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Abstract 

 

Language variation studies increasingly focus on lexical differences, emphasizing the 

uniqueness of language in specific areas. These variations, especially at the lexical 

level, highlight the uniqueness of a language in a specific area. This paper describes 

the lexical variation of Cebuano in Davao del Norte, Southeastern Mindanao, using 

descriptive and dialectological methods, along with lexicostatistics and dialect                    

geography to determine the cognate percentage. Data were collected through                  

interviews with 330 informants using a modified Swadesh 200-Word List. Results 

showed that Cebuano in Davao del Norte is a dialect of the same language, with a 

cognate range of 89.2% to 97.5%. There were 30 dispersed isogloss sets found within 

the province, and the lexical distribution can be categorized into four groups: AB-, 

AB+, AZ-, and AZ+. This indicates that the Cebuano language in Southeastern                  

Mindanao particularly in Davao del Norte is a dialect of the broader Cebuano                    

language, as it demonstrates high mutual intelligibility, even in distant areas. It can 

thus be classified under the L-simplex category according to dialect continua, where 

the variation occurring between regions does not disrupt other areas but runs parallel 

to each other. The findings of this research can advance linguistic theory, language 

preservation and documentation and language policy by providing insights into                  

Cebuano’s variety, linguistic features, sociolinguistic contexts, and its potential for            

revitalization. This research could also influence curriculum development and                      

language policy by considering Cebuano’s linguistic features, as well as future                    

studies on language contact and comparative language analysis. 
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Introduction 

 

 Language refers to all spoken forms of communication, while a dialect denotes 

variant forms of the same language. These variations can manifest at different                     

linguistic levels, with lexical variation—differences in vocabulary or word choice—

being one of the most prominent. Such variation is a core feature of dialect formation, 

as seen in Cebuano, a major variety of the Filipino language. 

 

 Lexical variation is shaped by several factors, including geography, social class, 

age, gender, and cultural context. Chambers and Trudgill (1998) emphasized that 

lexical differences are among the most visible indicators of linguistic diversity, offering 

key insights into language change, regional identity, and sociolinguistic dynamics. In 

this regard, dialect geography and mapping of linguistic features across geographic 

space plays a crucial role in identifying how lexical choices vary regionally. Mapping 

these variations allows for a better understanding of the spatial distribution of dialects 

and the internal structure of a language (Chambers & Trudgill, 1998). 

 

 In a linguistically diverse country like the Philippines, dialect geography plays a 

crucial role. Cebuano, widely spoken in the Visayas and Mindanao, shows notable 

lexical diversity linked to its geographic spread. Scholars such as Zorc (1977), 

McFarland (1981), and Dyen (1965) classified it under the Bisayan language family 

with multiple dialects. Previous studies have shown that lexical variation in the                    

Cebuano dialect is evident across different regions of the Philippines. Endriga (2010) 

observed notable lexical differences in Cebuano as spoken in Cebu, Davao, and Bo-

hol, while Fajardo et al. (2022).  documented rich lexical features in the variety spoken 

in Iligan City. PSA (2020) data further emphasize internal variation, suggesting the 

need for deeper regional analysis. 

 

 However, while Cebuano has been the subject of numerous linguistic studies, 

specific research on lexical variation within geographic areas remains limited. In               

particular, the Cebuano variety spoken in Southeastern Mindanao particularly in the 

Province of Davao del Norte has not been extensively documented or mapped in 

terms of its lexical features. This study aimed to fill that gap by examining the distinct 

lexical characteristics of Cebuano in Southern Mindanao. By contributing to the                  

dialect geography of the region, this research sought to enhance understanding of 

the language's internal diversity and the sociolinguistic factors that shape it. 

 

Research Objectives 
 

 This study aimed to document and describe the lexical variation of Cebuano in 

the Southeastern part of Mindanao particularly in Davao del Norte, which includes 

three cities and eight municipalities. Additionally, the study aims to map the                         

distribution of these lexical variations across the province. 

. 
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 This research has significant implications on curriculum development and                  

language policy by providing insights into the unique linguistic features of Cebuano. 

Understanding these features can help educators create more effective language          

instruction programs that accurately reflect the diversity of Cebuano speakers.                     

Additionally, the findings from this study could inform language policies aimed at              

preserving and promoting the use of Cebuano, ensuring its relevance in both                        

academic and cultural contexts. Furthermore, the research could serve as a                       

foundation for future studies on language documentation and contact, particularly in 

regions where Cebuano interacts with other languages, offering valuable data for 

comparative language analysis and fostering a deeper understanding of the linguistic 

dynamics in multilingual communities. 

 

Methods 

 

Research Design 

 

 This study used a descriptive linguistic approach to document Cebuano as               

spoken in Davao del Norte, employing two main methods: dialectology and                        

lexicostatistics. 

 

 Dialectology, the study of regional language variation, was used to collect and 

analyze vocabulary differences among Cebuano-speaking communities. Following 

Uriel Weinreich’s (1954) approach, this method emphasizes geographic comparison 

to reveal how regional identity, language contact, and historical development shape 

lexical variation. 

 

 Lexicostatistics, a method within dialect geography, involves comparing shared 

cognates (words with a common origin) between dialects to calculate lexical                      

similarity. This helps identify linguistic boundaries and areas of convergence or                      

divergence. 

