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Abstract

An accurate portrayal of contemporary Spanish in Costa Rica necessitates the inclusion 
of a discussion of forms of address.  Costa Rica is commonly listed among the countries 
that include voseo as part of its pronominal paradigm. The present descriptive study 
elucidates the sociolinguistic reality of voseo in Costa Rica and elaborates on the dynamics 
of second-person singular forms of address or register. Data were derived from a two-part 
study designed to investigate the use of usted, vos, and tú together with their corresponding 
verb forms, with whom and in which contexts are these forms of address used, how might 
the linguistic landscape be changing, and why. In the initial investigation, 132 in-country 
person-to-person interviews of native speakers from all seven provinces were conducted 
and analyzed. The results revealed that ustedeo was overwhelmingly the form of choice 
in all contexts, voseo was noticeably present, and tuteo rarely appeared in the speech of 
the interlocutors. Subsequent exploration of the linguistic landscape of the country as 
evidenced in over 500 tokens of print media and signage indicated a different usage of these 
forms of address. Results showed that all three forms were prevalent. This incongruence 
has ramifications for Spanish language instruction as well as those wishing to interact 
appropriately in the Costa Rican culture.  

KEY WORDS: applied linguistics, Costa Rica, forms of address, linguistic landscape, register, 
second language acquisition, sociolinguistics, vos, voseo, tuteo, ustedeo.   

Introduction

This article reports on a two-phase project.1The first phase sought to provide an accurate 
portrayal of language use across the seven provinces in Costa Rica (Alajuela, Cartago, 
Guanacaste, Heredia, Limón, Puntarenas, San José) in terms of register and subject pronoun 
and concomitant verb use for the second person singular. Specifically, researchers were 
interested in the fluctuation and potential interplay between and among native speakers’ use of 
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three potential second person singular pronouns and their concomitant verb forms:  Ud., vos, 
and tú. From this point forward, said pronoun usage as well as its unique verbal morphology 
will be referred to as the ustedeo, the voseo, and the tuteo, terms defined by the Real Academia 
Española (Real Academia Española, n.d.) as appropriate forms of address for usted, vos, and tú, 
respectively. While some previous studies have addressed this topic (Hasbún and Solís, 1997; 
Jara Murillo, 2008; Thomas, 2008), to date no study has systematically investigated voseo with 
an examination of subjects (Ss) who were strategically selected to reflect a diverse geographic 
and socioeconomic pool. Instead, most studies have involved participants in the Central Valley 
of Costa Rica (the provinces of Alajuela, Cartago, Heredia, San José) where a large percentage 
of the country’s population resides. The focus of attention of the first phase of the overall project 
was the interchange of ustedeo, voseo, and tuteo in present-day Costa Rica as a whole. Results of 
this first study are presented in summary below, as they are germane to the second phase of the 
project.  (A detailed report of this study can be found in Schmidt-Rinehart & LeLoup, 2017).  

A second phase of investigation was undertaken and was specifically directed at the linguistic 
landscape of Costa Rica, in an attempt to see if the pronoun and verb usage established in the first 
part of the study held true in visual tokens of the linguistic landscape across the Central Valley, 
the most urban region of the country.  Research on the linguistic landscape of urban areas in 
countries around the world has broadened the scope of sociolinguistic studies, shifting the focus 
from speakers of the language to the study of space and of places. Such areas are now considered 
language speakers in their own right (Gorter, Marten, and Van Mensel, 2012).  

Review of Literature

The use of voseo
The initial portion of this literature review relates to the first phase of the research 

