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Productivity and Diachronic Evolution of Adjectival  
and Participial Compound Pre-modifiers in English  

for Specific Purposes

Alexandra Mestivier-Volanschi
Alexandra Mestivier-Volanschi

Abstract This article studies the ways in which adjectival and participial compound pre-modifi-
ers are used in scientific texts in the field of biology. We do not attempt to strictly classify these 
pre-modifiers within the class of adjectival compounds or dispute the fluctuating terminology in 
this field of morpho-syntactic analysis. Instead, we aim to provide detailed and reliable statistical 
data on the productivity of this phenomenon which we claim is an undeniable characteristic of at 
least two genres of the scientific register: research articles and monographs. Using data derived 
from several specialised and reference corpora, scientific journal archives and monograph collec-
tions we show that this type of construction is significantly more frequent in English for Specific 
Purposes (ESP), at least in the fields of Biology and Earth Sciences, than in English for General 
Purposes (EGP) and that it has become so especially over the last half-century. The article is struc-
tured as follows: Section 1 reviews a number of aspects related to Adjectival and Prepositional 
Compound Pre-modifiers (APCPs) discussed in the literature. While justifying terminological and 
orthographic choices, the article discusses the types of morpho-syntactic process which are at 
play in the production of APCPs as well as the role these compounds play in building information 
structure. Section 2 presents the resources used in the statistical study of the phenomenon while 
section 3 measures the productivity of APCPs using several qualitative and quantitative measures 
both synchronically (in specialised vs. reference corpora) and diachronically (over the last 100 
years).
Productivity and Diachronic Evolution
Keywords Compound pre-modifiers, adjectival compound pre-modifiers, participial compound 
pre-modifiers, ESP, morphological productivity, diachronic evolution

1 Adjectival and participial compound pre-modifiers

Adjectival and participial compound pre-modifiers (APCPs) share a number of formal sim-
ilarities: they are headed by adjectives or (apparent) participles, past or present, while their 
non-heads are arguments, adjuncts or modifiers of the heads. Within this set of compounds, 
all equivalent to full or reduced relative clauses, we identified four classes: 

Class 1: Participial compound pre-modifiers (PCP) built on past participles, illustrated by 
examples in a–d:

a)	 toluene-fixed cells (cells fixed with 1 % toluene), head-mounted camera (mounted on 
the head), 

b)	 in vitro-determined kinetic properties, positively-charged amino-acids,
c)	 virus-infected cells, mitogen-activated protein kinase,
d)	 food-restricted birds, calorie-restricted diet, progeny-tested bulls, cohesin-enriched do-

mains. 
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These PCPs are built on a past participle attached to a) prepositional objects with various roles 
(agentive, instrumental, locative), b) modifying adverbials or c) passive subjects. The verb-di-
rect object relationship within the PCP is unlikely, since the object role is typically played by 
the noun that the PCP modifies. When the non-head element seems to be a direct object of 
the past participle, the structure may actually be interpreted as being derived from a nominal 
construction, by adding the participial suffix -ed (d). This is confirmed by the occurrence of the 
alternative forms food restriction, calorie restriction, progeny-testing. Alternatively, Roeper and 
Siegel (1978: 234 f.) suggest that constructions such as time-controlled, surface-sealed, tongue-
tied, can be paraphrased as a passive with a prepositional phrase: controlled in time, sealed at 
the surface, tied by the tongue. We found similar paraphrases for PCPs such as calorie-restricted, 
food-restricted, progeny-tested in the specialised corpora we compiled for the study: restricted 
in calories, restricted on food, tested for/with respect to progeny. 

Class 2: Adjectival compound pre-modifiers (ACPs) are built on a specifying adjective 
linked to one of its sub-categorised prepositional objects (a):

a)	 replication-competent virus (competent for), electron-dense aggregates (dense in), 
drug-susceptible isolates (susceptible to), glycine-rich regions (rich in), allele-specific 
primers (specific for), serum-free medium (free of ), etc.

Within the class of ACPs, a sub-class of compounds is headed by adjectives derived from verbs 
and having inherited the verb’s argument structure (b): 

b)	 time-dependent analysis, cold-responsive genes, tissue-protective effect, virus-resistant 
transgenic plants. 

Class 3: nominal base + -ed constructions, also called possessive compounds (Bauer 2010: 
169), derivational compounds (Adams 1973: 99–101) or extended bahuvrihi compounds 
(Kastovsky 1992: 389), illustrated by examples a–c: 

a)	 single-celled eukaryote, thick-walled micropipettes,
b)	 rod-shaped bacteria,
c)	 two-tailed t-test, three-tiered structure. 

Compounds in this class are only apparently headed by a past participle; they are actually built 
by derivation (hence the term “derivational compounds”), by adding the participial suffix -ed 
to a) an adjective-noun, b) noun-noun, c) quantifier-noun combination. These constructions 
may be interpreted as attributing a property (designated by the compound) to the modified 
noun: a straight-winged male is a male which has straight wings (hence the term “possessive/
possessional compounds”). 

Class 4: Participial Compound Pre-modifiers based on a present participle attached to its 
a) direct object or b) adjunct:

a)	 colony-forming units, quorum-sensing regulators, receptor-binding activity,
b)	 high-scoring sequences, fine-mapping studies, long-acting drugs, fast-growing cells.

The noun modified by the PCP is the verb’s subject, while the non-head element within the 
PCP is most commonly the direct object of a transitive verb. 

In the linguistics literature, these types of compounds have been considered to be more 
marginal than nominal compounds and have therefore been given much less attention. 
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According to the statistical data which we gathered on specialised and reference corpora, it 
would seem that, while this may be the case in EGP, the situation is completely different with 
the specialised languages studied. This can be seen with some initial data: while the ratio of 
APCP tokens to nominal compounds was found to be 17.7 to 51.7 in the CoCA corpus, in the 
PLoS corpus the same ratio was 34.3 to 51.5 (both corpora are described in section 2). And 
when types rather than tokens are considered, this ratio was 42.0 to 44.9. 

The present study provides further statistical data on the productivity of these classes 
of compound pre-modifiers in present-day ESP, and their diachronic evolution over the past 
century. But before we move on to the presentation of the corpora used and of the statistical 
data obtained, we would like to clarify a number of terminological and orthographic choices 
made in the study and briefly review several theoretical points related to the roles APCPs play 
in scientific discourse. 

1.1 Terminological choices 

The area of compounding in English is characterised by considerable terminological variabil-
ity. Various terms have been used for the units in classes 1–4 set out above either separately 
or as a group, depending on the aspect for which they were considered, or on the theoretical 
framework of the linguist discussing the phenomenon. While several studies (Marchand 1969, 
Adams 2001, Conti 2006) classified all four classes under the heading “compound adjectives”, 
different classifications either include or exclude certain types of compounds. 

Participial Compound Pre-Modifiers (PCPs): Marchand (1969) calls them “verbal nexus 
adjectives in -ing and -ed” distinguishing between first and second participles, Adams (2001) 
distinguishes between -ing and -ed compound adjectives, Conti (2006) uses the term “particip
ial compounds”. 

Other authors may include or exclude PCPs in a class of compounds called “verbal or 
synthetic compounds” (truck-driver: noun-noun compounds having a de-verbal element as a 
base and an argument of the verb in the left-hand element), which are traditionally opposed 
to another class of noun-noun compounds, called “primary or root compounds” (coffee table). 
While some investigators limit the term “synthetic compounds” to those derived from action 
nominals and subject nominalisations (train driving, train driver), other scholars (Roeper/Sie-
gel 1978) discuss only compounds whose second element ends with one of the suffixes -er, 
-ing and -ed, while others still (Lieber 2004) specifically include in this category compounds 
formed with other nominalising suffixes like -ion, -ment, -ure, -al, -ance, -ation. 

The area of “synthetic compounding” in English has been rightly described as a “descrip-
tive and terminological nightmare […] totally unhelpful […] [leaving] subsequent scholars in a 
state of perpetual confusion in trying to interpret the competing claims made about synthetic 
compounding” (Bauer/Renouf 2001: 117). We decided not to take any position in the discus-
sion on where the boundaries of synthetic compounding lie and avoided using this terminol-
ogy. 

Adjectival Compound Pre-modifiers (ACPs): The term proposed by Conti (2006: 74), “re-
strictive/specifying compounds”, is an appropriate name for the class: with these compounds, 
the adjectival head is associated to a prepositional object which specifies one aspect of the 
adjective. In a replication-competent virus, the non-head member of the ACP specifies the 
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virus’ domain of competence. However, for a symmetrical presentation with PCPs, we decided 
to systematically use the term adjectival pre-modifier compound, which focuses on the con-
figurational rather than the semantic aspect of these compounds. 

1.2 Orthographic choices 

We freely admit that, since hyphenated forms are the only ones which can be found automati-
cally (without considerable data in the way of heuristics – i. e. linguistic co-occurrence signals), 
this was our primary reason for focusing on them alone. In practice, non-hyphenated APCPs 
formed by argument linking (a) may not be easily automatically distinguished from reduced 
relative clauses (b) or plain subject-verb couples in finite clauses (c). 

a)	 A putative relationship between hyperglycemic hormone degradation and stress in-
duced protease activity in the hemolymph of the American cockroach.

b)	 These results demonstrate that stress induced by handling disrupts the normal capa-
city to osmoregulate in P. decipiens. (stress which is induced by …)

c)	 [Capture stress] induced a 25 % reduction in spleen haemoglobin concentration …

But in fact, there are good linguistic reasons for favouring hyphenated forms. First, an ortho-
graphic principle, even though inconsistently applied, which stipulates that compounds should 
be spelled as two words when used independently and as one hyphenated word when used as 
pre-modifiers. Given this principle, it is natural to assume that hyphenated forms of APCPs 
are much more frequent than their non-hyphenated equivalent. To take a single example, the 
JEB corpus (cf. section 2) contains 350 occurrences of stress-induced for 99 instances of stress 
induced, 67 of which are not instances formed by argument-linking. This leads to the second 
reason for which we chose to focus on hyphenated compounds. Hyphenation is a mark of ar-
gument linking; it is the preferred orthographic form as it may often play a disambiguating role 
in long, complex nominal constructions, rendering them more readable. When processing an 
article title such as Endogenous opiate involvement in acute and chronic stress-induced changes 
in plasma LH concentration in the male rat, the hyphen signals that a PCP is being used, im-
mediately blocking the alternative reading: [chronic stress] induced [changes]. 

1.3 APCPs and the textual information structure

Several reasons for the productivity of APCP-building mechanisms have been invoked in the 
literature. 

The information-packing function. Biber (1988: 105) pointed out that attributive adjectives 
are “a more integrated form of nominal elaboration than predicative adjectives or relative 
clauses, since they pack information into fewer words and structures”. Replacing a post-modi-
fying relative clause by a semantically equivalent compound pre-modifier taking up much less 
space is an efficient means of compacting information. This has been shown to be the case 
for the written press where pre-modifying compounds “maximise a text’s newsworthiness by 
packing the maximum content into the minimum number of words” (Ljung 2000: 208). We 
will show that this form of information compression is a convention adopted by scientific 
articles as well.



Articles / Aufsätze	 Alexandra Mestivier-Volanschi	 Fachsprache  1–2 / 2015

- 6 -

This “iconising function” (Opizzi 2006: 91) of compounds in general has been associated 
with an attention-grabbing quality provided by their conceptual richness and syntactic com-
paction and with a potential for concept formation (labelling or referential function): “The 
combination of two or more terms produces not only a mere union of existing concepts but 
the premodification process often gives rise to a new concept that alters their nature; adding 
new meaning and uses.” (Gotti 2008: 77)

Building information structure. Moving content modifiers from post-nominal to a pre-mod-
ifying position is a means of presenting the information they convey as given or presupposed 
in a rhetorical effect of backgrounding (Halliday/Martin 1993: 60), either because the new 
information was presented previously in the text (in this case compounds have a cohesive 
function in the text) or because it is assumed to be a part of the specialised knowledge shared 
by a scientific community (this may be assumed to be the case with lexicalised, frequently used 
compounds). In the former case, compounds are created ad-hoc, as the text is produced; they 
are prepared in the preceding text. In section 3.2 we provide the proportion of APCPs which 
appear only once in the PLoS corpus; hapaxes are an indication that this mechanism is pro-
ductive, i. e. it is used whenever the author needs to refer to previously presented information 
in a concise manner. 

Adopting a terminology proposed by Francis (1994) in her discussion of lexical cohesion, 
Ormrod (2004) analyses the construction of complex nominal groups in scientific articles in 
terms of advance and retrospective constructions. In advance constructions “a nominal group 
[…] is presented without any preparation during the preceding discourse”, while retrospective 
constructions are “created as the text unfolds, re-using terms already presented” (Ormrod 
2004: 54). Confirming Ormrod’s observations we found that advance constructions are typi-
cally found in article titles, sub-headings and abstracts, and are subsequently rendered explicit 
in the introduction of the article (example 1) while retrospective constructions are created in 
subsequent article sections (Results, Materials and Methods, Discussion) (example 2). 

Example 1. Advance construction1: the compound is announced in the introduction, rendered 
explicit in the Results section, then used as part of a coherence chain. 

Line 12 (Introduction): This polypeptide […] acts as a major target of the erythrocyte inva-
sion-inhibitory Ab response in individuals immune to Plasmodium falciparum malaria .
Line 40 (Results): mAb 12.8 and 12.10 have been shown to inhibit erythrocyte invasion 
in vitro by P. falciparum merozoites […] We therefore engineered the most promising 
scFvs into fully human antibodies since the presence of the Fc may potentiate inhibition 
of erythrocyte invasion, a likely prediction given that Fab and F(ab,) 2 fragments of mAb 
12.10 do not retain invasion-inhibitory properties .
Line 60 (Discussion): […] with similar affinities to mouse mAbs, 12.10 and 12.8, already 
known to inhibit erythrocyte invasion in vitro.

1	 McIntosh RS et al. (2007): “The Importance of Human FcγRI in Mediating Protection to Malaria.” PLoS 
Pathogens 3.5: e72. doi:10.1371/journal.ppat.0030072. <http://journals.plos.org/plospathogens/
article?id=10.1371/journal.ppat.0030072> (March 2015). 
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Line 62 (Discussion): However, inhibition of invasion assays are done with heat-inactivat-
ed serum or in the presence of Albumax in the place of serum, suggesting that complement 
does not play a role, at least in vitro.
Line 93 (Materials and Methods): Antigen binding and invasion–inhibitory assays

Example 2. Retrospective construction2: the compound is prepared for in the introduction, 
then used in alternation with equivalent phrasal constructions. 

Line 2 (Abstract): the computer algorithm Ahab […] predicts many novel modules within 
the network and genome-wide […] Moreover, we demonstrate for the entire set of known 
and newly validated modules that Ahab’s prediction of binding sites correlates well with 
the expression patterns produced by the modules […] Finally, by comparing Ahab pre-
dictions with different categories of transcription factor input, we confirm the regulatory 
structure of the segmentation gene network. 
Line 17 (Introduction): (B) Ahab-predicted modules in the control regions of segmenta-
tion genes were classified based on their composition into pair-rule driven [...]
Line 26 (Introduction): We used Ahab for a genome-wide prediction of segmentation gene 
modules with maternal and gap input […]
Line 28 (Introduction): Furthermore, we systematically analyze Ahab’s prediction of 
binding site composition for all experimentally validated modules. […] Finally, we explore 
Ahab’s predictive ability when binding site information is less well defined, as is the case 
with the pair-rule factors. 
Line 40 (Results): Figure 1: Ahab Predictions and Recovery of Known Modules 
Line 48 (Results): Under these conditions, Ahab predicts 52 modules within the genomic 
region of the 29 genes of interest, an average of about two modules per gene. 
Line 51 (Results): Position of modules predicted by the Ahab mg run relative to the tran-
scription start site of the cognate loci … 
Line 56 (Discussion): In this study we have demonstrated that the Ahab algorithm can be 
used successfully for two purposes: the prediction of novel segmentation modules within 
genomic sequence and the prediction of module binding site composition. 
Line 88 (Materials and Methods): Ahab, in its prediction of binding sites, fits all factors si-
multaneously. To gauge whether Ahab can be used as a predictor of module composition, 
we examined what fraction of known binding sites the algorithm recovers. 
Line 95 (Materials and Methods): To assess the conservation of known and Ahab-predict-
ed modules, we aligned D. melanogaster and D. pseudoobscura genomic sequence.
Line 99 (Materials and Methods): To associate predictions from different Ahab runs, 
each run was processed and the highest point on the free energy plot within an interval of 
the window size was marked as a “peak.” 
Line 138 (Supporting Information): Sequence Information for Ahab-Predicted Modules in 
the Control Regions of 48 Segmentation Genes.

2	 Schroeder MD, Pearce M, Fak J, Fan H, Unnerstall U, et al. (2004): “Transcriptional Control in the Segmen-
tation Gene Network of Drosophila.” PLoS Biology 2.9, e271. doi:10.1371/journal.pbio.0020271 <http://
journals.plos.org/plosbiology/article?id=10.1371/journal.pbio.0020271> (March 2015). 
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1.4 A form of syntactic re-packaging

APCPs are obviously paraphrases of a semantically related relative clause; some authors go as 
far as to use the term premodifying relative clause (Cortés/Verdejo 2006) instead of compound, 
which places them closer to a syntactic rather than a lexical phenomenon. Precisely where the 
border between compounding in general as a lexical or syntactic process lies is a matter of 
controversy. Several approaches analysed compounds as diachronically derived from seman-
tically corresponding syntactic constructions (cf. the condensation hypothesis, Wälchli 2005: 
246). Transformationalist approaches claimed that compounds are condensed sentences, de-
rived through progressive transformations: “No surface structure classification of compound 
adjectives is possible without a preceding (implicit or explicit) analysis which is based on their 
underlying structure” (Meys 1975: 80). The mechanisms by which arguments or adjuncts of 
a verb become attached to a compound base have been modelled as lexical transformations 
(Roeper/Siegel 1978: “the First Sister Principle”), or according to interpreting principles based 
on argument structure (Lieber 1983: “Argument Linking Principle”, or Selkirk 1982: “First Or-
der Projection Condition”): lexical items (stems and affixes) have lexical argument structures 
which must be satisfied when inserted into a syntactic and lexical tree the same way they are 
satisfied when inserted in a syntactic tree of a sentence (Lieber 1983: 251). 

Kastovsky (1995) places the functions of morphological processes along a continuum 
ranging from pure lexical coinages to what may be called forms of “syntactic repackaging”. 
While the prototypical function of the former is to provide names for “nameworthy segments 
of extralinguistic reality” (Kastovsky 1995: 157), the second contributes to text cohesion and 
condensation (cf. section 1.3). An example of the former would be coining by derivation using 
a suffix such as -ness, -ment, -ity, or nominal compounding, while APCPs would be typical 
examples of the latter. Ljung (2000: 207) notes that the position along this cline from lexical 
term-creation to syntactic repackaging may be associated with differences in productivity: 
“naming is basically an idiosyncratic process, while syntactic repackaging is fully productive”. 
It may easily be verified by a corpus query that few neologisms are created using the suffixes 
-ness or -ment, while the number of new APCPs is overwhelming. Section 3 hereafter offers 
several measures of the productivity of this method of syntactic reduction. 

A further argument in favour of the idea that APCPs are more closely related to syntax 
than to the lexicon comes from their low degree of lexicalisation, as evidenced by their poor 
representation in present-day dictionaries. We analysed the few occurrences of APCPs in a 
number of specialised dictionaries (listed in Annex A) and identified a number of reasons for 
their presence among dictionary entries:

a)	 They may be part of a lexicalised term, usually accompanied by an acronym: Artemisi-
nin-based combination therapy (ACT), antigen-binding cell (ABC), Melanoma-associ-
ated antigens (MAGE),

b)	 or part of an outdated term: calcium-dependent regulator protein (CDRP): early name 
for calmodulin, antibody-producing cell: equivalent to plasmacyte and plasma cell. 

c)	 They may instantiate or render explicit a term headed by a lexeme denoting a gene-
ric category (factor, complex) or class of biological entities (proteins, antigens), while 
adding encyclopedic information to their terminological definitions, such as informa-
tion on their function (all examples come from the Dictionary of Cell and Molecular 
Biology):
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•	 apoptosis-inducing factor: A flavoprotein, 57kDa, which shares homology with the 
bacterial oxidoreductases 

•	 anaphase-promoting complex: An unusually complicated ubiquitin ligase, compos
ed of 13 core subunits and either of two loosely associated co-activators 

•	 actin-binding proteins: A diverse group of proteins that bind to actin and that may 
stabilize F-actin filaments, nucleate filament formation, cross-link filaments, lead 
to bundle formation, etc.

•	 melanoma-associated antigens, a superfamily of proteins associated with tumours 
and part of the larger ‘cancer/testis antigen’ family. 

d)	 It may be that, as pointed out by Gotti (2008), pre-modifying compounds play a label-
ling, referential function. In this case, the headwords could not be interpreted by virtue 
of a general rule schema: knowledge that a colony-forming unit is a unit which forms 
colonies does not suffice to understand the concept and the explanation provided here 
is essential: “Irradiated mice can have their immune systems reconstituted by the in-
jection of bone marrow cells from a non-irradiated animal. The injected cells form 
colonies in the spleen, each colony representing the progeny of a pluripotent stem cell.” 
(Dictionary of Cell and Molecular Biology).

As shown in section 3.1 hereafter, most APCP heads, both restrictive adjectives and partici-
ples, are very frequently used, combined with a vast range of arguments. It has been suggested 
(Ljung 2000) that APCP heads – be they participles or adjectives – may be in an intermediate 
stage of a process of grammaticalisation from usage as full verb or adjective in a relative clause 
to a suffix status, via their use in pre-modifying compounds. APCPs heads such as the adjec-
tives ‑free, ‑poor, ‑conscious, ‑friendly, ‑rich, or participles like ‑based, are particularly produc-
tive in present-day English and may be considered as semi-suffixes.

Grammaticalisation may be conceptualised as a series of layers or states through which 
languages pass in the search for a more economic end efficient communication. Among oth-
er instances of grammaticalisation, decategorialisation is the evolution along a grammatical 
“path or cline of structural properties, from a morphologically heavier unit to one that is light-
er” (Hopper/Traugott 2003: 106). Decategorialisation is a tendency for nouns, verbs or adjec-
tives to lose morphological and syntactic properties that would identify them as a full member 
of a major category and acquire new uses as minor categories or as affixes. An example of this 
mechanism would be the evolution of the noun while to the conjunction while, losing gram-
matical features which identified it as a noun: the ability to have articles or quantifiers, being 
modified by adjectives, being referred to by an anaphoric pronoun, etc. Similarly, when gram-
maticalised as PCP heads, verbs lose the ability to show variation in tense, aspect, modality. 
Once a grammaticalisation pattern is established, new compounds are formed without any 
re-thinking of the origin of the construction. Following Quirk et al. (1985: 1568), who contend 
that compounding may be viewed in fact as “prefixation with open-class items”, Hart (1994: 
140) goes as far as to state that there is no fundamental difference between composition and 
derivation since many modern derivative suffixes were originally full or free second elements 
of compounds which lost their full meaning and taken on suffix function through decatego-
rialisation: ‑dom, ‑hood, ‑ship, ‑ly, ‑some are considered today to be derivational suffixes. We 
may anticipate that this will become the case with ACP heads such as ‑specific, ‑dense, or PCP 
heads such as ‑derived or ‑driven, at least in the specialised languages we studied. 
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2 The corpora/resources used

In order to undertake a synchronic/diachronic statistical analysis of APCPs we consulted sev-
eral reference and specialised corpora, as well as the archives of two scientific journals pub-
lished over 8–9 decades. 

Specialised corpora. In order to study the characteristics of Scientific English, we used two 
specialised corpora compiled for the illustration of two scientific domains.
1.	 The PLoS corpus. This 17 million word specialised corpus which we compiled is compo-

sed of research articles from 4 of the Public Library of Science publications: PLoS Biolo-
gy (2003–2009: 5.2 million words), PLoS Genetics (2005–2009: 4.9 million words), PLoS 
Computational Biology (2005–2009: 3.5 million words) and PLoS Pathogens (2005–2009: 
3.7 million words). PLoS journals articles are published under the Creative Commons 
Attribution License.3 

2.	 STEP corpus. The STEP corpus is a 25 million word specialised corpus compiled by stu-
dents in terminology and specialised translation from the University Paris Diderot, over 
several years, for a translation/terminological analysis academic project. It is constituted 
of research articles, PhD theses, manuals gathered by students in order to illustrate sev- 
eral disciplines of Earth and Planetary Sciences: volcanology, climatology, seismology, 
orogeny, etc. 

Reference corpora. Two reference corpora were used in this study in order to contrast the 
usage of APCPs in EGP to the two varieties of Scientific English used in the bio-medical field 
and earth and planetary sciences. 
1.	 The BNC. The British National Corpus is a 112 million word collection of samples of writ-

ten and spoken language meant to represent a wide cross-section of British English from 
the later half of the 20th century. 

2.	 The CoCA. The Corpus of Contemporary American English is a large and balanced 450 
million word reference corpus for American English (1990–2012). The corpus is evenly 
divided between five genres of spoken, fiction, popular magazines, newspapers and aca-
demic journals. 

For the purposes of the present study the scientific/academic parts in both corpora were ex-
cluded.

Scientific journal archives. In order to outline the diachronic evolution of APCPs, we con-
sulted the archives of two scientific journals spanning several decades:
1.	 Microbiology and Molecular Biology Reviews (MMBR: published since 1937) is a scientific 

journal focusing on the “latest” developments in microbiology as well as related fields such 
as immunology and molecular and cellular biology. Its review articles explore the signi-
ficance and the interrelationships of the latest discoveries on bacteria, viruses, parasites, 
fungi and other eukaryotes. Review sizes increased from an average of 18000 words in the 
1930s to 24000 words in the 1990s. A corpus of sample articles from MMBR was built to 
study the evolution of APCPs over time. 

2.	 The Journal of Experimental Biology (JEB: published since 1923) is a leading journal in 
comparative animal physiology publishing papers on the form and function of living or-

3	 The corpus may therefore be rendered accessible (please contact the author). 
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ganisms at all levels of biological organisation (from the molecular and sub-cellular to the 
integrated whole animal). Under the JEB Open Access model, all users have unrestricted 
rights to re-use Open Access content for research purposes. We therefore built a sample 
corpus based on JEB articles to quantify the evolution of the APCP-building mechanism 
over time. Articles published in the JEB also increased from an average of 5600 words in 
the 1920s to 7600 words in the 1990s.4 

Mini specialised corpus of monographs from the beginning of the 19th century. In order to 
obtain further evidence on the diachronic evolution of APCPs, we constituted a mini-corpus 
(1.5 million words) of journal articles and books in various fields of biology (microbiology, cell 
biology, biochemistry, bacteriology, genetics) dating from the 1860s to the 1910s. The legal 
copyright term of these documents has obviously expired so they were scanned by Google and 
rendered accessible via the OpenLibrary. A list of these documents is provided in Annex B. 

3 Method and findings: statistical data on the productivity of APCPs

3.1 Qualitative and quantitative measures of morphological productivity

Before presenting the statistical data collected from our corpora, we briefly review here the 
statistical measures considered the most appropriate for quantifying productivity. 

The definition of productivity we adopt here is the one provided by Bauer (2001: 211):

“Productivity” deals with the number of new words that can be coined using a particular 
morphological process, and is ambiguous between the sense “availability” and the sense 
‘profitability’. The availability of a morphological process is its potential for repetitive rule-
governed morphological coining […] [it] is determined by the language system, and any 
process is available or unavailable, with no middle ground […] The profitability of a mor-
phological process reflects the extent to which its availability is exploited in language use 
and may be subject unpredictably to extra-systemic factors. 

The two aspects of productivity (the general potential to create new words and the degree to 
which this potential is actually exploited by speakers) were further discussed by Plag (2003, 
2006) in terms of the best suited qualitative and quantitative approaches to productivity. The 
availability of a morphological process is generally tested by counting the number of attested 
types (i. e. different words) at a certain point in time, in an unabridged dictionary. The problem 
with this approach is that, for instance, many entries in a present-day dictionary were formed 
using the nominalising suffix -ment; however, the suffix may not be said to be productive (most 
forms were created between the 16th and the 19th century). Similarly, as shown is section 1.4 
above, very few APCPs are listed in specialised dictionaries. As the availability of a morpho-
logical process, viewed as a qualitative aspect, is not uncontroversial and may be difficultly 
verified, most approaches to productivity have focused on quantitative measures of profitabil-
ity. Baayen (1993) proposed a number of corpus-based measures of productivity which rely on 
the availability of large electronic corpora, most of which were adopted here: 

•	 Type-frequency. Measuring the number of types, or different words formed using a 
given affix in a corpus. This measure was adapted here by computing the number of 
different forms using a given base. 

4	 The corpus may therefore be rendered accessible (please contact the author).
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•	 Number of hapax legomena (words that occur only once in the corpus). Productive 
processes are expected to show large numbers of low frequency examples and small 
numbers of high frequency examples, “with the former keeping the rule alive” (Plag 
2006: 542). It is among hapaxes that the highest proportion of neologisms can be 
found, especially in large-size corpora. 

•	 Productivity in the narrow sense. The measure is based on the ratio of the number of 
hapaxes built with an affix and the number of all tokens containing that affix. In the 
present study this measure was adapted by dividing the number of APCP hapaxes 
built on a base (adjective or participle) by the number of types (instead of tokens) that 
the base gives rise to. We have thus replaced the probability of encountering an unat-
tested word with a base with the proportion of hapaxes among all types. 

