2000s, go is a more common 

innovative construction than be like but in the later datasets the two innovative 

quotatives switch places. In the datasets which are available from 2010 and onwards, 

be like shows a rapid rise and accounts for almost a third of the percentage total in all 

the studies discussed, including the present study. Whereas, go constructions display 

decreasing ratios and account for less than 10 % in all of the datasets studied, 

including the present study. In the literature, go quotatives are less studied than be 

like constructions (Buchstaller, 2014) and possible explanations for the rise of be like 

and fall of go are provided by Buchstaller (2006). Buchstaller (2006) discusses that 

the innovative constructions “compete” with each other, hypothesising that go may 

increase and decrease in popularity if another variant is present, in this case be like. 

This linguistic “competition” may arise more often and more quickly in today’s 

society as speakers are exposed to new linguistic features through the media and the 

internet. Buchstaller (2006) states that the go construction may be a sporadic variant 

which is recycled according to trends and speaker communities. Buchstaller (2006) 

posits that go may follow an undulating curve, or U-curve, which is observable in 

Figure 2 in Section 4.1. Although the curve in Figure 2 plots the use of go over age-

brackets, Buchstaller (2006) argues that a similar u-curve exists for the frequency of 

go over time too which is demonstrated by the frequency line in Figure 4.  
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When the results of the previous literature are compared to the results of the present 

study it is also apparent that the frequencies of be like have also changed drastically 

over time. The explanation for this change is probably because be like is the newest 

variant of the investigated constructions and also because of its late attestation in BrE, 

as previously discussed in this section. Both of these factors would explain the low 

percentage ratios of the construction seen in the datasets from the 1990s. However, in 

less than twenty years be like has gone from being a marginal quotative variant with 

a percentage total of less than 10 % to become a construction which, at the moment, 

forms almost a third, 30 %, of the percentage total when the three investigated variants 

are compared. As previously discussed, this ratio appears true both in the previous 

literature and in the present study.  

The third quotative form investigated is the standard construction say. As can 

be seen in this discussion, the percentage ratios of this construction have fallen 

somewhat, from around 70 % in the datasets from the 1990s to around 60 % in the 

datasets from the 2010s to present day – including the present study. The question of 

course remains as to the reasons for this change. D’Arcy (2012) discusses this trend 

and hypothesises that the percentage ratio change regarding say may have occurred 

because of the need, or want, of the speaker population to express interior monologue 

and personal beliefs more than previous generations. D’Arcy argues that the nature 
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of be like may provide for this need. D’Arcy (2012) states that the apparent decrease 

in the relative frequency of say constructions is not due to lexical replacement but 

increased competition from other quotative constructions and importantly quote 

content. Quote content has not been investigated in the present study. However, it will 

be discussed briefly in Section 4.2.2.3 and examples of what is meant by this will be 

provided.  

In the following section the possible effect of age on quotative variation will 

be discussed. The question of whether the presence of innovative quotatives affects 

production frequencies of the standard variant say will also be discussed.  

 Analysis of the effect of age on quotative frequency  
This section will compare the findings of the present study with those of previous 

studies and attempt to identify trends with regards to the way in which age, if at all, 

affects the frequency of quotative production. Again, the percentage ratios discussed 

here from earlier studies are the result of recalculations performed to enable 

comparison between the three investigated quotative variants, say, go and be like. It 

is important to state that not all the previous studies provide data which allow this 

recalculation. Therefore, not all studies discussed in the background Section, 2.4, can 

be used for this comparison. To begin this section, Figure 2 is provided again, now as 

Figure 5, which shows the percentage ratios across age-brackets between the three 

investigated quotatives found in the present study. The discussion will use the results 

of previous research and compare these in real time to the results of the present study 

and attempt to identify trends similar to those which have been identified previously. 

Indications of age-grading vs. generational change will also be discussed and 

evidence of such change, or tendencies towards such change, highlighted and 

analysed. Possible language change or age-grading trends evident in the datasets of 

this study are based on both theories of apparent time and real time (Labov, 1994).  
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Figure 5. Percentage ratios for be like, go and say per age-bracket 

Moreover, this section will also discuss whether the presence of innovative quotatives 

affects, if at all, the production frequencies of the standard form, say in any specific 

age-brackets. Furthermore, the question of whether the presence of both innovative 

constructions, be like and go, appears to affect the production frequency of one or 

both of these forms will also be discussed.  

To provide greater clarity in the following discussion each percentage ratio 

line will be discussed in isolation under its own subsection, be like in Section 4.2.2.1, 

go in Section 4.2.2.2 and say in Section 4.2.2.3. 

