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Abstract
This paper, which highlights one aspect of a thesis work in progress, focuses  
phonetic transcriptions aimed at a general public. It compares various systems  
used, and discusses what social circumstances may promote a demand for this kind  
of transcription. Public service transcriptions appear in encyclopedias, foreign  
and second language textbooks, phrasebooks for travellers, dictionaries or  
databases for broadcasters, and even in advertising. Sweden, a country with a  
relatively high and even level of education, experienced an increasing need for  
such transcriptions in the second half of the 20th century. An interesting—and 
particularly Swedish—application are the so-called respelled pronunciations  
introduced in 1959 by Systembolaget (the Swedish Alcohol Retail Monopoly) in its  
product catalogues, with the view of making customers feel less awkward asking  
for wines at the counter. In more recent years, the advent of the Internet has  
brought an abundance of IPA as well as respelled transcriptions, some of them  
elaborate and scientifically done, others, however, of doubtful quality. 
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Introduction
Phonetic transcriptions appear in many contexts 
and may thus be directed to a variety of target 
groups. In scientific works, such as recordings 
of  dialects  or  advanced  pronunciation  dictio-
naries,  they  are  aimed  at  a  narrow  circle  of 
scholars  or  specialists,  likewise  when  used 
within the logopedics an phoniatrics professions 
for describing details of atypical speech. Often, 
however,  transcriptions  serve  a  more  general 
public:  they  feature  in  encyclopedias,  foreign 
and second language textbooks, phrasebooks for 
travellers,  pronunciation  dictionaries/databases 
for broadcasters, and even in advertising. 

Transcriptions  in  general  encyclopedias  in 
Swedish language—central to my thesis work—
at  the  beginning  exclusively used  letters  from 
the Swedish alphabet to denote speech sounds. 
Over  time,  special  characters  were introduced, 
most  of  them  originating  from  the  phonetic 
alphabets  created  in  the  late  19th century, e.g. 
Det  svenska  landsmålsalfabetet (The  Swedish 
dialect  alphabet,  1879)  and  IPA  (1888).  In 
Sweden, there exists a well-established tradition 
of presenting pronunciation in encyclopedias, at 
least for entry headwords. In the Swedish speech 
community,  ‘correct’ pronunciation, notably of 
loanwords  and  foreign  proper  names,  has 
usually  contributed  to  enhancing  a person’s 

prestige.  Conversely,  mispronouncing  a  loan-
word, a well-known foreign name or trademark, 
sometimes may have a stigmatizing effect. 

Background
The national  romantic  currents  in  19th century 
Europe aroused an overall interest in folklore. In 
the  Nordic  countries,  folk  music  and  dialects 
began to be collected, No means of acoustic re-
cording  was  yet  available—Edison’s  phono-
graph was patented in 1877, but came onto the 
market only in 1890—thus, informants’ speech 
had  to  be  recorded  by  hand  in  situ. Rough 
phonetic  transcription  systems  already existed, 
but now, linguists were urged to design alpha-
bets  that  could  cope  with  the  fine  details  of 
pronunciation. In Sweden, those efforts resulted 
in  the  above-mentioned  Landsmålsalfabetet—
expressly  conceived  for  capturing  Swedish 
dialects—being published in 1879 by linguistics 
professor Johan August  Lundell  in Uppsala.  It 
soon  got  its  counterparts  in  the  neighbouring 
countries: Norvegia by Johan Storm, and Dania 
by Otto Jespersen,  one of  the  founders  of  the 
International  Phonetic  Association  (IPA).  In 
Finland,  the renowned linguist  and ethnologist 
Emil  Nestor  Setälä constructed  an  alphabet 
dedicated  to  recording  the  varieties  of  spoken 
Finnish. 
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Phonetic transcriptions differ
The Nordic phonetic alphabets for dialects have 
a high scientific level, and contain a wide range 
of  characters.  Thus,  the  Swedish  sinologist 
Bernhard  Karlgren—a  student  of  Lundell’s—
could use Landsmålsalfabetet when researching 
into various Chinese dialects. Since its charac-
ters are cursive, designed to be handwritten, it 
resembles shorthand. By contrast, the characters 
of the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) are 
based on antiqua (roman) typefaces in order to 
facilitate use in movable-type printing. Some of 
the ordinary cast metal type pieces could easily 
be turned upside down, thus resulting in ə, ʌ, ɔ, 
etc. 