 

 Grounded in structural dialectology and dialect geography, the study provides a 

focused analysis of Cebuano lexical variation in Southeastern Mindanao, offering              

insights into the region’s linguistic diversity and identity. 

 

Informants of the Study 
  
 A total of 330 informants were selected for this study from three cities and eight 

municipalities of Davao del Norte. Table 1 summarizes the distribution according to 

age, sex, employment, educational background and location. 
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Table  1 

 

Distribution of Informants According to LGU, Gender, Age, Employment, and                    
Educational Attainment  

Notes: 1
Educational attainment includes both graduates and current levels for college, elementary, and 

secondary education. 
2
This includes vendor, retiree, driver, dress maker, pastor, private employee, fishing, hog raiser, store 

owner, massage therapist, mechanic, laborer and carpenter. 

 

 The inclusion criteria used in choosing the informants were: (1) they should be 

native speakers of the Cebuano language spoken in Davao del Norte; (2) they should 

be born and raised in the study area; (3) should not be a frequent mover or transient; 

(4) aged between 45 and 82 years old; and (5) literate, able to read and write. Thus, 

from each Local Government Unit (LGU), 30 informants were selected to serve as the 

primary source of data. 

 
Instrument 

 
A modified Swadesh 200-Word List (Swadesh, 1952), which is a standardized 

set of basic vocabulary words used in comparative linguistics to study language                 

relationships, was used in this study. The original list typically contains around 200 

items that are commonly found across different languages, including words for                  

everyday objects, actions, and natural phenomena. 
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LGU Gender  Age  Employment  Total Educational Attainment
1
 

City/ 

Municipality  

M F Age 

Range 

Farm-

ing 

House-

wife  

Others
2
  Gov't  

Emplo-

yee  

Inform-

ants 

College Sec. Elem. 

Asuncion  5 25 40-64  4 13 5 8 30 3 21 6 

BE Dujali  7 22 40-68  6 14 8 2 30 4 22 4 

Carmen  3 27 45-83  2 17 8 3 30 7 17 6 

IGACOS  14 16 45-67  0 7 14 9 30 9 16 5 

Kapalong  8 22 43-73  2 8 15 5 30 4 21 5 

New Corella 13 17 44-69  5 7 12 6 30 5 21 4 

Panabo  9 21 42-82  0 11 15 4 30 8 17 5 

San Isidro  12 18 45-81  17 5 6 2 30 4 18 8 

Sto. Tomas  13 17 43-73  3 4 8 15 30 6 16 8 

Tagum  12 18 45-80  0 4 20 6 30 9 17 4 

Talaingod  11 19 46-84  3 12 6 4 30 6 17 7 



 

 

 The list was modified by adding approximately 80 words to better suit the                 

specific language being studied. In this case, the additions were made to capture         

regional or dialectal variations relevant to the study of Cebuano in Davao del Norte. 

These modifications aimed to ensure the list covered essential vocabulary specific to 

the local context and culture. 

 

 A total of 280 words were used in the current study, based on Swadesh’s word 

list. The additions were made to align with the study’s objectives, incorporating words 

that were significant for analysis and essential for capturing commonly used lexicons 

in everyday communication. Furthermore, the word list  included terms referring to         

objects, people, animals, numbers, pronouns, verbs, and other vocabulary typically 

used in daily conversation. 

 

Data Collection 
 

 Data were collected through personal interviews with informants residing in                

various municipalities and cities in Davao del Norte. Before scheduling the interviews, 

the researcher obtained permission from the Local Government Unit (LGU) and the 

barangay captains to interview qualified language informants. The researcher                      

received their consent to participate in the research and had them sign a consent 

form. 

 

 The data were gathered through audio-recorded interviews and the International 

Phonetic Transcription (IPA) was used in transcribing the data. The informants'                   

responses were elicited through direct questions by providing the equivalent lexicon 

of the word list. Participants were asked to provide translations for each word in their 

local dialect using a direct approach, where they translated the words on the list into 

their own version of Cebuano. This ensured that the data collected accurately                     

represented regional lexical variations. After the interviews were conducted, the data 

were transcribed for lexical analysis.  

 
Data Analysis 
 
 As mentioned earlier, the aim of this study is to describe the lexical variation of 

the Cebuano language in the Province of Davao del Norte using a dialectological                  

approach. In relation to this, the analysis was grounded in structural dialectology and 

dialect geography. 

 

 The first step in the data analysis is to identify the lexicons used in each                     

municipality or city that correspond to those in the modified Swadesh list. Next, the 

280 words from each municipality or city were compared. For example, the lexicons 

of Municipality/City A were compared with those of Municipalities/Cities B, C, D, and 

so on. Similarly, the lexicons of Municipality/City B were compared with those of A, C, 

D, E, and so on. This process was repeated for all remaining LGUs. 
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 The third step involved identifying cognates using the lexicostatistics method. 

After computation, the cognate counts and percentages were organized in a matrix 

for easier interpretation. Each lexical item was then plotted on a map of Davao del 

Norte to establish the isoglosses, or geographical boundaries that separate different 

linguistic features, such as vocabulary, pronunciation, or grammar, between dialects 

or languages. An isogloss is a line on a map that separates two areas where a                   

particular linguistic feature differs significantly. In other words, it marks the boundary 

that indicates the degree of linguistic change (Gleason, 1963). Isoglosses can be               

described as bundling, nesting, superposition, random, diffusion fan, or diffusion cor-

ridor (Labov, 1966). 