In addition to the quantitative measures proposed by Baayen, we computed three extra mea-
sures, to study the usage of APCPs either in synchrony or in diachrony (over a period of al-
most nine decades): the proportion of APCS tokens among all hyphenated compounds, the 
normalised frequency (frequency per-million words, PMW), and, to downplay the effect that 
differences in sample corpora sizes may play on frequency evaluation, a chi-square test, which 
is the obvious statistic test for comparing proportions, and interpreted it using p-values (sig-
nificance test measuring the probability that the differences in normalised frequencies of AP-
CPs in the 1930s and in the 2000s could be the due to chance). 

3.2 Frequency and quality of APCPs in reference and specialised corpora

Frequency lists of hyphenated compounds were established for each of the corpora studied: 
CoCA, BNC, PLoS, STEP. For each corpus we selected the most frequent n hyphenated com-
pounds for close scrutiny (n is specified for each corpus in Table 1 below5). We then identified 
the APCPs in these lists in order to compute their respective frequencies in each corpus. We 
distinguished between ACPs, PCPs (past participle and present-participle-based) and posses-
sive compounds (types 1−4 in section 1 above). Their respective type-frequencies estimated 
from the sample selected for analysis are reported in table 1 and graphically represented in 
figure 1: 

Tab. 1: Type-frequency (percentage) of the four classes of APCP

CORPUS CoCA BNC PLoS STEP

Number of analysed compounds (types) 1000 2000 1500 750

Type 1: -Ved (ex. food-deprived) 9.10 % 13.15 % 21.79 % 22.0 %

Type 2: -Adj (ex. region-specific) 1.20 % 0.35 % 11.50 % 4.8 %

Type 3: -Ned (ex. real-valued) 2.10 % 3.35 % 0.53 % 1.73 %

Type 4: -Ving (ex. oxygen-sensing) 4.20 % 4.5 % 8.16 % 10.4 %

5	 Differences in the number of most frequent hyphenated compounds stem from differences in the length 
of the the frequency lists in the four corpora. We selected the n most frequent compounds having more 
than 10 occurrences in all corpora. 



- 13 -

Fachsprache  1–2 / 2015	 Productivity and Diachronic Evolution	 Articles / Aufsätze

Figures 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

-Adj -Ved -Ned -Ving
0

5

10

15

20

25

CoCA
BNC
PLoS
STEP

Figure 1: Type frequency (percentage) of the four APCP classes Fig. 1: Type frequency (percentage) of the four APCP classes

Several important observations can be made by analysing these data. Firstly, percentages of 
APCPs are considerably higher in specialised corpora than in reference corpora, for three of 
the four types studied, the only exception being the possessive compounds (Type 3), which is 
probably associated by scientists to literary/everyday language. Leaving this class aside, the use 
of APCPs clearly emerges as a characteristic of the scientific language used in experimental 
articles, at least in the fields of biology and earth and planetary sciences. 

Secondly, in the specialised corpora, a number of adjectives and participles appear to be 
used recurrently for the creation of APCPs, forming “families” of compounds, characterised 
by a stable, predictable semantic relation between constituents (Conti 2006: 76). Some of 
these forms appear to be specific for each field of knowledge: compounds of the type -paral-
lel (fault-parallel, trench-parallel), -perpendicular (ridge-perpendicular, strike-perpendicular), 
-aligned (field-aligned, azimuthally-aligned), ‑dipping (north-dipping, inward-dipping) are 
productive in the earth and planetary science research while compounds of the type -resis-
tant (drug-resistant, protease-resistant), -specific (tissue-specific, species-specific), -regulated 
(age-regulated, light-regulated) or -binding (ligand-binding, receptor-binding) are abundantly 
used in APCPs in biology. Beside these forms, conceptually linked with each of the two fields 
of knowledge, a number of adjectives (-dependent, -sensitive), past participles (‑driven, ‑de-
rived, ‑induced) and present participles (-causing, -forming) appear to be equally productive 
in both fields. None of the adjectives or participles, past and present, in the two reference cor-
pora were found to be particularly productive, with the possible exception of the form -based 
(10 compounds in the most frequent 1000 hyphenated compounds in the CoCA corpus and 
10 compounds in the most frequent 2000 compounds in the BNC). 

Before moving on to the diachronic study of the APCP-building mechanism, we selected 
a sample of ACP and PCP types (past participle alone), ranging from the most frequent to the 
least frequent ones. Table 2 lists their heads together with the number of different compounds 
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they give rise to (type frequency), their total frequency (token frequency), and the number 
and percentage of hapaxes in the PLoS corpus. As may be observed from the table, for most of 
these compound heads, hapaxes represent 50–60 % of the total number of types. As discussed 
in section 3.2, the percentage of hapaxes among compound types is a clear indicator that com-
pound pre-modifier creation is a productive word-formation mechanism. 

Tab. 2: Token and type frequency (including hapaxes) for a sample of APCPs

-Adj (ACP) -Ved PCP

Token 
Freq.

Type
Freq.

No. 
(and  %) of 
Hapaxes

Token 
Freq.

Type 
Freq.

No. 
(and  %) of 
Hapaxes

-free 1341 430 109 (25 %) -bound 697 129 65 (50 %)
-specific 7779 882 403 (45 %) -linked 355 73 50 (68 %)
-dependent 3602 661 321 (48 %) -mediated 2158 545 307 (56 %)
-sensitive 642 160 83 (51 %) -associated 1883 445 236 (53 %)
-rich 729 146 66 (45 %) -driven 406 145 85 (58 %)
-resistant 774 158 82 (51 %) -induced 2370 628 356 (56 %)
-reactive 184 28 14 (50 %) -directed 492 81 50 (61 %)
-tolerant 21 14 9 (64 %) -controlled 200 54 32 (59 %)
-dense 110 13 8 (61 %) -coupled 290 62 37 (59 %)
-competent 152 33 20 (60 %) -treated 766 203 110 (54 %)
-susceptible 65 13 8 (61 %) -infected 732 110 59 (53 %)

3.3 Diachronic study of -Adj and -Ved pre-modifier compounds

The mechanism for building APCPs was already available in Old English. Kastovsky (1992: 
372–374) provides examples for each one of the classes we studied: 

Type 1: windfylled ‘blown down by the wind’, handgewriþen ‘hand-woven’, 
Type 2: eagsyne ‘visible to the eye’, ellenrof ‘famed for strength’, 
Type 3: feowerfotede ‘four-footed’, cliferfete ‘cloven-footed’, 
Type 4: hunigflowende ‘flowing with honey’, rightfremmende ‘acting rightly’ 

With Middle English, the productivity of this pattern declined under the pressure of foreign 
influences; Latin borrowings replaced the formation of APCPs after the Norman Conquest: 
“The ME pattern of taking a ready-formed latinate loanword, rather than combining native 
items into a self-defining or transparent compound, reduced the presence of compounds in 
the language.” (Hart 1994: 141)

But this type of compound has again become prevalent, especially in ESP, from the 19th 
century onward as we illustrate here for the field of biology; the process is probably associated 
with the growth of science, technology and industry, which rendered necessary the creation of 
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more complex pre-modifiers for newly discovered products, procedures, techniques, scientific 
facts, where simple adjectives were no longer sufficiently efficient and precise. The following 
sections track the variations in the frequency of APCPs based on the sample of heads listed 
in Table 2 above over time: from 1937 – present in the MMBR – and from 1923 – present in 
the JEB. 

To establish a diachronic reference point for this evolution, we studied the four types of 
APCPs in a mini-corpus composed of journal articles and books on microbiology, cell biolo-
gy, biochemistry, bacteriology, and genetics dating from the 1860s to the 1910s (list provid-
ed in Annex B). Of the four types of compounds studied, the most frequent were possessive 
compounds (rod-shaped, short-chained, dark-colored, white-furred, single-layered, single-toed, 
thick-walled), which nevertheless have few occurrences (approximately 400 in the whole cor-
pus), followed by a significant number of -Ving PCPs (chlorophyll-bearing, nitrogen-holding, 
iron-producing: about 250 in all). The corpus contains very few occurrences of -Ved PCPs and 
APCs. Leaving aside lexicalised compounds in which the participle is modified by an adver-
bial (well-known, well-developed, well-defined, deep-seated), we found only 70 occurrences of 
sex-limited and 2 occurrences of fluid-filled. As for ACPs, leaving aside -free forms (15 occur-
rences), the only compounds we encountered were water-soluble (4 occurrences), (toxin/ar-
senic/serum)-resistant (16 occurrences) and (mutually/immediately/directly)-dependent. We 
checked whether a non-hyphenated alternative of APCPs exists in the corpus and found no 
form with the exception of sex controlled characteristics. These statistical data show that while 
the mechanism for forming APCPs was available, it was not “profitable” (Bauer 2001: 211), and 
not yet the distinctive characteristic of the scientific register which it is today. 

3.3.1 Raw frequency

When raw (token) frequencies of APCPs are considered, the increasing importance of this 
form of syntactic re-packaging appears obvious for some of the bases considered. In the JEB 
corpus, compounds of the type -free, -specific, -dependent, -sensitive, -rich evolved from 72, 5, 
0, 1 and 0 occurrences respectively in the 1920s to 137, 8, 1, 12 and 6 occurrences in the 1930s 
and to 1822, 8217, 5599, 3148 and 2177 occurrences in the 2000−2010 period. Where -Ved 
PCPs are concerned, the frequency of compounds such as -mediated, -induced, -controlled or 
-treated increased from 0, 4, 1, 3 occurrences in the 1920s to 2096, 5940, 613, 1471 occurren
ces in the 2000–2010 period. 

Obviously, raw frequency figures are not significant by themselves. The size of the articles 
published by the two journals as well as the number of articles per issue and the number of 
issues per year also increased over time. As the total volume of text published by the two jour-
nals increased, it is natural that the number of compounds should have increased accordingly. 
However, the surge in ACP and PCPs cited above exceeds by far an increase proportional to 
the size of text published by decade. We estimate that the MMBR published 8−10 times more 
material in the 2000s than in the 1930s−1940s and that the JEB published around 20 times 
the volume of text it published in the 1920s. For most of the compounds cited, the increase 
in frequency is clearly far beyond the frequency projected from the increase in the published 
text volume. Given the increase in the volume of published text, compounds like -specific or 
-induced might have been expected to have about 160 and 80 occurrences respectively in the 
JEB throughout the 2000–2010 decade, while their actual frequency is 50 and 74 times higher 
respectively. This alone may serve as tangible evidence for the importance that the phenom-
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enon has gained. In order to better estimate the extent to which compound pre-modification 
has gained ground, we computed three extra measures on a randomly selected sample of arti-
cles taken from the MMBR and JEB journals: (1) the normalised frequency of each particular 
type of compound (per million words), section 3.3.2, (2) the percentage of this particular type 
of compound among all hyphenated compound forms (section 3.3.3) and (3) chi-square values 
of the relative token frequencies taking into account the sample corpora sizes in the 1950s and 
the 1990s (section 3.3.4). 

But before moving on to these measures, a few more observations may be made based on 
raw frequency figures. First, a diachronic study of token frequency of these compounds gives 
an indication of the approximate time when one particular type of compound, relatively fre-
quent in the decade 2000–2010, was first used. 

In some cases the late introduction of a particular form of compound may be correlat-
ed with the late introduction of (a particular use of ) the adjective or the verb heading the 
compound. This is the case with the adjective competent. The specialised use of the adjective 
competent, meaning “having the capacity to respond (as by producing an antibody) to an anti-
genic determinant” (cf. Merriam-Webster Medical) was first used in the MMBR in the 1950s, 
i. e. one decade before the compound was first introduced. Similarly, ACPs such as reactive 
to/with (virus-reactive, thiol-reactive, etc.), tolerant to (salt-tolerant, penicillin-tolerant, sol-
vent-tolerant) or PCPs: linked to/with (enzyme-linked, telomere-linked, ester-linked), or driven 
by (light-driven, respiration-driven, sodium-driven) were introduced one decade after their 
heads. 

In other cases, the compounds seem to have been introduced much later than their heads. 
-coupled was introduced the 1960s, even though the head was used as early as the 1930s in the 
MMBR. Similarly, in the JEB, -directed, -associated or ‑susceptible were introduced much later 
(1960s–1970s) than their heads, which were already used in the 1920s. A great shift in the pro-
ductivity (understood as profitability) of APCPs seems to have taken place in the 1960s–1970s, 
as shown by the evolution of the normalised frequency of most of the compounds studied 
(figures 2 to 5). We believe that during this period, using APCPs in scientific articles became 
a “fashion”, which Plag (2003: 60) defines as the most important pragmatic, usage-based factor 
influencing profitability: “extra-linguistic developments in society […] make certain words or 
morphological elements desirable to use”. 

3.3.2 Normalised frequencies

Further evidence of the increase in the productivity of APCPs comes from another measure 
computed on samples of articles from the MMBR and the JEB collected for each decade: nor-
malised frequency (PMW). Charts tracking the evolution of the PMW frequency of sample 
compound heads studied all show that most compounds of this type became more frequent 
over the decades, with the exception of -free, in both the MMBR and JEB, be they headed by 
adjectives (figures 2 and 3) or participles (figures 4 and 5). The exception represented by -free 
may be correlated with the increase in its occurrence in English for general purposes. 
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2 3 4 5 6

Fig. 2: Evolution of the PMW frequency of ACPs in MMBR

2 3 4 5 6

Fig. 3: Evolution of the PMW frequency of ACPs in JEB

The evolution curve for -Adj compounds is very similar in both journals. Apart from ‑free 
compounds, all have higher PMW frequencies in 2000 than in the 1920s. Some curves reach a 
peak around the 1970s–1980s, then slightly decrease, others grow continuously, while others 
remain relatively low, even though they slightly increase. 
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2 3 4 5 6

Fig. 4: Evolution of PCP PMW frequencies in the MMBR

2 3 4 5 6

Fig. 5: Evolution of PCP PMW frequencies in the JEB

When the 22 types of APCPs studied are considered together, it appears clear that the moment 
when their productivity greatly increased can be situated somewhere in the 1960s–1970s (fig-
ure 6 illustrates this process in the MMBR). 
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Fig. 6: Evolution of the 22 compounds studied

3.3.3 Variations in percentage among all hyphenated compounds

The evolution tendency suggested by the data on PMW frequencies is confirmed when we 
consider the frequency of APCPs among all hyphenated compounds. We computed this per-
centage to isolate the evolution of APCPs from the evolution of hyphenated compounds in 
general. The frequency of the 22 types of APCP heads studied was found to have dramatically 
increased from the 1920s to the 2000s. Thus, the proportion of ACPs increased from 7.8 % to 
17.3 % in the MMBR and from 2.6 % to 8.5 % in the JEB. Similarly, -Ved PCPs increased from 
0.09 % to 15.04 % in the MMBR and from 0.7 % to 5.01 % in the JEB. While for certain forms 
we recorded a very slight increase or even a slight decrease (-soluble, -free, -rich, -competent, 
-treated, -infected), others increased by more than 1 %: -specific: +1 %, -sensitive: +1 %, -resis-
tant: +1.3 %, -rich: +1.5 %, -bound: +1.6 %, -mediated: +3.2 %, -associated: +3.3 %, -induced: 
+3.4 % in MMBR. 

3.3.4 Chi-square test for comparing proportions

In order to show that the increase in frequency of APCPs over time is not accidental or a result 
of the increase in the number of issues, number of reviews published per issue and the average 
size of reviews, we built two sample sub-corpora of JEB reviews in order to represent two de-
cades remote from each other: the 1950s (2 million words) and the 1990s (15 million words). 
To be able to state that, taking into account the variations in the corpus sizes, the increase in 
the frequency of a given ACP or PCP base is significant, we ran the chi-squared test (the null 
hypothesis being that the frequency of an APCP is independent of the decades, and the prede-
termined level of significance being 0.05). The large chi-square values which we obtained, and 
extremely low p-values, far below the level of significance, indicate that the observed results 
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would be highly unlikely under the null hypothesis: the discrepancy between the results is 
unlikely to be the result of chance alone. Table 3 gives these values for several ACP and PCP 
bases. 

Tab. 3a and 3b: Chi-square and P-values over proportion of APCPs in the 1950s and 1990s

ACP 1950s 1990s Chi-sq P-value
-soluble 84 78 336.59 < 2.2e-16
-free 229 584 136.36 < 2.2e-16
-specific 43 2529 385.64 < 2.2e-16
-dependent 12 2800 492.97 < 2.2e-16
-sensitive 41 1852 264.67 < 2.2e-16
-rich 10 490 71 < 2.2e-16
-resistant 0 169 31 2.34e-008
-reactive 3 28 0.9 0.34
-tolerant 1 222 38.99 4.26e-010
-dense 0 121 22.32 2.29
-competent 0 61 11.25 0

PCP 1950s 1990s Chi-sq P-value
-linked 4 156 21 3.84e-006
-mediated 3 650 114.02 < 2.2e-16
-associated 0 232 42 6.02e-011
-driven 3 183 28 1.19e-007
-induced 12 2563 449.26 < 2.2e-16
-directed 1 128 21 3.25e-006
-controlled 14 215 16.6 4.57e-005
-coupled 12 218 19 8.50e-006
-treated 85 706 15 7.27e-005
-infected 1 16 1.2 0.25

4 Conclusions and further work

The present work has shown that APCPs are significantly more frequent in Scientific English 
than in EGP. This hypothesis was tested using reliable statistical data by comparing two refer-
ence corpora for English (BNC and CoCA) with two specialised corpora (the PLoS corpus and 
the STEP corpus). We have also shown that the APCP-building mechanism is fully productive 
in the specialised genres and fields of knowledge we studied. Finally, a diachronic study car-
ried out on two scientific journals which appeared early in the 19th century: MMBR and JEB 
showed that the mechanism for producing APCPs has become gradually more productive over 
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the decades. While certain forms appeared for the first time during the 1930–1950s, they have 
become very frequent during the last 3–4 decades. 

Further research may be devoted to studying the co-existence of APCPs with the syntactic 
structures from which they were derived. A collocational analysis could compare the frequen-
cy of the adjectives/participles in APCPs and in other contexts. This type of analysis could be 
carried out both synchronically, in corpora such as PLoS or STEP, and diachronically in the 
JEB corpus. 

Further research may equally be devoted to the translation of these structures into lan-
guages which do not make regular use of APCPs, such as French and other Romance lan-
guages. While English syntactic rules allow the attributive use of phrasal elements in order 
to shorten sentences and condense the noun phrase, different strategies have to be adopted 
when translating to Romance languages, reflecting their different morpho-syntactic structure. 
Several studies (Chuquet/Paillard 2007 for V-ing PCPs, Maniez 2010 for ACPs in the medical 
field) have been devoted to the difficulties in the translation of APCPs into French. We believe 
that study of the translation of APCPs in the two fields of knowledge illustrated in this article 
would be an interesting contribution.
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Die Repräsentation von Fachsprache im mentalen Lexikon. 
Empirische Ergebnisse zur Wortassoziation 

László Kovács
László Kovács

Abstract The main purpose of the paper is to show how the psycholinguistic method of word 
association analysis can provide new insights into the mental representation of languages for 
specific purposes. Languages for specific purposes and their use have been thoroughly analysed 
in the past decades. Despite the extensive research carried out in the field, just a few papers 
analyse the cognitive representation of these languages. The present paper shows that some 
characteristics of the cognitive representation of these languages can be obtained on the basis 
of word association tests. Tests have been carried out in Hungarian for two languages for specific 
purposes: Economy and Sports. In the investigation of the language of Economy we collected 
associations with a research webpage specially created for collecting word association data from 
internet users. The associations of 593 subjects are analysed for 19 stimuli. For the language of 
Sports 100 people gave associations to 100 stimuli, of which 20 are examined in the paper. The 
analyses of the associations show that the cognitive organization depends not only on education 
level in a specialised field: it seems that (at least up to a certain level) age also plays an important 
role in the cognitive organization structure of specialised languages. The final part of the paper 
shows how a better understanding of the cognitive representation of languages for specific pur-
poses can help to improve selected aspects of specialised communication. 
Die Repräsentation von Fachsprache im mentalen Lexikon
Keywords mental lexicon, word association, languages for specific purposes, cognitive structure, 
mental networks, cognitive representation

1 Einleitung

In der Fachsprachenforschung ist die kognitive Betrachtungsweise der Fachsprachen immer 
noch unterrepräsentiert, obwohl Hoffmann und Kalverkämper (1998: 362) darauf hinweisen, 
dass eine Annäherung an die kognitive Psychologie ein logischer Schritt in der Erforschung 
der Fachsprachen sei bzw. Baumann (2001) schon von einer kognitiven Wende spricht. Die 
Schnittstellen zwischen Kognitionswissenschaft und Fachsprachenforschung manifestieren 
sich u. a. in Publikationen über terminologische Ansätze, Klassifikationsmodelle, Wissensmo-
dellierung und Fachtexte (vgl. Budin/Peschl 1997, Oeser 1997, Hoffmann/Kalverkämper 1998: 
362 f.). Konzepte der kognitiven Linguistik, wie Metaphern (vgl. Schmidt 2001) oder Frames 
(vgl. Engberg 2007), werden in Bezug auf Fachsprachen ebenso untersucht. Die Untersuchung 
des mentalen Lexikons wird in die Erforschung der Fachsprachen jedoch kaum einbezogen. 
Der Beitrag versucht diese Forschungslücke zu schließen – auch in der Absicht, weitere For-
schungen auf dem Grenzgebiet zwischen Psycholinguistik und Fachsprachenforschung anzu-
regen. Die folgenden Ausführungen knüpfen in diesem Sinne an Roelcke (1999: 27) an, nach 
dem die zu untersuchenden Assoziationsstrukturen auch in der Fachsprache unsere kognitiv-
linguistische Denkweise beeinflussen. 

Im Beitrag werden anhand von Pilotprojekten folgende Fragen zur kognitiven Organisati-
on der Fachsprachen gestellt:
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•	 Existieren – vom Fachlichkeitsgrad abhängend – unterschiedliche Verknüpfungs-
strukturen zwischen den Wörtern im mentalen Lexikon?

•	 Haben Termini stärkere Verknüpfungen zum Fachwortschatz oder zur Gemeinspra-
che?

•	 Welche Faktoren beeinflussen den Aufbau des mentalen Lexikons? 

Es wird angenommen, dass mithilfe von Wortassoziationsexperimenten gezeigt werden kann, 
dass die Hoffmann’sche vertikale Schichtung der Fachsprachen auch in der Organisations-
struktur des (fachsprachlichen) mentalen Lexikons eine Rolle spielt. Dazu werden zuerst das 
mentale Lexikon und die der Untersuchung zugrunde gelegte Wortassoziationsmethode be-
schrieben. Sodann wird die vertikale Schichtung der Fachsprachen anhand von Hoffmann 
(1985) vorgestellt. Mit Untersuchungen in der Wirtschafts- und Sportfachsprache soll die An-
nahme bewiesen werden, dass die Verknüpfungen innerhalb des fachsprachlichen mentalen 
Lexikons in unterschiedlichen Weisen realisiert werden: Termini haben stärkere Verbindun-
gen mit der Fachsprache, Wörter der Gemeinsprache bzw. Wörter, die an der Grenze der Fach-
sprachen und Gemeinsprache angesiedelt werden können, sind hingegen auch stark mit der 
Gemeinsprache verbunden. Im Zusammenhang mit den Assoziationsuntersuchungen werden 
– als Hypothese für weitere Untersuchungen – diejenigen Faktoren zusammengefasst, die die 
Struktur und die Verbindungen des fachsprachlichen mentalen Lexikons beeinflussen können.

Nach Analyse der Ergebnisse der Assoziationsuntersuchungen wird auf einige Gebiete 
und Nachbardisziplinen der Fachsprachenforschung hingewiesen, für die aller Voraussicht 
nach ein besseres Verständnis des fachsprachlichen mentalen Lexikons in Forschung und Pra-
xis relevant sein kann. 

Die Ergebnisse der zu beschreibenden Pilotprojekte wurden bereits teilweise veröffentlicht 
(in ungarischer Sprache, vgl. Kovács/Osvald 2010, Kovács 2011), jedoch nicht in den breiteren 
Kontext der Fachsprachenforschung gesetzt. Dieses Ziel verfolgt der vorliegende Beitrag. 

2 Fachwissen und fachsprachliches Wissen

Arten des Wissens und Aufbau von Wissensstrukturen sind Kernfragen in der Erforschung 
der Fachsprachen, wie Engberg (2007) überzeugend darstellt. Wissen als komplexe kognitive 
Struktur setzt sich aus vielen Elementen zusammen (vgl. Dam/Engberg 2005: 2 f.). Einen Teil 
dieser Strukturen stellt das Fachwissen dar, das vom fachsprachlichen Wissen unterschieden 
werden sollte. 

•	 Fachwissen meint das spezifische Wissen in einem Fachgebiet, also das Wissen z. B. 
über Zusammenhänge, Verfahrensweisen, Personen oder die Geschichte des Faches 
(vgl. Kalverkämper 1998: 14). 

•	 Das fachsprachliche Wissen hingegen meint sprachliches Wissen, das sich auf Fach-
ausdrücke (Fachwörter, Termini), auf Fachtextsorten, auf syntaktische Eigenarten 
oder Symbole und auf Kommunikationsregeln bezieht (vgl. Engberg 2007: 5, Schae
der 1996: 109). Fachsprachliches Wissen ist ein Bestandteil des Fachwissens (vgl. 
Kalverkämper 1998: 14 f.), es hängt aber auch mit dem allgemeinen sprachlichen Wis-
sen zusammen, denn der Fachwortschatz ist nicht unabhängig, sondern ein Teil der 
Gemeinsprache (vgl. Fraas 1998: 428) bzw. die Fachsprache ist eine Subsprache der 
Gemeinsprache (vgl. Hoffmann 1998: 190). 
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In den folgenden Assoziationsexperimenten werden nur Aussagen über das fachsprachliche 
Wissen und über das fachsprachliche mentale Lexikon getroffen. Es wurde nicht untersucht, 
ob die in den Versuchen angegebenen Assoziationen auch ein besseres (komplexeres) Fach-
wissen voraussetzen bzw. indizieren. Die über die Fachsprache getroffenen Aussagen können 
jedoch auch für das Fachwissen zutreffend sein – diesen Zusammenhang gilt es aber noch zu 
erforschen. 

3 Das mentale Lexikon

Um Aufschluss über die kognitive Repräsentation von Fachsprachen zu erhalten, werden die 
Ergebnisse zweier Wortassoziationsexperimente ausgewertet, bei denen die fachsprachliche 
Organisation des mentalen Lexikons untersucht wurde. 

Das mentale Lexikon ist der „‚Speicher‘ der Wörter im Geist” (Dittmann 2002: 285): All 
die Wörter und Wortformen, die zum Verstehen oder zur Produktion von sprachlichen Äu-
ßerungen benötigt werden, bilden zusammen das mentale Lexikon. Nach Höhle speichert das 
mentale Lexikon nicht nur die Wörter selbst, sondern auch das Wissen über die Verwendung 
der Wörter: So ist das mentale Lexikon definiert als „das Wissen eines Sprechers über die 
Wörter seiner Sprache, d. h. all das Wissen, das ein Sprecher für die Verwendung von Wörtern 
in den verschiedenen Sprachmodalitäten benötigt” (Höhle 2010: 13). Dieses „geistige Wörter-
buch” (Miller 1995: 48) unterscheidet sich in seiner Organisation und in seiner Verknüpfungs-
struktur von gedruckten Wörterbüchern (ebd.). Der Begriff Lexikon ist daher unzutreffend, 
weil er etwas Passives evoziert. Vielmehr kann man sich das mentale Lexikon aber als ein sich 
veränderndes, dynamisches System vorstellen (vgl. Aitchison 2012: 208). Jarema und Libben 
(2007: 2 ff.) weisen darauf hin, dass das mentale Lexikon vielleicht nur eine Metapher ist, die 
nicht definiert werden sollte, da jede Definition irreführend sein könnte. Über die genaue Art 
der im mentalen Lexikon gespeicherten Informationen wird diskutiert (vgl. u. a. Bonin 2004, 
Dittmann 2002, Jarvis 2009, Lang 1994, Levelt 1989). Es besteht keine einheitliche Theorie, 
ob dort Wörter, Begriffe oder lexikalisierte Begriffe gespeichert werden, bzw. auch die Frage 
ist nicht geklärt, welche Informationen (grammatisch, phonologisch, orthographisch, seman-
tisch, syntaktisch usw.) in den einzelnen Einträgen des Lexikons gespeichert sind. Im Beitrag 
wird auf diese Fragen bewusst nicht eingegangen: Für die Zielsetzung der Publikation ist die 
Art der gespeicherten Information (vorerst) nicht relevant, da mit der Methode der Wortas-
soziationen nur die schon lexikalisierten (geschriebenen oder gesagten) Inhalte des mentalen 
Lexikons untersucht werden können. 