4.2.2.1 Be like constructions  
From the results of the present study, an obvious “adolescent peak” is observable in 

Figure 5 for the be like construction. The adolescent peak is the sharp rise in frequency 

which occurs in the adolescent speaker group (11-18 in the present study), often 

occurring after a low frequency rate among young speakers. According to Labov 

(1994), the adolescent peak is characteristic for both examples of generational change 

and age-grading phenomena. The percentage ratio line for be like in Figure 5 also 

displays a steady frequency reduction after adolescence and, therefore, be like can be 

said to show a monotonic relationship with age. Labov (1994) states that if a linguistic 

feature displays a monotonic relationship to age it signifies that some sort of variation 
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or change exists; but the difficulty lies in discovering if the variation seen is real 

language change or an example of age-grading. The apparent time theory developed 

by Labov (1994) states that speakers develop linguistic stability post-adolescence, 

maintaining their linguistic repertoire, neither adding nor removing features gained 

during adolescence. Buchstaller (2015) discusses that if the apparent time theory is 

used to explain language change then it must be true that language change is driven 

by adolescent speakers who maintain frequency levels of a linguistic feature post-

adolescence. Each new generation of adolescent speakers then adopts the feature at 

increasingly higher frequencies which over time leads to generational change. 

Therefore, to discover if the dataset of the present study could indicate a situation of 

generational change or age-grading for the quotative construction be like, it is 

necessary to compare the results of this study with those of previous studies which 

contain diachronic information important for making this distinction. This means that 

a comparison in real time is performed.  

In Table 6 the percentage ratios for be like quotatives for the age-bracket 11-

18, or as close as possible to this from the data available, are presented from studies 

which contain such information. As previously discussed, the results of the previous 

studies are based on recalculations made in which the three investigated constructions 

of the present study have been isolated from other non-investigated constructions and 

the percentage ratios between these three constructions have been calculated to enable 

a comparison with the present study to be made. Moreover, Table 7 presents the 

percentage ratios for the be like construction as found in the present study. 
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Table 6. Summary of previous data for adolescent and young-adult speakers. 

Percentage ratios for be like 

 

Table 7. Percentage ratio for be like per age-bracket in the present study 

 

In the present study, the adolescent age-bracket, defined as 11-18 in this dataset, 

favour the be like quotative above the other two investigated constructions with the 

percentage ratio of total for be like being 56.6 %. In comparison to the data from 

previous studies, this indicates that adolescent speakers display an increased 

preference for be like of the three investigated variants. The result illustrated in the 

present study is very similar to those from Buchstaller’s (2011; 2015) datasets from 

the 2000s. It appears possible to state that adolescents and young-adults are using be 

like constructions at higher ratios than previously observed. However, in order to 

decipher if this is indeed an example of possible language change or if it suggests age-

grading then it is also necessary to analyse to what extent older speakers have 

maintained the ratio of be like quotatives into their middle-age. As Buchstaller (2014) 

has discussed, the be like construction was first attested in BrE in 1993. As adolescent 

speakers were the first group to probably use this construction a 15-year-old speaker 

in 1993 who was probably an early adopter of the construction is now 40 years of age. 

Authors  Tagliamonte  

& Hudson 

(1999) 

Age: 18-28.  

Macaulay 

(2001) 

Age:13-14.  

Buchstaller 

(2011)  

Age: 17-40. 

Buchstaller 

(2015) 

Age: 15-19 and 

20-23 

Percentage 

ratio  

be like 

26.7 % 21.4 % 1990s: 9.9 % 

2000s: 60.7 % 

2007-09: 15-19:  

38 % 

2011-13: 15-19:  

55 % 

2007-09: 20-23:  

33 % 

2011-13: 20-23: 

59%  

Age-

bracket 

0-

10 

11-

18 

19-

29 

30-

39 

40-

49 

50-

59 

60-

69 

70-

79 

80-

89 

90-

99 

% ratio be 

like 

9.4 56.6 47 38.5 26.2 15.4 2 0 0 0 
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Therefore, it is imperative to investigate the use of be like post-adolescence to identify 

possible language change.  

In Buchstaller (2015), the two datasets illustrate how the frequency of the be 

like construction demonstrates stability and even suggests a small increase after 

adolescence. In 2007-2009, speakers aged 15-19 years demonstrated a percentage 

ratio for be like of 38 %. However, in the dataset from 2011-2013, speakers aged 20-

23 produced be like quotatives at a 59 % ratio of total. Speakers aged 15-19 between 

the years 2007-2009 would be aged 20-23 in the later dataset which shows that the 

young-adult group have actually increased their production frequency of be like in 

comparison to the other investigated quotatives.  