 

Results 

 

 This section presents the comprehensive discussion on the variation of Cebuano 

in the Davao del Norte based on lexical differences. It presents a description of the 

different lexical variations observed in the Cebuano language spoken in the cities and 

municipalities within the province. In presenting the results, the following                               

abbreviations were used. For cities, Pan for Panabo, Iga for Island Garden City of              

Samal, and Tag for the City of Tagum. For municipalities, the following abbreviations 

were used: Tal for Talaingod, BeD for Braulio E. Dujali, Car for Carmen, Kap for                    

Kapalong, SaI for San Isidro, Sto for Sto. Tomas, Asu for Asuncion, and NeC for New 

Corella. This section also covers the comparison of lexicons, cognate counts,                    

percentages, and the patterns of isoglosses based on the analysis of Cebuano lan-

guage spoken throughout the province.  

 

Lexical Variations 

 

 One of the bases in the study of dialectology is the lexical level. In describing 

the lexical variation of a language, the similarities and differences in the words used 

by native speakers to refer to an object, characteristic, or action are discussed. 

Based on the gathered data, several lexical variations can be observed in the                     

Cebuano language spoken in different municipalities and cities that make up the 

Province of Davao del Norte.  

 

1. Sets of Isogloss  
 

 This section presents the pattern of isoglosses based on the analysis of data 

gathered from 11 areas in Davao del Norte. The presentation also includes the                     

various forms found in a lexicon entry, as well as a map showing their distribution. The 

types of patterns codes and colors were used as mapping variables to easily identify 

patterns of linguistic variation. 
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Set 1.1 Examples of the same form are used entire province, i.e., all cities and 
municipalities  

 Set 1.1 presents ten lexicons that have the same form used in all municipalities 

and cities in Davao del Norte. Based on the data, it can be seen that all areas in the 

province use the term /bʌ.'lʌj/ for 'house,' /Ɂʌ.'nʌk/ for 'child,' /Ɂʊ.'pʌt/ for 'four,' /'bʌ.gʌɁ/ 
as a substitute for the word 'lungs,' /Ɂɪ.'hʌp/ for the word 'number,' and /bʊ.'hɪɁ/ for the 

word 'alive,' /'hʌ.tʌg/ for the word 'give.' Also, /'dʌ.gʌt/ for the word 'sea,' /hʊ.'lʌt/ for the 

word 'wait,' and /sʌ.'pʌɁ/ for the word 'river.'  

 

 Figure 1 shows the plotting of these isoglosses. Only examples with the same 

lexicon were presented, although in total, 246 or 87.85% of the lexicons with                         

unchanged forms are used throughout the province. 

 

Set 1.2. The lexicons /'pʌs.pʌs/ is used in all areas except in Carmen, IGACOS (Island 
Garden City of Samal), San Isidro, and Talaingod  
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 Figure 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

/'pʌ.pʌ/; /Ɂʌ.'nʌk/; /Ɂʊ.'pʌt/; /'bʌ.gʌɁ/;  
/Ɂɪ.'hʌp/; /bʊ.'hɪɁ/; /'hʌ.tʌg/; /'dʌ.gʌt/;  
/hʊ.'lʌt/; /sʌ.'pʌɁ/  
 

Note. These forms are found in all cities and     

municipalities across the province: 

‘bahay: house’; ‘anak: child’; ‘apat: four’; ‘baga: 

lungs’; ‘bilang: count’; ‘buhay: alive’; ‘bigay: give’; 

‘dagat: sea’; ‘hintay: wait’; ‘ilog: river’.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Number of Variations  

 

(1) All areas: /bʌ.'lʌj/ 

(2) All areas: /Ɂʌ.'nʌk/ 

(3) All areas: /Ɂʊ.'pʌt/ 

(4) All areas: /'bʌ.gʌɁ/ 

(5) All areas: /Ɂɪ.'hʌp/ 

(6) All areas: /bʊ.'hɪɁ/ 

(7) All areas: /'hʌ.tʌg/ 

(8) All areas: /'dʌ.gʌt/ 

(9) All areas: /hʊ.'lʌt/ 

(10) All areas:  /sʌ.'pʌɁ/ 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1fhVoqIwlFKeurc6P1VBHRegKGXpTxhBZ/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=115914288996111419103&rtpof=true&sd=true
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  Set 1.2 shows that the same form of lexicon /'pʌs.pʌs/ is used in all areas 

except for Carmen, IGACOS (Island Garden City of Samal), San Isidro, and Talaingod 

for the word ‘bilis;fast’. These places use the term /dʌ.'lɪɁ/. It can be observed that the                  

neighboring islands of Samal and Carmen have the same form in the southeastern 

part, while the northwestern areas of Talaingod and San Isidro also share the same 

form as previously mentioned. The term ‘paspas’ is used in much of the province,              

including Tagum, Braulio E. Dujali, Sto. Tomas, Panabo, Asuncion, New Corella, and 

Kapalong. Figure 2 shows the plotting of the isoglosses on the map of Davao del 

Norte province. 

 

Set 1.3. The same form of lexicon is used in all areas except for Braulio E. Dujali  

 

As seen in Set1.3, only the area of Braulio E. Dujali uses distinct forms: /tʌ.tʌj/ 
for the word 'father,' /'nʌ.nʌj/ for 'mother,' and /'bʌl.hʌs/ for the word 'sweat.' Although it 

is a small municipality, it is the only one that uses these unique lexicon forms                  

compared to all the other areas that use the forms /pʌ.pʌ/, /'mʌ.mʌ/, and /sɪ.'ŋʊt/.              

