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Abstract
This thesis examines the use and evaluation of specific singular they in Australian English with a focus on sociolinguistic analysis and contextualized within the theory of language change.

The thesis comprises three related studies. The first is a systematic review of empirical research on English speakers’ use and evaluation of specific singular they. The findings comprise a framework of factors influencing speakers’ evaluation: identity and ideological position; familiarity with singular specific they and with people who use it; and syntactic and referential factors affecting interpretation and processing. The second study is an online acceptability-judgment survey of Australian English speakers. Participants evaluated sentences varying in pronoun form, antecedent gender information, and whether the antecedent was presented as a name or title. The analysis examines how these linguistic factors interact with participants’ demographic characteristics and pronoun use. The third study uses dyadic interviews to examine how Australian speakers use and discuss singular they in interaction. The analysis considers pronoun choice, reference, repair, negotiation, and participants’ commentary on non-binary identities and language.

Together, the studies synthesise conclusions from previous research, and present evaluation and production data. The thesis contributes empirical evidence on contemporary Australian English and develops a sociolinguistic account of specific singular they as a variable form shaped by grammatical context, familiarity, identity, and gender-related beliefs.
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