If the present study’s dataset is compared to the earliest study, Tagliamonte 

& Hudson (1999), the following can be observed. Tagliamonte & Hudson (1999) 

found that speakers aged between 18-28 years demonstrated a percentage ratio for be 

like of 26.7 %. The Spoken BNC2014 was recorded between 2012-2016 and fifteen 

years on from Tagliamonte & Hudson’s study their speakers would now be aged 

between 33-43 years. This correlates quite well with the age-bracket 30-39 in the 

present study. Speakers aged 30-39 in the present study demonstrate a percentage 

ratio of 38.5 % for be like quotatives. In fact, even speakers in the next age-bracket, 

40-49, demonstrate a percentage ratio of 26.2 % for be like constructions. This means 

that in the present study, middle-aged speakers are using be like constructions at 

higher (or the same percentage ratios) than the young adult speakers in 1999.  

Similarly, if Buchstaller’s (2015) dataset from 2007-2009 is used for 

comparison the following can be concluded. Speakers aged 17-19 in Buchstaller’s 

dataset showed a percentage ratio of 38 % for be like constructions. This speaker 

group would be between 24-26 years of age in the present study’s dataset. In this 

study, the comparable age-bracket would be 19-29 and this group showed a 

percentage ratio of 47 % for be like, which again is quite a notable increase.  

To summarise, from the data contained in the present study’s results for the 

be like construction and the diachronic perspective gained from investigating previous 

studies, it can be said that be like appears to be maintaining and possibly increasing 

its percentage ratios for speakers in the age-brackets: 11-18, 19-29, 30-39 and 40-49. 
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Even speakers aged 50-59 use be like constructions at ratios which account for 15.4 

% of the three quotative constructions investigated. No older studies have been able 

to show such a high percentage ratio for this age-bracket. This would support the 

previous arguments by Buchstaller (2006), Tagliamonte & D’Arcy (2007) and 

D’Arcy (2012) that the rise of be like appears to be an example of generational change 

due to its spread into the linguistic repertoire of older speakers. The trend shown for 

be like appears also to support Buchstaller (2015: 459) which discusses a growing 

body of linguistic evidence indicating that individuals’ language post-adolescence 

may be more unstable than previously thought. This can be posited because of the 

higher percentage ratios of be like among middle-aged speakers in the present study’s 

dataset than the ratios demonstrated among adolescent and young-adult speakers from 

the studies conducted in the 1990s and early half of the 2000s. The scenario presented 

may be an example of community-driven change which means that an individual’s 

language can drastically change in line with what is happening in the larger speech 

community. This type of wider communal change may also in part be driven by 

increased exposure and access to global media and the internet. Contrastively, the 

results of this study appear to refute the findings of Buchstaller (2015) which argued 

that speakers older than 30 years appear to return to more conservative forms of 

speech. The return to conservative speech forms after adolescence is also discussed 

by Wagner (2012) and is termed “retrograde change”. Obviously, the dataset on 

which the results of this study is based is small and methodologies are not the same, 

which makes direct comparison difficult. However, the findings of this study indicate 

possible language change in the form of generational change, or possibly even 

communal change, for the innovative quotative be like and this finding could prove 

to be the foundation for future studies.  

4.2.2.2 Go constructions  
As previously discussed in Section 4.2.1, the quotative constructions formed with go 

seem to have lost favour in recent years, with only the very youngest speakers, 0-10, 

and middle-aged speakers, 40-49 and 50-59, showing a percentage ratio of more than 

10 %. The percentage ratios for go found in the results of the present study can be 

seen in Table 8. 
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Table 8. Percentage ratio of go per age-bracket in the present study 

 

In Figure 5, it is apparent that the results for go in the present study’s dataset 

demonstrate neither an adolescent peak nor a monotonic relationship with age as 

described by Labov (1994). This indicates that go does not show evidence of language 

change in progress or age-grading effects. The percentage ratios for the other 

innovative quotative investigated by this study, be like, are notably higher than those 

for go in the age-brackets 11-18 to 40-49. This may support the hypothesis proposed 

by Buchstaller (2006) that go demonstrates instability. Buchstaller argues that go is a 

sporadic variant which gains and loses popularity depending on the presence of other 

competing forms, in this case be like. The percentage ratio line for go in the present 

study’s result are reminiscent of the U-curve which Buchstaller (2006) discusses and 

which has been previously discussed in Section 4.2.1. The presence of a U-curve for 

go may also strengthen the evidence of its sporadic nature with the construction 

appearing and disappearing in a population at a given time, or for specific age-

brackets.  