Figure 3 shows the plotting of this set of isoglosses on the map of the province. 
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 Figure 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Isogloss of ‘bilis;fast’   

(11) 

  

All areas: /'pʌs.pʌs/ 

  Car, Iga, SaI at Tal /dʌ.'lɪɁ/ 

‘bilis;fast’ 

  

/'pʌs.pʌs/ 
  

  

/dʌ.'lɪɁ/ 
  

(12)   All areas:  

BeD  

/'pʌ.pʌ/  
/'tʌ.tʌj/  

(13)  All areas:  

BeD  

/'mʌ.mʌ/  
/'nʌ.nʌj/  

   (14)  All areas:  

BeD  

/sɪ.'ŋʊt/  

/'bʌl.hʌs/  



 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Set 1.4 The same form of lexicon is used in all municipalities and/or cities except 
for Asuncion  
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‘ama;father, ‘ina;mother’, ‘pawis;sweat’ 

/'pʌ.pʌ/, 
/'mʌ.mʌ/ 
/sɪ.'ŋʊt/ 

 

/'tʌ.tʌj/ 
/'nʌ.nʌj/ 
/'bʌl.hʌs/ 

  

 

(15) All areas: /'dʌ.lʌn/ 

  Asu /Ɂʌ.gɪ.'Ɂʌ.nʌn/ 

(16) All areas: /'jʌ.mʊg/ 

  Asu: /'gʌ.bʊn/ 

‘daan’:road; ‘yamug;fog’, 

/'dʌ.lʌn/ 

/'jʌ.mʊg/ 

 

 /Ɂʌ.gɪ.Ɂ'ʌ.nʌn/ 

/'gʌ.bʊn/ 

  

  

 

  

Figure 3 

Figure 4 

Isogloss of ama;father, ‘ina;mother’, 

‘pawis;sweat’  

Isoglosses of ‘daan’ (road),;‘yamug;fog’,  



 

 

 For the words ‘daan’ (road), ‘yamug’, ‘hiram’, and ‘paano’ as seen in examples 

(15) to (16), two forms are used throughout the province. The lexicons /'dʌ.lʌn/ 

and /'jʌ.mʊg/, are used in all municipalities and/or cities, except in the municipality of 

Asuncion, which uses /Ɂʌ.gɪ.Ɂ'ʌnʌn/, and /'gʌ.bʊn/. Figure 4 shows the plotting of these 

isoglosses on the map of the province. 

 

Set 1.5 The same forms are used in all cities and Municipalities except for 
Braulio E. Dujali, Carmen, IGACOS, New Corella, and Talaingod  
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Set 1.5 shows that all areas in the province, such as Asuncion, Kapalong, 

Panabo, Sto. Tomas, Tagum, and San Isidro, use the lexicon /'ŋʌ.bɪl/ as the equivalent 

for the word 'lip' (labi). Meanwhile, the four areas located in different directions on the 

map use /wʌ.'Ɂɪt/, such as New Corella, Talaingod, Carmen, and the island of Samal 

or IGACOS. Only the small town of Braulio E. Dujali uses /bɪ.'bɪg/ as the equivalent, 

even though it is adjacent to Carmen, which uses a different form. Figure 5 clearly 

shows the plotting of these isoglosses on the map. 

 

Set 1.6 The same form of lexicon is used in all municipalities and cities except 
for Tagum, Braulio E. Dujali, and San Isidro 

 

 

(18) All areas: /'bɪt.bɪt/ 

  Tag, BeD, at SaI /dʌ.'lʌ/ 
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(17) All areas: /'ŋʌ.bɪl/ 

  Car, Iga, NeC, 

Tal: 

/wʌ.'Ɂɪt/ 

  BeD /bɪ'.bɪg/ 

‘labi;lip’ 

  

/'ŋʌ.bɪl/ 

 

/wʌ.'Ɂɪt/ 
  

 

/bɪ.'bɪg/ 

 

Isoglosses of ‘labi;lips’  

Figure 5 



 

 

As presented in set 1.6, only the City of Tagum, the neighboring municipality of 

Braulio E. Dujali, and the separate municipality of San Isidro use the distinct form /

dʌ.'lʌ/ for the word ‘carry’ (dala). Meanwhile, the larger part of the province uses the 

lexicon /'bɪt.bɪt/. Figure 6 shows the plotting of this isogloss on the map.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Set 1.7 The same form of lexicon is used in all cities and/or municipalities except 
for Braulio E. Dujali, Kapalong, and Tagum, which have their own distinct forms 
 
 

(19) All areas: /tɪ.pʌ.'sɪɁ/ 

  BeD           /'lʌb.hʌŋ/ 

  Kap           /'rʌj.sʌl/ 

  Tag           /'Ɂɪ.pʌɁ/ 
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Figure 6 

Isoglosses of ‘dala;bring’  

‘dala;bring’ 

/'bɪt.bɪt/ 

 

/dʌ.'lʌ/ 

 

‘ipa;rice hull’ 

  

/tɪ.pʌ.'sɪɁ/ 
  

  

/'lʌb.hʌŋ 

 

  

/'rʌj.sʌl/ 

 