Es wird jedoch angenommen, dass die Einträge des mentalen Lexikons nicht voneinan-
der unabhängig gespeichert werden, sondern mittels netzwerkartiger Strukturen miteinan-
der verbunden sind. Die Annahme netzwerkartiger Strukturen im Gedächtnis geht auf Quil-
lian (1968) zurück. Aitchison (1987) zum Beispiel beschreibt das mentale Lexikon als eine 
Netzwerkstruktur mit Knoten und Verbindungen (vgl. auch u. a. Kovács 2010, Spitzer 1996). 
Die Netzwerkstruktur des mentalen Lexikons ist komplex: Es besteht aus zahlreichen Sub-
systemen bzw. Subnetzwerken, wie z. B. einem semantischen Netzwerk, einem phonetischen 
Netzwerk bzw. Netzwerken der einzelnen Fachsprachen usw. (vgl. u. a. Aitchison 1987, 2012, 
Collins/Loftus 1975, Dittmann 2002, Kovács 2011). Diese Netzwerke überlappen sich teilweise 
und verfügen über zentrale und weniger zentrale Knoten: Es gibt dichter verknüpfte Domänen 
im mentalen Lexikon, in denen die Knoten miteinander stärker vernetzt sind, und andere Re-
gionen mit vergleichsweise wenigen Verbindungen. Diese Vernetzung hängt mit dem Aufbau 
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der Sprache als System (z. B. Grammatik), aber auch mit unserer Erfahrung und unserem bio-
grafischen Welt- und Fachwissen zusammen. 

3.1 Assoziationsmethoden

Assoziationsmethoden wurden schon im Altertum zur Erforschung des mentalen Lexikons 
eingesetzt. Einen neuen Aufschwung erlebte diese Methode dann bei britischen Philosophen 
wie Locke und Hume, Ende des 19. Jahrhunderts in der Psychologie (Galton, Freud, Jung)  
und anschließend mit der Entstehung der Psycholinguistik im 20. Jh. (vgl. Cramer 1968,  
Miller 1995: 182 ff., Spitzer 1996: 234 ff.). In der letzten Zeit ist wieder eine gewisse Dynamik  
in der Forschung zu spüren, da durch neue technische Mittel größere Datenmengen automa-
tisch gesammelt und ausgewertet werden können (vgl. De Deyne/Storms 2008, Gravino et al. 
2012). 

Allgemein werden bei Wortassoziationsexperimenten Versuchspersonen Reizwörter (Sti-
muli) präsentiert, auf die hin sie das erste Wort nennen bzw. hinschreiben sollen, das ihnen 
einfällt. Es gibt verschiedene Arten von Wortassoziationsexperimenten, u. a. abhängig von:

•	 der Form des Stimulus (in Wort oder in Schrift), 
•	 der Form der Antwort (in Wort oder in Schrift), 
•	 der erlaubten Antwortzahl (nur eine oder mehrere Antworten erlaubt), und 
•	 Restriktionen, die die Art der Antworten eingrenzen (z. B. nur Antonyme oder Syno-

nyme sind erlaubt oder nur eine bestimmte Wortart) (vgl. Cramer 1968: 11 ff.).

Durch die gesammelten Assoziationen können Assoziationsnormen – d. h. die häufigsten Ant-
worten auf einen bestimmten Stimulus – erstellt werden. Anhand der Zahl und der Distribu-
tion der häufigen und weniger häufigen Antworten können Rückschlüsse über die mentale 
Organisation der Sprache gezogen und Empfehlungen für die Praxis (z. B. im Fremdsprachen-
unterricht) formuliert werden. Mit Wortassoziationsuntersuchungen können verschiedene 
Aspekte der Sprache bzw. des Sprachgebrauchs untersucht werden. Unterschiede zeigen sich 
in den Assoziationen bzw. Assoziationsstrukturen u. a. bezüglich Lebensalter, Gender, Kultur-
zugehörigkeit und Fremdsprachenkenntnis (vgl. zur Methode u. a. Cramer 1968, Deese 1965, 
zur Praxis Meara 2009, Zareva 2007). 

Gegen Assoziationsuntersuchungen spricht, dass die Aufgabe, Assoziationen zu Stimu-
li anzugeben, eine Tätigkeit ist, die im normalen Sprachgebrauch nur selten vorkommt (vgl. 
Aitchison 2012). Bei Assoziationsexperimenten wird zwar das Wort hervorgerufen, das vom 
Stimulus aktiviert wurde, bei anderen Experimenten zum mentalen Lexikon (z. B. passiven 
Untersuchungen: Das Vorhandensein einer Verbindung zwischen vorgegebenen Wörtern soll 
verifiziert werden) zeigen aber die hervorgerufenen Strukturen und Verbindungen andere 
Charakteristika als bei herkömmlichen Assoziationsexperimenten (vgl. Aitchison 2012 bzw. 
Wilks et al. 2005). 

Obwohl wegen der unterschiedlichen Resultate verschiedener Untersuchungsverfahren 
auch die Methodologie der Assoziationsuntersuchungen in Frage gestellt werden kann (Wilks 
et al. 2005: 371), ist die Assoziationsmethode bis heute allgemein akzeptiert, um mentale 
Strukturen zu untersuchen. 
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3.2 Anwendung von Ergebnissen der Assoziationsforschung

Ergebnisse der Assoziationsuntersuchungen finden u. a. in der Forschung zum Zweitspra-
chenerwerb ihre Anwendung und tragen hier beispielsweise zu einem besseren Verstehen des 
Sprachlernprozesses und zu methodologischen Überlegungen im Fremdsprachunterricht bei. 
Um nur einige Ergebnisse zu nennen: Paradigmatische Assoziationen sind bei profunderen 
Sprachkenntnissen häufiger (Södermann 1993); bei Anfängern sind in einer Fremdsprache 
weniger Assoziationsverbindungen zwischen den Wörtern vorhanden als bei fortgeschritte-
nen Sprachlernern oder Muttersprachlern (Zareva 2007); Assoziationen von Sprachlernern 
unterliegen einem ständigen Wechsel, bei Muttersprachlern sind sie jedoch stabil (Meara 
2009); Muttersprachler geben als Assoziationen viel mehr Kollokationen und Synonyme an als 
Sprachlerner (Fitzpatrick 2006). 

Trotz der Assoziationsuntersuchungen in der Mutter- und Zweitsprache wurden die 
Fachsprachen nur wenig in die Forschungen eingebunden. Johnson (1964) hat zwar bei Phy-
sikstudentinnen anhand von Assoziationen zu 18 Begriffen aus dem Gebiet der Physik gezeigt, 
dass das Studium eines Faches die Wortassoziationen beeinflusst: Studierende geben mehr 
fachrelevante Assoziationen an als Personen mit abgeschlossenem Studium, die wiederum 
mehr Assoziationen angeben als die Personen, die ihr Studium planen, bzw. die, die kein Phy-
sikstudium vorhaben. Seine Untersuchungen wurden jedoch später nicht auf anderen Fachge-
bieten wiederholt. 

Eine den Assoziationsuntersuchungen ähnliche Methode ist das concept mapping, das 
zur Visualisierung des Fachwissens eingesetzt wird. Mit seiner Hilfe kann das Wissen der Ex-
perten visuell dargestellt werden (vgl. Hoffman/Lintern 2006: 211 ff.). Obwohl das Verfahren 
für die Veranschaulichung des Fachwissens verwendet wird, sind die Ähnlichkeiten mit den 
Assoziationsuntersuchungen naheliegend. Beide Methoden versuchen mentale Strukturen als 
Verknüpfungen abzubilden, lediglich die untersuchten Ebenen sind verschieden: Beim concept 
mapping werden in erster Linie die Beziehungen innerhalb des Fachwissens, bei Assoziationen 
diejenigen innerhalb der Fachsprache analysiert.

Die Methode der Wortassoziationsforschung kann also zur besseren Beschreibung des 
mentalen Lexikons beitragen, sie wurde bisher jedoch kaum in der Fachsprachenforschung 
verwendet. Im Folgenden sollen Wortassoziationsexperimente zur Erforschung des fach-
sprachlichen mentalen Lexikons eingesetzt werden. Es wird jedoch darauf verwiesen, dass 
weitere Untersuchungen in anderen Sprachen und Fachsprachen nötig sind, um über die men-
tale Repräsentation der Fachsprachen einschlägige Aussagen treffen zu können.

4 Kognitive Organisation und Fachsprachen

Fachsprachen können vertikal in mehrere Schichten geteilt werden, die mit dem Fachlich-
keitsgrad innerhalb der Fachsprache zusammenhängen. Die Zuordnung zu einzelnen Schich-
ten erfolgt aber nach verschiedenen Kriterien – selbst die Zahl der in den Fachsprachen vor-
handenen vertikalen Schichten differiert von Autor zu Autor (vgl. Wichter 1994: 9 ff.). Das ist 
auch auf die zur Schichtung vorgenommenen Kriterien zurückzuführen. Früher wurde die 
vertikale Schichtung meistens anhand des Fachwortschatzes vorgenommen (vgl. Fluck 1976: 
17 ff.), spätestens seit Hoffmann (1985) werden die Schichten jedoch durch komplexere Kri-
terien definiert. So unterschied z. B. Ischreyt (1965: 43 ff.) drei Schichten: die wissenschaft-
liche Fachsprache, die Werkstattsprache und die Verkäufersprache. Hoffmann (1985: 64 ff.) 



- 29 -

Fachsprache  1–2 / 2015	 Die Repräsentation von Fachsprache im mentalen Lexikon	 Articles / Aufsätze

beschreibt im Gegensatz zu Ischreyt fünf Schichten der Fachsprachen: Diese unterscheiden 
sich in erster Linie durch ihre verschiedenen Abstraktionsgrade, aber auch Kriterien wie äu-
ßere Sprachform, Milieu und Kommunikationsträger werden in die Charakterisierung mitein-
bezogen. Die von ihm unterschiedenen vertikalen Schichten einer Fachsprache sind folgende 
(Hoffmann 1985: 70):

A) Sprache der theoretischen Grundlagenwissenschaften
B) Sprache der experimentellen Wissenschaften
C) Sprache der angewandten Wissenschaften und der Technik
D) Sprache der materiellen Produktion
E) Sprache der Konsumtion.

Der Abstraktionsgrad A ist der höchste Abstraktionsgrad einer Fachsprache, der nur von ei-
nem Bruchteil der Fachkundigen – meistens von Wissenschaftlern – beherrscht wird. Der 
Abstraktionsgrad E kann hingegen jedem, sogar einem Laien zugänglich sein.

Es ist anzunehmen, dass diese Schichten der Fachsprachen auch im mentalen Lexikon 
des fachsprachlichen Sprechers abgebildet sind, d. h. mit zunehmendem Expertenstatus sind 
immer neue Schichten für den Sprecher zugänglich. Wie Wichter (1994) zeigt, ist eine solche 
vertikale Schichtung des fachsprachlichen mentalen Lexikons auch empirisch nachweisbar. 
Das deutet darauf hin, dass die einzelnen Schichten in der mentalen Organisationsstruktur 
der fachsprachlichen Information über spezifische Charakteristika verfügen müssen, die dem 
entsprechenden Abstraktionsgrad zuzuordnen sind. Dies muss logischerweise einerseits das 
Beherrschen der fachsprachlichen Ausdrücke und der Termini bedeuten – diese Vorausset-
zung ist aber wahrscheinlich nicht genug. Auch eine entsprechende Strukturierung der erlern-
ten fachsprachlichen Mittel ist nötig, um effektiv kommunizieren zu können. Das neu erlernte 
Element oder der neu angeeignete Wissensbestand muss in das schon vorhandene (sprachli-
che) Wissen integriert werden.

Abstraktionsgrade und vertikale Schichtungen sind nicht die einzigen vorstellbaren Orga-
nisationsprinzipien des fachsprachlichen mentalen Lexikons. Schmidt (2001: 98) geht anhand 
der ursprünglich von Lakoff und Johnson (1980) erarbeiteten Metapherntheorie davon aus, 
dass statt des Abstraktionsgrades die fachbezogenen kognitiven Modelle die Fachkommuni-
kation beeinflussen und steuern. Diese Vorstellung ist aber keineswegs unvereinbar mit den 
Abstraktionsgraden. Wahrscheinlicher ist es, dass die mentale Organisation der Fachsprache 
vielschichtiger und deutlich komplexer ist als bisher angenommen. Es liegen auch keine Be-
weise vor, dass die Organisation des fachsprachlichen mentalen Lexikons nur einer einzigen 
Struktur bzw. nur einem Ordnungsprinzip folgen soll. Im Gegenteil, es spielen bei seinem 
Aufbau wahrscheinlich zugleich mehrere, miteinander verknüpfte Organisationsstrukturen 
eine Rolle, von denen immer die für die jeweilige Aufgabe bzw. Situation relevanteste Struktur 
aktiviert wird. Die Organisation der Fachsprache ist also nicht statisch, sondern verändert sich 
dynamisch.

Diese Annahme eines dynamischen Organisationssystems scheint auch Eigenarten der 
Kategorisierung zu untermauern: Barsalou (1983) zeigt, dass je nach Bedarf und Ziel Objekte 
in neue Kategorien eingeordnet werden können. Die Kategoriebildung ist also nicht fest, es 
können je nach Wunsch neue Kategorien erschaffen bzw. schon existierende umstrukturiert 
werden. Barsalou (2010: 87) nimmt sogar an, dass die Fähigkeit, ad hoc bzw. für das Erreichen 
des jeweiligen Ziels nötige Kategorien zu bilden, mit dem Expertenstatus zusammenhängen 
könnte. Risku betont mit Blick auf Übersetzungskompetenz und translatorische Tätigkeit 
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zudem die „Flexibilität und Kontextsensitivität“ (Risku 1997: 173) der kognitiven Wissens-
struktur: Das Wissen sei nicht statisch, sondern dynamisch. Es handele sich dabei um „er-
fahrungsabhängige, bedingt stabile Neuronenaktivierungsmuster, die je nach aktuellem Ge-
samtzustand (d. h. je nach Problemdefinition, je nach Situationsauffassung) aktiviert werden“ 
(Risku 1997: 173).

Ausgehend von der Netzwerkanalogie des mentalen Lexikons können wir also annehmen, 
dass das sprachliche Wissen in netzwerkartigen Strukturen gespeichert ist und diese Struk-
turen (zum Beispiel fachsprachliche Subnetzwerke) je nach Bedarf von Sprechern aktiviert 
werden können.

Im Folgenden wird der Versuch unternommen, anhand empirischer Daten Aussagen über 
die kognitive Struktur solcher fachsprachlichen Subnetzwerke des mentalen Lexikons zu tref-
fen. 

5 Fachsprachen im mentalen Lexikon

Zur kognitiven Repräsentation der Fachsprachen werden die Ergebnisse von zwei Wortas-
soziationsexperimenten diskutiert, bei denen die fachsprachliche Organisation des mentalen 
Lexikons untersucht wurde.

5.1 Die untersuchten Fachsprachen

Die zwei Experimente beziehen sich auf zwei verschiedene Fachsprachen: die der Wirtschaft 
und die des Sports. Diese Fachsprachen sind nicht einheitlich, beide haben Subfachsprachen. 
Laut Wenghoffer (1998: 27) hat jede Sportart ihre eigene Subsprache, und die Komplexität und 
die Subsprachen der Wirtschaftssprache sind Gegenstand zahlreicher Publikationen (vgl. für 
eine Übersicht Hundt 1998). In der Analyse wird auf diese Subfachsprachen – bei Hoffmann 
(1998: 191) auch subdisziplinäre Fachsprachen – nicht näher eingegangen, da die Stimulus-
wörter bei beiden Untersuchungen nicht einer einzigen Subfachsprache der jeweiligen Fach-
sprache zugeordnet bzw. die Versuchpersonen nicht als nur eine Subfachsprache sprechend 
eingeordnet werden können. 

5.2 Experimentaufbau und Ergebnisse

In den zwei Experimenten wurden den Versuchspersonen (Vpnn) schriftlich verschiedene 
fachsprachliche Stimuli präsentiert. Zu jedem Stimulus sollten sie spontan das erste Wort hin-
schreiben, das ihnen einfiel. Die Stimuluswörter waren bei beiden Experimenten ungarisch, da 
die Vpnn ungarische Muttersprachler waren.

Die Auswahl von Stimuli ist ein langer Prozess: Oft ist es im Nachhinein auch nicht nach-
zuvollziehen, nach welchen Kriterien die Stimulusauswahl erfolgte, weil (gerade bei längeren 
Experimenten) Stimuli benutzt werden, die sich erst anhand der angegebenen Assoziationen 
oder der jeweiligen Forschungsfrage als interessant erwiesen (vgl. Nelson et al. 1998). Oft wer-
den auch Stimuli gewählt, zu denen schon Assoziationen vorliegen, um eine longitudinale 
Analyse zu ermöglichen (z. B. die Kent-Rosanoff-Normen, vgl. Cramer 1968, Postman/Keppel 
1970). 

Die Auswahl der Stimuli in den zwei Experimenten erfolgte aufeinander abgestimmt. Zur 
Untersuchung der Wirtschaftssprache wurden Wörter ausgewählt, die sowohl in Fachwör-
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terbüchern als auch in allgemeinen Wörterbüchern vorzufinden sind. Aus einer vorüberge-
henden Liste von 100 möglichen Wirtschaftsfachwörtern wurden 20 ausgewählt – auch mit 
Berücksichtigung der weiteren geplanten Untersuchungsmöglichkeiten. Die weiteren nicht 
wirtschaftsfachsprachlichen Stimuli des Experiments wurden anhand von früheren unga-
rischsprachigen (Lengyel 2008, Datenaufnahme 2004–2006) und englischsprachigen (Nelson 
et al. 1998) Assoziationsuntersuchungen ausgewählt. So ist es später möglich, eine Vergleichs-
analyse zu früheren ungarisch- bzw. englischsprachigen Daten durchzuführen. 

Im Experiment zur Sportfachsprache wurden die Stimuli aus dem Fachwortschatz ver-
schiedener Sportarten ausgewählt. Bei der Auswahl wurde zum einen darauf geachtet, dass 
ein möglichst breites Spektrum der Sportarten abgedeckt wird (olympische Sportarten, Win-
tersportarten, fernöstliche Sportarten), und zum anderen, dass Stimuli ausgesucht werden, die 
ein profunderes Wissen zum Sport voraussetzen. Schließlich sollten die Sportarten in Ungarn 
bekannt sein. Zu den Stimuli gehören neben klassischen Appellativen auch Personennamen 
(Sportler) und Kurzformen der Sportfachsprache. 

Bei beiden Experimenten wurden die zum jeweiligen Stimulus angegebenen Antworten 
(Assoziationen) daraufhin untersucht, ob sie als zur Fachsprache des Sports bzw. der Wirt-
schaft gehörend eingestuft werden konnten. Die Einteilung „zur Fachsprache gehörend“ und 
„nicht zur Fachsprache gehörend“ kann dabei nicht quasi-automatisch und nach exakten Kri-
terien erfolgen, denn sowohl die Fachsprachen als auch die Gemeinsprache unterliegen stän-
digen Veränderungen: „Zwischen beiden findet ein ständiger Austausch statt, so daß keine 
scharfe Grenze gezogen werden kann.“ (Fraas 1998: 428) Die Einteilung muss daher auf Basis 
einer qualitativen Einstufung vorgenommen werden (vgl. Cramer 1968). Für die Einstufung 
und Verifikation der Einstufung „zur Fachsprache gehörend“ oder „nicht zur Fachsprache ge-
hörend“ existieren grundsätzlich drei Möglichkeiten:
(1)	 Ein Fachwörterbuch wird zur Einstufung benutzt – d. h. die Assoziationen, die im Wörter-

buch als Lemma existieren, werden als zur Fachsprache gehörend eingestuft. Die Proble-
me beginnen jedoch bereits mit der Auswahl des Wörterbuchs: Fachwörterbücher können 
einige hundert, aber auch mehrere tausend Wörter enthalten – die Auswahl des Wör-
terbuchs beeinflusst also bereits die Einstufung und die Ergebnisse. Ein zweites Problem 
ist darin zu sehen, dass bei der Einstufung der Antworten bei jedem Stimulus-Antwort-
Paar gesondert entschieden werden muss, ob die Antwort in der jeweiligen Beziehung als 
zur Fachsprache gehörend eingestuft werden kann. Die Wörter Automat oder Geheimnis 
gehören nicht zur Wirtschaftsfachsprache – falls sie aber als Antworten auf den Stimu-
lus Bank kommen, so sind die Paare Bank-Automat und Bank-Geheimnis als Komposita 
Bankautomat bzw. Bankgeheimnis zur Wirtschaftssprache gehörend einzustufen. 

(2)	 Die Einstufung wird vom Versuchsleiter unternommen und von unabhängigen Fachleuten 
verifiziert.

(3)	 Als dritte Möglichkeit kann die Einstufung vom Versuchsleiter und gleichzeitig von den 
Vpnn unternommen werden.

Die Einstufung „zur Fachsprache gehörend“ bzw. „nicht zur Fachsprache gehörend“ wurde 
beim Experiment zur Wirtschaftssprache immer vom Versuchsleiter unternommen, und dann 
– vom Versuchsleiter unabhängig – von mindestens zwei Experten verifiziert. Beim Experi-
ment zur Sportfachsprache erfolgte die Einstufung durch die Versuchsleiterin und wurde von 
einem Experten verifiziert. 

In der Untersuchung zur Wirtschaftssprache wurde von den 20 Wörtern ein Wort (Euro) 
nicht in die Analyse einbezogen. Der Grund: Bei der Einstufung der Antworten auf diesen 
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Stimulus gingen die Meinungen der Experten auseinander: Entweder sollten als Antworten 
alle Währungen (Dollar, Forint), Abkürzungen (EUR) und selbst das Wort Währung als fach-
sprachlich eingestuft werden, oder aber keine von diesen Antworten sei als zur Fachsprache 
gehörend einzustufen. Beim ersten Fall (Antworten gehören zur Fachsprache) hätte der Anteil 
der zur Fachsprache gehörenden Assoziationen zum Wort Euro 30 %, beim zweiten Fall (Ant-
worten nicht zur Fachsprache gehörend) 6,2 % betragen. Da beide Einstufungen sinnvoll sind 
und keine Einigung erzielt werden konnte, wurde dieser Stimulus aus den weiteren Analysen 
ausgeschlossen.

5.3 Experiment: Wirtschaftsfachsprache

5.3.1 Die Webseite ConnectYourMind

Im Experiment zur Wirtschaftssprache wurde zur Datenaufnahme und Datenabfrage die ei-
gens für das Sammeln von Wortassoziationsdaten konfigurierte Webseite ConnectYourMind 
(www.connectyourmind.com) verwendet (vgl. Kovács 2011). Auf der Webseite werden freiwil-
lige Vpnn dazu motiviert, zu den auf der Webseite präsentierten Stimuli Assoziationen anzu-
geben. In einer Datenbank werden dann die für den jeweiligen Stimulus abgegebenen Asso-
ziationen und die angegebenen personenbezogenen Daten der Vpnn – wie Geschlecht, Alter, 
Ausbildung, Muttersprache – gespeichert. Bei der Datenabfrage können anhand dieser Daten 
die Assoziationen gezielt abgefragt werden, z. B. die Assoziationen für den Stimulus Geld bei 
Frauen mit Wirtschaftsausbildung in der Altersgruppe 25–35 Jahre. Die Assoziationsdaten-
bank enthält ca. 21.000 Stimuli und 160.000 Assoziationen (Stand: April 2013) in ungarischer 
Sprache und einige hundert Stimuli und einige tausend Assoziationen auf Deutsch und auf 
Englisch. Die Seite ist seit 2008 online und sammelt seitdem kontinuierlich Assoziationen. 

Die Webseite präsentiert die Stimuli in zwei Listen: Zuerst werden jeder Vpn dieselben 
Wörter in einer fixen Reihenfolge präsentiert, um die Assoziationsstrukturen miteinander ver-
gleichen zu können. Anschließend erscheinen in zufälliger Reihenfolge die von anderen Vpnn 
abgegebenen Assoziationen als Stimuli – so wird gewährleistet, dass sich die Zahl der Stimu-
li ständig erweitert und dass ein dichtes, mit entsprechenden Programmen aufbauspezifisch 
analysierbares Assoziationsnetz entsteht (detailliert siehe Kovács 2011). 

Die im Weiteren zu untersuchenden Stimuli aus der Wirtschaftssprache sind Teil der 
oben beschriebenen ersten Liste (fixe Liste). Zuerst wurden die zu untersuchenden Stimuli 
der Wirtschaftssprache ausgewählt, dann wurde die Liste mit ausgewählten nicht-wirtschafts-
fachsprachlichen Wörtern auf insgesamt 100 Stimuli ergänzt (vgl. 5.2). Die Reihenfolge der 
Stimuli wurde randomisiert. Die zusätzlichen Stimuli waren nötig, um einerseits gegen Pri-
ming-Effekte zu wirken und um andererseits eine möglichst große und umfassende Assoziati-
onsdatenbank zu erstellen, wozu mehrere, nicht nur aus einem einzigen Fachgebiet stammen-
de Stimuli nötig waren. 

Da das mit Internet-Benutzern durchgeführte Experiment als neue Methode in der Lin-
guistik bzw. in der Erforschung des mentalen Lexikons anzusehen ist, muss auch die Verläss-
lichkeit der gesammelten Daten diskutiert werden. Abhilfe können dabei andere Disziplinen 
schaffen, bei denen häufig Internet-Benutzer als Vpnn fungieren: Im Allgemeinen werden in 
der Psychologie und in der Ökonomie von Internet-Besuchern gesammelte Daten als verläss-
lich eingestuft (vgl. detailliert Braunsberger et al. 2007, Reips 2000, 2002, Roster et al. 2004). 
Zur Überprüfung der Verlässlichkeit der gesammelten Daten wurde in diesem Fall ein Kont-
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rollversuch mit 10 Personen und 100 Stimuli durchgeführt. Die angegebenen Assoziationen 
zeigten eine ähnliche Distribution wie die von Internet-Besuchern gewonnenen Daten. Auf-
grund der Erfahrung anderer Disziplinen und angesichts der Ergebnisse des Kontrollversuchs 
sind die gesammelten Daten als verlässlich einzustufen.

5.3.2 Ergebnisse der Untersuchungen zur Wirtschaftssprache

Die Assoziationen, die im Beitrag analysiert werden, wurden 2008, also vor der Wirtschafts-
krise gesammelt. Die Datenbank enthielt zu jenem Zeitpunkt ca. 14.000 Stimuli und ca. 80.000 
Assoziationen. 

Auf eine Analyse der nach 2008 angegebenen Assoziationen wird bewusst vorerst ver-
zichtet, da die Auswirkungen der Wirtschaftskrise bzw. das sich ständig verändernde Wirt-
schaftsumfeld in Ungarn die kognitive Repräsentation der Wirtschaftssprache in spezifischer 
Weise beeinflussen bzw. beeinflusst haben könnten. Diese Beeinflussungen müssen gesondert 
erforscht werden – Untersuchungen der Auswirkungen der Wirtschaftskrise auf die mentale 
Organisation der Wirtschaftsfachsprache sind geplant. 

Die wirtschaftssprachlichen Stimuli sind in drei Gruppen einzuteilen:
•	 Wörter aus der Gemeinsprache, die mit der Wirtschaft verbunden werden können, 

obwohl sie nicht zur Wirtschaftsfachsprache gehören (im Weiteren „GS“; billig, reich, 
Sicherheit, teuer); 

•	 Wörter, die sowohl in der Wirtschaft als auch in der Gemeinsprache verwendet wer-
den (im Weiteren „WG“; Bank, Bankkarte, Kredit, Lohn, Preis, Steuer, Werbung, Wirt-
schaft); und 

•	 Wörter, die Fachwörter der Wirtschaft sind, obwohl sie auch in der Alltagsprache be-
nutzt werden (im Weiteren „W“; Börse, Handel, Manager, Marketing, Mehrwertsteuer, 
Unternehmen, Zoll).

In der Untersuchung zur Wirtschaftssprache sind die Vpnn in drei Gruppen geteilt worden:
•	 Vppn ohne Wirtschaftsausbildung (im Weiteren „Laien“, 490 Personen; 460–490 As-

soziationen),
•	 Vpnn mit Wirtschaftsfachausbildung als Berufslehre (im Weiteren „WB“, 38 Perso-

nen; 35–38 Assoziationen),
•	 Vpnn mit Wirtschaftsfachausbildung als Diplomausbildung (im Weiteren „WD“, 65 

Personen; 60–65 Assoziationen).

Die jeweils erstgenannten Zahlen sind die maximalen Zahlen der Vpnn in der jeweiligen 
Gruppe, die zu einem der Stimuli Assoziationen angegeben haben, die zweite Zahlspanne in 
Klammern repräsentiert die tatsächliche Anzahl der Antworten, die je nach Stimulus variieren 
kann. Die unterschiedliche Größe der oben genannten Gruppen bzw. die abweichende Zahl 
der Antwortgebenden pro Stimulus ist mit der Eigenart der im Internet durchgeführten Da-
tenaufnahmen zu erklären. Da die an der Untersuchung teilnehmenden Personen Freiwillige 
waren (bzw. sind) und auf der Webseite die Registrierung frei und für jeden offen war, kann 
nicht gewährleistet werden, dass bestimmte Gruppen (hier: nach Ausbildungsrichtung und 
-stufe) in je gleicher Anzahl repräsentiert sind. 

Die Ergebnisse zeigen, dass die Zahl der fachsprachlichen Assoziationen mit der abge-
schlossenen Wirtschaftsausbildung korreliert: Personen mit Wirtschaftsausbildung (WB oder 
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WD) gaben für die Fachwörter der Wirtschaft (W) bzw. für die Wörter, die sowohl in der Wirt-
schaft als auch in der Gemeinsprache verwendet werden (WG), mehr Assoziationen aus der 
Fachsprache an als die Vpnn ohne Wirtschaftsausbildung. Den deutlichsten Unterschied gab 
es beim Wort Mehrwertsteuer, er betrug mehr als 40 %. Bei einigen Fachwörtern (Handel, Ma-
nager, Marketing) konnten keine großen Abweichungen festgestellt werden. Die Unterschiede 
zwischen Fachleuten und Laien sind bei den Stimuli aus der Gemeinsprache (GS) dagegen 
nicht signifikant (siehe Tabelle 1). 