Several studies have investigated the quotative construction go, but it is not 

as extensively researched as the be like construction. Table 9 provides a summary of 

data from previous studies and shows which percentage ratio of total the go quotative 

forms of the three investigated variants. Information concerning speaker age as 

defined by the original studies is also provided.  
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12.6 10.2 7.5 5.7 14 12 5.6 1.3 0.8 1.8 



 

41(50) 

 

Table 9. Summary of previous data regarding go. Percentage ratios and speaker-age 

 

What is apparent from Table 9 is the general percentage ratio decrease over time for 

the go construction. This is also true when the results of the present study are 

compared with the previous studies. Tagliamonte & Hudson’s (1999) illustrated that 

go constructions accounted for 26.7 % of young adult speakers quotatives (of the three 

investigated in this study). However, in the present study, the percentage ratio of go 

for the speaker group 19-29 is 7.5 % which is a notable decrease. Macaulay (2001) 

found that go constructions made up 40.9 % of the young adolescent speakers’ 

quotative production, of the three investigated. The results of the present study show 

something quite different. For speakers aged 11-18, go accounts for only 10.2 % of 

the investigated constructions, which again is an obvious and notable decrease. 

Buchstaller (2011) grouped speakers into two broad groups, young speakers aged 17-

40 and old speakers aged 41-84. I have conflated the age-brackets of the present study 

into two groups: speakers aged 0-39 years and speakers aged 40-99. This creates 

datasets which are more comparable with Buchstaller (2011). Buchstaller (2011) also 

illustrated the decrease of the go construction. In the 1990s, go accounted for 27.7 % 

of the three investigated constructions, but in the dataset from the 2000s, go accounted 

for only 12.6 %. In the present study, the conflated data of speakers aged 0-39 shows 

that go constructions account for 8.3 % of the investigated constructions which 

supports the trend shown in the previous literature indicating a general frequency 

decrease for go.  

Interestingly, the conflated data from the present study for speakers aged 40-

99, show higher percentage ratios than Buchstaller (2011). In the present study, go 

Authors  Tagliamonte & Hudson 

(1999)  

Age: 18-28 

Macaulay (2001)  

Age: 13-14 & 

over 40  

Buchstaller 

(2011)  

Age: 17-40 

Age: 41-84 

Percentage ratio 

go 

26.7 %  13-14: 40.9 % 

40 + : 12.7 % 

17-40 

1990s: 27.7 % 

2000s: 12.6 % 

41-84 

1990s: 2.5 % 

2000s: 1.1 % 
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constructions account for 9 % of the three investigated constructions for speakers 

aged 40 and older. However, Buchstaller (2011) found that both in the 1990s and 

2000s the go construction was extremely rare, accounting for only 2.5 % and 1.1 % 

respectively. Obviously, the datasets do not use the same subjects and discrepancies 

regarding speaker number may exist. The present study only investigates female 

speakers which may also affect the results. It can, however, be stated that in the results 

of the present study the go construction is hardly present as a quotative construction 

in the linguistic repertoire of speakers aged 70 and older. Therefore, the higher 

percentage ratio seen in the results of the present study than those observable in 

Buchstaller (2011) must be due to the use of the go construction by speakers aged 40-

69. As the dataset of the present study is newer than that used by Buchstaller, it could 

be argued that the higher frequency of use by middle-aged speakers is due to post-

adolescence linguistic stability. The go construction appeared favoured by younger 

speakers during the 1990s and this might be the reason as to why middle-aged 

speakers in the present study display higher percentage ratios for go constructions 

than for speakers in the other age-brackets.  

In summary, the go construction appears to have decreased in frequency since 

the 1990s. This is shown in both Buchstaller’s (2011) diachronic study and confirmed 

by the results of the present study. A probable explanation for this decrease, as 

previously discussed in Section 4.2.1, is the late attestation of be like as a quotative 

in BrE. Buchstaller (2006) states that go quotatives are sporadic in nature and the 

presence of other competing forms may explain why go demonstrates linguistic 

instability. This hypothesis could support the argument that the decrease of the go 

construction can be explained, in part, by the rise of the be like construction. In the 

present study’s results, the percentage ratios for go were lowest for those age-brackets 

which demonstrated highest ratios for be like. Furthermore, go appeared most popular 

among the middle-aged speakers older than 40 and it was in these groups in which be 

like experienced a reduction in percentage ratio after the highest ratios seen in the 

adolescent and young-adult speaker age-brackets. 

4.2.2.3 Say constructions  

In the present study, the standard quotative construction say is the most common 

quotative variant in all age-brackets except for adolescents, 11-18 years, and young 
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adults, 19-29 years. Table 10 shows the percentage ratios per age-bracket for say as 

identified in the present study.  