project that is the foundation of the investigations referenced in this article.  As stated 
above, the focus of the first phase of research concentrated on the interplay between and 
among the three subject pronouns and verb forms for second person singular in Costa Rica:  
Ud., vos, and tú.  The concern about the presence or absence of use of each pronoun is of 
interest because Costa Rica is considered a voseante country—where the pronoun vos is 
presumed to be quite prevalent (Cabal Jiménez, 2013; Cameron, 2012, 2014; Jara Murillo, 
2008; Kapović, 2007; Morgan et al., 2017; Moser, 2006, 2008; Vargas Dengo, 1974; Villegas, 
1963).  Indeed, the presence of voseo in some Central and Latin American countries and the 
absence of same in others is largely due to historical events beginning in the 15th century 
with the Spanish conquistadores (Benavides, 2003; Cabal Jiménez, 2013; Kapović, 2007; Rojas 
Blanco, 2003; Vargas Dengo, 1974; Weyers, 2014).  Through the ensuing centuries, vos was 
replaced in Spain by vuestra merced as a form of address—which would eventually become 
usted—but this change did not necessarily follow to every place in the New World. Across 
the ocean from Spain, linguistic as well as sociolinguistic changes were adopted or rejected 
in different territories according to their degree of contact with the mother country on the 
Iberian Peninsula. For example, those areas maintaining close contact with Spain (Mexico, 
the territories of the Caribbean, and Peru) experienced language changes concomitant with 
the norms in Spain. Consequently, voseo is largely or entirely absent in these areas. Other 
sociological reasons influencing the presence or disappearance of voseo in Latin America 
were the perception of a social hierarchy and the use of linguistic forms that were preferred by 
members of that group (Benavides, 2003; Kapović, 2007; Rojas Blanco, 2003; Vargas Dengo, 
1974). (See Micheau, 1991 and Vargas Dengo, 1974 for a detailed account of the development 
of voseo through the ages.) 
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The linguistic variation found within the forms of voseo itself should not be surprising 
when one considers the vast geography of Latin America. Indeed, several researchers 
have chosen to investigate these linguistic alternatives and the reasons underlying these 
distinctions. This body of research provides detailed studies on voseo forms and offers 
several clarifying examples (Congosto Martín, 2004; Hernández, 2007; Kapović, 2007; 
Moser, 2006, 2008; Thomas, 2008; Vargas Dengo, 1974). The present project deals with voseo 
in general, a construction that is relatively simple to master when compared to the irregular 
forms for the tuteo (Cameron, 2012, 2014; Mason & Nicely, 1995). The studies reported here 
are primarily concerned with the presence or absence of the forms of address in question, 
rather than with linguistic variations. Various researchers found tuteo largely absent in 
Costa Rica, thus opening the door for a dual interplay between ustedeo and voseo (Cabal 
Jiménez, 2013; Jara Murillo, 2008; Kapović, 2007; Moser, 2008; Murillo Medrano, 2010; 
Thomas, 2008).  Of particular note is the importance of verbal morphology for establishing 
vos vs. tú vs. usted in Costa Rica, where—unlike in many parts of Latin America—verb 
forms are enormously helpful in determining which form of address is being employed 
(Morgan, personal communication, August 23, 2021).

A significant body of research has attempted to identify the variables causing this 
interplay. Hasbún and Solís (1997) conducted a study of pronouns of address with 94 subjects 
(Ss) (30 male and 64 females) from different social levels, working at the University of Costa 
Rica. Data derived from a questionnaire referring to the use in specific conversations and 
interactions revealed age and gender as the more important factors (rather than social 
standing) in Costa Rican society. Findings indicated that ustedeo was used more with older 
people and  voseo with younger people, irrespective of social status. In general, in their data, 
they report more use of ustedeo than of voseo. Jara Murillo (2008) conducted a study with 600 
Ss spanning four years that used a written questionnaire to elicit Spanish speakers’ opinion of 
the pronoun usage in Costa Rica.  Resulting data revealed a fluctuation between ustedeo and 
voseo, with the choice being determined by a combination of variables such as differences of 
age, social status, intent of conversation, directive or receptive position of interlocutor, and 
context. Another study concentrating on Ss in the Central Valley and San José in particular 
used data from 40 hours of recordings of Spanish speakers (Moser 2006). Findings revealed 
that usage varied depending on such factors as age, purpose of conversation, requests, 
imperatives, and degree of intimacy or perception thereof on the part of all interlocutors. 

In another study using 20 recordings of 60 Spanish speakers, Murillo Medrano (2010) 
found a varying degree of alternation in forms of address.  Differences were focused on 
relations of social distance, solidarity, power, and perception of contextual inequality. In 
yet another study targeting the Central Valley, Thomas (2008) used a questionnaire with 
20 Spanish speakers to determine opinions of pronoun use. In his study, the same kinds 
of alternation between ustedeo and voseo could be attributed to similar influential factors. 
Solano Rojas (2012) conducted a study of both adult and child Ss in four different elementary 
schools in the urban area of San Ramón, in the province of Alajuela in the Central Valley. 
Adult Ss included administrators and teachers (N=132), and there were 80 student Ss from 
each of the four elementary schools (N=320).  Data were collected from questionnaires, 
annotated conversations, and observed linguistic interactions between and among students. 
Student Ss used ustedeo overwhelmingly (> 90%), even in interactions with each other. Adult 
Ss used ustedeo the majority of the time, but usage did vary at times with age or perceived 
position of authority. The use of voseo was noted somewhat but at times could be considered 
rude or vulgar. The use of tuteo was deemed effeminate and/or as an affected mannerism.
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In general, across these studies, ustedeo was used to express solidarity, affection, 
authority, and trust in several instances. Depending on the interlocutor and the appropriate 
context, voseo was used to indicate trust.  In the absence of these affective factors, the use 
of voseo was perceived as insulting. Different factors emphasized in other research include 
age and educational level of interlocutors, and degree of intimacy and trust as perceived 
by conversation interlocutors (Benavides, 2003; Cabal Jiménez, 2013; Hernández, 2007; 
Kapović, 2007; Lotherington, 2007; Moser, 2006, 2008; Murillo Medrano, 2010; Thomas, 
2008; Vargas Dengo, 1974). Research questions for the initial phase of the project were as 
follows:

1. What are the prevalent subject pronouns and concomitant verb forms used in spoken 
interpersonal communication in Costa Rica?