The  primary aim  of  the  IPA  was  helping 
students of foreign languages to achieve a better 
pronunciation,  and  it  became  widely  used  for 
this  purpose  before  the  First  World  War. 
However,  all  language  learners  were  not  in 
secondary education or at university; many were 
studying on their own. Without a live model for 
pronunciation, it might prove difficult for them 
to  find  out  what  the  IPA  signs  symbolized. 
Persons not accustomed to studying could also 
find  it  troublesome  to  learn  to  use  the  IPA. 
Therefore,  both before and after  the advent  of 
the  IPA,  so-called  respelled  (or  respelt)  tran-
scriptions have flourished.  Early examples  can 
be found in English textbooks for emigrants to 
the  U.S.,  e.g.  that  by Jungberg  (1869),  recent 
ones in many phrase books for travellers. Berlitz 
nowadays to some extent are using the IPA, but 
still  their English-speaking public are provided 
with transcriptions of this kind for French:

Comment allez-vous?
komahng talley voo

Nous avons un enfant
noo zavawng zang nahnfahng. 

Standardization and norms
At the same time as the above-mentioned col-
lecting of dialects was going on, in some Euro-
pean countries, national standard pronunciation 
models  were  being  constructed  for  use  within 
theatre, education and broadcasting (Siebs 1898, 
1931). They often became the norm and served 
as  bases  for  pronunciation  dictionaries.  In 
Sweden, no such codification took place, even 
though  in  the  theatre  and  primary  education, 
there was a strong admonition to allow nothing 
but  rikssvenska (‘National Swedish’), a concept 
with an unclear definition, but corresponding to 

an orally transmitted variety of spoken Swedish 
alleged to be  ‛free from dialect features’.  This 
situation  prevailed  well  into  the  20th century, 
whereas  in  Norway,  the  opposite  policy  was 
adopted: teachers were instructed to encourage 
dialects and were deprived of all rights to inter-
fere with children’s pronunciation. 

Sweden  had  to  wait  long  before  the  first 
dedicated pronunciation dictionaries were pub-
lished, viz. those by Hedelin (1997) and Garlén 
(2003). 

Social circumstances matter
In countries like the U.S., where people are able 
to study and attain high social status without any 
knowledge of foreign languages, social pressure 
for  ‘correct’ pronunciation of foreign names or 
expressions is not very present. In Sweden, the 
situation is quite different. Higher education is 
not accessible to those mastering only Swedish
—and has never been. From the 19th century and 
up to the end of the Second World War, German 
was dominant as foreign language in secondary 
schools, but was then superseded by English. In 
the 1950s, English was introduced as a manda-
tory  subject  on  the  compulsory  school  curri-
culum,  so that all  pupils born c. 1945 or later 
would  receive  at  least  three  years  of  English 
language education. 

Of  course,  this  meant  a  general  rise  of  the 
educational  level,  but  also  an  increasing  gap 
between generations.  Middle-aged people  who 
had not studied English sometimes felt excluded 
and  encountered  more  difficulties  finding  em-
ployment,  especially within  the  service  sector, 
and occasionally were ridiculed—even by their 
own  children—for  being  incapable  of  pro-
nouncing English. The same adversity affected 
immigrated people without English knowledge. 
Having realized this, Swedish authorities in the 
early  1970s  started  up  beginners  courses  in 
English for adults all over the country, entirely 
free of charge. 

The  post-war  boom in  English  promoted  a 
demand for phonetic transcriptions, and the IPA 
came  into  use  on  a  larger  scale  than  ever.  It 
featured not only in English textbooks and dic-
tionaries,  but  also in  French,  and—to a  lesser 
extent—German ones. Even geography school-
books for 11–13 year  olds contained footnotes 
with IPA pronunciation advice. 

The current status of the IPA in Sweden is 
hard  to  evaluate.  On  the  one  hand,  its  use  at 
school seems to have diminished, on the other 
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hand, square brackets and IPA characters have 
come  into  fashion  in  the  advertising  agencies 
who  use  them  on  billboards  and  shop  signs, 
sometimes  to  inform about  pronunciation,  but 
more  often  in  an  erroneous  or  nonsense  way, 
just because of their decorative value. 