Table 10. Percentage ratios say in the present study 

 

It is clear from Table 10 that the standard construction say is overwhelmingly 

favoured by the older speakers in the dataset. Almost three-quarters of the three 

quotatives investigated produced by speakers aged between 50-59 are the standard 

variant say. Moreover, for speakers aged 60 years and older, the standard construction 

say is used in nearly all instances. However, for the younger speakers in the dataset, 

the dominance of say seen among the older speakers is less evident. Although say is 

still the most common construction of the three investigated for younger speaker 

groups, apart from those aged 11-18 and 19-29, it does not dominate to the same 

extent as it does for speakers aged 60 or older. Interestingly, say dominates the 

constructions used by the very youngest speakers aged 0-10 years. A possible 

explanation for this is that innovative variants may not have yet been fully acquired 

cognitively into the linguistic repertoire of the youngest speakers. Furthermore, the 

speaker number is extremely small for the youngest age-bracket which may also 

explain the results of the present study. 

If the results of the present study are compared to the previous literature is it 

possible to identify trends? In Table 11 the results of previous studies concerning the 

percentage ratio of the construction say are provided together with information about 

speaker age.  

 

Age-

bracket  

0-

10 

11-

18 

19-

29 

30-

39 

40-

49 

50-

59 

60-

69 

70-

79 

80-

89 

90-

99 

% ratio 

say  

78 33.2 45.5 55.8 59.8 72.6 92.4 98.7 99.2 98.2 
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Table 11. Summary of say in the previous literature - percentage ratios and speaker-

age 

 

Interestingly, when the results of Tagliamonte & Hudson’s (1999) study are compared 

to the results of the present study the datasets show almost complete stability despite 

the fact that twenty years have elapsed between the two studies. In Tagliamonte & 

Hudson’s (1999) study, speakers aged 18-28 showed a percentage ratio of 46.6 % for 

the construction say. In the present study, say constructions accounted for 45.5 % of 

the investigated constructions for speakers aged 19-29. Furthermore, Macaulay 

(2001) also shows very similar percentage ratios when compared to the present study 

for the group adolescent speakers, 37.7 % in Macaulay’s study and 33.2 % in the 

present study. Again, the speaker group is exhibiting linguistic stability despite the 

elapsed time period. However, in Macaulay (2001) the group adult speakers older 

than 40 used say constructions at a high production frequency, accounting for 87.1 % 

of the three investigated variants. In the present study, say constructions are still 

favoured among older speakers, but for speakers aged 40-49 the ratio of say is notably 

lower at 59.8 % and for speakers aged 50-59 the figure is 72.6 %. It is not until speaker 

age reaches 60 and older that percentage ratios close to those demonstrated in 

Macaulay (2001) are reached.  

This may be explained by the expansion of the quotative system in English 

over the past decades as discussed by Buchstaller (2014). The adult speakers in 

Macaulay (2001) did not have the same quotative choice as today’s speakers and, 

therefore, the older dataset shows more homogeneity, with say dominance among 

Authors Tagliamonte & Hudson 

(1999) 

Age: 18-28 

 

Macaulay 

(2001) 

Age: 13-14 

Age: over 40  

Buchstaller 

(2011) 

Age: 17-40 

Age: 41-84 

Percentage ratio 

say 

46.6 % 13-14: 37.7 % 

Over 40: 87.1 

% 

17-40 

1990s: 62.4 % 

2000s: 26.7 % 

41-84 

1990s: 92.5 % 

2000s: 94.4 % 
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adult speakers. When the present dataset is compared to the results from Buchstaller 

(2011) it is necessary to again conflate the data of the present study into two broad 

speaker groups: those aged 0-39 and those aged 40-99. For the speaker group 0-39, 

say constructions accounted for 48 % of the investigated constructions in the present 

study. For the older speaker group, 40-99, say constructions comprised 77.6 % of the 

investigated constructions. When the results of the present study are compared to 

Buchstaller (2011) the percentage ratios do not show the same linguistic stability as 

the results of Tagliamonte & Hudson (1999) and Macaulay (2001) displayed. It is 

important to remember that other factors such as gender, class and region may affect 

the results which might explain the discrepancy between the datasets investigated.  

When summarising the behaviour of the standard construction say it can be 

said that a certain amount of linguistic stability is observable for the construction 

when some datasets are compared, but this does not hold true for all. In the present 

study’s results the adolescent group and young adult group favour be like over say. 