2. With whom and in which contexts are the forms of address used in interpersonal 
communication?

The Linguistic Landscape 
The second portion of this literature review underpins the segue from the first phase 

to the second, wherein the researchers chose to investigate the alignment (or lack thereof) 
of spoken verbal forms of address with those in evidence as written tokens in the linguistic 
landscape of the Central Valley in Costa Rica. The evolving field of research in linguistic 
landscape was put on sound footing by the flagship study of Landry and Bourhis (1997), 
in which they presented the concept of linguistic landscape as a sociolinguistic variable 
directly related to language planning, ethnolinguistic vitality, and perceptions and behaviors 
directly affecting and being affected by public signage (Landry & Bourhis, 1997). In their 
study, the researchers clearly lay out the notion of linguistic landscape: “The language of 
public road signs, advertising billboards, street names, place names, commercial shop signs, 
and public signs on governmental buildings combines to form the linguistic landscape of a 
given territory, region, or urban agglomeration” (p. 25).  They further state that the linguistic 
landscape serves two basic functions:  informational and symbolic. The informational 
aspect delineates the geographical territory of a language group, while the symbolic aspect 
relates directly to in-group status and the value of a language relative to other languages that 
may be present in the geographic area. They found that these two functions of the linguistic 
landscape could be important factors in language maintenance and language shift, and as 
such need to be considered by anyone creating and/or adding to a given linguistic landscape. 

With the rise of studies of linguistic landscapes as a field in its own right, the term 
“linguistic” has taken on a broader meaning, no longer limited to verbal and written 
language but amplified to include analyses of semiotic, sociological, political, geographic 
and even economic spaces (Barni & Bagna, 2015).  Again, the focus has shifted from human 
speakers of the language to the examination of space and places, which are now considered 
“speakers” themselves (Gorter, et al., 2012).  The issue then becomes how to study these 
spaces in order to make sense of the linguistic landscape present in them and the purposes 
behind uses of the language(s) that appear therein. Without a framework from which 
to proceed, this would seem to be a challenging task—as often the linguistic landscape 
seems to reflect chaos more than order in terms of language usage (Ben-Rafael & Ben-
Rafael, 2015).  Indeed, a term often heard in Costa Rica to reflect this lack of order is “un 
arroz con mango,” an expression used to indicate a situation as atypical and inexplicable as 
eating rice with a mango. Many researchers have settled on an approach that employs both 
qualitative as well as quantitative analyses, because they feel that merely counting linguistic 
occurrences within the landscape without further analysis is simply not enough (Barni & 
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Bagna, 2015). In order to truly understand the linguistic landscape of a place, one must also 
consider and understand its context. Basically, research on linguistic landscapes poses the 
compelling questions of who puts up what sign(s) where, in what language(s), and, last but 
not least, why (or why not)? (Marten, et al., 2012).

In a study of public spaces or downtowns of three different cities (Brussels, Berlin, and 
Tel Aviv), Ben-Rafael and Ben-Rafael (2015) analyzed the linguistic landscape by focusing 
on the naming of commercial establishments. Their unit of analysis was that of stores 
bearing Big Commercial Names (BCNs). They explored the language used for signage of 
the BCNs and found that it did reflect the societal context of each area. Some languages 
were privileged over others, indicating a strong sociocultural or socio-ethnic influence 
and/or bias. Hassa and Krajcik (2016), referring to Scollon and Scollon’s (2003) theory 
of geosemiotics, also examined signs in their social and cultural context to make sense 
of their meaning.  Their analysis involved 646 photographs of 429 store signs with 4,035 
words in a Dominican neighborhood of New York City. Signs were photographed, words 
counted, and frequency of each determined. These signs were then categorized by three 
factors: language, type of business, and location.  Their data reveal a language hierarchy 
showing a preference for one language over another, in particular giving superior status 
to English over the minority languages of the residents of the area.  Pavlenko and Mullen 
(2015) also reference Scollon and Scollon—in particular their principles of indexicality, 
which proposes that signs derive their meaning in part from their placement in time, and 
dialogicality, which suggests that an understanding of one sign requires a consideration 
of other signs in the same area. Pavlenko and Mullen feel these principles promote the 
approach of a one-day viewing of all signs on a particular street, which may not yield true 
linguistic landscape data. They propose an additional consideration of diachronicity, which 
entails (1) looking at all signs over time and (2) acknowledging that the viewer has also 
seen other similar signs that may or may not exercise influence.  This additional dimension 
broadens the perspective of the study of individual signs and the reasoning behind language 
selection of those signs.

