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Abstract: Speech economy is a fundamental concept in linguistics that explores how speakers
optimize their articulatory movements to efficiently produce sounds during communication. This
article examines the historical development of speech economy in phonetics, focusing on the works
of prominent scholars such as Ohala, Lindblom, Byrd, and Saltzman. The concept of speech economy
emphasizes the strategic use of articulatory gestures and resources to convey linguistic information
effectively while minimizing effort. Researchers have investigated various aspects of speech economy,
including the frequency code in speech production, articulatory phonology, motor planning
strategies, and coarticulation effects. By studying how speakers streamline their articulatory
movements and anticipate upcoming gestures, scholars continue to uncover insights into the
mechanisms underlying efficient speech production.
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Introduction. The notion of economy in linguistics is multifaceted and can be explored from
various perspectives, encompassing a wide range of values and interpretations. As Vicentini (2003)
states, in order to determine its several readings, a lexical and etymological definition has been
attached to the word ‘economy’, which reveals a positive interpretation as a whole: ‘economy’ means
gain, thrift, less burden, saving; it is defined as the rule for the good administration of a house, derived
as it is from the Greek oikos, which means ‘house’, and from nomos, from némein, which means ‘to
deliver’, ‘to distribute’. This notion concerning the good management of the resources in a house can
be metaphorically transferred from a social to a linguistic level; in this sense, language as a whole
shows a proper balance resulting from the right distribution of all internal and external forces that
custom, linguistic change, contacts with different realities and other various elements import
constantly, causing alterations and irregularities to the detriment of communication. Therefore,
economy in language has a strong controlling function over the whole system, something which is
carried out with the least possible cost in terms of energy.[1]

The concept of speech economy in phonetics has been a topic of interest for researchers
seeking to understand how speakers optimize their articulatory movements to efficiently produce
sounds during communication. Scholars have explored various aspects of speech economy, including
the strategic use of articulatory gestures and resources to convey linguistic information effectively
while minimizing effort.

One of the foundational works in the study of speech economy is that of Ohala (1981), who
proposed the concept of "frequency code" in speech production. Ohala argued that speakers tend to
use more economical articulatory gestures for frequently occurring sounds in a language, leading to
reduced effort in speech production. For example, in English, the sound /t/ is a high-frequency
phoneme that is produced with a simple closure of the tongue against the alveolar ridge, making it a
more economical articulatory gesture compared to less frequent sounds.[5]

Building on Ohala's work, Lindblom (1990) introduced the concept of "articulatory
phonology," which emphasizes the role of articulatory gestures in speech production. According to
Lindblom, speakers optimize their articulatory movements by coordinating gestures to minimize
effort while maintaining clarity in communication. For instance, in the production of consonant
clusters such as /st/ in English words like "stop," speakers may reduce articulatory effort by
simplifying the release of the /s/ and /t/ sounds while preserving their distinctiveness.[4]

Furthermore, Byrd and Saltzman (2003) investigated the role of motor planning in speech
production and its implications for speech economy. They proposed a model of speech production
that incorporates both linguistic constraints and motor control principles to account for the efficient
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coordination of articulatory movements. Byrd and Saltzman's work highlights the importance of
integrating motor planning strategies with linguistic knowledge to achieve speech economy in
language processing.[2]
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