Tab. 1: Unterschiede bei den fachsprachlichen Assoziationen der Laien, der Vpnn mit Wirt-
schaftsfachausbildung als Berufslehre (WB) und bei Vpnn mit Wirtschaftsfachausbildung als 
Diplomausbildung (WD)

Anteil der 
wirtschafts-

fachsprachlichen 
Assoziationen

Anteil der 
wirtschafts-

fachsprachlichen 
Assoziationen

Stimulus WB Laien Abwei-
chung Stimulus WD Laien Abwei-

chung
Mehrwert-
steuer 61,11 % 21,04 % 40,07 % Mehrwert-

steuer 61,11 % 21,04 % 40,07 %

Wirtschaft 25,00 % 0,64 % 24,36 % Unterneh-
men 47,54 % 16,11 % 31,43 %

Unterneh-
men 37,84 % 16,11 % 21,73 % Preis 33,93 % 9,01 % 24,92 %

Preis 30,56 % 9,01 % 21,55 % Börse 53,96 % 33,00 % 20,96 %
Zoll 27,03 % 12,67 % 14,36 % Wirtschaft 21,43 % 0,64 % 20,79 %
Werbung 13,51 % 0,20 % 13,31 % Zoll 28,07 % 12,67 % 15,40 %
Bank 43,24 % 30,26 % 12,98 % Kredit 31,25 % 16,91 % 14,34 %
Börse 43,24 % 33,00 % 10,24 % Werbung 13,11 % 0,20 % 12,91 %
Steuer 24,32 % 16,39 % 7,93 % Steuer 28,81 % 16,39 % 12,42 %
Kredit 24,30 % 16,91 % 7,39 % Handel 37,50 % 28,99 % 8,51 %
Manager 13,51 % 6,55 % 6,96 % billig 6,48 % 3,37 % 3,11 %
teuer 5,56 % 1,21 % 4,35 % Sicherheit 3,17 % 0,20 % 2,97 %
Handel 33,33 % 28,99 % 4,34 % Manager 8,51 % 6,55 % 1,96 %
billig 5,41 % 3,37 % 2,04 % teuer 1,67 % 1,21 % 0,46 %
Bankkarte 16,22 % 15,15 % 1,07 % Bank 30,65 % 30,26 % 0,39 %
Marketing 24,32 % 23,30 % 1,02 % Marketing 23,26 % 23,30 % -0,04 %
Sicherheit 0 % 0,20 % -0,20 % Bankkarte 14,29 % 15,15 % -0,86 %
Lohn 2,70 % 3,02 % -0,32 % reich 1,69 % 2,77 % -1,08 %
reich 0 % 2,77 % -2,77 % Lohn 1,75 % 3,02 % -1,27 %
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Eine Korrelation zwischen Grad der Fachausbildung (Berufslehre oder Diplomausbildung) 
und den fachsprachlichen Assoziationen konnte dagegen nicht festgestellt werden. Es gab 
zwar eine minimale Abweichung in der Zahl der fachsprachlichen Assoziationen zugunsten 
der Akademiker, die Abweichung war jedoch nicht signifikant. Dieses Ergebnis hängt wahr-
scheinlich damit zusammen, dass vom Kontinuum – gemeinsprachliche Wörter/zugleich ge-
mein- und fachsprachliche Wörter/allgemeine Wörter der Fachsprache/spezielle Fachwörter 
(Termini) – vorwiegend der erste Teil des Kontinuums untersucht wurde. Lediglich der Stimu-
lus Mehrwertsteuer kann als spezielles Fachwort betrachtet werden, obwohl das Wort auch in 
der Gemeinsprache Verwendung findet. 

Sollte man die Hoffmann’schen Abstraktionsgrade auch auf den Wortschatz der Wirt-
schaft anwenden (vgl. äußere Sprachform bei Hoffmann 1985: 65), würden die untersuchten 
Wörter dem oben genannten Abstraktionsgrad E (Wörter G) bzw. Abstraktionsgrad D (Wör-
ter WG und W) angehören. Wörter des Abstraktionsgrades E aktivierten sowohl bei Laien 
als auch bei Experten Assoziationen zur Gemeinsprache. Wörter des Abstraktionsgrades D 
hingegen aktivierten Verknüpfungen sowohl zur Gemeinsprache als auch zur Fachsprache. 
Bei Vpnn mit Wirtschaftsausbildung sind diese Verbindungen innerhalb der Fachsprache aus-
geprägter: Experten aktivieren im Durchschnitt erwartungsgemäß mehr fachsprachliche As-
soziationen als Laien. 

5.4 Experiment: Sportfachsprache

Im Experiment zur Sportfachsprache (Osvald 2009) wurden von den Vpnn Assoziationen zu 
100 sportfachsprachlichen Stimuli gesammelt. Die Stimuli wurden den Vpnn gedruckt präsen-
tiert, die Antworten gaben die Vpnn schriftlich an. Die Auswertung erfolgte in Excel-Tabellen. 
Die Vpnn waren eingeteilt in vier Gruppen mit jeweils 25 Personen:

•	 Erwachsene, die keine Sportler sind (Durchschnittsalter 45 Jahre; im Weiteren ENS 
– Erwachsene, nicht Sportler) (diese Personen besuchen keinen Sportverein regel-
mäßig, haben Sport nicht studiert und waren früher keine professionellen Sportler);

•	 junge Erwachsene, die keine Sportler sind (Durchschnittsalter 26 Jahre; im Weiteren 
„JNS“ – junge Erwachsene, nicht Sportler);

•	 Erwachsene, die entweder Sportlehrer oder Trainer sind (Durchschnittsalter 41 Jahre; 
im Weiteren „ES“ – Erwachsene, Sportler);

•	 junge Erwachsene, die Sport studieren oder aktiv Sport treiben (Durchschnittsalter 25 
Jahre; im Weiteren „JS“ – junge Erwachsene, Sportler).

Die Vpnn stammten aus dem Umfeld der Westungarischen Universität: Die Mehrheit der jün-
geren Vpnn waren Studierende, die älteren Vpnn standen im familiären oder Bekanntenver-
hältnis zu den Studierenden. Von den 100 Stimuli wurden lediglich 20 näher analysiert – eine 
Untersuchung aller Stimuli war mit den zur Verfügung stehenden Ressourcen nicht möglich. 
Bei der Analyse wurden die Stimuli randomisiert ausgewählt – es wurde jedoch darauf geach-
tet, dass ein breites Spektrum der Sportarten abgedeckt wurde. 

Die analysierten Stimuli waren in zwei Gruppen geteilt: die Fachausdrücke, die nur in der 
Fachsprache bzw. in spezifischen Subfachsprachen bekannt sind (Gefecht1, Rollwende, Tsuka-

1	 Gefecht beim Fechten. Im Ungarischen ist der entsprechende Terminus asszó ohne Bedeutung in der 
Gemeinsprache. Die ungarische Liste lautet: asszó, bukóforduló, cukahara, EPO, pást, repülőrajt, rittberger, 
tatami, Wimbledon, 7 méteres bzw. csavar, drukker, fáradtság, hazafutás, KO, óvni, táplálékkiegészítő, toro-
ny, verseny, zsákol.
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hara, EPO, Planche, fliegender Start, Rittberger, Tatami, Wimbledon, 7-m-Wurf), und die, die 
Teil der allgemeinen Sportsprache und teilweise sogar Teil der Gemeinsprache sind (Dreher, 
Fan, Müdigkeit, Home Run, KO, Einspruch einlegen, Nahrungsergänzungsmittel, Turm, Wett-
kampf, dunken). Diese Einteilung ist nicht zwangsläufig für jede Sprache bzw. Kultur zutref-
fend – sie wurde anhand der ungarischen Begriffe vorgenommen. 

Die Analyse der Assoziationen zeigte, dass bei den Fachausdrücken die Sportler (JS, 
ES) bei sechs Stimuli (Rollwende, Tsukahara, EPO, Planche, Tatami, 7-m-Wurf) mehr Asso- 
ziationen aus der Sportfachsprache nannten als die Nicht-Sportler (JNS, ENS); bei vier hin
gegen (Wimbledon, fliegender Start, Rittberger, Gefecht) konnten keine Unterschiede festge-
stellt werden. In der anderen Wortgruppe (allgemeine Sportsprache) konnten keine relevan-
ten Unterschiede zwischen den Assoziationen der Experten und denen der Laien aufgezeigt 
werden.

In diesem Experiment wurde von dem oben genannten Kontinuum (gemeinsprachliche 
Wörter/zugleich gemein- und fachsprachliche Wörter/allgemeine Wörter der Fachsprache/
spezielle Fachwörter [Termini]) vorwiegend der zweite Teil des Kontinuums untersucht. Sollte 
man die Hoffmann’schen Abstraktionsgrade auch hier anwenden, würden die untersuchten 
Wörter dem Abstraktionsgrad C bzw. Abstraktionsgrad D angehören. Bei der Kategorie D 
konnten zwischen Assoziationen der Experten und jenen der Laien keine Unterschiede fest-
gestellt werden, in der Kategorie C jedoch aktivierten in sechs von zehn Fällen Experten mehr 
fachsprachliche Assoziationen – in diesen Fällen kann angenommen werden, dass im fach-
sprachlichen Lexikon der Experten eine größere Anzahl an innerfachlichen Verknüpfungen 
existiert. 

Ein weiterer, unerwarteter Zusammenhang innerhalb der sportfachsprachlichen Unter-
suchung zeigte sich im Hinblick auf das Lebensalter der Vpnn in Korrelation zur ihren fach-
sprachlichen Assoziationen. Bei acht Stimuli (Gefecht, Tsukahara, Rollwende, Planche, fliegen-
der Start, Rittberger, Tatami, Wimbledon) gab es relevante Unterschiede (teilweise um 20 %) 
zwischen den fachsprachlichen Assoziationen der jüngeren (JS, JNS) und älteren (ES, ENS) 
Vpnn: Bei den älteren Vpnn haben diese Stimuli mehr fachsprachliche Assoziationen hervor-
gerufen. 

Die Analyse der Kategorie „keine Antwort“ (wenn die Vpnn auf den Stimulus keine As-
soziation angaben) scheint diese mit dem Lebensalter zusammenhängenden Unterschiede zu 
untermauern: Von den möglichen 10.000 Assoziationen (100 Personen x 100 Stimuli) gab es 
insgesamt 835 Fälle, in denen auf den fachsprachlichen Stimulus keinerlei Assoziation folg-
te. Die Distribution der Antwortkategorie „keine Antwort“ in den untersuchten Gruppen der 
Vpnn ist Folgende:

•	 in 344 Fällen „keine Antwort“ bei der Gruppe junge Erwachsene, nicht Sportler; 
•	 in 275 Fällen bei der Gruppe junge Erwachsene, Sportler; 
•	 in 137 Fällen bei der Gruppe Erwachsene, nicht Sportler; 
•	 in 79 Fällen bei der Gruppe Erwachsene, Sportler. 

Nicht nur der Expertenstatus, sondern auch das Lebensalter korreliert in diesem Fall also mit 
der Zahl der fachsprachlichen Assoziationen: Ältere Vpnn geben mehr fachsprachliche As-
soziationen an als jüngere. Das hängt wahrscheinlich mit der breiteren und längeren Lebens-
erfahrung der Vpnn zusammen. Ob diese bessere Kenntnis der Fachsprache auch mit einer 
tieferen Kenntnis des Faches selbst (also mit Fachwissen) zusammengeht, sei dahingestellt. 
Um die Zusammenhänge zwischen fachsprachlichem Wissen (wenigstens in Fachsprachen, 
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die auch Teil des Alltagslebens sind, wie z. B. Sport) und dem Lebensalter besser verstehen zu 
können, sind weitere Untersuchungen nötig.

5.5 Diskussion

Bei den oben beschriebenen zwei Untersuchungen wurden Wörter aus einem breiten Spek
trum des Fachwortschatzes als Stimuli benutzt – von den zugleich gemein- und fachsprach
lichen Wörtern bis zu den Fachtermini. Dabei wurde festgestellt, dass im mentalen Lexikon 
der Vpnn – vom Fachlichkeitsgrad abhängend – unterschiedliche Verbindungsstrukturen 
existieren: 

•	 Fachtermini sind im mentalen Lexikon häufiger mit anderen Fachwörtern verknüpft 
(die Verknüpfungen existieren in größerer Zahl innerhalb der Fachsprache); 

•	 Fachwörter, die sowohl zur Gemein- als auch zur Fachsprache gehören, sind dagegen 
gleichermaßen mit der Fachsprache und der Gemeinsprache verbunden (die Wörter 
sind also auch im mentalen Lexikon nicht sehr stark mit der Fachsprache verflochten); 

•	 der Aufbau des mentalen Lexikons hängt mit dem Expertenstatus zusammen: Ex-
perten verfügen über mehr Verknüpfungen innerhalb der Fachsprache als Laien. (Zu 
den Kontroversen bezüglich der Definition von Experte bzw. Expertenstatus vgl. die 
Überlegungen von Hoffman/Lintern 2006: 206 ff.) 

Diese Ergebnisse sind zwar nicht unerwartet (vgl. Wichter 1994), sie wurden jedoch bislang 
nicht durch Wortassoziationstests verifiziert und erweitert.

Ein unerwartetes Ergebnis ist, dass zwischen dem Aufbau des fachsprachlichen mentalen 
Lexikons (fachsprachliches Wissen) und dem Lebensalter Zusammenhänge existieren kön-
nen. Es kann damit erklärt werden, dass sich mit dem Alter unser biografisches, unser enzy
klopädisches und auch unser sprachliches Wissen erweitern. Dementsprechend können Infor-
mationen, die neu erworben werden, mit zunehmendem Alter über mehr optionale Knoten im 
mentalen Lexikon verknüpft werden. Dasselbe gilt für das fachsprachliche Wissen: je älter die 
Vpn, desto mehr Möglichkeiten bestehen, Wissenselemente innerhalb der Fachsprache bzw. 
mit dem „Gemeinwissen“ zu verbinden. 

Die Ergebnisse der sportfachsprachlichen Untersuchung können also damit erklärt wer-
den, dass die Erwachsenen anhand ihres Lebensalters mehr Erfahrungen mit Sport und Sport-
fachsprache gemacht haben als die jüngeren Vpnn (und sei es als Zuschauer von Fernsehüber-
tragungen der Olympischen Spiele). Bei diesen Gelegenheiten wurden ihr fachsprachliches 
mentales Lexikon sowie ggf. auch ihr Fachwissen und ihr fachsprachliches Wissen aktiviert, 
und die neuen Informationen (z. B. Fachausdrücke aus weniger bekannten Sportarten) wurden 
mit dem schon existierenden Wissen verknüpft – so entstand ein dichteres Netz mit mehr 
Knoten (Wörtern) innerhalb ihres (sport)fachsprachlichen mentalen Lexikons.

Die jeweilige Anzahl der fachsprachlichen Assoziationen bzw. die konkrete Ausgestaltung 
der Organisationsstruktur des fachsprachlichen mentalen Lexikons hängen also wahrschein-
lich von mehreren Variablen ab (vgl. dazu auch die von Wichter 1994 beschriebenen Experi-
mente):

•	 von der Fachausbildung der Vpnn,
•	 von der Fachlichkeit (Abstraktionsgrad) des Stimulus,
•	 vom Lebensalter der Vpn, und damit im Zusammenhang:

–– vom Weltwissen,
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–– vom biografischen Wissen, 
–– von anderen Wissensarten (vgl. zu den Wissensarten Dam/Engberg 2005: 2 f.).

Weitere Variablen, die die Assoziationen beeinflussen können:
•	 fachliches Ausbildungsniveau der Vpnn,
•	 weitere, von den Vpnn beherrschte Fachsprachen,
•	 Ausübung der fachlichen Tätigkeit – z. B. praktisches (nicht in der Fachausbildung 

erfahrenes) Fachwissen.

Die Hoffmann’schen Abstraktionsgrade sind auch im fachsprachlichen mentalen Lexikon 
nachzuweisen, dies in zwei Zusammenhängen: einerseits in Bezug zum Abstraktionsgrad der 
Fachwörter, andererseits verbunden mit dem Expertenstatus der Vpnn. Sowohl ein höherer 
Abstraktionsgrad des Stimulus als auch der Expertenstatus aktivieren mehr Verknüpfungen 
innerhalb des fachsprachlichen mentalen Lexikons. 

Anhand der Ergebnisse (bzw. anhand der Überlegungen von Wichter 1994) kann ange-
nommen werden, dass das fachsprachliche Wissen im Netzwerk des mentalen Lexikons ge-
speichert ist. Dieses fachliche Subnetzwerk des mentalen Lexikons kann nach Bedarf aktiviert 
werden und sein Aufbau ist in erster Linie abhängig von der Ausbildung und vom Alter des 
Sprechers. Es ist anzunehmen, dass im mentalen Lexikon der Experten mehr Verknüpfungen 
innerhalb der Fachsprache vorhanden sind, bei Laien hingegen die fachbezogene Information 
eher mit der Gemeinsprache verbunden ist. Das mentale Netz der Laien (Novizen auf einem 
Fachgebiet) enthält in der Fachsprache weniger Knoten (also Wörter bzw. Termini) und die 
Verknüpfungen innerhalb der Fachsprache zeigen ein weniger dichtes Netz auf. 

6 Desiderate für die Fachsprachenforschung

Die Ergebnisse über die Assoziationsstruktur des fachsprachlichen mentalen Lexikons könn-
ten beispielsweise in folgenden fachsprachlichen Forschungsgebieten eingesetzt werden.

6.1 Experten- und Laienkommunikation

Wichter (1994) zeigt anhand von Untersuchungen von Experten- bzw. Laienwortschätzen, dass 
in der Fachsprache über eine vertikale Lexikologie gesprochen werden kann: Fachwortschätze 
sind vertikal gegliedert und Laien bzw. Experten sind unterschiedliche Teile (Niveaus) dieser 
Fachwortschätze zugänglich. Wichter (1994: 301 ff.) spricht in dieser Beziehung von einer dop-
pelten Vertikalität: von einer personenbezogenen Vertikalität (abhängig u. a. von Fachwissens-
niveau und Ausbildung im Fach) und einer itembezogenen Vertikalität (Fachlichkeitsgrad des 
Begriffes). Das fachsprachliche Wissen hängt also einerseits mit dem Expertenstatus im Fach, 
andererseits mit dem Fachlichkeitsgrad des jeweiligen Begriffes/Gegenstandes zusammen. 

Die Resultate der Assoziationsexperimente können diese Ergebnisse bestätigen. Exper-
ten speichern in ihrem Lexikon – in Bezug auf fachsprachliches Wissen – mehr und besser 
verknüpfte Informationen als Laien. Die mentalen Verknüpfungsstrukturen der Experten des 
jeweiligen Fachgebietes sind einander wahrscheinlich ähnlich: Gerade diese von Experten ge-
teilten ähnlichen Strukturen können dafür sorgen, dass Experten miteinander gut und effek-
tiv kommunizieren können (vgl. Engberg 2009: 127, Kalverkämper 1998: 14). Das dichtere 
Assoziationsnetz innerhalb des fachsprachlichen mentalen Lexikons kann auch das bessere 
Fachtextverstehen bei Fachleuten (vgl. Baumann 1996) erklären. 
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Im Vergleich zu Experten speichert das mentale Lexikon der Laien weniger fachsprach-
liche Informationen – es enthält weniger Wörter (weniger Knoten im Netzwerk) und es gibt 
(auch infolge der geringeren Knotenzahl) weniger Verknüpfungen zwischen den Wörtern im 
fachsprachlichen Teil des Lexikons. 

Diese komplexen (Experten) und weniger ausgeprägten (Laien) lexikalischen Strukturen 
je Fachgebiet sind wahrscheinlich für die vertikalen Schichten der Fachsprachen verantwort-
lich: Je mehr fachsprachliche Wörter bekannt sind und je mehr Verbindungen zwischen den 
Wörtern existieren, desto ausgeprägter ist der fachsprachliche Teil des Lexikons – und desto 
mehr Schichten einer Fachsprache sind dem Sprecher zugänglich.

6.2 Fachsprachliche Übersetzung

Bei fachsprachlichen Übersetzungsaufgaben muss in den Übersetzungsprozess neben dem 
fachsprachlichen Wissen auch das Fachwissen miteinbezogen werden. Muráth (2004) weist 
anhand von Beispielen aus der Wirtschaftssprache darauf hin, dass beide Wissensarten not-
wendig sind, um Fachtexte richtig übersetzen zu können. Die Vernetzung des Fachwissens 
kann aber nur sukzessive, mit der Zeit und mit den fachlichen Erfahrungen des Übersetzers 
erfolgen. 

Die Unterschiede im fachsprachlichen mentalen Lexikon von Laien und Experten können 
auch bei Übersetzungsaufgaben in Betracht gezogen werden, bei denen die Fachlichkeitsgrade 
des Ausgangs- und Zieltextes voneinander abweichen (vgl. Göpferich 1996: 401). Dabei kann 
die Kenntnis über die Unterschiede der kognitiven Vernetzungsstrukturen dabei helfen, den 
Fachlichkeitsgrad beim Übersetzen so zu modifizieren, dass hinsichtlich des Fachlichkeitsgra-
des die für die jeweilige Zielgruppe relevanten Informationen im zielsprachlichen Text erschei-
nen. Wenn der Fachlichkeitsgrad des Zieltextes niedriger sein soll als der des Ausgangstextes, 
können Zusammenhänge explizit (evtl. mit gemeinsprachlichen Wörtern) erklärt und Hinter-
grundinformationen in den zielsprachlichen Text einbezogen werden. Soll der zielsprachliche 
Text einen höheren Fachlichkeitsgrad haben als der ausgangssprachliche Text, können – statt 
längerer (für Laien geplanter) Umschreibungen – die für Experten bekannten Termini be-
nutzt werden. Dazu ist neben fachsprachlichem Wissen und profundem Fachwissen auch die 
Kenntnis über die Unterschiede zwischen den Ausprägungen der jeweiligen fachsprachlichen 
kognitiven Strukturen der Experten und der Laien hilfreich.

6.3 Fachsprachenunterricht

Das fachsprachliche Wissen kann formal, z. B. durch Ausbildung oder auf autodidaktische 
Weise, sowie informell, z. B. durch Erfahrung, erworben werden. Für Letzteres sind Hobby-
sprachen ein gutes Beispiel. 

Trotz Untersuchungen im Bereich Fachsprache und Kognition werden bei fachsprachli-
chen Lerninhalten kognitive Aspekte des Verstehens bis heute meist nicht eingebunden (vgl. 
Roelcke 2009: 18 f.). Es ist jedoch nachgewiesen, dass netzwerkartige Strukturen beim Erler-
nen von Fremdsprachen hilfreich sein können (vgl. Kersten 2010, Neveling 2004). Ähnliche 
Verfahren könnten auch im Fach(sprachen)unterricht eingesetzt werden.

Die Einbindung der aus der mentalen Organisationsstruktur der Fachleute gewonnenen 
empirischen Daten könnte beim Unterricht dabei helfen, Laien bzw. Novizen Sachverhalte, 
Zusammenhänge und die Fachsprache formal und konsistent vernetzt beizubringen, wie sie im 
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Kopf des Experten existiert. So könnten sukzessive Lernprozesse beschleunigt und optimiert 
werden: Der Novize auf einem Fachgebiet müsste die Verknüpfungen und Zusammenhän-
ge nicht selbst erforschen und entsprechende Eintragungen in seinem mentalen Wörterbuch 
vornehmen (und dabei die Eintragungen mehrmals verifizieren und die Struktur mehrmals im 
Prozess modifizieren), sondern die von Experten vorgefertigte Struktur müsste nur angeeignet 
und mit den eigenen Erfahrungen sowie mit dem biografischen und Weltwissen verknüpft 
werden. 

7 Schlussbemerkung

Im Beitrag wurde der Versuch unternommen, die Methode der Wortassoziationsexperimente 
auf Fachsprachen zu adaptieren und neben ersten Ergebnissen auch die mit der Methode ver-
bundenen Schwierigkeiten vorzustellen. Es muss jedoch darauf hingewiesen werden, dass die 
Ergebnisse aus Pilotprojekten bzw. nur aus einer Sprache (Ungarisch) und zwei Fachsprachen 
(Wirtschaft und Sport) stammen. Die Ergebnisse müssen durch weitere Untersuchungen be-
stätigt werden. Zudem ist eine mannigfaltigere und qualitative Analyse der erhaltenen Daten 
notwendig, um die komplexe mentale Organisation der Fachsprachen detaillierter beschrei-
ben zu können. 

Falls diese ersten Ergebnisse (an manchen Stellen eher Hypothesen) zu Experimenten füh-
ren, die ein besseres Verstehen der kognitiven Strukturierung der Fachsprachen ermöglichen, 
hat der Beitrag schon sein Ziel erreicht.
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La metáfora en el discurso económico:  
una aproximación alternativa al enfoque cognitivista

Margrete Dyvik Cardona
Margrete Dyvik Cardona

Abstract This article advocates the pursuit of a method for the identification and analysis of met-
aphors in economic discourse which does not have a cognitive linguistic point of departure. It 
argues that cognitive linguistics strays too far from the linguistic form in its analysis, that its argu-
ments are circular in nature, and that many of its findings are unverifiable and of limited value to 
the concerns of applied linguistics. An identification and property attribution model of metaphor 
analysis is suggested instead, which should enable the researcher to identify expressions used 
metaphorically in discourse on a synchronic level, and exclusively extract the properties which 
are relevant for the interpretation of the metaphorical expressions in context. This model also al-
lows for the distinction between metaphors privative of the economic discourse and metaphors 
which pervade language in general. 
La metáfora en el discurso económico
Key words metaphor, economic discourse, cognitive linguistics, linguistic context, identification 
and property attribution model of metaphor analysis

1 Introducción

El estudio de la metáfora en el discurso económico y otros lenguajes especializados ha sido 
especialmente prolífico durante las últimas décadas.1 El elemento común en estos trabajos es, 
por un lado, que se enfocan en las metáforas en un discurso específico y, por otro, que todos 
toman como punto de partida el modelo cognitivo, cuyo objeto principal, como es sabido, es 
la descripción de la relación entre el lenguaje humano y la cognición (Evans et al. 2007: 1). La 
posición adoptada en este artículo es que, este tipo de acercamiento al lenguaje tiene rele-
vancia limitada para el escrutinio de las metáforas en el discurso económico; un escrutinio, 
no obstante, que tiene beneficio manifiesto para la lingüística aplicada. Se argumentará aquí 
que para los intereses de una rama de la lingüística cuya ambición es usar los conocimientos 
sobre el lenguaje para resolver problemas en el mundo real (Schmitt 2013: 1), se necesita una 
aproximación menos alejada de la forma lingüística de la que asume la corriente cognitiva. 
Por esta razón, se presentará un doble objetivo: primero, se abordarán varios problemas in-
herentes a la actual aproximación cognitiva al estudio de la metáfora, en particular, el modelo 
de la ‘metáfora conceptual’. Asimismo, se cuestionará la aplicabilidad de este acercamiento 
en el análisis de la metáfora en el discurso económico. Segundo, se propondrá un método 
de análisis de la metáfora en el discurso económico basado en el uso de informantes para 
su identificación, y la comparación y atribución de propiedades para el análisis subsiguiente. 
Este modelo nos proporcionará herramientas para identificar las metáforas que caracterizan el 
lenguaje económico y para establecer cuáles son las partes de las que se componen éstas. Los 
potenciales resultados de este acercamiento resultarán de utilidad para los que estudian las 

1	 Vease por ejemplo Ayala 2001, Chung et al. 2003, Charteris-Black/Musolff 2003, Herrera/White 2000, 
Olivera et al. 2002, Ramacciotti 2008, Rojo López/Orts Llopis 2010, Sánchez 2004, Charteris-Black/Ennis 
2001, Ureña/Tercedor 2011.
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funciones retóricas y discursivas de las metáforas en el discurso económico, además de para 
terminólogos, traductores y economistas.

2 La metáfora de la lingüística cognitiva

Desde la década de los ochenta, la lingüística cognitiva ha sido el modelo teórico más influyen-
te en lo que concierne a la investigación de la metáfora (Steen et al. 2010: 1). Efectivamente, en 
la literatura actual sobre la metáfora, resulta dif ícil encontrar trabajos que no partan de esta 
corriente.2 Dentro de la corriente cognitivista, el modelo de George Lakoff y sus colegas acerca 
de la ‘metáfora conceptual’ (“conceptual metaphor”) ha sido el más predominante (McGlone 
2007: 110). A este enfoque se le agregan otros modelos cognitivos para el análisis de la metáfo-
ra, como por ejemplo la “Class-Inclusion Theory” (CIT) (Glucksberg/Keysar 1990), el “Mental 
Spaces Theory” (Fauconnier/Turner 2006) y la “Career of metaphor theory” (Steen 2007: 53).