In a study of the composition of shop signs in Athens, Greece, Nikolaou (2017) 
identified 96 different business types and analyzed their language(s). He found that the 
linguistic landscape serves both a symbolic and informational function, as noted in Landry 
and Bourhis (1997). In some instances conveying a high degree of specialized information, 
Greek was used almost exclusively. But in others such as businesses specializing in products 
and services related to modern lifestyles, other languages such as English, Italian, and 
French were used as symbolic expressions of values and ideologies associated with those 
foreign cultures.  Przymus and Kohler (2018) used their eponymous SIGNS (Semiotic 
Index of Gains in Nature and Society) as a framework to investigate how the linguistic 
landscape in a particular geographic area influences language and race ideologies and 
educational opportunities.  They found that linguistic messages in the landscape of school 
neighborhoods do influence these ideologies and consequently affect language planning 
and policy in those neighborhood schools.  

In an analysis of 317 signs from three shopping malls located in a Hispanic 
neighborhood of Charlotte, NC, Roeder and Walden (2016) took a synchronic approach 
and used a model of conceptual frames of discourse and indexicality to explain their data. 
They placed signs in the following categories:  the civic frame, the commercial frame, and 
the community frame.  For them, “. . . frame is a schema of interpretation or a conceptual 
reference point that influences and shapes thought and interpretation” (p. 122).  Signs 
in the civic frame were government-mandated, professionally manufactured, expensive 
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to produce, were created for long-term use, and were notably in English (p. 129). Signs 
categorized in the commercial frame represented the most linguistic diversity and were 
used to convey practical information and to sell products. The language used on these signs 
was based on a target audience, in this case Spanish speakers. While a large number of 
signs presented information in English only, in bilingual signs Spanish was the dominant 
language.  The third frame, community, contained signs of either nationalist or Latino 
affiliation.  The former referenced particular Latin American cultures (e.g., Mexican) and 
the later demonstrated a hybrid of English and Spanish with a more general Latin American 
social identifer rather than a specific country or cultural affiliation.  

Malinowski (2015) offers a conceptual framework of “thirdness” (p. 95) as a way 
for language learners to explore multiple meanings present in a linguistic landscape.  He 
references Lefebvre’s (1991) three-part paradigm of conceived, perceived, and lived spaces 
and reinterprets it for pedagogical purposes in order to enable investigations of the discourse 
of place in the second language classroom and beyond, in the real world. This directly relates 
to the Communities Standard of ACTFL’s World Readiness Standards (The Standards 
Collaborative Board, 2015), whereby an examination of signs in a particular neighborhood 
exemplifies using language beyond the school setting to study and learn.  Research of this 
type takes language learners out of the classroom and into the neighborhoods where the 
language on signs is real, exists, makes meaning, and is interpreted in many different ways 
by a variety of viewers. 

Sayer (2010) also sees the linguistic landscape as a pedagogical resource for his language 
classroom. He constructed a data set of 250 texts (photos of signage in English) in Oaxaca for 
use in his English as a Foreign Language (EFL) classroom. He analyzed the signs according 
to intended audience and purpose: either cross-cultural or intracultural communication. 
The signs in the former grouping were used to convey information to foreigners.  The signs 
in the latter grouping conveyed local social meaning and fell into either iconic (English in 
corporate slogans, etc.) or innovative (use of English with a variety of meanings) categories. 
He presents this study as a model for use in the EFL classroom as a project with students as 
the investigators of the linguistic landscape in their own environment. As such, the model 
could easily be replicated in a variety of foreign language classrooms.  The learner becomes 
the researcher, using language creatively and analytically to explore their own surroundings 
and become more cognizant of their own sociolinguistic context.  This could, in turn, have a 
definite impact on language learners’ awareness of the use of language in public spaces and 
how it influences language planning as well as policy (Shohamy, 2015).

In a study specifically directed toward the use of voseo in advertising in Costa Rica, 
Quintanilla Aguilar and Rodríguez Prieto (2014) surveyed 151 Costa Ricans of different 
ages and educational levels, mostly residents in San José, about the increased use of voseo 
in advertising and the media.  They found that the growing use of voseo in Costa Rican 
advertising is related to a positive attitude toward this pronoun and to national identity. 
Their Ss rejected the use of familiarity indicated by tuteo and tended to see voseo as a sign of 
trust and Costa Rican linguistic identity. The use of voseo most definitely appears in a large 
part of the linguistic landscape of this country. As shown in these studies and seconded by 
Shohamy (2015), the linguistic landscape of any particular area is not random or arbitrary 
but rather is systematic and consistent with the goals and intents of those placing the 
signage.  Taken a step further, Shohamy argues that linguistic landscape research points 
to a de facto execution of language policy that may have far-reaching effects beyond the 
local neighborhood.  It would seem from the studies and articles above, the linguistic 
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landscape of a place (in the present study, the Central Valley of Costa Rica) takes on a new 
and significant importance that potentially has a significant impact on a large population.  It 
follows, then, that a natural progression of research is to ascertain whether or not pronoun 
usage in Costa Rica, as determined by previous studies and in particular the first phase of 
research discussed above, is borne out by the linguistic landscape that is ever-present in the 
Central Valley.  