D’Arcy (2012) argues that the reduction in the relative frequency of standard 

constructions such as say does not happen due to lexical replacement but rather 

because of competition with innovative variants such as be like and go. D’Arcy (2012) 

hypothesises that quote content is important for the choice of quotative and discusses 

that the importance for younger people to express opinions, beliefs and interior 

monologue may partly explain the popularity of the be like construction among 

younger speakers. In (24) and (25), two examples from the corpus are provided which 

illustrate the possible different functions the constructions be like and say allow the 

speaker. To provide a reasonable comparison to be made both constructions are taken 

from the same age-bracket.  

(24)  I woke up to that and I was like oh my god. (Spoken BNC2014: S2W4700 F- 

age 21) 

(25) Cos, I said I didn’t want to come. (Spoken BNC2014: SKPP416 – F age 23) 

In (24), the ability of be like to express both interior monologue and framed speech 

as discussed by both D’Arcy (2012) and Buchstaller (2014) is apparent. There is a 

certain ambiguity as to whether the speaker has or has not uttered the words “oh my 

god”. In contrast, the reported speech element of (25) is clearer. It is probable that the 

speaker in (25) has at some point spoken these words. Therefore, it is less ambiguous 



 

46(50) 

 

as to whether the quoted content is a report of direct speech or interior monologue. 

Quote content and its possible effect on quotative variation is beyond the scope of the 

present study but it appears an important variable for the choice of quotative form. It 

would seem pertinent to investigate the role of quote content in any future studies.  

5 Conclusion  
The aims of this paper were to investigate to what extent the innovative quotative 

forms be like and go indicate age-grading and how, if at all, age seems to affect 

quotative frequency. Also of interest was whether or not the frequency of say 

constructions appears to be affected by the presence of be like and go. Furthermore, 

could evidence be found that the presence of be like appears to affect the frequency 

of go, or vice versa?  

The results of the present study were analysed in apparent time and also 

compared in real time to the results of previous studies. It was found that young 

speaker age seems important for the production of the be like quotative. However, the 

results of this study demonstrate that be like is not just a feature of young people’s 

language and it appears maintained in the linguistic repertoire of speakers who have 

now reached middle-age. This might indicate that be like is actually an example of 

generational change and not just an age-graded linguistic feature. There are also 

indications that be like has actually increased in use after adolescence which signifies 

post-adolescent speaker instability. Thus, be like may also be demonstrating 

communal change. It is, however, necessary to further investigate be like in other 

corpora and other populations to find possible further evidence of generational 

change, or even communal change. Furthermore, adolescent and young-adult 

speakers were the only groups which favoured be like over say. The reasons for this 

finding are not completely apparent but may be due to the importance of quote content 

when choosing between different variants. Young people may need or want to express 

more information about their thoughts, beliefs and attitudes. It is thought that be like 

may be a more appropriate quotative than say to express interior monologue and 

beliefs because of its hedging nature. This study has not investigated how quote 

content affects quotative choice, but it appears important to the topic. It would seem 
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pertinent for future studies to investigate further the role quote content plays in 

quotative variation. 

The case of go is more ambiguous, and it displays a very different frequency 

distribution to that of be like. The quotative construction go seems not to display any 

indication of age-grading or general language change. Instead, it appears instable in 

character and decreases or increases in a speaker population across age-brackets, or 

over time. This finding has also been demonstrated in previous studies. It could be 

that the presence of be like causes a situation where the two variants compete with 

each other and the rise of be like has caused a decline in go. However, more research 

is required concerning the behaviour of quotative go, especially regarding how its 

production is affected by the presence of other quotative variants such as be like.  

Moreover, as to the question of whether the presence of other quotative 

constructions affects the frequency of say constructions the following can be stated. 

For all but two age-brackets, say was the most common construction of the three 

investigated. However, for both the adolescent and young adult speakers, be like was 

more common. The previous literature does not discuss say in terms of having been 

lexically replaced, rather that competition in the quotative market has led to 

reductions in its percentage ratios. It appears that say is subject to competition among 

all speakers younger than 60 years as its percentage ratios in the results of the present 

study demonstrate a general reduction when compared to the studies conducted in the 

1990s. The older speakers in the study, however, still favour say. In fact, neither be 

like nor go were used by speakers aged 60 and older apart from one-off instances of 

go constructions. This further strengthens the argument that innovative quotatives 

have never belonged to the linguistic repertoire of these speakers, whereas the choice 

of quotative variants is larger for speakers aged 60 and younger.  