El modelo de la metáfora conceptual, el más influyente de los modelos mencionados, de-
fine la metáfora en los siguientes términos: “The essence of metaphor is understanding and 
experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another.” (Lakoff/Johnson 1980: 5) Así concebida, 
la naturaleza esencial de la metáfora no es lingüística, sino un elemento del pensamiento. En 
otras palabras, para muchos lingüistas cognitivos, la expresión lingüística metafórica, como 
por ejemplo sano en “se estudian tres aspectos claves para el sano desarrollo de este mercado” 
(OECD 2012: 16), no es sino una manifestación superficial de la metáfora conceptual (MC) 
subyacente. Esta metáfora conceptual se tiende a expresar verbalmente como sigue: a es b 
(Cameron/Low 1999: 78), lo que en nuestro ejemplo se podría traducir a el mercado finan-
ciero es un organismo biológico. Los dos lados de la analogía son los “dominios concep-
tuales” (Lakoff 1987: 276). En este caso, mercado financiero sería el “dominio meta” (“target 
domain”) y organismo biológico el “dominio de origen” (“source domain”). 

Lo que quiero subrayar en este contexto, es que para el estudio de la metáfora, los lin-
güistas cognitivos parten de la forma lingüística, el ‘vehículo’, para sacar conclusiones sobre la 
esencia de la metáfora, que es, como hemos visto, una noción conceptual: “Most of the evi-
dence for conceptual metaphors comes from purely linguistic analyses” (Gibbs/Perlman 2006: 
213). Las metáforas conceptuales se conciben como naturales y motivadas por la estructura de 
nuestra experiencia f ísica del mundo (Lakoff 1987: 276),3 así que los dominios conceptuales 
que se incluyen en las MC son los que motivan la selección de las expresiones superficiales lin-
güísticas, los vehículos. Desde este punto de vista, las metáforas conceptuales, algunas de las 
cuales se perciben como más básicas que otras y compartidas por todo ser humano,4 existen a 
priori y se evocan mediante el vehículo. 

2	 Vease por ejemplo Ayala 2001, Chung et al. 2003, Charteris-Black/Musolff 2003, Charteris-Black 2004, 
Ferri 1997, Herrera/White 2000, Olivera et al. 2002, Ramacciotti 2008, Rojo López/Orts Llopis 2010, Sán-
chez 2004, Steen 1999, Steen 2002, Steen et al. 2010, Charteris-Black/Ennis 2001, Ureña/Tercedor 2011.

3	 Este fenómeno es conocido como embodiment (Ureña/Tercedor 2011: 2016).
4	 Lakoff y Johnson explican: “These domains of experience are natural kinds of experience. […] they are a 

product of our bodies, our interactions with our physical environment, our interactions with other peo-
ple within our culture” (Lakoff/Johnson 1980: 117). Estos autores también señalan que: “Some [natural 
kinds of experience] may be universal while others will vary from culture to culture” (Lakoff/Johnson 
1980: 118). Finalmente, Lakoff y Johnson escriben que “we are proposing that the concepts that occur 
in metaphorical definitions are those that correspond to natural kinds of experience” (Lakoff/Johnson 
1980: 118).
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2.1 Problemas en la aproximación cognitiva al estudio de la metáfora

La falta de una evaluación crítica del valor explicativo de la metáfora conceptual en la corriente 
cognitivista, ya ha sido señalada por Matthew McGlone (2007: 12).

El primer problema que presenta el CMT (“Conceptual Metaphor Theory”) es la distancia 
que permite tener entre los conceptos básicos más importantes de su teoría (como ‘metáfora’ 
o ‘dominio conceptual’) y cualquier base (lingüística u otra) concreta, empírica o comprobable.

Esta distancia permite hacer saltos interpretativos cuya motivación, en el mejor de los ca-
sos, resulta borrosa. Varios lingüistas, entre ellos Steen (2007), Vervaeke y Kennedy (1996), y 
McGlone (2007) apuntan que hace falta evidencia independiente sobre la validez de la metáfora 
conceptual, que, según Steen (2007: 34), se ha dejado a un lado provisionalmente con la aproxi-
mación deductiva.5 O dicho de otro modo, ¿cuál es la motivación para afirmar, por ejemplo, que 
expresiones como rise y fall son manifestaciones de la MC stock market is ocean water 
(Chung et al. 2003) y no una MC que incluye cualquier otro ente que sube y baja? La dificultad 
reside en que el paradigma cognitivo no ofrece ningún tipo de restricción o método verifi-
cable para pasar, interpretativamente, de las expresiones superficiales a la MC. Gibbs y Perlman 
(2006: 213) ya explican que “most metaphor analyses come from individual linguists’ intuitions 
without explicit criteria to support these judgements”. En el ejemplo recién mencionado, parece 
que los autores han propuesto la MC stock market is ocean water por la presencia textual 
de otras expresiones metafóricas que más directamente se pueden ligar al concepto de ‘agua 
de mar’, como: ripples, floating o anchor. Sin embargo, el mero hecho de haber encontrado una 
coherencia temática no es de por sí una indicación de que existe una metáfora conceptual. 

Al observar este problema, Steen (1999: 58) intenta resolverlo mediante cinco pasos 
analíticos que se deben seguir para pasar de la ‘metáfora lingüística’ a la ‘metáfora conceptual’.6 
Con el primer y segundo paso, se identifican las expresiones metafóricas lingüísticas en el tex-
to y la idea que representan (Steen 1999: 60–62).7 Con el tercer paso se identifican los concep-

5	 Existen estudios que han explorado la posibilidad de encontrar evidencia independiente de la MC, como 
los estudios empíricos de neuropsicología de Desai et al. (2011) y Lacey et al. (2012). Sin embargo, la evi-
dencia obtenida en ellos, que muestra que se activa el área de sensación-motor cuando se interpretan 
metáforas tomadas del dominio de acciones físicas, no es, ni mucho menos, evidencia de que existan 
MC, o que ésas se evoquen durante la interpretación de una metáfora. Las mismas áreas cerebrales se 
activaron cuando los informantes interpretaron expresiones literales de acción, lo cual puede indicar 
más bien que las expresiones metafóricas (como por ejemplo empujar en “Esta presión […] podría em-
pujar a que […] el gobierno se vea forzado a devaluar el peso […]”, Mercado 2014) se conforman a su 
sentido literal, y no que exista una MC (como por ejemplo LA ECONOMÍA ES UN ORGANISMO FÍSICO). 
Otro estudio cuya motivación ha sido encontrar evidencia independiente de las MC es el de Gibbs y 
Ferreira (2011), en el que se solicita el juicio explícito de los informantes sobre las implicaciones subya-
centes de expresiones metafóricas. Sin embargo, los autores reconocen que: “the data from our study 
does not imply that people necessarily always infer some related meaning entailments from underlying 
conceptual metaphors during real-time verbal metaphor understanding” (Gibbs/Ferreira 2011: 232).

6	 Existen propuestas más recientes, específicamente los MIP y MIPVU (Steen et al. 2010, Dorst et al. 2013), 
sin embargo, éstas se limitan a elaborar el proceso de la identificación de las expresiones metafóricas en 
el texto, no en los pasos para llegar a la metáfora conceptual. Steen et al. (2010: 9) explican: “There is no 
claim that any of the metaphorically used words identified by the procedure are also actively realized as 
metaphorical mappings in the individual mind.”

7	 Estos dos primeros pasos del procedimiento no son incontrovertibles; con ellos se plantea identificar 
las expresiones metafóricas del texto, como un paso preliminar para poder llegar al MC. Pero ¿cómo es 
posible determinar que una expresión lingüística es metafórica si la metáfora es un concepto mental y 
no lingüístico?
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tos que se comparan cuando hay una expresión metafórica. El cuarto paso supone encontrar 
los valores apropiados para los términos que faltan en la comparación creada en el paso tres. 

Con el quinto y último paso se llega a la esencia de lo que es la metáfora para los lingüis-
tas adheridos al modelo de la MC, es decir, se llenan los dominios de origen y meta, y se llega 
a la construcción a es b (p. ej., life is a journey). Este paso se llama “nonliteral mapping” 
(Steen 1999: 71, Steen 2002: 22). En su artículo, Steen no ofrece ninguna ilustración del quinto 
paso, tal vez porque la descripción del procedimiento para llegar a el es bastante vaga. Incluso 
reconoce que “it is clear that the last two steps of the procedure form the weakest parts of the 
chain, with step 5 being the weakest of all” (Steen 1999: 73). El procedimiento descrito, que 
implica escoger la analogía subyacente que plausiblemente incida sobre la interpretación de la 
expresión metafórica (Steen 1999: 68), está saturado de interpretaciones subjetivas y su resul-
tado no es comprobable, en gran parte porque no tiene en cuenta el contexto lingüístico en el 
que aparece la oración. 

Si bien es cierto que el procedimiento de Steen no pretende ofrecer un modelo del proceso 
de comprensión8 (Steen 1999: 75), esto no significa que quede obsoleto justificar la existencia 
de las metáforas conceptuales, ni tampoco explicar en detalle cómo se accede a ellas. Se puede 
argumentar que los pasos 4 y 5 son los más centrales de todo el procedimiento, ya que con 
ellos se llega a lo que en última instancia es la propia metáfora, según los que se adhieren a 
este modelo. 

La perseverancia de la noción de ‘metáfora conceptual’ se ha hecho posible, entre otras 
cosas, gracias a argumentos de índole circular y el planteamiento de hipótesis que no son falsi-
ficables. O como bien apuntan Gibbs y Perlman (2006: 215): “Analysts first examine linguistic 
expressions, enough so to infer the possible presence of underlying metaphorical mappings, 
and then test this possibility by referring back to language.” 

El esmero puesto en ofrecer una descripción fiel de la complejidad de las metáforas con-
ceptuales también ha conllevado a una desventaja que los cognitivistas comparten con los 
generativistas y es que tratan las herramientas teóricas que construyen y utilizan para la de-
scripción de los fenómenos lingüísticos como si fueran entidades reales u objetos de estudio en 
sí mismos. Es decir, las representaciones que generan muchos de estos lingüistas no se distin-
guen conceptualmente de lo que están diseñadas para representar (Dyvik 1995: 9). Acerca de 
ello, Gibbs y Perlman comentan que “the complexity of metaphorical meanings are assumed 
to require equally complex cognitive processes to create or understand by ordinary language 
users” (Gibbs/Perlman 2006: 214 f.). Como argumentan estos lingüistas, no es justificable asu-
mir que los análisis lingüísticos sean isomorfos con las representaciones mentales individuales 
de los hablantes (Gibbs/Perlman 2006: 216).

Pero los saltos interpretativos y el tratamiento dudoso de las representaciones lingüísticas 
no son los únicos motivos que nos llevan a cuestionar la solidez de los ‘dominios conceptua-
les’ que constituyen las MC. Otro problema es que la mayoría de las expresiones metafóricas 
lingüísticas que se usan en un campo determinado también se usan en otros campos. Por 
ejemplo, las expresiones tocar fondo, mar de oportunidades (Chung et al. 2003: 131), impactar 
y cobrar fuerza (Charteris-Black/Ennis 2001: 259), que se presentan como evidencia de las MC 

8	 Steen sí trata el proceso de la comprensión de las metáforas en un trabajo posterior (Steen 2007), en el 
que enfatiza los conceptos de “entrenchment” y “embodied premise”, sin embargo, este examen se ha 
hecho desvinculado de los cinco pasos mencionados, y su objetivo no es proponer una manera de acce-
der a las MC, sino ofrecer una panorámica sobre las múltiples perspectivas interrelacionadas que existen 
sobre la metáfora (Steen 2007: 3).
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stock market is ocean water y trading is physical conflict respectivamente, no 
son exclusivas del campo de la economía y de la negociación. Una persona puede tocar fondo 
psicológicamente, puede ver un mar de oportunidades en cuanto a las relaciones románticas, 
una película nos puede impactar y una enfermedad puede cobrar fuerza. En otras palabras, 
expresiones como tocar fondo y mar de oportunidades no se usan porque tengamos una MC 
subyacente que decrete que la bolsa es agua de mar, sino porque hay alguna característi-
ca que tienen en común varios procesos diferentes. Esta manera de entender las expresiones 
metafóricas se aproxima al llamado ‘attributive categorization discourse model of metaphor 
comprehension’ (McGlone 2007: 116–117), que presupone que los vehículos, como guerra, 
son ejemplos de una categoría, como ‘situación en la que dos o más lados se oponen’, que a su 
vez puede incluir el tópico ‘la economía’ como miembro. Los resultados de la investigación de 
McGlone indican que la interpretación de las expresiones metafóricas efectivamente implica 
la inferencia, articulación y evocación de las categorías atributivas (McGlone 2007: 117) y no 
la recuperación de metáforas conceptuales.

Cabe recordar que el modelo de la categorización atributiva está basado, entre otras co-
sas, en la condición de que sólo algunas de las propiedades de una expresión metafórica son 
relevantes para la analogía que está diseñada a reflejar.9 Cuando un hombre le dice a una mu-
jer “eres una flor”, no quiere decir con ello que la mujer tenga raíces en la tierra, que necesite 
insectos para polinizarse, ni que esté llena de clorofila. En otras palabras, sólo ciertos rasgos 
de la expresión metafórica son relevantes para la comparación y la selección de éstos resultan 
por ello de especial interés para aquellos que van a estudiar y analizar las expresiones metafó
ricas de un discurso determinado. Además, no se puede llegar a una determinación de dichos 
rasgos sin tener en cuenta el contexto en el que aparecen las expresiones. Eubanks comenta: 
“We cannot know what feature or set of features will be seen as corresponding unless we know 
the circumstances in which the metaphor is uttered.” (Eubanks 1999: 175) Esta perspectiva 
subraya la importancia de estudiar las metáforas en un discurso determinado, como es el de la 
economía. El nivel de abstracción que implica la construcción de las metáforas conceptuales 
no permite reflejar que sólo algunos rasgos de la expresión metafórica son significativos para 
la comparación, y esto, según McGlone (2007: 122), arrebata a los adheridos al CMT la capa-
cidad de distinguir entre sentido literal y sentido metafórico. 

2.2 ¿Cuál es la relevancia de una ‘metáfora conceptual’ para el análisis del discurso 
económico?

El análisis de la metáfora en el discurso económico presupone estudiar los rasgos característi-
cos de las metáforas en este contexto específico y diferenciarlos de los que aparecen en otros 
contextos. Por eso, la noción de ‘metáfora conceptual’, que, según los cognitivistas, se puede 
interpretar íntegramente desvinculada del contexto específico en el que aparece la expresión 
lingüística (Eubanks 1999: 174), es una noción poco fructífera para el análisis de la metáfora 
en el lenguaje especializado. 

Otro factor que se debe tener en cuenta a la hora de analizar las metáforas en el discurso 
económico es la distinción entre las metáforas que efectivamente se perciben como tales por 
la comunidad lingüística, por un lado, y las que etimológicamente han sido metáforas, pero 

9	 Evans y Green (2006: 303 f.) brevemente mencionan esta realidad, llamada Hiding and Highlighting por 
los adheridos a la CMT, pero no lo tratan como un rasgo central de las metáforas.
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que en la actualidad se entienden como expresiones con sentido literal, por otro. O dicho de 
otro modo, si no se trata de un análisis etimológico, no tiene importancia alguna para los que 
trabajan con textos sobre economía, saber que la palabra salario originalmente tenía que ver 
con ‘sal’.10 La diferencia entre expresiones lexicalizadas y metáforas vigentes en el discurso 
resulta esencial para los que desean estudiar este fenómeno en la economía, dado que en este 
discurso abundan las metáforas muertas (Fontecha 2011: 316). Con el acercamiento del CMT, 
en cambio, solo los lingüistas con conocimiento especialista sobre la etimología de las expre-
siones pueden reconocer las metáforas en el discurso, así concebida, la ‘metáfora’ se vuelve un 
concepto sin valor funcional real en la lengua.

No obstante, algunos estudiosos insisten en la relevancia de los procesos cognitivos sub-
yacentes incluso para el estudio de la metáfora en el lenguaje especializado: 

The aim of most of the current studies on metaphor from a cognitive linguistics perspec-
tive is not to achieve a characterization of the language of finance per se, but rather to 
profile the underlying contextual and ideological motivations that give rise to its linguistic 
features. (Rojo López/Orts Llopis 2010: 3301) 

Dicho de otra manera, algunos lingüistas sostienen que las nociones conceptuales latentes 
producen y determinan las expresiones lingüísticas y, por eso, deben convertirse en el foco de 
la investigación. Sin embargo, para los fines aquí planteados, esta perspectiva sólo es de utili-
dad si la metáfora conceptual permite pronosticar qué formas lingüísticas se manifestarán en 
la lengua, pero semejante potencial de pronosticación no existe (Charteris-Black 2004: 9). Por 
ejemplo, la MC la economía es guerra no indica qué expresiones específicas relacionadas 
con ‘guerra’ van a ser utilizadas en el contexto de la economía. Esto no significa, de ningún 
modo, que un modelo de análisis tenga necesariamente que poder pronosticar posibles expre-
siones lingüísticas, pero un modelo que insiste en la relevancia de las nociones conceptuales 
encubiertas para la expresión superficial sí debería justificarla.

3 Identificación y clasificación de las metáforas en textos sobre economía: una 
aproximación alternativa

La presente propuesta presupone, como una de las condiciones fundamentales, la posibilidad 
de permanecer agnóstico ante los posibles procesos cognitivos o conceptuales que existen de-
trás de las expresiones identificadas en el texto. Este acercamiento a la materia tiene por tanto 
paralelismos con el acercamiento que especifica Steen para los primeros dos de los cinco pasos 
de su arriba mencionado procedimiento analítico (Steen et al. 2010: 9). Los primeros pasos 
implican identificar las expresiones que se usan metafóricamente en el contexto, siendo estas 
identificadas de manera desvinculada al plano cognitivo: 

In order to identify a word or sets of words as metaphorically used, it is often sufficient 
to be able to say that there are two senses and that they may be related by comparison, or 
nonliteral similarity […] To determine which conceptual domains these words belong to is 
neither simple nor necessary […]. (Steen et al. 2010: 8)

10	 Incluso para los investigadores que trabajan con la etimología de las expresiones, es necesario poder 
distinguir conceptualmente entre metáforas muertas y metáforas vivas.
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El punto de vista adoptado en el presente artículo es que este procedimiento, en combinación 
con ciertos criterios adicionales especificados en lo que sigue, resultará suficiente para identifi-
car las metáforas per se. Es decir, aunque reconocemos que hay procesos cognitivos involucra-
dos en la comprensión y producción de la lengua, una realidad indiscutible, rechazamos la idea 
de que el significado de los signos lingüísticos en sí se deba buscar en esa esfera. Lo que nos va 
a permitir descartar el nivel cognitivo del análisis de las metáforas es la idea de que existe, en 
palabras de Jäkel, “[a] supraindividual world of images as an objective, substantial possession 
of metaphors within a community” (Jäkel 1999: 20). O visto de otro modo, la lengua forma 
parte de lo que Popper llama “el tercer mundo ontológico”: 

[…] the third is the world of intelligibles, or of ideas in the objective sense; it is the world of 
possible objects of thought: the world of theories in themselves, and their logical relations; 
of arguments in themselves; and of problem situations in themselves. (Popper 1975: 154, 
cursiva en original)

Así, el significado de los signos es compartido por la comunidad lingüística y es en este es-
pacio común donde encontramos la esencia ontológica de la lengua. Cada hombre puede te-
ner asociaciones individuales conectadas con las expresiones lingüísticas, pero si éstas no son 
compartidas por el resto de la comunidad lingüística, manifestándose en el uso discursivo de 
la expresión, dichas asociaciones no son parte del significado de ésta. Los textos que existen 
en este espacio compartido son a los que los investigadores lingüísticos podemos acceder y 
describir, y las conclusiones a las que llegamos con esta base son válidas únicamente con res-
pecto a la esfera supraindividual de la lengua. Se sabe poco de la manera en que los significados 
forman parte de la cognición de cada individuo pero tampoco es imperioso saberlo para este 
tipo de estudio.

Para el análisis de las metáforas en un texto de economía proponemos un ‘modelo de iden-
tificación y atribución de propiedades’ (MIAP), modelo que tiene algunas similitudes con el ‘At-
tributive Ccategorization Discourse Model of Metaphor Comprehension’ propuesto por McG-
lone (2007). Es decir, planteamos un modelo de análisis que escrutina qué rasgos específicos 
de una expresión metafórica (como crisis [OECD 2012: 16]) son seleccionados por un contexto 
determinado (como ‘los mercados financieros’ [OECD 2012]) y atribuidos al tópico (el térmi-
no con sentido literal, como ‘poca venta’). El MIAP se diferencia del modelo de McGlone, sin 
embargo, en varios aspectos, ya que deja fuera el plano cognitivo y conceptual y no presupone 
ninguna categoría independiente subyacente a la que pertenezcan el tópico (‘poca venta’) y el 
vehículo (crisis). Nuestro procedimiento se basa también en el ‘modelo de desbalance de rasgos 
sobresalientes’ “Salience Imbalance Model” propuesto por Ortony (1979) y descrito abajo.

El objetivo de nuestro modelo de análisis será identificar las metáforas que caracterizan el 
discurso económico y analizar su composición interna para ofrecer una base para los que tra-
bajan con la traducción, con los recursos retóricos en la negociación, o bien con otros aspectos 
de la economía, como la creación de nuevas estrategias empresariales. La identificación de los 
rasgos semánticos relevantes para contextos específicos permite identificar la función retórica 
y discursiva de las expresiones metafóricas tal y como aparecen en el texto. Un traductor de 
textos de economía necesita ser consciente de todas estas facetas y usos de las metáforas para 
poder generar una traducción adecuada de los textos en cuestión. Asimismo, Ayala (2001) 
añade que el buen uso de la metáfora en las negociaciones puede llevar al éxito en éstas. El 
economista von Ghyczy, por su lado, explica además que las metáforas pueden contribuir a 
generar nuevas ideas empresariales (von Ghyczy 2003: 88). 



- 51 -

Fachsprache  1–2 / 2015	 La metáfora en el discurso económico	 Articles / Aufsätze

Seguidamente se mostrará cómo el modelo de identificación y atribución de propiedades 
nos puede capacitar para dar cuenta de estos aspectos de la metáfora, además de resolver algu-
nos problemas, como el de separar las metáforas idiosincráticas del lenguaje empresarial de las 
que permean la lengua en general. Este trabajo se debe considerar como un estudio preliminar 
de un proyecto de investigación que se encuentra en su primer tramo de desarrollo. Nuestro 
objetivo es ofrecer una sugerencia de los pasos a seguir a la hora de llevar a cabo un análisis 
de la metáfora en el discurso económico que no tome como punto de partida la dimensión 
cognitiva de la lingüística. 

3.1 El modelo de identificación y atribución de propiedades (MIAP)

Cualquier modelo de análisis de las metáforas en un discurso específico debe permitir al lin-
güista, por un lado, identificar las expresiones metafóricas en su contexto, por otro, definir la 
estructura semántica de éstas y, finalmente, distinguir las expresiones metafóricas característi-
cas de este discurso de las que permean el lenguaje de otros campos. 

Como punto de partida, nos servimos de la siguiente definición de metáfora: “A metaphor 
[…] is a figure of speech in which a word or phrase is used to describe something it does not lit
erally denote […].” (McGlone 2007: 109) Para reconocer que una expresión es utilizada con un 
sentido no literal, se debe encontrar un conflicto de sentido entre la acepción literal, o básica, 
de la expresión usada y el significado del contexto en el que aparece, de manera que una inter-
pretación literal de la expresión resulte imposible. Por ejemplo, si se dice que “la cotización de 
los principales bonos soberanos nominados en dólares y la cotización del dólar informal ope-
ran en sintonía” (Mercado 2014), vemos que la interpretación de sintonía como un fenómeno 
musical en este ejemlpo es imposible. Jäkel explica: “[…] by its use in a particular context, the 
original meaning of a lexeme is converted to a metaphorical reading.” (Jäkel 1999: 21) 

Ahora bien, para determinar si hay un conflicto de sentido entre la expresión y el contexto; 
o sea, para identificar si a nivel funcional supra-individual de la lengua hay una distinción entre 
el significado básico de una expresión y el sentido que le otorga su contexto, el investigador 
no puede limitarse a su propio juicio, porque lo que se está solicitando es la opinión de la co-
munidad lingüística para la que la lengua funcione como medio de comunicación. Por ende, 
sugerimos que se use un conjunto de informantes representativo de la comunidad lingüísti-
ca relevante. Este procedimiento además permite dejar fuera todas las expresiones que sólo 
históricamente se hayan usado como metáforas, identificables por el lingüista, pero no por 
los hablantes nativos sin conocimiento especializado. Además, de este modo se elimina toda 
asociación subjetiva o meramente individual como criterio para identificar las expresiones, al 
registrarse sólo las metáforas que se han identificado por todos o una mayoría de los informan-
tes.11 Lo que se describe con base en dicha indagación es un patrón colectivamente percibido 
de lo que es una metáfora en el lenguaje de la economía.

A la hora de seleccionar a los informantes, será necesario tener en cuenta el género de los 
textos utilizados. En nuestro caso, habrá que diferenciar entre los textos de economía que se 
han tomado de revistas dirigidas hacia el público general y los que pertenecen a revistas pub-
licadas por y para especialistas de economía. En el primer caso, los informantes empleados no 

11	 Se puede determinar estadísticamente cuál es el número representativo de una población. Esto depen-
de entre otras cosas del tamaño de la población, y se puede calcular mediante La distribución de Pearson 
(también llamado chi cuadrado (x2)) (Rowntree 1981: 150–154).
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deberán ser obligatoriamente especialistas, en el segundo, no obstante, han de ser especialistas 
en economía. Seguidamente será necesario especificar para los informantes algunos criterios a 
seguir a la hora de identificar las metáforas. Estos criterios no deben incluir términos técnicos 
o conceptos científicos incomprensibles por la gente no especialista en lingüística.

Primero, se debe ofrecer una definición de la metáfora (aunque se presuponga que no 
es un concepto completamente desconocido para los informantes). Nosotros proponemos la 
definición de McGlone (2007) citada arriba. Segundo, sugerimos que se sigan algunos de los 
pasos preliminares propuestos por Steen et al. (2010) para el MIPVU, ya que este modelo está 
diseñado para identificar las formas lingüísticas de la metáfora y no las estructuras conceptu-
ales detrás de ellas (Steen et al. 2010: 8). Específicamente, sugerimos que los informantes sean 
instruidos de la siguiente manera: 

Procedimiento de identificación: 1. Lea el texto entero (Dorst et al. 2013: 79). 2. Examine el 
texto palabra por palabra (Steen et al. 2010: 26). 3. Identifique el sentido que tiene la palabra en 
el contexto específico en el que aparece (Steen et al. 2010: 33). 4. Determine si existe un sentido 
más básico para la palabra en cuestión. Si es así, especifique cuál es éste (Steen et al. 2010: 33). 
Si se cumplen todos los pasos, marque la palabra como candidata a metáfora.

El paso más problemático de este procedimiento es el paso cuatro, pues encontrar el sig-
nificado básico de una palabra que se ha utilizado metafóricamente en un contexto específico 
no es un ejercicio simple. Por eso sugerimos, de acuerdo con Steen et al. (2010: 35) y Dorst 
et al. (2013: 79), que se emplee, en los casos de duda, un diccionario contemporáneo para la 
determinación del significado literal de las palabras, ya que dicho diccionario contendrá una 
representación completa y culturalmente sancionada del conocimiento del léxico español (cf. 
Steen et al. 2010: 7, sobre el inglés). 

En el caso de que el investigador necesite ejercer más control sobre el proceso de identi-
ficación de las metáforas, una aproximación alternativa sería marcar las expresiones potenci-
almente metafóricas y enviar el texto marcado a los informantes para que ofrezcan su juicio 
sobre la metaforicidad de dichas expresiones. En este caso, el investigador también deberá 
seguir los mismos cuatro pasos que los informantes para llegar a su identificación preliminar 
de las expresiones metafóricas. Aún así, incluso para el lingüista el cuarto paso puede acarrear 
problemas. Dorst et al. (2013: 84) mencionan que ante dos significados distintos de una expre-
sión (el contextual y el literal), puede resultar dif ícil la identificación del sentido más básico de 
ellas, incluso con la ayuda de un diccionario. Sin embargo, si resulta dif ícil determinar cuál de 
los dos sentidos es el más básico, la expresión, a nuestro modo de ver, no está usada metafór-
icamente en el contexto, sino que le tenemos que otorgar dos sentidos convencionalizados 
distintos. Estos dos sentidos pueden estar conectados semánticamente mediante polisemia, lo 
cual significa que la conexión entre ellos ha sido metafórica históricamente, pero no hay meta-
foricidad actualmente, lo cual se revela en la misma dificultad de determinar cuál es el sentido 
más básico. En estos casos, es probable que los informantes no marquen las expresiones como 
metafóricas.12 

12	 Efectivamente, un pequeño proyecto piloto en el que los informantes evaluaron los textos “Situación 
y marco general de los mercados financieros” (OECD 2012) y “Los activos dolarizados vuelven a relucir” 
(Mercado 2014), muestra que se marcan más expresiones (32,3 puntos porcentuales más) en los textos 
que son previamente marcados por el investigador que en los textos sin especificaciones. Este aspecto 
se beneficiaría de investigaciones complementarias.
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Una vez identificadas las metáforas en el texto, empieza la labor del investigador. Antes 
de poder empezar con el análisis en sí, puede que sea necesario normalizar los datos y separar 
los casos que no se puedan clasificar como metafóricos. En otras palabras, este paso del pro-
cedimiento y los pasos venideros requieren un conocimiento especialista lingüístico. Dorst 
et al. (2013) explican que es necesario excluir del análisis las expresiones que son metafóricas 
únicamente por derivación, no por su uso en el contexto: “ [To dog] is clearly metaphorically 
derived from the noun, but this does not mean that the verb is therefore metaphorically used.” 
(Dorst et al. 2013: 84) El lingüista tiene que retirar de la colección de datos las expresiones que 
no son usadas metafóricamente en el contexto.