The research question of the second phase of this project, dealing with linguistic 
landscape data, is as follows: 

Does the use of forms of address in the linguistic landscape align with the interpersonal 
communication use of Costa Ricans?

Method: The Interview Project

Tapping into everyday interactions between native speakers provided a rich data set 
to investigate the use of the second-person singular forms of address.  In order to ascertain 
the interlocutor’s choice of ustedeo, voseo, or tuteo the researchers interviewed 132 Costa 
Ricans – posing a scenario in which they were prompted to address various interlocutors: 
family members, friend, co-workers, strangers, shopkeepers, babies, someone younger, and 
pets. (See Appendix for sample scenario prompts.) At the end of the interview, participants 
were asked to explain their choice and their perceptions of the use of ustedeo, voseo and 
tuteo in Costa Rica. 

Participants were carefully chosen to include a cross-section of the population based 
on gender, age, geography, and profession. All seven provinces were represented, 57 percent 
were female, 43 percent male, and ages ranged between 15 and 76. Access to participants 
was facilitated through the researchers’ in-country contacts, and the 20-minute interviews 
took place in educational centers as well as public venues (e.g., restaurants, the street, 
hotels, etc.)  Quantitative data analysis involved recording the forms of address chosen 
by each interlocutor. For qualitative purposes, the interviewees’ comments were linked to 
these data, then grouped into categories that had been used in previous studies: respect, 
formality, solidarity, intimacy, and context.  (Cabal Jiménez, 2013; Congosto Martín, 2004; 
Hernández, 2007; Kapović, 2007; Lotherington, 2007; Shenk, 2014). 

Results: The Interview Project

Results - Ustedeo in the Interviews 
Ud. and its forms emerged as the choice in most categories and across all provinces.  

Addressing their parents with Ud. was reported by 71-100% of the interviewees and 50% or 
more (≥ 50% was the target to denote “dominant”) with strangers, shopkeepers, children, and 
pets. The use of ustedeo with siblings was dominant in five provinces (Heredia, Puntarenas, 
Limón, Cartago, and Alajuela), with a spouse in four of the provinces (Guanacaste, 
Puntarenas, Cartago, and Limón), with co-workers in four (San José, Guanacaste, 
Puntarenas, and Limón), with someone younger in four (Heredia, Limón, Guanacaste and 
Alajuela) and with friends in two provinces (Alajuela and Heredia). When participants 
were asked to give an explanation for their choice, the most salient comments centered 
around respect– for family, older people, co-workers, subordinates, children.  Ustedeo was 
viewed as more formal – someone one is not close to, someone who is providing a service, 
or to create a distance. The issue of solidarity also arose with the choice of Ud.; examples of 
comments from participants were: “Ud.– Ud.is for ticos [I am very tica],” “we almost always 
use Ud.in Costa Rica, not vos or tú.” 
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Results - the voseo in the Interviews
 Although Costa Rica is commonly listed among the voseante countries, the results 

of the interviews for this project revealed only two instances of voseo as the dominant choice 
(≥ 50%): with a spouse in Heredia and with friends in Cartago. A perusal of the qualitative 
data provides a window into their use and non-use of voseo revealing contradictory 
perspectives in play. Below are representative samples of their perceptions: 

 • Formality:  “We use it very little here—it’s like you’re talking in another form. It’s 
offensive and sounds ugly”

 • Intimacy – “vos is softer,” “it is disrespectful to use vos with someone you don’t know,” 
“I use it every once in a while with my friends”

 • Solidarity – “it is our custom. We shouldn’t lose our roots with Ud.and vos,” “vos is the 
essence of the culture,” “vos is ours”

 • Context – “Friends from my infancy, we use Ud. with my friends now, sometimes we 
use vos,” “I usually use Ud. with my mom, but if I use vos, it softens her.”

