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The latest editions of two standard contemporary pronunciation dictionaries – Longman Pro-
nunciation Dictionary (22000, hereafter LPD); Cambridge English Pronouncing Dictionary 
(172006, hereafter CEPD) – point to interesting variation in the noun idea. The two works 
agree in listing second-syllable stress as the majority pronunciation for both RP and General 
American English. In addition, both list secondary stress (or even primary stress) on the first 
syllable as minority pronunciations, thus pointing to the potential for stress shift. The two 
works differ, however, in that CEPD mentions only a British English minority option of first-
syllable stress in stress clash environments, while LPD mentions this stress pattern only for 
American English. LPD cites an AmE poll panel which shows an 86% preference for second-
syllable stress, with the remaining 14% favouring first-syllable stress; however, no reference 
is made here to the presence or absence of stress clash environments.  
 Divergent entries and missing specifications, then, call for an empirical analysis of spo-
ken data. Based on the analysis of the sound files of the British Component of the Interna-
tional Corpus of English (ICE GB), this study will demonstrate that in actual spoken material 
(and contrary to the above dictionaries’ claims), level stress and first-syllable stress are in fact 
more commonly chosen with idea than is second-syllable stress. I will therefore argue that for 
the pronunciation of certain linguistic items, context is the single most important factor (cf. 
for instance, Kager 1995) and that accounts neglecting context must necessarily remain in-
complete.  
 It will be seen that in the variable pronunciation of idea, both the choice of the stress 
pattern and the presence or absence of intrusive /r/ (on which see Allerton 2000) are governed 
by a complex network of internal and external factors. Social factors investigated are speaker 
age, speaker sex and speaker education. Internal factors include the synchronic aspects of en-
trenchment, immediate co-text, information structure and sentence stress, but also historical 
factors like stress pattern drift and the grammaticalization of entire chunks such as the idea 
is/was. This analysis will thus furnish further evidence for a close interaction between syn-
chrony and diachrony on the one hand, and between phonology and grammar on the other. 