La colección de datos seleccionados por informantes y decantados por el lingüista, consti-
tuye una base empírica sólida para el análisis, análisis que debe tomar en cuenta los siguientes 
principios:	

Primero, el MIAP se diferencia de las aproximaciones cognitivas en que no presupone 
ninguna categoría cognitiva subyacente a las expresiones metafóricas (sea ésta MC o categoría 
atributiva). En cambio, seguimos el “modelo de desbalance de rasgos sobresalientes” pro-
puesto por Ortony (1979) y sugerimos que las metáforas implican “matching (or matchable) 
attributes in the two terms of the comparison” (Ortony 1979: 161). En otras palabras, suge
rimos que el investigador se debe centrar en los rasgos correspondientes de los dos términos 
de la comparación (el tópico y el vehículo). Aún así, no es un requisito que los dos términos 
(como por ejemplo crisis y ‘poca venta’) tengan propiedades que se corresponden objetiva-
mente, independientemente del contexto en el que aparecen. Las propiedades relevantes son 
seleccionadas por el contexto para resaltar una(s) característica(s) específica(s) del tópico. En 
otras palabras, el contexto en el que aparece la expresión metafórica (p. ej., “relajamiento cam-
biario” (Mercado 2014)) indica, primero, cuál es el tópico; o sea, cuál es el sentido literal de la 
expresión (p. ej., ‘flexibilización de las reglas diseñadas para regular el intercambio de divisas’), 
y, segundo, cuáles son los rasgos correspondientes del vehículo y el tópico (p. ej., ‘actividad 
disminuida’ o ‘libertad’). 

Seguidamente, en lo que se refiere a las metáforas que no son completamente novedosas, 
el investigador debe verificar sus propios hallazgos buscando la manifestación de las mismas 
características en una escala mayor. En otras palabras, se debe llevar a cabo una búsqueda au-
tomatizada de las expresiones específicas, previamente identificadas por los informantes, en 
un corpus grande de textos de economía. Este acercamiento tiene como fin atenuar el efecto 
de impresiones subjetivas por parte del investigador, además de ser comprobable por otros 
investigadores. Evidentemente, la determinación del contenido semántico de las expresiones 
conlleva al uso de la intuición; sin embargo, la prohibición absoluta del uso del conocimien-
to y la intuición del investigador tendría como consecuencia el abandono definitivo de todo 
empeño científico. El hecho de que un investigador tenga que emplear su intuición cuando 
analiza los datos no quiere decir que la intuición se deba tratar como objeto de estudio lingüí-
stico, en esto se diferencia esta aproximación de la aproximación cognitiva. En este estudio se 
utiliza la cognición para estudiar una realidad que en sí no se interpreta como parte de ella. 
La intuición del lingüista es necesaria, pero a su vez se requiere de restricciones fuertes sobre 
el rol que juega en la metodología. Las conclusiones a las que llega el investigador tienen que 
ser verificables a través de la base de datos de la que se ha servido para la investigación. Esto 
es así porque el investigador realiza propuestas, no sobre alguna realidad psicológica supuesta 
de la mente humana, sino sobre patrones lingüísticos observables en el espacio compartido 
por la comunidad lingüística. Es por ello importante subrayar que la admisión de juicios sobre 
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los rasgos semánticos de ciertos tipos de expresiones en un texto no implica la aceptación de 
juicios individuales acerca de dominios mentales subyacentes. 

El segundo principio fundamental de nuestra propuesta, la oposición, es que los concep-
tos ‘tópico’ y ‘vehículo’ tienen que estar claramente diferenciados (Goatly 2002: 73, Caballero 
2006: 30). Glucksberg y Keysar (1990: 6) explican: “[…] metaphoric comparisons seem to in-
volve two objects that do not share any salient properties.” Este principio explica por qué la 
palabra BMW no funciona como una metáfora de ‘Saab’, problema resaltado por McGlone y 
Manfredi (2001: 1210); se puede decir “Saabs are like BMWs,” pero no “? Saabs are BMWs”. 
Esta relación no puede ser metafórica porque los Saabs y los BMWs comparten sus rasgos 
sobresalientes; más específicamente, los dos son automóviles. Steen et al. (2010: 33) tienen en 
cuenta esta realidad al delinear los pasos del MIPVU y especifican que el investigador debe 
determinar si el sentido literal del vehículo (p. ej., relajamiento) es lo suficientemente diferente 
del sentido (p. ej., ‘flexibilización de las reglas diseñadas para regular el intercambio de divisas’) 
que le proporciona el contexto. Sólo se puede aceptar una expresión como metafórica cuando 
se confirma esta regla.

El hecho de que los dos objetos no puedan compartir rasgos sobresalientes es a su vez un 
prerrequisito para el tercer principio fundamental de nuestro procedimiento, siendo la esencia 
del modelo de desbalance de rasgos sobresalientes propuesto por Ortony (1979): la represen-
tación del significado metafórico incluye solo los atributos que sean sobresalientes para el 
vehículo pero bajos para el tópico (Ortony 1979: 162). Es decir, el rasgo ‘comportamiento/sen-
timiento negativo imprevisible que refleja inestabilidad’ sobresale para el vehículo nerviosismo 
(Arg Noticias 2014), al cual efectivamente define. Para el tópico, ‘venta elevada por sospechas 
de una caída’, en cambio, éste es simplemente un rasgo latente, que se resalta con el uso de la 
metáfora que por él se define. El efecto de este criterio es que el concepto vehículo le atribuye 
propiedades al concepto tópico. Ortony describe este principio con una ecuación:

[…] the perceived similarity s(a,b)13, is a weighted function of the intersection of attributes 
of a and b less the sum of a weighted function of the attributes distinctive to one and a 
weighed function of the attributes distinctive to the other […]The salience of the intersec-
tion of A and B is dependent on the salience values of matching elements in B, rather than 
some function of the values in both A and B or their values in A alone. (Ortony 1979: 163 f.)

Esta realidad se refleja con la siguiente ecuación: 

s(a,b) = θf B(A ∩ B) �– αf A(A – B) 
– βf B(B – A)14 (Ortony 1979: 164).

Esta ecuación ilustra un concepto específico de metáfora: Cuando los rasgos correspondientes 
tienen prominencia más baja en A que en B15 y hay rasgos de alta prominencia en B que no se 
pueden atribuir a A,16 las comparaciones entre los términos correspondientes son no-literales 
(metafóricas)17 (Ortony 1979: 164). 

13	 a representa el tópico, y b el vehículo.
14	 fA y fB representan medidas de prominencia basadas en los valores de A y B respectivamente (Ortony 

1979: 164).
15	 El desbalance de rasgos sobresalientes (el tercer principio de MIAP).
16	 La oposición (el segundo principio de MIAP).
17	 Esta situación se distingue de las declaraciones de similitud literal, para las cuales los rasgos correspon-
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McGlone y Manfredi (2001) presentan argumentos en contra del ‘modelo de desbalance 
de rasgos sobresalientes’; o mejor dicho, contra dos suposiciones en las que se fundamenta. 
La primera es que la gente tiene que ser consciente de los rasgos relevantes que comparten 
los conceptos ‘tópico’ y ‘vehículo’ para poder interpretar una metáfora (McGlone/Manfredi 
2001: 1210). Los lingüistas antes mencionados sostienen que este conocimiento no es obliga-
torio, ya que la metáfora sermon en la oración “that film was a sermon” se entiende, aunque 
el lector no haya visto la película en cuestión: “[Preachy or moralistic] are exactly the sorts of 
properties that come to mind upon hearing the statement, even when the film is not familiar 
to the reader” (McGlone/Manfredi 2001: 1210). En otras palabras, ya que la gente comprende 
las metáforas sin tener ningún conocimiento previo sobre el tópico, el ‘modelo de desbalance 
de rasgos sobresalientes’ falla; un punto de vista compartido por Glucksberg y Keysar (1990: 
6 f.). El argumento de estos lingüistas, empero, no es sólido. Es importante distinguir entre las 
propiedades que son potencialmente correspondientes (“matchable properties”, Ortony 1979: 
161) y las que efectivamente son seleccionadas en un contexto determinado. Para ilustrar, si 
se dice que “Esa mujer es una gata”, hay varias propiedades que son potencialmente corres-
pondientes, como ‘ágil’, ‘que se sale con la suya’ o ‘peleona’, por ejemplo. Luego, el contexto 
específico en el que se usa la metáfora selecciona cuáles de estas propiedades son relevantes en 
un caso determinado. En otras palabras, el lector sí tiene conocimiento previo sobre el tópico, 
pues sabe qué propiedades puede o no puede tener una película en nuestro caso (puede ser 
triste, pero no estar hambrienta, por ejemplo). Es más, para alguien no familiarizado con las 
convenciones del inglés, no queda claro que los atributos aportados por la metáfora sermon 
sean precisamente ‘preachy’ o ‘moralistic’. También podrían ser ‘aburrido’ o ‘monótono’. Si la 
gente automáticamente comprende ‘preachy’ o ‘moralistic’ sin conocer la película es porque la 
metáfora ha adquirido cierto grado de convencionalidad en la lengua. En otras palabras, sí se 
puede suponer que el oyente posee conocimiento previo sobre los rasgos relevantes potencia-
les que comparten los conceptos ‘tópico’ y ‘vehículo’, y el contexto a su vez determina cuáles de 
estos rasgos son seleccionados para cada metáfora. 

La segunda suposición en la que se basa el ‘modelo de desbalance de rasgos sobresalien-
tes’, según McGlone y Manfredi, es que los espacios referenciales del tópico y el vehículo se 
limitan a entidades que se conforman a sus definiciones léxicas convencionales (McGlone/
Manfredi 2001: 1210). Así concebidas, las metáforas (como “that film was a sermon”) y las 
comparaciones literales (p. ej., “un Saab es como un BMW”, McGlone/Manfredi 2001: 1210) 
tienen en común que un concepto (‘sermón’/’BMW’) suministra propiedades candidatas a otro 
(‘película’/’Saab’) (McGlone/Manfredi 2001: 1210). Estos lingüistas argumentan que esta ma-
nera de concebir la referencia de los conceptos ‘tópico’ y ‘vehículo’ no logra dar cuenta de la 
diferencia elemental que existe entre las metáforas y las comparaciones literales. Esto es, no 
logran mostrar por qué se puede decir tanto “that film was a sermon” como “that film was 
like a sermon”, pero sólo “Saabs are like BMWs” y no *“Saabs are BMWs” (McGlone/Manfredi 
2001: 1210). La solución de McGlone y Manfredi se revela en una categoría independiente 
subyacente (‘moralistic discourse’) a la que pertenecen el tópico (‘film’) y el vehículo (sermón) 
(McGlone/Manfredi 2001: 1210). Sin embargo, este acercamiento acarrea muchos de los mis-
mos problemas que se señalaron al discutir las metáforas conceptuales: ¿cómo se delimita esta 

dientes tienen prominencia alta para los dos términos (alta B/alta A) y también de las declaraciones anó-
malas, para las cuales los rasgos correspondientes tiene prominencia baja para los dos términos (Ortony 
1979: 164).
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categoría? ¿cuáles son las indicaciones independientes de su existencia? Al igual que la CMT, 
este acercamiento permite saltos interpretativos injustificables.

Aquí sugerimos, a diferencia, que los conceptos ‘tópico’ y ‘vehículo’ sí se conforman a 
sus definiciones léxicas convencionales y la solución al problema identificado por McGlone y 
Manfredi es el segundo principio especificado para MIAP; la oposición. A saber, para que algo 
se pueda utilizar como metáfora, tiene que haber una oposición, o distancia, entre los campos 
semánticos del tópico y el vehículo. Si este último criterio se pierde de vista, la metáfora ter-
mina siendo, en las palabras de von Ghyczy, un simple modelo fallido (von Ghyczy 2003: 90). 

En resumen, MIAP consiste en cinco principios analíticos fundamentales; a) La identi-
ficación preliminar de las metáforas en el discurso se lleva a cabo por un conjunto de infor-
mantes hablantes nativos; b) el tópico y el vehículo tienen propiedades correspondientes o 
potencialmente correspondientes, gran parte de las cuales se selecciona por el contexto en el 
que aparezca la expresión metafórica; c) el tópico y el vehículo no pueden compartir rasgos 
sobresalientes; d) la representación del significado metafórico incluye sólo los atributos que 
sean sobresalientes en el vehículo pero bajos en el tópico, lo que implica que el vehículo le 
atribuye propiedades al tópico; e) los hallazgos preliminares se verifican con una búsqueda 
automatizada en un corpus más grande.

3.2 Identificación de las metáforas que caracterizan el discurso económico

Cuando nuestro objetivo es declarar algo sobre las metáforas que caracterizan el discurso 
económico, es imperioso recordar que estamos trabajando con un lenguaje especializado. 

Según Engberg, el lenguaje especializado implica, por un lado, que algunas expresiones 
familiares se usen de una manera diferente de lo normal y, por otro, que aparezcan expresiones 
nuevas (Engberg 1998: 6). En lo que se refiere a las metáforas esto implica, por un lado, que al-
gunas se utilicen en la lengua general, pero tengan un uso particular en el discurso económico; 
y por otro, que hay metáforas que son exclusivas a este discurso. La cuestión es si éstos son los 
únicos criterios que nos permiten identificar todas las metáforas que sean características del 
discurso económico. 

Al buscar las metáforas en los textos de economía, son tres los escenarios que se pueden pre-
sentar: 
(1)	 La metáfora identificada es exclusiva al lenguaje de la economía, es decir, no se da en otros 

campos semánticos de la lengua. Un ejemplo de esto sería burbuja inmobiliaria (Torres 
2013). 

(2)	 La expresión metafórica no es exclusiva del lenguaje de la economía, pero adquiere una in-
terpretación particular en este contexto. Un caso ilustrativo sería caída (RTVE.ES 2013), 
que en el contexto económico denota específicamente que los precios se reducen en la 
bolsa porque son muchos más los que salen a vender sus acciones que los que están dispu-
estos a comprarlas. La misma expresión metafórica se puede emplear en la lengua general 
para denotar cualquier ente que disminuye bruscamente. 

(3)	 La expresión metafórica ni es exclusiva del lenguaje económico, ni adquiere una interpre-
tación especial en este contexto. Casos como ganar terreno o mar de oportunidades (Char-
teris-Black/Ennis 2001: 259, 260) ilustran esto. Para la última expresión, por ejemplo, la 
palabra metafórica es específicamente mar, que significa ‘abundancia’. Este significado se 
produce tanto en el contexto económico como en otros contextos. 



- 57 -

Fachsprache  1–2 / 2015	 La metáfora en el discurso económico	 Articles / Aufsätze

Queda claro que los dos primeros escenarios implican identificar las metáforas idiosincráticas 
del discurso económico. Sin embargo, no se puede declarar, sin lugar a dudas, que el tercer 
escenario no presente ejemplos de metáforas características del lenguaje económico. De nue-
vo debemos tener en cuenta la frecuencia de signos. Si una expresión metafórica, aunque no 
esté semánticamente marcada para el discurso económico, tiene una frecuencia mucho más 
alta en los textos de economía que en la lengua general, se podría argumentar que es carac-
terística de este discurso. En otras palabras, una vez que los informantes hayan identificado 
las expresiones metafóricas en el texto, el investigador puede llevar a cabo una búsqueda au-
tomatizada de estas expresiones en un corpus electrónico, como por ejemplo el corpus FTA, 
a parallel corpus of English and Spanish Free Trade Agreements for the study of specialized 
collocations (Patiño 2013), o el corpus Bwana Net (Universitat Pompeu Fabra 2004). Parte de 
este análisis de datos se tendría que hacer manualmente para extraer los casos en los que las 
expresiones en cuestión se han utilizado con sentido literal. 

En lo que se refiere al escenario 2, en el que el lingüista ha de distinguir entre el significado 
especializado y el significado general de una metáfora, sugerimos que se sigan los siguientes 
pasos. De acuerdo con nuestro modelo, ponemos especial atención al contexto en el que apa-
rece la expresión (como ‘cambio de moneda’ para relajamiento, Mercado 2014), para determi-
nar el significado metafórico de la expresión en cuestión. MIAP además nos permite observar 
que tanto el vehículo como el tópico se conforman con sus definiciones léxicas convencionales 
(“acción o efecto de descansar” y “flexibilización de las reglas diseñadas para regular el inter-
cambio de divisas” respectivamente) y nos permite buscar propiedades que sobresalen para el 
vehículo y que se pueden atribuir al tópico (por ejemplo ‘actividad disminuida’ o ‘libertad’). Es-
tos componentes semánticos representan una base concreta y delimitada para la comparación 
de las metáforas del lenguaje de la economía con las metáforas que permean el lenguaje de ot-
ros campos. Sólo en base a una comparación de este tipo se puede llegar a conclusiones fiables 
acerca de lo que efectivamente caracteriza las metáforas del discurso económico. En otros tér
minos, el investigador puede verificar que los rasgos que ha marcado como prominentes para 
las expresiones en las indagaciones preliminares se repiten en textos sobre economía. Parte del 
análisis de datos se tiene que hacer manualmente, para ver, primero, si los casos encontrados 
efectivamente se usan con sentido no literal, y, segundo, cuáles son los rasgos sobresalientes 
del vehículo y tópico en cada caso. 

Para el escenario 1 también se puede realizar una búsqueda comparativa para ver si la ex-
presión en cuestión efectivamente es característica del discurso económico, como lo indicado 
en el análisis preliminar. 

En resumen, para identificar metáforas que efectivamente sean idiosincráticas del discur-
so económico, el lingüista tiene que averiguar si las conclusiones a las que ha llegado tras la 
investigación preliminar se repiten en un corpus más grande. Dicho de otra manera, tiene que 
tener en cuenta la frecuencia de, por un lado, los rasgos semánticos que ha especificado para el 
tópico y el vehículo de cada expresión, y, por otro, las expresiones metafóricas en sí. 

4 Conclusiones

Como hemos argumentado, el estudio de la metáfora en el discurso económico y, por extensi-
ón en otros lenguajes especializados, se beneficiaría de la utilización de un método alejado de 
la lingüística cognitiva, que se enfoque más transparentemente en las formas lingüísticas y su 
contexto, como el que se ha propuesto aquí.
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Los motivos principales que nos han llevado a cuestionar la aproximación cognitiva al 
tema en cuestión es precisamente que ésta se aleja en exceso de la forma lingüística, su argu-
mentación tiene elementos circulares y muchos de sus hallazgos son inverificables. Ésta no 
ofrece recursos adecuados para distinguir las metáforas que caracterizan un lenguaje especia-
lizado de las que se observan en campos no relacionados con este lenguaje. Esto es debido a 
que el lingüista cognitivo lo que en última instancia desea es decir algo principalmente sobre 
la cognición, no sobre la lengua.

Estudios preliminares indican que el MIAP nos permite partir de, y terminar con, la for-
ma lingüística en su contexto. Es más, nos ofrece un método para identificar las metáforas 
vivas en la lengua, discernir los elementos de la expresión metafórica que sean relevantes para 
su interpretación en el contexto y distinguir entre las metáforas características del discurso 
económico y las que permean la lengua general. Dicho método tiene como punto de partida 
los siguientes principios fundamentales; a) la identificación preliminar de las metáforas en 
el discurso se lleva a cabo por un conjunto de informantes hablantes nativos; b) el tópico y 
el vehículo poseen propiedades correspondientes o potencialmente correspondientes, gran 
parte de las cuales se selecciona por el contexto en el que aparece la expresión metafórica; 
c) el tópico y el vehículo no pueden compartir rasgos sobresalientes; d) la representación del 
significado metafórico incluye sólo los atributos que sean sobresalientes en el vehículo pero 
secundarios en el tópico. Esto implica que el vehículo le atribuye propiedades al tópico; e) los 
hallazgos preliminares se verifican con una búsqueda automatizada en un corpus más grande. 
Este modelo de análisis puede tener aplicaciones tangibles para los traductores y los econo-
mistas, ya que la identificación de los rasgos semánticos relevantes para contextos específicos 
también potencialmente permite identificar la función retórica y discursiva de las expresiones 
metafóricas tal y como aparecen en el texto. Un traductor de textos de economía, por ejemplo, 
necesita ser consciente de todas estas facetas y usos de las metáforas para poder generar una 
traducción adecuada de los textos en cuestión.
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Is there a project-specific terminology? 
Considerations focussing a public health project

Kristina Pelikan & Thorsten Roelcke
Kristina Pelikan & Thorsten Roelcke

Abstract: Internationally and interdisciplinarily collaborating academics in research projects 
communicate with several LSPs, embedded in an individual language used by all project mem-
bers. Commonly, English is appropriate as lingua franca for such purposes. During the course of 
these projects, a kind of “common language” accrues, including a project-specific terminology. 
This article will describe this developing terminology based on one project involving partners 
from Europe, Africa and India where intercultural communication in interdisciplinary research 
teams is a daily practice. In this research project, the terminology was not created and imple-
mented consciously – so how can this evolving project-specific terminology be defined and clas-
sified? For answering this question, the data sources of this paper include minutes from meetings 
attended by representatives of all project partners, notes from participant observation as well as 
the outcomes from surveys conducted with the project participants. Additionally, as to the char-
acteristics and function of this terminology, the acquisition will also be discussed in this article.
Is there a project-specific terminology?
Keywords: terminology, LSP, project communication, interdisciplinarity, science communication, 
international communication

1 Introduction

The topic of this article is the project-specific terminology of an international research project. 
“Science is a global enterprise” (The Royal Society 2011: 5): Many research questions are 

too complex for being answered only by researchers from one subject area and often, these 
researchers do not work all together in one country. So today, research practice often consists 
of research collaborations with changing partners in different projects, limited in time. Re-
search practice would be unthinkable without such projects (Janich/Zakharova 2011: 187). In-
creasingly, these research collaborations are international and inter-professional. Referring to 
Janich and Zakharova (2011: 191), we define inter-professional here as the cooperation of re-
searchers from different subject areas. These research projects require considerable coordina-
tion throughout, including harmonisation of data collection and analysis as well as collective 
research outputs. This can be a formidable challenge for any project but it can be compounded 
by a multi-country dimension, such as those required by European Commission’s Seventh 
Framework Programme (EU FP7). The backbone of these research projects with a large con-
sortium is communication. Without efficient project communication, the whole collabora-
tion fails. The project members communicate by using English as lingua franca. Like business 
collaborators, researchers “are specialists in their own fields and use English consciously as a 
tool, simply to do a job, with little interest in the language itself or ambition to perfect their 
language skills to any native-speakerlike degree” (Charles 2011: 29). In addition to the differ-
ences between native speakers and non-native speakers (Lutz 2014a), the heterogeneous ter-
minology based on the different professional/scientific background causes some challenges for 
a comprehensive and therewith efficient communication. A corporate terminology not only 
improves the comprehensibility of the internal communication, it also helps to create a sense 
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of togetherness. It gives “a sense of identity and helps shape corporate image, gives organiza-
tional members a sense of belonging” (Zander et al. 2011: 297). 

All these benefits are known and documented for corporations and business projects as 
well (Ottmann 2006), as terminologies are implemented regularly. In academia, it is much less 
common to implement a terminology specific to one research project. As to the research pro
ject observed in this article, no corporate terminology was created and implemented. How
ever, in the course of the collaboration within such heterogenic groups, a common language or 
just terminology might obviously develop by itself by an invisible hand process (Keller 2005). 
At least in the described research project, no effort was made for creating and implementing a 
common language or terminology.

The aim of this article is to outline the project-specific terminology of this particular re-
search project – first for verifying the existence of this terminology and second for describing 
its idiosyncrasies. We consider this paper as an essential basis for further studies. With respect 
to the methods and strategies of project terminologisation and the results of this present study, 
this could be a starting point for further research and strategies on terminologies specific to 
research projects. Therefore, we will introduce the examined project, before considering the 
scientific background and our research aims. 

2 Literature review and conceptual background

There is plenty of literature about communicating in international, intercultural and inter-
disciplinary teams. Many of these publications focus solely on English as a commonly used 
language within these teams. By discussing ELF (English as lingua franca) (Jenkins 2009, 
Hülmbauer 2009), BELF (Business English as lingua franca) (Bargiela-Chiappini 2006, Lou-
hiala-Salminen/Kankaanranta 2012), or EAP (English for Academic Purposes), there is often 
a focus on collaborative publications (Lillis/Curry 2010, Curry/Lillis 2010) leading then to 
discussions about collaborative authorship (Jeffery 2014). Other literature discusses managing 
communication (Delisle/Olson 2004) or collaboration (DeMarco et al. 2007) in such project 
teams more generally. The specific terminology, including its development and characteristics, 
is neglected in this literature as well as in literature about internal communication of research 
projects, although a common language is discussed (Janich/Zakharova 2011: 196). Based on a 
symbiotic relationship, terminology and specialised communication cannot exist without each 
other (Picht 1998: 117). Therefore, in the area of business communication, there is plenty of 
literature about terminology and corporate wording (Förster et al. 2010), respectively, mainly 
prioritizing the benefits for internal and external business communication and also including 
recommendations and guidelines for creating and implementing terminology. 

The reports and publications of the European Commission focus on external project com-
munication only, for instance with guidelines for project participants (European Commission 
2012), but they neglect the issue of internal project communication, including terminology. 
Project-specific terminology in an EU FP7 project is thus a new field for study. 

In linguistics, terminology is a long-established field. In 1931, Wüster wrote his pioneer
ing thesis on the international standardisation of technical languages, which later became the 
standard text for terminology (Arntz et al. 2009: 3−5, Lang 1998: 14). Based on this, Wüster 
later established the “Allgemeine Terminologielehre” as a linguistic discipline (Baum 1991: 
vi). Reflecting on fifteen years of research and development on terminology, Kageura and 
L’Homme write about “evolving research activities in the field” (Kageura/L’Homme 2008: 156) 
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moving towards topics such as corpus-based terminology, ontologies or phraseology (Kageura/
L’Homme 2008: 156). Not only is terminology itself a well-elaborated research subject widely 
mentioned in the specialised literature, but also how terminologies are implemented in texts is 
efficiently analysed and defined, following the concept of terminologisation (Roelcke 2013: 1). 
Terminologisation is usually “defined as the semantic transformation of a common language 
word of LSP” and – in more recent interpretation – the implementation of terminological 
systems (Roelcke 2014: 1–18). There is no literature on the implementation of terminology on 
a complex research project as the one examined in this article but Janich/Zakharova (2014) 
describe the implementation of terminology in a project including scientists from political 
science and physics. Additionally, there is no literature on terminology developing by itself 
within project communication, without being consciously created and implemented. This ar-
ticle will fill this gap by describing the project-specific terminology of this research project and 
its characteristics. 

Within this research project, the commonly used project language is English – English 
used as lingua franca (ELF). ELF can be defined as “a contact language between persons who 
share neither a common native tongue nor a common (national) culture, and for whom Eng-
lish is the chosen foreign language“ (Firth 1996: 240). Following Canagarajah/Wurr (2011: 4), 
ELF is a “locally achieved practice”. By using English for contact purposes, they suggest that 
no common code (as standard British or American English) is adopted (Canagarajah/Wurr 
2011: 4). Contrary to this, Jenkins (2009: 201) writes that ELF “involves both common ground 
and local variation“. This common ground persists of “linguistic forms that it shares with ENL 
(English as a Native Language), but it also contains forms that differ from ENL”, such as “code-
switching, repetition, echoing of items” (Jenkins 2009: 201). There is a “conceptual gap” (Seidl-
hofer 2001) in describing ELF and there are many approaches for solving this – for instance 
by describing phonology or pragmatics (Seidlhofer 2001: 142). Perhaps ELF is just a variety of 
English (Groom 2012: 50)? 

This paper will not enter more deeply into this ongoing discussion about ELF. Referring to 
Björkman, we extend the definition of ELF to “English is used by those who need it as a vehi-
cular language to communicate with each other” (Björkman 2013: 28) – in this way we define 
ELF as a manner of use of English, because here also persons with the same English mother 
tongue (American English or British English) communicate with each other by using ELF. 