Results - The tuteo in the Interviews
The use of tuteo was the choice in very few instances across all provinces and all 

relationships.  Only in Guanacaste did interviewees show a preference for tuteo in 
any situation at all:  60% reported that they use tuteo with babies.  When probed for an 
explanation, comments revealed that they simply do not think of tuteo as Costa Rican 
and only use it in very particular situations, primarily to denote intimacy. Some sample 
comments were: “I use tú with someone that is really close,” “someone I have a lot of trust 
in,” “My grandkids speak to me in tú sometimes. They think it sounds closer.” Some reported 
using tú with friends and family from other tuteo countries (The Dominican Republic, 
Panama, Venezuela, Colombia, etc.).  Many commented that they regarded the use of tú as a 
lack of solidarity: “tú isn’t normal,” “we never use tú here,” “tú isn’t Costa Rican,” “I don’t like 
it. It’s a cultural disgrace,” “tú rubs me the wrong way,” “it’s ridiculous, a disaster,” “I think tú 
is used in publicity to attract people from the U.S. or a certain category of people,” “People 
use tú to sound more refined.” These findings and comments demonstrate once again a lack 
of uniformity in usage throughout the country. 

Despite a lack of 100% uniformity in usage, overall findings point solidly to ustedeo, 
followed by voseo.  The second phase of the project sought to verify these results as reflected 
in the linguistic landscape of the country, primarily in the Central Valley.  

Method: The Linguistic Landscape

For the present study, the researchers spent approximately two weeks on the ground 
in Costa Rica, primarily in San José and in surrounding smaller towns and villages in the 
Central Valley (where the majority of the Costa Rican population lives), collecting examples 
of forms of address. They canvassed neighborhoods, city centers, highways, commercial 
enterprises (e.g., restaurants, supermarkets, and department stores), and any public 
gathering places where this pronoun and verb use appeared in written form. Their aim was 
to collect as many different instances as possible in order to compare, contrast, and analyze 
pronoun and concomitant verb use. Researchers gathered data both digitally (photos) and 
in hard copy (later digitized for ease of analysis). 

In order to interpret systematic patterns in the register exhibited in the tokens collected, 
the researchers considered several paradigms in use by previous research studies, such as 
those mentioned above in the review of literature (Landry & Bourhis, 1997; Malinowski, 
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2015; Nikolaou, 2017, 2016; Roeder & Walden, 2016; Sayer, 2010). The researchers ultimately 
turned to the field of marketing and publicity for a paradigm to explain the choice of ustedeo, 
voseo, or tuteo in public spaces in Costa Rica. According to Nogués, Coordinator of the 
School of Design and Visual Communication at the University of Veritas, San José, Costa 
Rica  (personal communication, February 17, 2016), there are three factors to consider in 
a marketing or publicity campaign: (a) the product or information being publicized, (b) the 
target audience, and (c) the concept of the campaign. Thus, the 500+ tokens collected, with 
their concomitant pronominal and verb forms, were categorized and analyzed following 
these three factors.  First, the products or information conveyed in the tokens (examples of 
register use in the written word available to the public via street signs, advertising, etc.) were 
sorted into categories according to purpose or type of business.  The following categories 
were prevalent: 

 • public service announcements (e.g., fasten your seatbelt)
 • telecommunications ads (e.g., WhatsApp)
 • social media announcements (e.g., Facebook)
 • graffiti 
 • companies from other countries
 • Costa Rican companies and local businesses (e.g., hair salons, tailor shops, car 

mechanics)
 • educational institutions
 • banks
 • employment opportunities. 

Next, the researchers sought to ascertain the target audience and the campaign concept of 
the tokens.  Given prior research indicating the predominance of ustedeo, the findings of 
these subsequent analyses were surprising as all three forms were in evidence in the tokens.  
A discussion of these analyses follows.

Results – The Linguistic Landscape

Results – The use of ustedeo and voseo in the Linguistic Landscape 
The researchers hypothesized that ustedeo would be the form of choice in most cases, 

voseo in very specific instances and tuteo rarely. Indeed, as expected, ustedeo emerged 
in all categories, regardless of the target audience or the concept of the campaign.  (See  
the ustedeo column in Table 1.)  A most unexpected outcome, however, was seen in the 
prominence of voseo in the tokens collected.  In the interview data, voseo was the form of 
address selected only in the most intimate of relationships (e.g., spouse, close friends). In 
the linguistic landscape, voseo was used across all categories: public service announcements, 
telecommunications, social media, company signs (both national and international/
foreign), banks, educational institutions, and graffiti. (See the voseo column in Table 1.) It 
could be posited that the target audience for the tokens collected that contained voseo were 
Costa Ricans, whose cultural identity is aligned with this form of address. The message 
was brought closer to them (lessening the social distance, made more intimate) by using a 
form they considered their own, indicating the campaign concept of solidarity and respect. 
The information was conveyed in a more informal way, perhaps. Therefore, voseo in the 
linguistic landscape may indicate a specific marketing goal of appealing to either a younger 
audience or to highlight the cultural/linguistic tradition commented on by several Ss in 
previous studies. 
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Table 1
Tokens collected by Purpose or Type of Business and Pronoun/Verb Form Used