This study has focused solely on age and it is possible that other speaker 

variables are important on the production of innovative quotatives, or other variables 

in interaction with each other. These variables include gender, social class and 

geographical region. Gender has been shown both in previous research and in the 

pilot-study conducted prior to this study to be significant in the choice and production 

frequency of quotatives. It would seem relevant for future studies to focus on the 
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interplay between gender and age on possible quotative variation. It should also be 

mentioned that the material used in the present study is the transcribed everyday 

conversations of British speakers. This may of course affect the percentage ratios of 

the three investigated constructions since speaker register is important for the 

formality of language used. If the material had contained other registers, then the 

results may have been different. It may be both interesting and fruitful to repeat the 

present study using different corpora of BrE to investigate how register affects 

quotative choice. Furthermore, the results of this study concerning the apparent 

relationship between the quotative variants is only true for the three investigated 

forms. As previously mentioned, other quotative variants exist and these forms may 

also affect which percentage of total the investigated forms of this study comprise. 

Although other quotative variants were beyond the scope of this paper they present 

an area of further research.  

The subject of quotative variation in the English language is an area which 

has been researched extensively previously but the results of the present study 

demonstrate that it remains an area with many still unanswered questions. Hopefully, 

the present study has contributed some insights by using the most contemporary 

corpus of spoken BrE. The results have indicated that be like may indeed be an 

example of generational change, or even communal change, which provides a 

fascinating starting point for further research.  
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Appendix 1 
The manner in which the recalculations of previous studies’ datasets has been performed is presented 

in this appendix. The quotative distribution found in each study will be presented which is then followed 

by the recalculation performed by the author to extract data for only: be like, go and say. The studies 

are presented in chronological order.  

Tagliamonte & Hudson (1999) – speaker age 18 – 28 years.  

Table i. Tagliamonte & Hudson, 1999 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table ii. Recalculations of Tagliamonte &  Hudson, 1999 

 

 

 

Macaulay (2001) – speaker age 13 – 14 years and 40 years and older.  

Table iii. Macaulay (2001) adolescents      Table iv. Recalculations Macaulay (2001) adolescents  

                  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Quotative  British English  

%                      N 

Canadian English  

%                       N 

Say  31                     209 36                      219 

Go 18                     120 22                      135 

Be like  18                     120 13                        79 

Think  18                     123 4                          27 

Zero  10                       66 20                      123 

Be just  0                           1 0                            0 

To be  2                         10 1                            5 

Miscellaneous  2                         16 4                          24 

Total                           665                           612 

Quotative British English 

%                      N 

Canadian English  

%                        N 

Say 46.6                  209 50.6                    219 

Go 26.7                  120 31.2                    135 

Be like  26.7                  120 18.2                      79 

Total  100                   449 100                     433 

Quotative  %                     N 

Say 24                   58 

Go 26                   63 

Be like  14                   33 

Be like that  7                     17 

Go like that  5                     13 

Be  3                       8 

Think 2                       6 

Done that  2                       4 

Zero 14                   33 

Other  3                       7 

Total 100               242 

Quotative  %                  N 

Say 37.7             58 

Go 40.9             63 

Be like  21.4             33 

Total 100              154 
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Table v. Macaulay (2001), adults 40 years and older  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table vi. Recalculations of Macaulay (2001) adults, 40 years and older 

 

 

 

 

Macaulay’s recalculated datasets were then conflated by the author of this paper to create a dataset of 

both age groups. The results can be seen in the Table below.  

Table vii. Recalculated and conflated data for both age-groups, Macaulay (2001) 

 

 

 

 

Tagliamonte & D’Arcy (2004) – speaker age 10–19 Canadian English  

Table viii. Tagliamonte & D'Arcy (2004)   

 

 

 

 

 

Table ix. Recalculations of Tagliamonte & D’Arcy  (2004) 

                                           

 

 

Quotative  %                     N 

Say 72                  404 

Go 11                    59 

Be like  0.2                     1 

Be like that  1                        7 

Go like that  0.2                     1 

Be  0                        0 

Think 8                       46 

Done that  0                         0 

Zero 6                       35 

Other  1                         5 

Total                        558 

Quotative  %                     N 

Say 87.1                404 

Go 12.7                59 

Be like  0.2                     1 

Total 100                464 

Quotative  %                     N 

Say 74.8                462 

Go 19.7                122 

Be like  5.5                    34 

Total 100                 618 

Quotative  %                    N 

Be like 58                1198 

Zero 18                  362 

Say 11                  227 

Go 7                    136 

Think 2                      34 

Other 5                    101 

Total                     2058 

Quotative  %                    N 

Say 14.6              227 

Go 8.7                136 

Be like  76.7             1198 

Total  100             1561 
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Buchstaller (2011) – 3 corpora from 1960s, 1990s and 2000s. Speaker age: young 17–40 and old 

41–84 

The 1960s corpus has not been used in the present study as no examples of innovative quotatives 

occur.  