This paper focuses on the project-specific terminology of a research project, embedded 
in its project communications using ELF. The terminology consists of several technical terms 
with specific characteristics. Arntz et al. define a technical term based on DIN 2342 as a match
ed pair of a term and its designation as an element of a terminology (“das zusammengehörige 
Paar aus seinem Begriff und seiner Benennung als Element einer Terminologie”, Arntz et al. 
2009: 37). Following Fluck, in the narrow sense of the word, technical terms have the purpose 
to designate a term or an object, which is unambiguously and with only one designation defin
ed related to a professional discipline (“einen im betreffenden Fach exakt definierten Begriff 
oder Gegenstand eindeutig und einnamig zu bezeichnen”, Fluck 1985: 47), pertaining to Beneš 
(1986) therewith, he defines technical terms in relation to single professional discipline. By 
defining a technical term as the smallest meaningful and likewise freely usable unit of a pro-
fessional language system, that is used for the communication within a specific area of human 
activity and its expressed texts (“kleinste bedeutungstragende und zugleich frei verwendbare 
sprachliche Einheit eines fachlichen Sprachsystems, die innerhalb der Kommunikation eines 
bestimmten menschlichen Tätigkeitsbereichs im Rahmen geäußerter Texte gebraucht wird“, 
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Roelcke 2010: 56), Roelcke allows for an extension of the communication situation. Instead of 
being restricted to a professional discipline, this definition of technical term refers to terms of 
one area of professional activity – in which also persons of different professional background 
could work closely together. So the terminology could also refer to a specific collaboration of 
a group of members, such as the research project described here. However, technical terms 
follow different characteristics, elaborately described in the literature. Sager stated: “we may 
postulate that terms were introduced as a corrective of the fuzziness and vagueness of general 
language words” (Sager 1998/1999: 45). Following the same approach, Wüster demands bi-
uniqueness as the prescriptive target norm for technical terms (Gerzymisch-Arbogast 1996: 
10). However, there is a notable discrepancy between the linguistic understanding of technical 
terms and the reality of their use. On the one hand, we have the qualities ascribed to technical 
terms by linguistics: precision, unambiguity and independence of context; and on the other 
hand their real qualities: vagueness, ambiguity and context dependence (Roelcke 1995: 394). 
In contrast to biuniqueness, polysemy and synonymy are regularly appearing characteristics of 
technical terms. As polysemy and synonymy already suggest, there are paradigmatic semantic 
relationships between technical terms. As a result, some technical terms stand in semantic 
relation to each other, which evoke the association of a semantic field. Technical terms do not 
occur singly in a LSP; they are embedded in semantic systems of technical terms – termino-
logy systems. This paper will focus on the terminology only, without searching for a project-
specific language. A project-specific language would require a whole language system (ter-
minology per se does not constitute a language) and would go too far. This paper will analyse 
the project-specific terminology by considering the characteristics mentioned above – after 
describing the project first.

3 The AMASA project

This article focuses on the internal communication of the research project “Accessing Med-
icines in Africa and South Asia” (AMASA), led by the University of Edinburgh and funded 
by the European Commission’s Seventh Framework Programme (EU FP7). In collaboration 
with partners in Belgium, India, South Africa, Switzerland and Uganda, over 70 researchers 
examined access to seven different tracer medicines in Africa and South Asia. As a conse-
quence of the immense geographical distances involved, the project collaboration was based 
on web-based tools and communication media. The lack of face-to-face meetings of course 
influenced communication and also knowledge transfer within this project. For conducting 
this research, project members from several different professional backgrounds (for instance 
Anthropology, Medicine, Sociology, Political Science, Economics and Law) worked together in 
heterogeneous working groups on a daily basis. 

Leading the knowledge management and communication working group including mem-
bers from all partner institutes at AMASA, Kristina Pelikan was deeply involved in the pro-
ject. She attended the regular meetings of the project management consortium, was in close 
contact with the project Principle Investigators (PIs) and attended the project workshops in 
Uganda, South Africa and the UK. Therewith, she had the chance to collect the data by doing 
surveys with project members, collecting meeting minutes and participant observation.

Being a member of AMASA for the whole course of the project was essential for obtaining 
these data; this would not have been possible for an external person.
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The AMASA project language
Within the AMASA project, English was used as lingua franca (ELF) and was supposed to be 
the common language for this project. As the leading house of this project is based in Great 
Britain and all internationally operating researchers are supposed to be fluent speakers of Eng
lish, there was no discussion about which language to choose. On the one hand, there was no 
awareness for the need of a common project language or even terminology to be created prior 
to the project collaboration; on the other hand, elaborating this was not included in the project 
proposal. For external communication (for instance, in policy briefs), support by native speak-
ers was requested. For the internal communication, no proofreading or other form of support 
by native speakers was used. There was no kind of language or communication training, nei-
ther at the beginning nor during the course of the project, despite the fact that some project 
members had no experience with communicating in such an international and intercultural 
setting. Based on the different local and professional backgrounds, the project communication 
was influenced by several mother tongues, as for instance Marathi, Slovak, Dutch, German 
and eight different local languages in Africa (such as Lusoga, Kinywarwanda, Runyakitara or 
Shona) as well as by several languages for specific purposes (LSPs).

Based on their educational background, the project members came from several differ-
ent disciplines. Additionally, some project members work in disciplines, which are different 
from their educational background and as a consequence they have also acquired additional 
terminologies. We can compare this situation to that described by Kalverkämper, who defines 
all communication as specialised. With a scale of professionality in mind, he distinguishes 
between highly featured and less featured communication (Kalverkämper 1990: 112). Apply-
ing his approach to the internal project communication within AMASA, it can be defined 
as specialised. We can distinguish between communication that is highly featured (for in-
stance a discussion about specific research matters) and less featured (for instance a talk about 
the weather in Edinburgh). However, the specialised communication cannot be switched off 
during the breaks, so it only becomes less featured. Within the AMASA project, the project 
members used their own idiolect consisting of the mother tongue (influencing the used ELF), 
the LSP and that part of the project-specific terminology, which the person acquired during 
the course of the project. 

The project language can be defined as the area of overlap of different idiolects, which 
leads to a variety of ELF. Schmidt/Herrgen (2011: 51) differentiate between complete varieties 
and sectoral varieties (with respect to lexical inventories) – referring to this, ELF can be seen 
as a complete variety with the thematised project language as a sectoral variety. 

Altogether, this causes a significant heterogeneity which increased the need for a common 
language during this project even more. There was no conscious creation or implementation 
of a common project language – nevertheless a common project language developed during 
the course of the project. Furthermore, some project members within AMASA confirmed 
the development of a project-specific language, something that more project members ex-
perienced with international collaboration (involved in at least three international projects) 
confirmed than did less-experienced members. “Project teams interacting as long as AMASA 
usually take on language characteristics” (4SR11), was the comment of an experienced project 
member. So contrary to other collaborations (for instance described by vom Brocke 2010: 59), 
at least some project members started this collaboration with the awareness that a common 

1	 4SR1 is the ID of a project member who participated in this survey. 
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project language might be needed or might develop. What do the linguistic idiosyncrasies, 
developed during the course of this project, look like? 

4 Research questions, data sources and methods

The project-specific terminology was not implemented at the AMASA project consciously, 
so there was no survey providing for the existence of a project-specific terminology at the 
beginning. Within a study on the comprehensibility of terminology used frequently in project 
meetings, carried out with some project members during a project workshop in Cape Town, 
different project-specific terms were found by chance. A terminology including terms with 
project-specific meaning2 was developed as a result of this finding. In a survey, conducted at 
the end of 2012, the existence of a project-specific terminology was confirmed by the project 
members who predominantly acknowledged the development of a project-specific language 
including a specific terminology. In another survey also conducted with the project mem-
bers in early 2012, the participants were asked for synonyms (in English and in their mother 
tongue) of specific terms used regularly in internal communication. As the results show, there 
are specific terms without synonyms. Complementing this finding, in the survey conducted at 
the end of 2012, project members were asked for examples of – in their opinion – project-spe-
cific terms and they indicated several examples. 

These results led to the following research questions:
(1)	 Is there a project-specific terminology within this research project? 
(2)	 If so, how can this specific terminology be defined and classified?

a)	 Are there newly coined terms? 
b)	 Are there project-specific meanings? 
c)	 Is there a specific selection of already existing terms? 
d)	 Is there a specific selection of already existing meanings?

(3)	 How does this specific terminology arise and which functions does it fulfil? 
(4)	 How does the acquisition of this terminology happen? 

Data sources and methods
One part of the internal project communication are regular meetings conducted using the 
web-based communication tool Skype. One of these meetings is the regular project man-
agement meeting, led by the project investigators. All current issues of the project are dis-
cussed. All these meetings are minuted, which is a determined proceeding, and the minutes 
are available for all project members afterwards. As all different research topics and current 
proceedings of the projects are discussed at this project management meeting; the minutes 
provide an entire overview of the project – the actual state. As these minutes of the project 
management meeting cover all different working areas of the project (scientific and adminis-
trative ones), they include a significant use of project-specific terms. The data sources of this 
paper constitute the project management minutes: 15 sets of minutes from 2010, 15 sets from 
2011, 15 from 2012 and 10 from 2013, supplemented by notes (participant observation) taken 
during these meetings. Additionally, the terms found in the minutes were compared with the 

2	 Knowing the difference between meaning and reference, we want to confine ourselves here to meaning 
without elucidating the differentiation. Further, we understand the fundamental terms word, concept, 
meaning and expression based on Roelcke (2010: 61f.) but do not explain these here due to space limits.
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results of surveys conducted with project participants in 2012 (already mentioned above). The 
surveys consciously asked for project-specific terms and not for terms with a project-specific 
meaning in order to keep this question as easy as possible. From these minutes, several terms 
with a project-specific meaning have been identified and extracted. Afterwards, the meanings 
of these terms used within AMASA have been searched by using the search functions of Goo-
gle, ScienceDirect3 and PubMed4. The terms for which the AMASA-specific meanings did not 
occur in another context have been listed as terms with a project-specific meaning related to 
AMASA. These terms have then been compared with the list of project-specific terms noted 
by the project members within the mentioned survey. The aim of this comparison was to find 
out if the identified terms matched or if there are different terms identified as project-specific 
by single persons.

5 Analysis and results

By analysing these meeting minutes, some terms with a project-specific meaning have been 
identified. All these terms were used in the internal project communication regularly and 
they belonged to the daily terminology used by all project members. This terminology was 
influenced by the idiolects of the project members and the project proceeding (including or-
ganisational structures as well as research methods) and sociological (degree of familiarity), 
psychological (mental and physical shape or obligation of this communication) and semiotic 
circumstances, supplemented by communication science based circumstances (communica-
tion media, geographical and temporal situation). This project-specific terminology is based 
on creation and selection; new terms have been coined or at least influenced by the project 
proceeding. These terms and meanings from different LSPs as well as from the general vocab-
ulary have been selected and implemented into the project-specific terminology. Through ter-
minologisation (Roelcke 2013: 1), these terms became part of the project-specific terminology. 
They lost their initial meaning when they were adopted as project-specific. Based on the four 
groups introduced by the research questions in section four, this classification can be made 
(for further examples please refer to the appendix):

5.1 Newly coined terms

New terms have been coined consciously, based or at least influenced by the project proceed-
ing. For example the abbreviation5 AMASA (Accessing Medicines in Africa and South Asia) 
with project title as project-specific meaning or amasa-all which stands for the mailing-list for 
all project members. 

Gap group is an example for a new binominal compound, created out of two free lexical 
morphemes for the AMASA terminology. In the general vocabulary, gap has different mean-
ings. It stands for “an empty space or hole in the middle of something, or between two things”, 

3	 Database of the publisher Elsevier.
4	 US National Library of Medicine.
5	 Although we are aware of the differentiation between abbreviation, acronym and clipping, we use here 

abbreviation as umbrella term without differentiating further. “Terminological distinctions are not al-
ways so clear-cut” (Mattiello 2013: 83) and “acronyms and initialisms are two general labels, allowing 
further analysis and subcategorization” (Mattiello 2013: 87). Outlining the terminal distinctions and dif-
ferent approaches to analysis on this topic is not feasible in this research paper due to space limitation.
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“a difference between two groups of people, two situations, etc.” or “something that is absent 
and stops something from being complete” (Cambridge Dictionary online 1), whereas group 
refers to “a number of people or things that are together in one place or are connected” (Cam-
bridge Dictionary online 2). Beyond AMASA, this compound is polysemous as it refers to 
different semantically related meanings: it might stand for a group with gaps (a group missing 
some members) or a group of gaps (a number of gaps in a defined multitude). In the AMASA 
terminology, however, gap group is defined as group of project members, working on the gaps 
within the specialised literature about a specific research topic. Each gap group consisted of 
project members of different partner institutes. So both of these morphemes underwent a se-
mantic narrowing by becoming a compound of the AMASA terminology, which was confined 
to one meaning. The compound with three constitutes, wg gap analysis (meaning the identi-
fication of gaps in the specialist literature, done by working groups) was also newly created at 
the AMASA project, and it stands for a specific research process.

5.2 Specific meanings

Due to the collaborative proceeding of the project, several specific meanings (significances) 
occur – for instance based on the developed research methods of this project. As there is 
no corresponding expression (signifier) within the terminology of the project members, this 
causes a significant need for specific terms (signifiers) for these project-specific meanings 
(significances). For example, for the project-specific meaning cross-site paper number seven, 
CS07, a combination of an abbreviation with a number was chosen – without considering that 
this term refers to several meanings in the medical terminology where it stands for cancer 
cell lines. All IDs of project papers are created following the same approach; an abbreviation 
combined with a number: CS07, UG06 etc. The two letters refer to the country where the data 
used for this paper was collected, followed by the number of this paper. So CS07 is the seventh 
paper based on data from different countries, accordingly UG06 is the sixth paper based on 
data collected in Uganda only. Another example is instruments folder, referring to a folder 
within the project data management system for storage of the research instruments. Here, 
project-specific folders in this system for project-specific instruments were named by a new 
term, so this compound was chosen.

5.3 Selection of already existing terms

Words existing in the general vocabulary were selected for the AMASA terminology and used 
with a different meaning. TC is an example for an abbreviation that occurs in the general vo-
cabulary with several meanings (Wikipedia lists over 706), for instance testicular cancer (med-
icine). In the AMASA terminology, it stands for Teleconference – a web-based meeting using 
Skype. So in its function, it differentiates Skype meetings from phone calls, as it refers to Skype 
meetings only and not to other kinds of verbal web-based communication. Further examples 
are VC (Video conference using an IP-to-IP System, not Skype) and PMTC (Project Manage-
ment Teleconference – a regular internal meeting via Skype).

6	 See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/TC (5.7.2014).
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5.4 Selection of already existing meanings

Proposal is an example for a term with several meanings. For the AMASA terminology, one 
meaning was chosen as it refers here only to research proposal. This could be specific to re-
search projects (meaning domain-specific) and not only specific to this research project.

Another example is the idiom to take it offline which stands for discussing a topic internal-
ly by using web-based communication but only with a very few project members and without 
sharing minutes with all project partners at AMASA. Beyond AMASA, it is for instance also 
used for taking electronic devices from a network. 

5.5 Misleading identification

The comparison of the list of terms identified in the project minutes and the terms which 
were named by the project members in the survey outlined above led to this assessment: pro
ject members classify terms as project-specific, if they did not become acquainted with them 
earlier than during the course of this project. Several terms were listed which also occur in 
different other contexts, for instance wiki or deliverables and milestones. These terms can be 
selected from the official project proposal, terms for communication tools that were used or 
technical terms from different LSPs. One example is the abbreviation SSRIs (Selective Sero-
tonin Reuptake Inhibitors), a psychiatric medicine against depression – this abbreviation has 
no project-specific meaning. These terms are marked in the appendix with an asterisk.

6 Project-specific terminology 

Further, the terms of the groups 5.1 to 5.4 as introduced above will be characterized in more 
detail, by starting with their genesis and function followed by the word formation and their 
relations within the project-specific terminology. As we consider this part as the interesting 
centrepiece, it is discussed in a separate chapter and not included in chapter 5, outlining the 
results. 

6.1 Genesis and function

“At the project team level, practitioners may either develop their own vocabulary or make a 
commitment to use the sponsoring organizations resources if applicable.” (Delisle/Olson 2004: 
336) There is no guidance from the European Commission specific to research projects and 
the existing concepts for corporate wording of the partner institutes in South Africa and Bel-
gium are only used by very few project members and only for external communications. So it 
can be assumed that these concepts do not influence the genesis of a project-specific termi-
nology. During the course of projects, a specific language might be developed based on – or 
even forced by – the collaboration within the team (vom Brocke 2010: 59). There are different 
functions of this specific terminology; 

the first function of these terms is to refer to something which does not exist outside of 
AMASA. Keeping the four groups mentioned above in mind, this includes a project-specific 
signifier (which needs a significance) as well as a specific significance (which needs a signifier). 
Within AMASA, interdisciplinary research was carried out by using commonly elaborated 
methods and research instruments. Therewith the project-specific terminology does not in-
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clude only terms related to project management (for instance instruments folder), but also 
terms related to research methods (for instance tracer medicines or wg gap analysis). 

The second function is related to language economy (as well as exactness, objectivity etc.; 
cf. Roelcke 2010: 23–28). Language economy shall here be defined as minimization of the lin-
guistic effort by achieving a defined linguistic outcome (Roelcke 2002: 26). 

By using compounds and abbreviations resp. abbreviations only instead of a syntactic 
phrase, linguistic effort will be reduced – analogous to corporate wording used in business 
communication. Additionally, project-specific terminology also “promotes the sense of be-
longing to something important” (5RA27), as a project member described the common iden-
tity. Project terminology enhances the sense of togetherness, which then leads to a third func-
tion – creation and strengthening of team spirit within this group of project researchers. This 
third function is the basis of a circulatory effect; the project terminology strengthens the team 
spirit and enhances the collaboration, whereby the project terminology will be extended then 
again, which strengthens the team spirit of the established communities of practice (Lave/
Wenger 1991, North et al. 2004) anew. This highlights the often neglected relevance of a spe-
cific terminology found in research projects.

Diachrony 
The project-specific terminology also follows the project proceeding. So as soon as a new 
project proceeding is developed, new terms for describing it will be needed. After this part 
of the project proceeding is finished, these terms disappear from the daily communication. 
For example, the terms of the subject group field research (see appendix) did not occur in the 
minutes of 2010, as no field research had been carried out yet. At this time, literature research 
was done – followed by the corresponding terms. The terms for the project products appear 
only in 2012 and 2013, as there were no project products earlier. The project-specific terms 
for the subject groups communication and collaboration are used during the whole course of 
the project.

Exceptions
There are also very few terms which were not coined based on their function for the project. 
One example is UMAK which refers to Makerere University in Uganda (with the abbreviation 
MAKU), but actually it is the abbreviation for the name of the Makati University8 (Philippines) 
as well as the name of a small island belonging to Alaska9. Within AMASA, this extended 
four-letter abbreviation was adapted for common use by the northern project partners, where 
the term University comes first: University of Edinburgh or University of Basel. Based on this, 
MAKU has become UMAK for this project-specific usage.

6.2 Characteristics

Within the AMASA terminology, there are several idiosyncrasies. Commonly structural, these 
idiosyncrasies are not surprising, but in concrete phenomenal terms, they are specific to the 
AMASA project and therefore special; they help to describe the structure of the project-spe-
cific terminology.

7	 ID of a project member.
8	 See http://umak.edu.ph/v2/ (5.11.2013).
9	 See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Umak_Island (5.11.2013).
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Phrases
In the sense of describing something that does not exist outside of AMASA, different phrases 
with a project-specific meaning were also found in the analysed corpus; bringing gaps into 
country reports is one example. Gaps is a term with a project-specific meaning which should 
be mentioned in these – also project-specific – country reports. Outside AMASA, this phrase 
might generate the association of taking something out of the reports for creating gaps.

Word classes
Mainly, these are nouns as technical terms with project-specific meaning. Only few adjectives 
(only as hyphenated adjective compounds, as country-specific) and verb constructions (as to 
take it offline) can be found.

Morphology 
The major category of word formation in this specific terminology is composition. In this 
form of word formation, terms existing in the general vocabulary are combined to form a 
compound. In this project-specific terminology, mainly determinative compounds with two 
and more constituents have been found; compounds of two nouns as Basel (modifier) work-
shop (head) and compounds of three nouns as field work instruments. All compounds with 
three constitutes follow the same hierarchy, no matter whether the compound consists of 
three nouns or two nouns and an adjective as in country specific instrument. The first two 
constituents (here field and work) act as modifier and the last constituent (here instrument) 
is the head of the compound. This project terminology also contains compounds of an ab-
breviation (WG = working group) and two nouns (WG gap analysis) or an abbreviation and a 
noun (WG coordinator). Among the compounds whose constituents are nouns, only open and 
neither solid nor hyphenated forms are found. The only examples of hyphenated compounds 
are those created with cross – for instance cross-site (consisting of an adjective and a noun) or 
cross-cutting (consisting of an adjective and a verb). There are also adjective compounds, such 
as country-specific.

Within the AMASA terminology, there are also different abbreviations. Combined, they 
form a new abbreviation, for example the two abbreviations PM and TC form the new ab-
breviation PM TC. Abbreviations occur in combination with numbers as WG10 as well; here 
the abbreviation and the number form a solid compound. A few of these compounds can be 
extended; WG (an internal working group) can be extended to WG10 (one specific working 
group), can be extended to WG10 member (a member of this specific working group). 

Project-specific biuniqueness 
Biuniqueness may avoid communicative misunderstandings and thus lead to a more precise 
utterance. In reality, some technical terms differ from this target norm. As several empirical 
studies (Roelcke 1991) have shown, biuniqueness appears so rarely that it is only a question-
able characteristic for technical terms. The AMASA terminology contains terms with a proj-
ect-specific meaning (which does not occur in another context), as well as terms without a 
project-specific meaning. Some terms with a project-specific meaning follow the concepts 
of being monosemic and heteronymic and are neither polysemous nor synonymous. This is 
reminiscent of the concept of biuniqueness developed by Wüster, where every designation 
refers to a single object and every object has only one single designation (Roelcke 1991: 195). 
This one-to-one correspondence can only be fulfilled in the frame of the project – the gen-
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eral vocabulary is just too extensive. However, fulfilling the concept of biuniqueness by some 
terms indicates a contextual biuniqueness within the AMASA terminology. Here, context is 
defined in a wide sense as containing “a social and a cultural context (context […]) and a tex-
tual context (cotext […]) as well” (Roelcke 2002: 30; cf. Roelcke 1994: 7–17). This concept 
of context is based on the categories: place, time, people and activities which are “obviously 
fundamental characteristics of solutions” (van Dijk 2009: 35) and not for being represented in 
context models only. So the project-specific context consists of place (referring to the virtual 
workspace of the project members), time (referring to the project duration, 3.5 years), people 
(referring to all project members involved in the internal project communication), and activ-
ities (referring to the proceeding of this research project, for instance field research). Only 
within this framework of place, time, people and activities can a term be defined as belonging 
to this project-specific context. Based on this definition of context, contextual biuniqueness 
can be seen as biuniqueness in this project-specific framework. This leads to a concept of con-
textual biuniqueness, specific to the terminology of this project. A term, biunique within this 
project-specific context, is contextual biunique within the AMASA specific terminology. Ful-
filling this concept is for instance the term Northern Partners; Northern Partners refers to the 
project members in Belgium, Great Britain and Switzerland. Within this project context there 
is no alternative designation for this term and no other term for this meaning, so this term is 
biunique. Outside of AMASA, it might also refer to persons in other countries.

Paradigmatic semantic relations
Referring to Olsen (2000: 898), “especially noun-noun compounds often depend for their in-
terpretation on an element of meaning that is not overtly expressed in the combination and, 
as a consequence, are at least potentially ambiguous semantically”. Compounds often show 
not only a semantic but also a syntactic ambiguity as shown in the following examples. If we 
assume there is ambiguity within the AMASA terminology, there might also be different se-
mantic relations between the project-specific terms:

Polysemy: For example, the term discussion refers to a conversation about a specific topic 
(which could be several topics at AMASA) and it refers as pars pro toto to the discussion fo-
rum and its threads within the collaboration platform, used at this project. So here discussion 
is polysemous as it expresses different interpretations. 

Synonymy: Some terms are used synonymously within AMASA, for instance SA workshop 
and cape town meeting. On the denotation level, cape town meeting is synonymous to SA work-
shop, but on the connotation level, the differences in meaning can be highlighted by looking at 
the seme. SA workshop appears in the analysed data more often than cape town meeting, so it 
is obviously more frequently used. The less frequently used terms can be defined as occasional 
compounds. As this terminology was not established or implemented consciously, there is no 
direct control of what terminology is used. So the project members can also use as many oc-
casional synonyms as they like, as long as it can be understood by the project members easily. 
So the reason for this synonymy here is linguistic negligence and not the attempt to create 
semantic differentiation, as described by Roelcke (1991: 2004 f.).

Hyperonymy: The terms for designating the different papers written at the AMASA project 
fulfil the concept of hyperonymy. For example the expression for the data source (country 
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or cross-site) combined with paper to the determinative compound cross-site paper is a hy-
peronym to the hyponym SA03. SA refers to data collected in South Africa and all papers 
are numbered consecutively. These semantic relations within the project-specific terminology 
lead to the assumption that other specific terms might also occur in a network based on differ-
ent semantic relations instead of appearing isolated.

Semantic fields: Such relations between terms in semantic fields as shown in the section 
above suggest word field theory, saying only the whole semantic field makes a sense within a 
terminology, not each single term. The term word field suggests fixed field boundaries between 
the individual word fields, which cannot be fulfilled here. Here, the boundaries are blurred and 
the different word fields overlap each other by sharing different terms (see figure 1). 

Fig. 1: Overlapping semantic fields in AMASA’s project terminology

This figure shows a part of the AMASA terminology, consisting of several terms related to 
each other either with semantic or associative relations (not denoted here). Within this section 
there are three project-specific semantic fields, overlapping each other by sharing common 
terms; the semantic field collaboration, the semantic field gap and the semantic field research 
share the common term wg gap analysis. The term gap analysis is shared by the semantic fields 
gap and research, whereas the term gap group is shared by the semantic fields collaboration 
and gap. All these fields combined lead into a highly branched terminology system within the 
AMASA project terminology. 

6.3 Acquisition

For acquiring the project-specific terminology, there was no kind of training within AMA-
SA. All project members had to fulfil the obligation to perform and acquire the terminology 
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by themselves. As the results of a survey conducted among the project participants in 2012 
show, the consciousness raising about the project-specific terminology had not been done 
by all project members at that time. This leads to a differentiation between conscious and 
unconscious acquisition. The majority of the project members acquired this terminology con-
sciously (mainly project members experienced with international collaboration), a minority 
was still unaware of its existence. They searched in the internal project wiki, as well as via 
Google, Wikipedia and PubMed or asked their colleagues for the meanings of unknown terms. 
For example, in cases of homonymy and polysemy, searching via different search engines led 
to confusion as the project-specific term and its meaning could not be found this way. The 
meaning of some terms could also be deduced from the context. Following the concept of 
situated peripheral participation (Lave/Wenger 1991), the project members acquired the pro
ject-specific terminology by participating in the AMASA project collaboration. Referring to 
Canagarajah/Wurr (2011: 3), language acquisition in such communities works differently: ELF 
users are able to monitor each other communicating with a high level of awareness and learn 
the language as they use it. 

7 Conclusion

Project communication is often equated with dissemination neglecting the relevance of inter-
nal communication. Within business communication, this need has already been recognised. 
“During the past decade, it has become obvious that the role of an organization’s internal 
communication is at least as decisive for operational success as has traditionally been the case 
with external communication.” (Louhiala-Salminen/Kankaanranta 2012: 262) Therefore, the 
relevance of a specific terminology should not be underestimated. The proceedings of creat-
ing and maintaining a corporate-specific terminology are meanwhile standard and well doc-
umented – for corporations, but not for research projects. Research projects often face the 
same challenges and needs, however, based on international, interdisciplinary and also inter-
cultural collaboration, so the requirements are comparable. Beside the wish for a common 
identity as quoted from an AMASA member, also various difficulties in comprehension arose 
at AMASA. The usage of ELF is not a guarantor for comprehensive project communication 
(Pelikan 2014). Project-specific terminology helps to improve the comprehensibility by re-
ducing vagueness due to many synonyms, not known by all project members. The used ELF 
is very heterogenic anyway but it could at least be improved a bit by implementing a specif-
ic terminology. As the results of this study show, a project-specific terminology was created 
and acquired by the project participants, although this was not implemented consciously. The 
project-specific terminology has at least three different functions:
(1)	 To refer to something which does not exist outside of AMASA.
(2)	 Language economy (as well as exactness, objectivity etc.; cf. Roelcke 2010: 23–28).
(3)	 Creation and strengthening of team spirit within this group of project researchers.

As the analysis has shown, the terminology specific to AMASA can be classified as follows:
a)	 Newly coined terms
b)	 Terms with new project-specific meanings
c)	 Selection of already existing terms
d)	 Selection of already existing meanings
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The explained functions and characteristics enhance the need for a specific terminology im-
plemented in a thoughtful way. They established and maintained a need for internal commu-
nication – not only in business.

Considering this, the present paper could emphasize the need for in-depth research to be 
carried out on project language and especially terminology of research projects. Further, rec-
ommendations or even guidelines for the implementation of terminology for research projects 
could be an aim in the future by analogy with projects in business. Additionally, the results of 
this study could be substantiated by a quantitative study using these data complemented by 
additional data which might be done in future. 

Appendix 

Sorted by the main groups project collaboration, research and funding, some project-specific 
terms are listed below. These terms constitute just an excerpt of the project-specific terminol-
ogy of the AMASA project, without any guarantee of completeness. These terms are sorted 
by subject groups and not alphabetically (following Dornseiff 2004). As the project-specific 
terminology mainly consists of nouns, these are listed first. For each term, the term most 
commonly used is mentioned first, followed by the project-specific synonyms. Additionally, all 
terms are grouped, based on the four groups introduced in section 5 of this paper:
a)	 Newly coined terms
b)	 New project-specific meaning
c)	 Selection of already existing terms
d)	 Selection of already existing meanings

All terms which are not project-specific, but identified as being this by at least one project 
member, are marked by an asterisk.