  

/'Ɂɪ.pʌɁ/ 
 

Figure 7 

Isoglosses of ‘ipa;rice hull’ 



 

 

 From example (19), the word ‘ipa;rice hulls’ has four (4) forms throughout the 

province. Asuncion, Island Garden City of Samal, Talaingod, Carmen, and Panabo 

use the form /tɪ.pʌ.'sɪɁ/, while Braulio E. Dujali uses /'lʌb.hʌŋ/, where rice is the main 

crop in the mentioned areas. Additionally, a different form, /'rʌj.sʌl/, is used in                        

Kapalong. Only Tagum, the commercial center, uses the lexicon /'Ɂɪ.pʌɁ/, which is the 

same as the form used in Filipino. Figure 7 above shows the plotting of these                     

isoglosses on the map of the province. 

  

Discussion 

 

 In the analysis of the lexical variation of the Cebuano language spoken in Davao 

del Norte, it cannot be described as consisting of only two zones or dialect areas in 

the province. Instead, the isoglosses in Davao del Norte fall within an Alternating                

Parallel Loop. This means that the relationship of the lexicons across each                          

municipality and city involves alternation, but they are almost in the same or parallel 

forms and distribution throughout the province. Each loop formed is similar to the loop 

formed in other areas of the province, whether far or near, but may have differences 

and similarities, with the range of flow or relationship between the lexicons found to be 

between 89.2% and 97.5%.  

 

 The description shows whether the isoglosses form a pattern, overlap, or are not 

patterned lines. The sets of isoglosses presented are those found throughout the 

province as shown in Figure 8. The geographical location of a speaker affects their 

linguistic variety. The greater the distance, the more complex the linguistic variation 

becomes, compared to areas that are closer together (Nerbonne, 2009). This means 

that geographical location helps explain the lexical variation of the language, as                

discussed in the paper of Nuncio et al. (2020).  

 

 Two descriptions are presented in the concept of mutual intelligibility. The                       

L-complex, where Town A and Town B can understand each other, as well as Town B 

and Town C. However, when the dialectal continuum or dialectal chain becomes too 

broad, mutual intelligibility between Town A and Town Z may decrease (Chambers & 

Trudgill, 2004). This type of dialectal continuum was referred to by Hockett as                        

L-complex, while L-simplex is used when mutual intelligibility remains despite the                  

distance between areas.  

 

 The geographical location of a speaker affects their linguistic variety. The                    

greater the distance, the more complex the linguistic variation becomes, compared to 

areas that are closer together (Nerbonne, 2009). This means that geographical               

location helps explain the lexical variation of the language, as discussed in this paper 

(Nuncio et al., 2020). 
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Figure 8 

 

Combined plotting of 30 isogloss sets of Cebuano language in Davao del Norte  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: The number seen in the isogloss set on the map exceeds 30 because the figure is based on the 

total content of the paper. 
 

 

Two descriptions are presented in the concept of mutual intelligibility. The        

L-complex, where Town A and Town B can understand each other, as well as Town B 

and Town C. However, when the dialectal continuum or dialectal chain becomes too 

broad, mutual intelligibility between Town A and Town Z may decrease (Chambers & 

Trudgill, 2004). This type of dialectal continuum was referred to by Hockett as                      

L-complex, while L-simplex is used when mutual intelligibility remains despite the               

distance between areas.  
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 Meanwhile, based on the results, the concept that greater distance leads to              

lower mutual intelligibility is not supported in the case of Davao del Norte. In this 

study, even distant areas still have a high cognate percentage, while some                      

neighboring areas have lower cognate percentages compared to more distant ones. 

The Cebuano language in Davao del Norte cannot be described by the limited                      

L-complex model. Instead, it is more accurately described as L-simplex, as there are 

areas that, despite being far apart, show parallel changes in linguistic relationships 

with other nearby areas, and vice versa.  

 

Lexical Similarity Percentage and Cognate Counts 

 

 There are different varieties of the Cebuano language. It is estimated that this 

language is mutually intelligible with other Bisaya variants, or they are considered as 

one language. At this point in the research, Cebuano in Davao del Norte will be              

described based on its relationship with each other across the eight municipalities 

and three cities. From a historical-linguistic perspective, the relationship between                

languages becomes more apparent.  

 

 Since Cebuano is assumed to come from a single language, the two hundred 

eighty (280) probable cognates, composed of a modified Swadesh list, were                         

organized into a matrix to determine their relationship with each other based on                 

comparative standards using lexicostatistics. Table 2 shows the interpretation of the 

language relationship according to the cognate percentage of the languages studied 

in different areas. 

 

Table 2  

 

Cognate Percentage and Implication (Crowley, 1997)  

 If there is an 81-100% cognate percentage, the examined dialect lexicons              

indicated that they originate from a single language. If the cognate percentage is                

between 36-81%, they are considered daughter languages that came from a common 

ancestral protolanguage. The same applies to Stock, Microphylum, Mesophylum, and 

Macrophylum.  
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Relationship Cognate Percentage 

Language 81 - 100 % 

Family 36 – 81% 

Stock 12 – 36 % 

Microphylum 4 – 12% 

Mesophylum 1 – 4% 

Macrophylum <1 % 



 

 

 At this point, the similarities and differences in the Cebuano lexicons used in    

Davao del Norte were analyzed. Below are the lexicostatistics matrix showing cognate 

counts and percentages, which serve as the basis for analyzing Cebuano in the            

province and for presenting and discussing its plotting on the map.  