Token ustedeo voseo tuteo

Purpose or 
Type of 

Business

• Public service 
announcements

• Telecommunications
• Social Media
• Costa Rican companies
• Companies from other 

countries
• Banks
• Educational 

institutions

• Public service 
announcements

• Telecommunications
• Social media
• Costa Rican companies
• Companies from other 

countries
• Banks
• Educational institutions
• Graffiti

 

• Public service 
announcements in 
tourist areas 

• Employment 
opportunities

• Companies from 
other countries 

• Businesses 
in upscale 
neighborhoods

• Real estate 
in upscale 
neighborhoods

Results – The use of tuteo in the Linguistic Landscape 
In stark contrast to the data gleaned from the interpersonal interviews, tuteo was 

prevalent in the linguistic landscape. Both Nogués (personal communication, February 
17, 2016) and the interviewees of this study indicated that tuteo is used to sound foreign, 
imported or refined, to attract or interact with a particular socioeconomic group or visitors 
from abroad, and/or to appeal to the younger generation.  Many instances of tuteo were 
found when the target audience was a higher socioeconomic group: products of companies 
from other countries (e.g., Sears, Toyota, Uber, Mobil, Starbucks, Victoria’s Secret, Nestle), 
real estate in upscale neighborhoods and signage in an upscale mall (for parking, store club 
memberships, pubs, shoe stores, spas, etc.). Public service announcements containing tuteo 
were found in tourist areas, where it could be hypothesized that the target audience was 
from other countries. The appearance of tuteo for employment opportunities seemed to be 
directed at a younger audience (toy store, clothing, supermarket, Starbucks). The concept 
of the campaign when tuteo was selected was consistently one in which the message was 
intended to sound foreign, more refined, informal, fashionable or a distraction/diversion. 
(See the tuteo column in Table 1.)

It is important to raise the issue that it is possible that the use of tú was not intentional at 
all, especially for the foreign companies.  Two explanations are plausible: (1) the translators/
creators for these tokens simply were not aware of voseo in Costa Rica, and/or (2) the 
publicity was part of a mass marketing campaign used in many countries (including those 
where tuteo is prominent).

Discussion

Results of phase one of this project corroborate findings of previous research that 
found that ustedeo was the form of address chosen for second person singular address 
in interpersonal communication in Costa Rica (e.g., Hasbún & Solís, 1997; Murillo 
Medrano, 2008; Solano Rojas, 2012). Because ustedeo was so overwhelmingly the choice 
of the speakers, the variables indicated by other studies such as age, social status, intent 
or purpose of the conversation, and context (Moser, 2006; Jara Murillo, 2008; Thomas, 
2008) did not surface. The use of voseo did emerge in the category of trust, but was far less 
frequent than ustedeo in the interview data. The absence of tuteo was consistent with most 
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researchers’ findings. Because of this corroboration, the most unexpected outcome of the 
project’s second phase, investigating the linguistic landscape of the Costa Rican Central 
Valley, was the manifestation of all three forms of address in the tokens collected.  Indeed, 
ustedeo was predicted to be the most prominent usage and voseo can be explained by the 
desire of the creators to connect to the Costa Rican’s cultural identity. In addition, ustedeo 
has featured prominently as the default form in numerous studies of usage in Costa Rican 
Spanish.  Nevertheless, the linguistic landscape that employed tuteo is clearly a divergence 
from what speakers reportedly use in their daily interaction. In fact, the qualitative data 
of the interview phase of this project as well as previous research (Quintanilla Aguilar 
and Rodríguez Prieto, 2014) regard the use of tuteo in Costa Rica in a negative light. The 
appearance of tuteo in the signage adds to the arroz con mango nature of the interplay of the 
three pronouns and their verb forms in Costa Rica and warrants more analysis.

The pedagogical implications of this research are clear. It is time for the issue of register 
to be updated in language learning environments. The results of this study and others 
reveal that a simple paradigm for pronoun and corresponding verb use in Costa Rica and 
elsewhere is inadequate. Even when countries are identified as voseante, the traditional 
explanation of ustedeo for formal ‘you’ and voseo for informal/familiar falls short. In the 
case of Costa Rica, the interview data indicated a much more complex interplay among the 
three choices – ustedeo, voseo, and tuteo.   

Furthermore, the linguistic landscape should be a sociolinguistic field of interest to any 
language teacher or student. Whether in-country for study, work, or pleasure, the signage 
will be immediately apparent.  At first glance, the observer may only notice the content 
(e.g., an advertisement for cell service), but with further examination it becomes a rich 
source of insight into the choices made that reflect cultural traditions. Teachers should 
make students aware of the register issue facing each and every signage creator (whether 
it be for marketing, publicity, or other information), much like they do when focusing on 
appropriate interpersonal or presentational communication.