Public service transcriptions
English and French, unlike Finnish, Turkish and 
Spanish, or even German and Swedish, have a 
relationship between writing and pronunciation 
that is far from direct, Given this fact, reading 
an English or French phrase aloud as if it were 
Swedish, i.e. applying the human Swedish text-
to-speech algorithm, will yield a bizarre result, 
hardly understandable for native speakers of the 
languages  in  question.  Since  knowledge  of 
French  in  present-day  Sweden  is  scarce  com-
pared  to  that  of  English,  there  is  less  social 
pressure  for  mastering  French  pronunciation. 
Nevertheless,  for  centuries  French  has  been 
considered  a  language  of  prestige  in  Sweden, 
and mispronouncing a French name would count 
as  a  more  serious  error  for  a  newsreader  to 
commit  than distorting a Portuguese, Dutch or 
even a Finnish name. 

Phonetic transcriptions for broadcasters
In  Great  Britain,  the  BBC  has  always  been 
caring  about  pronunciation.  Founded  in  the 
1940s, its Pronunciation Unit employs phonetics 
experts who help announcers and newsreaders to 
find the  most  suitable  pronunciation  for  every 
single instance. Many years of work has resulted 
in publications like  BBC Pronouncing diction-
ary of British names (2nd edn 1983) and Oxford 
BBC Guide to Pronunciation (2006). In those, 
two parallel transcription systems are used: IPA 
and  a  respelling  system,  the  latter  of  which 
yields a more anglicized result, apt for those not 
familiar with foreign languages. An example: 

Sven-Göran Eriksson, 
Swedish football manager

(sven yoer-an ay-rik-son).

In  Sweden,  the  public  service  broadcasting 
companies Sveriges Radio,  Sveriges Television 
and  UR (Swedish  Educational  Broadcasting 
Company)  together  maintain a  similar  service, 
giving  advice  via  a  periodical  leaflet, 
Språkbladet, and  a  database,  Dixi, the  latter 
accessible to staff only, on the three companies’ 
common intranet. 

Systembolaget’s transcriptions
Following the abolition of the rationing book in 
1955,  Systembolaget (the  Swedish  Alcohol 
Retail Monopoly) witnessed a sales increase, in 
particular for strong beverages like aquavit and 
vodka. In accordance with its instructions not to 
maximize  profit  but  rather  promote  public 
health, the company decided to launch a cam-
paign to encourage customers to substitute wine 
for traditional strong liquor. However, the board 
envisaged a problem: a major part of the wines 
had  French  names;  thus  the  presumptive  new 
customers were likely to feel embarrassed at the 
counter,  or  even refrain from trying  wine and 
stick to buying their customary bottle of ‘Renat’ 
(‘Absolutely Pure Alcohol’, 40 % by volume). 

The  proposed  solution  was  to  include  re-
spelled  phonetic  transcriptions  in  the  product 
catalogue.  The company’s  sales manager,  who 
had no training in phonetics, took on the task of 
composing the transcriptions, which made their 
debut in February 1959. Here are two examples:

Le Vallon Hanappier
 (lö vallå´ng annapje´)

Château Paveil de Luze
(schatå´ pave´j dö ly´s).

Several  years  later,  the  phonetician  Claes-
Christian Elert, then Senior Lecturer and Docent 
at  the  Institute  of  Linguistics  at  Stockholm 
University, was called upon to give his opinion 
of  the  company’s  pronunciation advice.  So he 
did (Elert 1967a), and some corrections and im-
provements  were  made.  Later,  another  profes-
sional  phonetician took over  the  responsibility 
for the transcriptions.  They remained until  the 
mid-1990s;  their  disappearance  was  probably 
due to the introduction of self-service outlets. 

Conclusion and further work
Hopefully,  the  ongoing  IT  development  will 
favour an extended use of the IPA, even in the 
United States, where some reluctance to it seems 
to linger. Anyway, there will probably still be a 
need for transcription systems more convenient 
for the casual user. 

In my future work, by interviewing users of 
encyclopedias etc., I  will endeavour to investi-
gate  the  issue  of  optimizing  transcriptions  for 
various kinds of works, in order to make them 
render  the  best  service  to  all  users,  not  only 
specialists, but also a more general public. 
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