 

 The probable cognate counts and percentages of the Cebuano dialect in the 

three cities and eight municipalities that make up Davao del Norte can be seen in            

Tables 3 and 4. The study areas are abbreviated as follows: Asuncion (Asu), Braulio 

E. Dujali (BeD), Carmen (Car), IGACOS or Island Garden City of Samal (Iga),                         

Kapalong (Kap), New Corella (NeC), Panabo (Pan), San Isidro (SaI), Sto. Tomas (Sto), 

Tagum (Tag), and Talaingod (Tal). 

 

Table 3 

 
Lexicostatistical comparison of cognate counts for each municipality and city 

Table 4 

 

Lexicostatistical comparison of cognate percentages for each municipality and city 
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Asu Asu                     

BeD 263 BeD                   

Car 261 250 Car                 

Iga 262 255 268 Iga               

Kap 269 261 263 261 Kap             

NeC 263 259 264 266 272 NeC           

Pan 267 262 261 267 272 268 Pan         

SaI 260 263 267 272 262 264 271 SaI       

Sto 265 265 264 266 269 267 272 270 Sto     

Tag 265 265 253 263 268 268 273 266 265 Tag   

Tal 262 261 273 271 262 270 267 271 269 260 Tal 

Asu Asu           

BeD 93.9 BeD           

Car 93.2 89.2 Car          

Iga 93.5 91 95.7 Iga        

Kap 96.1 93.2 93.9 93 Kap       

NeC 93.9 92.5 94.2 95 97.1 NeC      

Pan 95.4 93.5 93.2 95 97.1 95.7 Pan     

SaI 92.9 93.9 95.4 97 93.6 94.3 96.8 SaI    

Sto 94.6 94.4 94.3 95 96.1 95.4 97 96.4 Sto   

Tag 94.4 94.4 94.6 94 95.7 95.7 98 95 94.6 Tag  

Tal 93.5 93.2 97.5 96.8 93.57 96.4 95.4 96.8 96.1 92.9 Tal 



 

 

 It can be observed that all the cognate counts of the study areas compared with 

each other are at least 250. This means that 250 or 89.2% of the 280 lexicons have no 

changes in their forms. The changes at the lexical level that show variation across the 

different study areas were selected. Based on the analysis, there are 30 sets of                    

isoglosses in the Cebuano dialect of the province. 

 

 Thus, it can be said that the variation of Cebuano in the City of Tagum comes 

from the dialect of the same language, based on the range of the number and                    

percentage of cognates as set by Crowley (1997). The range of cognates in the                  

Cebuano dialect in Davao del Norte is from 89.2% as the lowest to 97.5% as the      

highest, based on the comparison. From the collected data, the interpretation of the 

matrix of cognate counts and cognate percentages is presented. 

 

Categories of the Relationship of the Lexicon 

 

 This section provides a detailed interpretation of the observations from the               

comparison of the lexicons used in each area. There are four categories of the                   

relationship of the lexicons: (1) High shared cognate percentage due to the proximity 

of the location; (2) Low cognate percentage due to the distance of the location, or (AZ 

-); (3) High cognate percentage despite the geographical distance, or (AZ +); and (4) 

Low cognate percentage despite being close in location, or (AB -). 

 

High shared cognate percentage due to the proximity of the location 

 

 Based on the results of the cognate percentage, it is not surprising that areas 

with nearby locations have a high cognate percentage. This category of lexicon                

relationships between places in the province is called AB+. This simply means that 

adjacent or nearby places A and B had a high shared cognate percentage. In fact, 

the neighboring cities of Tagum (Tag) and Panabo (Pan) scored 97.5%, Carmen (Car) 

and the Island Garden City of Samal or IGACOS (Iga) reached 95.7%, Kapalong 

(Kap) and New Corella (NeC) had 97.14%, Kapalong (Kap) and Sto. Tomas (Sto) had 

96.06%, Panabo (Pan) and Sto. Tomas (Sto) had 97.14%, 96.78% between San Isidro 

(SaI) and Talaingod (Tal), IGACOS (Iga) and Panabo (Pan) had 95.35%, Kapalong 

(Kap) and Tagum (Tag) had 95.7%, and 96.07% between Sto. Tomas (Sto) and                 

Talaingod (Tal).  

 

 It cannot be denied that the relationship and mobility of people are easier when 

places or locations are nearby. Mobility in these areas has been facilitated by the 

road networks connecting the locations, as seen in the road network map of DavNor 

(Davao del Norte Provincial Planning Office, 2022). Likewise, the population density of 

the province aligns with the clustering and dynamic relationships of the lexicons               

within the radius of Tagum's center. The population in the center and its surrounding 

areas may have influenced the speed of mobility and language contact in the area, 

even though many in the population of Braulio E. Dujali are a mix of Cebuano, 

Hiligaynon, and Ilokano speakers. 
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Low cognate percentage due to the distance of the location 

 

 However, there were areas where it cannot be denied that the cognate count 

and percentage were low due to the geographic distance between the two                           

municipalities and/or cities. This is the category of lexicon relationship called AZ-. This 

means that distant areas A and Z have low shared cognates. This can be seen in             

areas such as Island Garden City of Samal (Iga) and Asuncion with 93.5%, Braulio E. 