Heretofore, the teaching of voseo has been conspicuously absent in the U.S. Spanish 
classroom. In a study to investigate the place of voseo in the Spanish language curriculum, 
LeLoup and Schmidt-Rinehart (2018) discovered that it is simply not taught, even though 
a third of the Latin American population use it (Morgan et al., 2017; Shenk, 2014). In this 
day and age of sociolinguistic appropriateness, it would behoove the teaching profession 
not only to address that gap, but also to include the linguistic landscape as a fascinating 
piece to the puzzle.  

 Learners interested in doing study abroad programs in Central American voseante 
countries  should be made aware of and expect the reality of the pronominal paradigm 
of ustedeo, voseo, and tuteo in Costa Rica. Such learners would benefit from formal 
instruction on this sociolinguistic phenomenon as forms of address have distinct functions 
that could impact interpersonal communication there. Additionally, knowledge of the 
verbal morphology associated with the pronoun might prevent misconceptions. Given the 
similarity in voseo and tuteo forms, one might confuse the two. For example, one could read 
a sign like “antojate de cualquier sabor” [fancy a taste] from a Pops ice cream store sign and, 
at first glance, think it is a tuteo expression. Awareness of voseo in Costa Rica and knowledge 
of its corresponding verb forms enables the reader to see that there is no orthographic 
accent on penultimate-stressed antojate (as there would be for the antepenultimate-stressed 
tú form:  antójate) and that te is the object pronoun for vos as well. In all fairness, people 
read signs quickly – and miss the nuances of messages like La tecnología que buscás [the 
technology you are looking for] from a Chevrolet sign.  Buscas would be the tuteante form 
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and buscás is clearly voseante to the trained eye.  The public signage reader who is tuned in 
to these differences will recognize the following banking announcement as vos, rather than 
tú: “Solicitá tu préstamo”[apply for your loan].

Conclusion

Although Costa Rica is characterized as a voseante country, the reality discovered by this 
project is very complex and cannot be easily explained. The traditional symmetry between 
the second-person singular as ustedeo for formal and voseo for informal/familiar does not 
manifest itself in the interpersonal communication of the Costa Ricans. In other words, the 
standard grammatical explanation indicates that in a voseante dialect, the second person 
singular is ustedeo for formal and voseo for informal/familiar.  In phase one, ustedeo emerged 
as the unmarked form, voseo marked in one direction (i.e., intimacy) and tuteo highly 
marked in another (i.e., foreignness, refinement).  The participants did express, however, that 
they recognized voseo as being Costa Rican and part of their cultural linguistic identity (in 
contrast to tuteo).  In phase two, the analysis of signage in the linguistic landscape revealed a 
different framework entirely, with all three forms of address in evidence. This stark difference 
in usage between interlocutor pronoun and verb selection in conversations and pronoun and 
verb choice for signage in public spaces is surprising and bears further investigation.  A more 
detailed examination of the tokens collected for this phase of the project is needed in order to 
tease out the rationale and/or motivation for pronoun and verb use in the linguistic landscape 
that does not follow traditional Costa Rican spoken language custom.
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Appendix

Sample Scenario Prompts

The following scenarios / prompts are examples of those that were directed to each 
interviewee for interaction with:

Your son or daughter:  You are in your home in the kitchen getting ready for 
dinner. It’s time to call your son/daughter to the table.  What would you say to get 
him/her to the table:  Venga, vení, or ven? 

Su hijo o hija:  Ud. está en casa en la cocina preparando la cena.  A la hora de 
comer, ¿cómo llama Ud. a su hijo/a para que venga a la mesa?  ¿Dice Ud. «venga», 
«vení» o «ven»?

R
Your co-worker:  You are working on a project at the office and want your co-
worker’s advice. What would you say to have him/her come over to your desk:  
Venga, vení or ven?

Su compañero/a de trabajo:  Ud. trabaja en un proyecto en la oficina y quiere el 
consejo de su compañero/a. ¿Qué le dice Ud. a su compañero/a para que venga a su 
escritorio para ayudar:  «venga», «vení» o «ven»?

R
Your friends: Your friends are gathered at your house to watch a movie together. 
One person has gone into the kitchen and you want to start the movie. What 
would you say to get him/her to the living room:  Venga, vení, or ven?  

Amigos: Un grupo de amigos están en su casa para ver una película. Una persona 
está en la cocina y Uds. quieren empezar la película. ¿Qué le dice Ud. a su amigo 
para que venga a la sala:  «venga», «vení» o «ven»?

R
A shopkeeper:  Suppose you are in Palí (a supermarket chain in Costa Rica) and 
needed assistance from a store clerk in locating an item. How would you ask the 
clerk for help?  : Venga, vení, or ven?

Un empleado de una tienda: Ud. está en Palí (un supermercado de Costa Rica) 
y necesita ayuda para encontrar algo. ¿Qué le dice Ud. al empleado para que le 
ayude:  «venga», «vení» o «ven»?
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