Table x. Buchstaller (2011) 1990s dataset 

 

                                   

 

 

 

 

Table xi. Recalculations Buchstaller (2011) 1990s dataset 

 

 

 

 

Table xii. Buchstaller (2011) 2000s dataset 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table xiii. Recalculations of Buchstaller (2001) 2000s dataset  

Quotative Both speaker groups  

%                         N 

Young speakers 

%                   N 

Old speakers  

%                 N 

Say 59.5                   220 26.7               51 94.4          169 

Go 7                          26 12.6               24 1.1                2 

Be like  33.5                   124 60.7             116 4.5                8 

Total 100                    370 100              191 100           179 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Quotative Both speaker groups  

%                         N 

Young speakers 

%                   N 

Old speakers  

%                 N 

Say 48.4                   381 42                232 62             149 

Think 10.4                     82 12                  66 7                 16 

Zero 15.1                   119 14                  78 17               41 

Like  5.7                       45 7                    37 3                   8 

Go 13.6                   107 19                103 2                   4           

Other 6.9                       54 6                    33 9                 21 

Total 100                    788 100              549 100           239 

Quotative Both speaker groups  

%                         N 

Young speakers 

%                   N 

Old speakers  

%                 N 

Say 71.5                   381 62.4              232 92.5           149 

Go 20.1                   107 27.7              103 2.5                 4 

Be like  8.4                       45 9.9                  37 5                    8 

Total 100                    533 100               372 100            161 

Quotative Both speaker groups  

%                         N 

Young speakers 

%                   N 

Old speakers  

%                 N 

Say 37.5                   220 17                  51 60             169 

Think 9.9                       58 9                    26 11               32 

Zero 18.3                   107 16                  47 21               60 

Like  21.2                   124 40                116 3                   8 

Go 4.4                       26 8                    24 1                   2           

Other 8.7                       51  10                  29 8                 22 

Total 100                    586 100              293 100           293 
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D’Arcy (2012) – 3 corpora: 1994-1997; 1998-2001; 2002-2006. Speaker age 20–60 

Table xiv. D'Arcy (2012)  

Quotative 1994-1997 

%            N 

1998-2001 

%            N 

2002-2006 

%            N 

Say 56         758 49         506 43         244 

Zero 9           119 11         116 13           74 

Think 19         252 16         161 14           78 

Go 10         132 12         125 6             35 

Be like  4             47 9             96 21         122 

Other 3             41 2             24 3             17 

Total              1349             1028              570 

 

Table xv. Recalculations of D'Arcy (2012) 

Quotative 1994-1997 

%            N 

1998-2001 

%            N 

2002-2006 

%            N 

Say 80.9      758 69.6      506 60.9      244 

Go 14.1      132 17.2      125 8.7          35 

Be like  5             47 13.2        96 30.4      122 

Total  100       937 100       727 100       401 

 

Buchstaller (2015) – two subsets of DECTE corpus from 1994 and 2011. And a panel study of 

interviews with speakers in 2007-2009 and  2011-2013. Speaker age 15–60 

Table xvi. DECTE 1994 (Buchstaller, 2015) Table xvii. Recalculations DECTE 1994

  

 

 

 

 

 

Table xviii. DECTE 2011 (Buchstaller, 2015) Table xix. Recalculations of DECTE 2011 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Quotative  %             N 

Say 71.5        381 

Go 20.1        107 

Like  8.4            45 

Total 100          533 

Quotative  %             N 

Say 48           381 

Zero 15           119 

Go 14           107 

Think 10             82 

Like 6               45 

Other 7               54 

Total 100          788 

Quotative  %             N 

Say 38           221 

Zero 18           105 

Go 4               26 

Think 10             58 

Like 21           124 

Other 9               52 

Total 100          586 

Quotative  %             N 

Say 59.6         221 

Go 7                26 

Like  33.4         124 

Total 100          371 
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Buchstaller (2015) also performed two panel studies of speakers aged between 15-60 years. This 

focused on be like and unfortunately details concerning which quotatives formed the other variants or 

their percentages is not provided.  

Table xx. Buchstaller (2015) Panel studies 2007-2009 and 2011-2013 

 

2007-

2009 

   2011- 

2013 

   

Age N be like  N Total  

Quotatives   

% Be  

Like   

Age  N be like  N Total 

Quotatives 

% Be  

Like   

15-19 113 298 38 15-19 138 249 55 

20-23 76 226 33 20-23 138 233 59 

24-29 22 134 16 24-29 54 117 46 

30-34 21 112 19 30-34 77 241 32 

35-40 31 151 21 35-40 9 160 6 

41-45 13 249 5 41-45 1 382 0 

46-60 8 293 3 46-60 4 214 2 