Dujali (BeD) and IGACOS (Iga) with 91%, San Isidro (SaI) and Braulio E. Dujali (BeD) 

with 93.9%, Talaingod (Tal) and Braulio E. Dujali (BeD) with 93.2%, Carmen (Car) and 

Kapalong (Kap) with 93.9%, Carmen (Car) and New Corella (NeC) with 94.2%,                     

Kapalong (Kap) and IGACOS (Iga) with 93.2%, IGACOS (Iga) and Tagum (Tag) with 

93.9%, IGACOS (Iga) and Asuncion (Asu) with 93.5%, and Tagum (Tag) – Talaingod 

(Tal) with only 92.85%.  

 

 At this point, it can be said that some areas may have a lower shared cognate 

percentage due to the significant factor of geographic distance between the locations 

being compared. When location A and location Z are far apart, the mutual intelligibility 

between these areas decreases, although this does not affect the overall situation. If it 

is assumed that in the future, other factors may intervene between the areas being 

compared, the increase or decrease in mutual intelligibility between the areas will be 

based on these potential changes. 

 

High cognate percentage despite the geographical distance 

 

 This category is called AZ+, which refers to two geographically distant areas 

that still have a high shared cognate. In other words, even if location A and location Z 

are far apart, they still share similar lexicon. In the presented matrix of shared cognate 

percentages, it is noticeable that despite the geographic distance, these areas still 

exhibit a high level of shared cognates. Some examples of this include Panabo (Pan) 

and Asuncion (Asu) with 95.35%, New Corella (NeC) and IGACOS (Iga) with 95%, 

San Isidro (SaI) and Carmen (Car) with 95.35%, San Isidro (SaI) and Sto. Tomas (Sto) 

with 96.4%, Talaingod (Tal) and Carmen (Car) with 97.5%, IGACOS (Iga) and San               

Isidro (SaI) with 97.14%, IGACOS (Iga) and Sto. Tomas (Sto) with 95%, Talaingod 

(Tal) and IGACOS (Iga) with 96.78%, 97.14% between Kapalong (Kap) and Panabo 

(Pan), 95.7% for New Corella (NeC) and Panabo (NeC), Talaingod (Tal) and New                

Corella (NeC) with 96.4%, and also Tagum (Tag) and San Isidro (SaI) with 95%. 

 

 Many factors have influenced the linguistic situation in the province. Perhaps, 

neighboring and external areas have affected the language contact among the                 

people in these areas, which is why, even though the locations are distant, the forms 

used are similar. Additionally, a significant factor to consider is the presence of early 

settlers in these areas who migrated from other places, such as people coming from 

the central part of the province. 
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Low cognate percentage despite being close in location 

 

 This category of lexical relationships in the province describes low shared              

cognates even when the areas are geographically close, referred to as the AB-                  

category. Area A and the adjacent Area B have low shared cognates. Davao del 

Norte, like others, is also influenced by geographical and social factors. Niedzielski 

(1999) mentioned that social information can be used to identify linguistic features 

that may contribute to areas having low shared cognate percentages. 

 

 Some of these areas include Braulio E. Dujali (BeD) and Asuncion (Asu) with 

93.9%; Carmen (Car) and Asuncion (Asu) with 93.2%; New Corella (NeC) and                  

Asuncion (Asu) with 93.9%; San Isidro (SaI) and Asuncion (Asu) with 92.85%; Sto.        

Tomas (Sto) and Asuncion (Asu) with 94.6%; Tagum (Tag) and Asuncion (Asu) with 

94.4%; Braulio E. Dujali (BeD) and Carmen (Car) with 89.2%; Kapalong (Kap) and 

Braulio E. Dujali (BeD) with 93.2%; New Corella (NeC) and Braulio E. Dujali (BeD) with 

92.5%; Panabo (Pan) and Braulio E. Dujali (BeD) with 93.5%; Braulio E. Dujali (BeD) 

and nearby Sto. Tomas (Sto) with 94.4%; Tagum (Tag) and Braulio E. Dujali (BeD) 

with 94.4%; adjacent Panabo (Pan) and Carmen (Car) with 93.2%; Sto. Tomas (Sto) 

and Carmen (Car) with 94.28%; Tagum (Tag) and Carmen (Car) with 94.6%;                         

Kapalong (Kap) and San Isidro (SaI) with 93.57%; nearby Kapalong (Kap) and                   

Talaingod (Tal) with 93.57%; New Corella (NeC) and San Isidro (SaI) with 94.28%; 

and Sto. Tomas (Sto) and Tagum (Tag) with 94.6%. 

 

 In this regard, it can be said that linguistic and social factors were related to 

changes in any language which can be observed and used throughout Davao del 

Norte. Typically, some areas prefer to remain independent when it comes to lexicon, 

which may highlight and strengthen a speaker's ability to apply language divergence 

to emphasize their distinctiveness in language use compared to others. In this                      

category, it can be observed that in the central part of the province, neighboring                 

areas have differences in their lexicons. Notably, even though IGACOS is an island, 

its distribution is similar to that of the central part of the province. 

 

 It can be observed that the variation seen in the relationships of the lines was 

evident between the densely populated areas and the less populated areas of Davao 

del Norte. The extent of variation observed based on the category occurred in                            

neighboring areas with both low and high populations. This suggests that the variation 

may be influenced by the population variation in each area. When looking at the              

municipality of Braulio E. Dujali, which has a small population, one might expect 

neighboring areas to dominate linguistically. However, this is not what is observed. 

The small town of Braulio E. Dujali has developed a more distinct variety that is not 

used by its neighboring areas. This may be due to other factors, such as historical 

and political aspects. 
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 One of the main reasons for the low and/or differing lexicon usage between two 

neighboring areas is culture. For example, the term ‘labhang’ is used only in specific 

areas where rice farming is the primary livelihood, while this term is absent in other 

areas where banana farming is the main source of income. This just proves that if 

something is not reflected in the culture and language, it is also not present in the           

regions. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 This study on the analysis and documentation of lexical variation of Cebuano 

language spoken in Davao del Norte highlights the Cebuano language in the province 

as a dialect of the same language because it exhibits high mutual intelligibility even in 

distant areas, placing it under the L-simplex classification according to dialect                

continua.  The isogloss serves as a channel for variation in the province. This shows 

that the variation occurring between areas does not affect other regions; rather, it runs 

parallel to each other.  Language contact and foreign languages have influenced the 

Cebuano language spoken in Davao del Norte, but some areas showed greater               

stability due to the frequent use of certain lexicons distinct from those of other areas.   

 

 Also, the description of mutual intelligibility in the Cebuano language of Davao 

del Norte indicates that speakers in the province share interconnected and similar    

varieties of the same Cebuano language, making it easily understandable by all,     

without requiring in-depth comprehension of the spoken language. This also reflects 

the ease of communication among people in the province, even considering its                 

geographical and dialectal continuum.   

 

 The lexical analysis of the Cebuano language in Davao del Norte highlights its 

capacity for variation in word formation. The morphemes and lexicons used in one   

area may not be used in others, and vice versa. Despite this, the observed variation 

indicates a dynamic dialect area. The present study also shows that variation in word 

formation and usage does not reflect limited or closed interactions among speakers. 

In other words, lexical variation in a language does not serve as a standard to say that 

speakers do not understand each other.  Instead, lexical variations link to the                      

development of a singular pattern of Cebuano in Davao del Norte.   

 

 In connection with the above, it is reasonable to theorize that the variation                    

observed at the lexical level in the Cebuano language of Davao del Norte contributes 

to the uniqueness of the language spoken in the province. From the analysis and               

interpretation of observations, the “Variation Weaving Theory” is developed. Variations 

in sounds and word formation methods may result in the creation of a cohesive                   

language pattern spoken within a community, reflecting its uniqueness when                    

compared to others. 
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 Figure 9 below presents the model of the Variation Weaving Theory,                              

developed   based on the conclusions previously presented. This theory explains that 

the differences and similarities observed in a specific language can be woven into a 

unique language pattern, such as Cebuano in Davao del Norte. From this, the                    

language spoken in the areas forming the province takes on a distinct character and 

cohesion. 

 

Figure 9 

 

Model of the Distribution Flow of Cebuano Language Variation in Davao del Norte 

 In addition to the lexical analysis, the distribution of similarities and differences in 

lexicons has been characterized by four categories of parallel distribution: AB+, AB-, 

AZ+, and AZ-.   Figure 9, also presents this proposed concept for describing the               

lexical variation of the Cebuano language spoken in Davao del Norte 

 

 The limitations of this study include its geographic scope, as the research was 

conducted only in the southeastern part of Mindanao, specifically in Davao del Norte. 

Additionally, the data collection was limited to 330 informants, and the study utilized 

only 280-word list. These factors may restrict the generalizability of the findings to    

other regions or dialects of Cebuano, as well as the depth of the lexical variation                

analyzed. 

 

Recommendations 

 

 Based on the implications presented in this study, several recommendations are 

provided. For government officials, particularly at the local level in Davao del Norte, 

the preliminary findings of this study can be used as a basis for developing language 

projects, especially in analyzing the lexical level of the Cebuano language. It has 

been presented in this study that over time, linguists or language researchers may 

also compare the Cebuano language, as defined in this study, with Cebuano spoken 

in other parts of the country and even across many years. The results of this study 

could be expanded through diachronic and synchronic analyses of Cebuano both in 

the province and in other parts of the country.  
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 For native speakers of Cebuano in Davao del Norte, this research will provide 

evidence that their language has unique features compared to those spoken in other 

regions. As a result, the use of Cebuano in the province can be further developed and 

naturally utilized in various contexts of life. For agencies promoting Cebuano as a     

medium of instruction in schools, the findings of this study, particularly in the lexical 

domain, could serve as a basis for formulating language policies, especially when 

considering the lexical choices of speakers in specific areas. It is important that these 

findings inform decisions related to the development of instructional materials used in 

schools within the province. The establishment of dialect documentation initiatives 

and digital archiving of dialect atlases through a collaborative method is also                     

recommended.  

 

 This study can serve as a foundation for fostering cooperation between the local 

government units (LGUs) and barangays, working together to examine the languages 

spoken in their respective areas. For researchers and students studying language, 

particularly those from MSU-IIT, further investigation can be made into the factors that 

have affected the observed changes in the Cebuano language spoken in the Davao 

del Norte. There is also an opportunity to expand the use of dialectological                          

approaches in researching Cebuano spoken in other parts of Mindanao and                          

examining shared lexical innovations. A significant step forward would be to conduct 

studies on the Cebuano language within each of its systems. 
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