1	 Project collaboration
1.1	 Project partners
a)	 Newly coined terms

•	 AMASA (abbreviation for Accessing Medicines in Africa and South Asia – project 
title)

•	 STPH (abbreviation for Swiss Tropical and Public Health Institute)
b)	 New project-specific meaning

•	 ---
c)	 Selection of already existing terms

•	 MUK (abbreviation for Makerere University)
•	 Northern Partners (project partners in Great Britain, Belgium and Switzerland)
•	 Partners (all project partners)
•	 Project partners (members of this research project) – synonym to Sites
•	 Southern Partners (project partners in Uganda, South Africa and India)

d)	 Selection of already existing meanings
•	 country team (team of project partners based in one country);

1.2	 Communication
a)	 Newly coined terms

•	 amasa-all (internal mailinglist subscribed by all project partners)
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•	 project management committee teleconference (regular meeting with representatives 
from all partner institutes via Skype) – synonym to PM TC – synonym to project 
management TC – synonym to Mgt committee TC – synonym to management TC – 
synonym to management call, synonym to Tuesday TC

b)	 New project-specific meaning
•	 ---

c)	 Selection of already existing terms/phrases
•	 discussion (discussion forum within the internal DMS) – synonym to forum
•	 Month + VC (videoconference with the month in which it took place, for instance 

March VC)
•	 TC (teleconference via Skype) – synonym to Skype TC – synonym to Skype meeting 

– synonym to Skype – synonym to Skype call
•	 VC (videoconference not via Skype) – synonym to video workshop – synonym to 

video meeting
•	 website (project website, used for external communication/dissemination)
•	 *wiki (wiki within the internal DMS)
•	 to discuss bilaterally (to discuss between members of two partner institutes only)
•	 to take it offline (to discuss a topic without letting all project partners follow the dis-

cussion – a meeting without minutes shared with the project partners)
d)	 Selection of already existing meanings

•	 the committee (the project principal investigators and the site principal investiga-
tors)

1.3	 Collaboration
a)	 Newly coined terms

•	 ---
b)	 New project-specific meanings

•	 gap group coordinator (coordinator of one gap group)
•	 theme group (team of project members from all partner institutes working together 

on one theme)
c)	 Selection of already existing terms

•	 Basel workshop (meeting of representatives from all partner institutes in the city 
Basel) – synonym to methods workshop (as this workshop was for discussing the 
research methods)

•	 Cape Town workshop (meeting of representatives from all partner institutes in the 
city Cape Town) – synonym to May workshop (as it was in May) – synonym to South 
Africa workshop – synonym to SA workshop – synonym to cape town meeting

•	 Edinburgh workshop (meeting of representatives from all partner institutes in the 
city Edinburgh) – synonym to April workshop (as it was in April)

•	 Kampala workshop (meeting of representatives from all partner institutes in the city 
Kampala) – synonym to Uganda workshop – synonym to Kampala meeting

•	 knowledge management system (internal DMS) – synonym to KM system – synonym 
to Alfresco (brand name of the used DMS)

•	 working group 1–working group12 (team of project members from all partner in-
stitutes working together on one topic build a working group, there are 12 internal 
working groups) – abbreviations: WG1–WG12

•	 workshop (annual meeting of representatives from all partner institutes) – synonym 
to project workshop
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•	 WG coordinator (coordinator of one working group)
•	 WG member (member of one working group)

d)	 Selection of already existing meanings
•	 cross-site work (work done by project partners from different partner institutes)
•	 cross-site activities (activities done by project partners from different partner insti-

tutes) – synonym to activities across sites
•	 gap group (team of project members from all partner institutes working together on 

one thematic gap, found in the specialised literature)

2	 Research 
2.1	 Data/Topics
a)	 Newly coined terms

•	 ---
b)	 New project-specific meanings

•	 ---
c)	 Selection of already existing terms

•	 Monitoring table (table created in Excel for monitoring research activities) – syno-
nym to monitoring sheet – synonym to monitoring tool

•	 Tracer Medicines (specific medicines which are the centre of the project research) – 
synonym to tracer drugs – abbreviation: TM(s) and TMSC

•	 *CSTM, LAM, RIF, OXT, FLU, ATM (abbreviations of the names of the tracer me-
dicines)

•	 *SSRIs (Selective Serotonin Reuptake Inhibitors – psychotropic medicines)
d)	 Selection of already existing meanings

•	 country-specific (specific to one of the countries where the project partners are based) 
– synonym to site specific

•	 cross-country (across different countries where the project partners are based) – syn
onym to cross-site

•	 data (pars pro toto for different kinds of research data)

2.2	 Literature Review
a)	 Newly coined terms

•	 ---
b)	 New project-specific meanings

•	 ---
c)	 Selection of already existing terms

•	 country-specific literature (literature specific to one of the countries where the pro
ject partners are based)

•	 Lit reviews (literature reviews to the different defined research topics of this project)
d)	 Selection of already existing meanings

•	 Gap (thematic gap, identified in the specialised literature about different topics)

2.3	 Field research
a)	 Newly coined terms

•	 ---
b)	 New project-specific meanings

•	 Instruments folder (folder within the internally used DMS for storage of all research 
instruments)
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c)	 Selection of already existing terms
•	 ---

d)	 Selection of already existing meanings
•	 Instruments (research instruments, for instance surveys)
•	 Instrument catalogue (table with research instruments listed)

2.4	 Research products
a)	 Newly coined terms

•	 wg gap analysis (identification of gaps in the specialist literature, done by working 
groups)

b)	 New project-specific meanings
•	 CS + number (paper based on data collected in different countries)
•	 IN + number (paper based on data collected in India)
•	 SA + number (paper based on data collected in South Africa)
•	 UG + number (paper based on data collected in Uganda)

c)	 Selection of already existing terms
•	 Project papers (publications written by project members based on the research data 

of this project)
d)	 Selection of already existing meanings

•	 Outlines (outlines of project papers) – synonym to draft outlines

3	 Funding
3.1	 Official project documents
a)	 Newly coined terms

•	 ---
b)	 New project-specific meanings

•	 ---
c)	 Selection of already existing terms

•	 Report (pars pro toto for different kinds of project reports to be submitted to the 
European Commission)

•	 *PIP (Project Implementation Plan)
•	 *Consortium Agreement (agreement signed by all project investigators)

d)	 Selection of already existing meanings
•	 Proposal (project proposal)

3.2	 EU FP specific
a)	 Newly coined terms

•	 ---
b)	 New project-specific meanings

•	 ---
c)	 Selection of already existing terms

•	 Form (pars pro toto for different forms to be filled in for submitting to the European 
Commission)

•	 *Deliverables and Milestones (commitments defined by the EC)
•	 *Work Packages (in the official technical annex, the project tasks are allocated to 

different work packages) – abbreviation: WP
d)	 Selection of already existing meanings

•	 ---
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Literal or Free? 
A Study of Danish Translators’ Strategies in Translating  

Spanish Judgments

Anja Krogsgaard Vesterager
Anja Krogsgaard Vesterager

Abstract This article reports on the findings of a qualitative study on Danish translators’ strat-
egies in their translations of an excerpt from a Spanish judgment. The aim of the study was to 
examine 1) whether Danish translators opted for a literal or free approach in their translation 
of a Spanish judgment, and 2) whether differences could be observed in relation to the partici-
pants’ expertise in translation in terms of strategy on the one hand, and interference on the other 
hand. To fulfil the purpose, a corpus study involving translation from Spanish into Danish was 
performed. The data – a Spanish source text and ten translations into Danish by five experts and 
five non-experts – was analysed using contrastive text analysis. The results of the study showed 
that literal translation was the strategy used in most translations. However, although literal trans-
lation was the predominant strategy overall, the findings revealed that there were slight differ-
ences between experts and non-experts in the way they used the strategy of literal translation. 
In addition, the results showed that interference was slightly more prevalent in the translations 
produced by non-experts than in those produced by experts. This study contributes to academia 
by providing empirical evidence of translators’ strategies – evidence which is much needed in the 
field of legal translation, where empirical research on this particular topic is scarce. Apart from its 
academic contribution, the present study may be useful in heightening professional and student 
translators’ self-awareness and performance monitoring skills, both of which are preconditions 
for producing an idiomatic translation. 
Literal or Free?
Keywords literal translation, free translation, literal translation automaton hypothesis, interfer-
ence, translation strategies, legal translation, judgments

1 Introduction

How do we translate legal texts? Do we preserve the letter of the law (i. e. literal translation), 
do we let ourselves be guided by the spirit of the law (i. e. free translation), or do we choose 
something in between? For centuries, legal translation scholars have been battling with these 
questions, and the battle continues (examples of recent literature include Borja Albi 2007, Gar-
zone 2000, Pommer 2008, and Šarčević 2000). The dichotomy of literal versus free translation 
is not restricted to legal translation, but has been widely discussed over the years by scholars 
of Translation Studies (Barbe 1996, Catford 1965, Munday 2008, and Nida 1964/2004, among 
many others). However, the issue has been particularly controversial in legal translation be-
cause it also raises legal questions. 

Although the literal versus free discussion has traditionally attracted much scholarly at-
tention in the field of legal translation, only very few empirical studies have been conducted on 
the topic; and as we shall see in the literature review in the following section, the studies which 
have been conducted typically focus on word level, examining legal terminology translation or 
translation universals (see section 2.3). The corpus study reported on in this article helps to fill 
this gap in the research by contributing empirical evidence of translators’ strategies (the term 
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strategy being used in the sense of textual implementations of the translator’s decision-making 
during target-text production, see section 3) to the much discussed dichotomy of literal versus 
free translation. More specifically, the study examines 1) whether Danish translators opt for a 
literal or free approach in their translation of judgments from Spanish into Danish through an 
empirical analysis of the participants’ micro strategies (see section 2.1) at syntactic and lexical 
level, and 2) whether differences can be observed in the participants’ performances in relation 
to their expertise in translation. This is done by analysing the differences in the participants’ 
strategies on the one hand, and in the instances of interference and thus the idiomaticity of 
the translations on the other hand. For the purposes of this study, and following Franco Aixelá 
(2009: 75), interference is defined as structures and combinations of words which are unusual 
or non-existent in the target language, thus resulting in an unidiomatic translation. Converse-
ly, an idiomatic translation uses structures and combinations of words which are natural to 
native speakers of the target language. In other words, an idiomatic translation is character-
ised by its lack of interference. Although the phenomenon of interference can be subjective 
in nature, most instances of interference are unmistakable, clearly marking the target text as a 
translation (Franco Aixelá 2009: 75). 

The data – a Spanish source text and ten translations into Danish by five experts and five 
non-experts – is analysed using contrastive text analysis. The present article is based on a PhD 
thesis by Krogsgaard Vesterager (2011). 

2 Current state of research

The paper draws on theory and empirical research from the fields of Translation Studies and 
legal translation, focusing more specifically on the topics of translation strategies, literal trans-
lation in relation to interference, and the literal versus free (or functionalist or not) discussion 
in legal translation. In the subsequent sections, each of these topics will be considered. 

2.1 Translation strategies

In recent years, empirical research into translation strategies has increased significantly. 
However, the term strategy has been variously defined by translation scholars, and it is often 
used synonymously with terms such as procedure, principle, technique, method etc. (see e. g. 
Lörscher 1991). The result is “considerable terminological confusion” (Chesterman 1997: 87). 
Empirical research into translation strategies can be divided into two approaches: process-ori-
ented and product-oriented, each of them focusing on different aspects of translation strate-
gies. 

In translation process research, the focus is on the specific actions, or translation strate-
gies, performed by the translator during target-text production. Lörscher (1991: 76), for in-
stance, defines a translation strategy as “a potentially conscious procedure for the solution of a 
problem which an individual is faced with when translating a text segment from one language 
into another”. Thus, the focus is on the translator’s decision-making process. More specifically, 
process researchers study the translator’s strategies for solving particular translation prob-
lems, typically using think-aloud protocols (TAPs), retrospective interviews, or other usual 
translation process research methods. Using TAPs, Jääskeläinen (1993), for example, examines 
the translation strategies used by professionals, semi-professionals (trainee translators), and 
non-professionals (language students) during target-text production. Her findings show that 
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professionals and semi-professionals tend to be more conscious and consistent in their choice 
of a literal or free translation strategy than non-professionals. In a study from 1996, Lörscher 
uses TAPs to compare the translation strategies adopted by professional and non-professional 
translators (foreign language students). His findings show that non-professionals tend to opt 
for a literal translation, whereas professionals tend to opt for a free translation. 

Translation product researchers agree that translation is a problem-solving activity, in-
volving translators adopting specific strategies during target-text production to solve par-
ticular translation problems. However, unlike process research, product research focuses on 
the results, or textual implementations, of the translation strategies rather than the strategies 
themselves. Chesterman (1997: 89), for instance, defines strategies as “forms of explicitly tex-
tual manipulation. They are directly observable from the translation product itself, in compar-
ison with the source text” (italics in original). Thus, when the translator for example adopts 
the strategy of paraphrase to solve a particular translation problem encountered during the 
translation process, this results in a paraphrase in the target text as compared to the source 
text. In a study from 2009, for instance, Zare-Behtash and Firoozkoohi (2009) examine the 
translation strategies used in English–Persian translations of six books by Hemingway. Their 
findings show that most of the translators have opted for a free translation. In addition, Branco 
(2011) examines translation strategies in a parallel corpus of English and Brazilian Portuguese 
online news reports. Her findings show that free translation is the strategy adopted by most 
translators.

In the study of translation strategies, scholars distinguish between macro strategies (or 
global strategies) and micro strategies (or local strategies). While macro strategies operate at 
a general level, pertaining to questions of textual style, readership, etc., micro strategies relate 
to the translator’s specific strategies at word, phrase and sentence level (e. g. Chesterman 1997: 
90f.). As has already been stated in the introduction, the two prototypical macro strategies are 
literal translation and free translation. Literal translations use structures and words similar 
to those of the source text, and, consequently, they often result in interference. Thus, literal 
translation and interference are inextricably linked. By contrast, when opting for a free trans-
lation, the translator breaks away from the source text to make the translation more idiomatic 
in the target language. The choice of macro strategy – whether it is a conscious or unconscious 
decision on the part of the translator – is reflected in the translators’ specific micro strategies. 

Several classifications of translation strategies have been proposed by various scholars, 
such as Vinay and Darbelnet’s translation procedure model (1958/2004), Delabastita’s model of 
transformation categories (1989), Chesterman’s classification model (1997), and Schjoldager’s 
taxonomy of micro strategies (2008). To examine whether the participants in my study opt for 
mainly literal or free translations, an analysis of the translators’ specific strategies at the level 
of syntax and lexis is required. To that end, the present study uses the taxonomy of translation 
micro strategies proposed by Schjoldager (2008) as a theoretical framework. Schjoldager’s tax-
onomy is based on Vinay and Darbelnet’s model, but is more nuanced and more practically ap-
plicable for the present study in that it includes the additional categories of explicitation, par-
aphrase, condensation, deletion, addition and permutation, most of which are highly relevant 
to the analysis of this study. In what follows, Schjoldager’s micro strategies will be explained. 

Schjoldager (2008: 93–110) operates with twelve different micro strategies, of which three 
are characterised as source-text oriented (direct transfer, calque and direct translation) and 
the remaining nine as target-text oriented (oblique translation, explicitation, paraphrase, con-
densation, adaptation, addition, substitution, deletion and permutation). If source-text orient-
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ed micro strategies are predominant, the macro strategy is literal translation. If, on the other 
hand, target-text oriented micro strategies dominate the translation, the macro strategy is free 
translation. In other words, the macro strategy depends on the frequency of source-text and 
target-text oriented strategies at micro level. From this follows, of course, that any translation 
contains a mix of source-text and target-text orientation. Even the freest of translations will 
inevitably include source-text oriented micro strategies, and vice versa. 

The source-text oriented strategies consist of direct transfer (transferring a source-text 
item to the target text unchanged, referred to as borrowing by Vinay/Darbelnet 1958/2004), 
calque (literal translation resulting in an unidiomatic text), and direct translation (literal trans-
lation resulting in an idiomatic text). The target-text oriented strategies, on the other hand, 
comprise the categories of oblique translation (a freer translation in a sense-for-sense man-
ner), explicitation (implicit source-text information is made explicit in the target text), para-
phrase (rendering the meaning of the source text rather freely, e. g. a change from negative to 
positive), condensation (shortening the text), adaptation (recreating the effect of the source-
text), addition (adding target-text items), substitution (changing the semantic meaning of the 
source text), deletion (deleting source-text items), and permutation (making up for the loss 
of source-text effect elsewhere in the text, mainly used in literary translation). In my study, a 
small adjustment has been made to the strategy of paraphrase so that it also covers linguistic 
and syntactic changes, such as the replacement of one word class with another and the change 
of position of linguistic elements. 

2.2 Literal translation and interference

Because a literal translation by definition uses syntactic structures and words similar to those 
of the source text, interference is a characteristic feature of literal translation, as has already 
been established (see section 2.1). In process research, the topic of literal translation and inter-
ference has attracted the interest of researchers. Of particular interest has been research into 
what distinguishes expert performances from non-expert performances. In a study from 2005 
by Tirkkonen-Condit, for instance, the findings show that tendencies towards literal transla-
tion emerge in the processes and products of both experts and non-experts. On the basis of 
the study, she proposes the literal translation automaton hypothesis, arguing that literal trans-
lation is a default mechanism taking place at all linguistic levels (lexical, syntactic and textual) 
which is only interrupted when conscious decision-making on the part of the translator is 
needed. The literal translation automaton “generates literal or formally corresponding linguis-
tic material as long as the material thus produced is semantically and syntactically acceptable” 
(Tirkkonen-Condit 2005: 412). Support for the hypothesis is found in Englund Dimitrova’s 
study from 2005, in which she finds that literal translations are often produced as a first ver-
sion by both experts and non-experts. Further evidence for the literal translation automaton 
is found in studies by Kvam (1996), Mandelblit (1996), Martikainen (2007), Rouhe (2009), and 
Tirkkonen-Condit et al. (2008).  

Although it has been suggested that literal translation is a default mechanism which is 
observable in both expert and non-expert performances, empirical evidence shows that in-
terference emerges to a greater extent in the performances of non-experts than in those of 
experts. Studies show that non-experts tend to proceed word by word, phrase by phrase and 
sentence by sentence, solving the problems in the order in which they appear in the source text 
(i. e. literal translation) (Jääskeläinen 1989, Kvam 1996, Tirkkonen-Conditet al. 2008). Thus, 
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non-experts tend to be linguistically, or locally, oriented, considering translation to be a sim-
ple act of word substitution. Expert translators, on the other hand, tend to be more globally 
oriented, having “learnt to look beyond the linguistic structure and the literal meaning of the 
words”, enabling them to “form the sense in detachment from the linguistic signs” (both quo-
tations are from Tirkkonen-Condit et al. 2008: 2). Crucially, expert translators have the ability 
to monitor their own performance; they “possess the ability to give feedback to themselves. 
They have a clear goal and are in control of their actions. They feel and know at once if they 
have done something really well, or not so well” (Hansen 2003: 26). Thus, expert translators 
possess the ability of self-awareness and the skills of performance monitoring, both of which 
are preconditions for producing an idiomatic translation. 

2.3 The literal versus free dichotomy in legal translation

As has already been stated in the introduction, the literal versus free dichotomy has been par-
ticularly controversial in legal translation. Since legal texts may produce legal effects, they have 
usually been accorded the status of ‘sacred’ or ‘sensitive’ texts, and, consequently, approaches 
to legal translation have historically centred on literal translation (for a historical overview of 
legal translation, see Šarčević 2000: 23 ff.). Due to the ‘sanctity’ of legal texts, literal translation 
dominated the area of legal translation much longer than other areas of translation. 

In legal translation, the principle of fidelity to the source text was not challenged until the 
1980s, when Canadian and Swiss legal translators were assigned an active role in the draft-
ing of federal legislation. Not only did the introduction of new bilingual drafting techniques 
impact on the role of the legal translator in Canada and Switzerland, it also revolutionised 
the entire field of legal translation (Šarčević 2000: 16). No longer bound by the dictates of a 
literal translation, the legal translator was finally able to free him- or herself from the role of a 
passive mediator and emerge as an active text producer responsible for selecting a translation 
strategy based on the communicative situation. With this new decision-making authority, le-
gal translators have won new freedom. However, since linguistic decisions may produce legal 
consequences, such authority must be exercised with caution. In legal translation, Driedger’s 
(1982: 4) proposition that the modern translator has “the freedom to use to the fullest extent 
everything that language permits” is not valid. As responsible text producers, legal translators 
must know exactly how free their translations can be while respecting the restrictions of the 
legal profession. 

But how does the legal translator know when a text requires literalness, and when it al-
lows for a freer translation? The answer to this question depends, to some extent, on the sta-
tus of the translation, that is, whether the translation is legally binding (authoritative) or not 
(non-authoritative). Some legal translation scholars argue that authoritative translations, for 
instance contracts, prenuptial agreements and wills, must be literal, while non-authoritative 
ones, intended for information, such as national laws and court orders, may be freer (Borja 
Albi 2007: 32, Didier 1990: 280, 285). Translated strictly for information purposes, judgments 
are an example of non-authoritative translations. In the source language culture, the judg-
ment is an authoritative text written by the judge mainly for the parties involved in the lawsuit 
(primary recipients), although based on the assumption that the content of the judgment is 
explained to the parties by their respective counsel (secondary recipients). Since a judgment 
may establish a precedent, the entire legal profession is a possible recipient. Other potential 
recipients are politicians, NGOs, the press, and the public in general. While the judgment is 
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an authoritative text in the source language culture, it functions as a metatext in the target 
language culture, enabling the recipient to understand the judgment. Judgments are almost 
always translated with the purpose of establishing law in the target language culture on the 
basis of a foreign judgment. Thus, the translation enables the judge to understand the legal 
reasoning of the court and the arguments on which the judgment is based. Engberg (1999: 84) 
also mentions business executives as possible recipients of a translated judgment. For example, 
if a company is doing business with a foreign company which is a party in a lawsuit, the busi-
ness executive may want to understand the judgment to determine its potential consequences 
for their business relations. 

As in all legal texts, the approach adopted in the translation of judgments has traditionally 
been literal (Engberg 1999: 91, Pasquau Liaño 1996: 16, 19, Stolze 1999: 46, among others). 
However, since judgments are translated for informational purposes, some legal translation 
scholars (Borja Albi 2007: 32, Didier 1990: 280, 285, Garzone 2000: 400) challenge the tradi-
tional approach. Because literal translations use words and structures similar to those of the 
source language, they may require an additional reading effort in the target language. There-
fore, these scholars advocate a freer approach to the translation of judgments, arguing that if 
the purpose is information, the translation should be comprehensible to the recipient. 

Thus, the literal/free dichotomy has traditionally attracted much scholarly attention, main-
ly in the form of theoretical contributions on legal translation in general and on the translation 
of specific genres, such as judgments. Considering the attention devoted to the literal versus 
free discussion, it is surprising that so little empirical research has been conducted on the top-
ic. Only a few studies have examined strategies in legal translation. Bednárová-Gibová (2012), 
for instance, compares translation strategies in Slovak translations of an EU institutional-legal 
document and an excerpt from the novel The Shack by William P. Young. Her findings show 
that free translation is by far predominant in the literary translations, whereas the legal trans-
lations are equally divided between a literal and free approach. 

Some studies have focused on the translation of legal terminology. Januleviciene and 
Rackeviciene (2011), for instance, examine strategies in translations of English legal terms into 
Norwegian and Lithuanian. Their results show that translations include an even mix of free 
and literal strategies. Similarly, Samadi et al. (2011) examine strategies in translations of legal 
terms from Persian into English. Their findings show that upon encountering legal terminolo-
gy problems, the translators mainly opted for a free translation.

Other studies have focused on the so-called translation universals (i. e. linguistic features 
which are typical of translations in comparison with non-translated texts). In several studies, 
Faber and Hjort-Pedersen (2013, 2010, 2009a) have examined explicitation and implicitation 
in professional and trainee performances. Their findings show that while explicitation is fre-
quent in the performances of professionals and trainees, implicitation is much less frequent. 
In addition, in a study from 2009, Faber and Hjort-Pedersen (2009b) examine explicitation and 
implicitation in the performances of legal translators as compared to those of legal experts. 
The results of the study show that unlike translators, legal experts often opt for implicitation 
in a translation situation. 

3 Central concepts and definitions 

As has already been established, the term strategy has been used variously in Translation Stud-
ies (see section 2.1). In this study, translation strategies are defined as textual implementations 
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of the translator’s actions during target-text production. Thus, the definition provided here 
only includes the product of translation, not the process. 

As has also been established, interference is defined as structures and combinations of 
words which are unusual or non-existent in the target language resulting in unidiomatic trans-
lations (see section 1). Conversely, an idiomatic translation uses structures and combinations 
of words which are natural to native speakers of the target language, and is thus character-
ised by its lack of interference. Although the phenomenon of interference can be subjective 
in nature, most instances of interference are unmistakable, clearly marking the target text as a 
translation (Franco Aixelá 2009: 75). 

In Translation Studies, expertise is often referred to as ‘professionalism’. For the purposes 
of my study, however, professionalism does not equate with expert performance (see Enríquez 
Raído 2014). While the former refers to the translators’ ability to earn their living by translat-
ing, the latter concerns translation processes “that are observed to result in good performance” 
(Tirkkonen-Condit 2005: 406). This distinction is based on two premises: 1) translation is a 
skill, and, as such, it can be learned through formal instruction and practice (Chesterman 
2000, Montalt Resurrecció et al. 2008), and 2) not all professionals are able to reach expert 
level (Jääskeläinen 1990, Séguinot 2000). We must keep in mind that there is wide individual 
variation between translators. In addition, no translator can be an expert in all areas (Shreve 
2002). During the course of a career, translators specialise not only their translation abilities, 
but also their knowledge of particular subject areas and domain-specific terminologies. 

To operationalise expertise in translation, in this study the concept is defined as ten years 
of experience or more combined with specialisation in a particular area of translation (see En-
glund Dimitrova 2005, Shreve 2002). For the purposes of the study, the participants are divided 
into two groups based on their practical experience in legal translation: 1) experts (translators 
with ten years of experience or more who specialise in the translation of legal texts), and 2) 
non-experts (translators with less than ten years of experience and/or translators who do not 
specialise in legal translation).

4 Set-up and methodology

As indicated in the introduction, the aim of the present research is to examine 1) whether 
Danish translators opt for a literal or free approach in their translation of a Spanish judgment, 
and 2) whether differences can be observed in relation to the participants’ expertise in transla-
tion in terms of strategy on the one hand, and interference on the other hand. To that end, the 
study compares the performances of experts with those of non-experts. As has already been 
established, empirical evidence suggests that although literal translation seems to be a default 
strategy in translation, interference emerges to a greater extent in non-expert performances 
than in expert performances (see section 2.2). Thus, based on previous research, I expect that 
the non-expert performances of this study will be characterised by interference to a larger 
extent than the expert performances. 

To fulfil the purpose of the study, a corpus of translations by professional translators (i. e. 
translators who earn their living by translating) was assembled. To assemble the corpus, I con-
tacted all the major translation agencies in Denmark requesting their services. Since the aim 
of the study is to examine the translators’ specific micro strategies, a naturalistic study is most 
suitable to answer the research question. Ecological validity requires that the translation situa-
tion be as close to a real translation task as possible. The participants should not be aware that 
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they are participating in a research project because this could affect their decisions during the 
translation process. Consequently, the study must be as authentic as possible to ensure a high 
degree of ecological validity. Therefore, the present study may be characterised as naturalistic, 
albeit with two reservations. First, the translation task is constructed. Second, in two cases the 
translation agencies referred me directly to the translator, which means that two of the transla-
tors (no. 8 and 10) were aware that they were participating in a research project, although they 
were not informed of the purpose of the study. Due to the nature of the study, my only interest 
is the translators’ best translation attempt, and, therefore, the translation agencies were asked 
not to carry out additional quality proofing. 

Before selecting the participants, I asked the translation agencies for information on each 
translator regarding education, translation experience and area of specialisation. As already 
stated, the participants are divided into two groups based on their practical experience in legal 
translation: 1) experts (translators with ten years of experience or more who specialise in the 
translation of legal texts), and 2) non-experts (translators with less than ten years of experience 
and/or translators who do not specialise in legal translation). More specifically, the first group 
consists of translators 1, 3, 4, 5 and 8, whereas the second group consists of translators 2, 6, 7, 
9 and 10, as detailed in table 1.

Tab. 1: Background information on participants

Experts/
Non-experts

Translator no.
(corresponds with 
translation number)

Education Experience Area of specia-
lisation

Experts

1 Sworn translator 24 years Legal texts
3 Sworn translator 15 years Legal texts

4 MA in language 21 years Legal and tech-
nical texts

5 Sworn translator 12 years Legal texts

8 Sworn translator 31 years Legal and me-
dical texts

Non-experts

2 MA in language 2 years None

6 Sworn translator 20 years Medical and 
EU texts

7 Sworn translator 15 years EU texts
9 Sworn translator 3 years None

10 Sworn translator 5 years None

Bernardini (2001) discusses the problem of comparing the performance of experts with that of 
non-experts, in an attempt to determine what expertise is on the basis of external criteria, such 
as years of experience and official certifications. In my study, I am not concerned with defining 
expertise as such, or with translation quality. My interest lies in examining the translation stra-
tegies in the products of experts as compared to those of non-experts. 

The translation agencies were instructed to assign the translation task to their respective 
translators, except for translators no. 8 and 10 to whom I assigned the task myself. The partic-
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ipants were given two weeks to perform the translation task. No translation instructions (i. e. 
brief ) were elaborated for the translation task, but it was possible for the participants to obtain 
a brief through their contact person on request. However, none of the participants requested 
further information about the translation task. 

The source text consists of a randomly selected excerpt from the grounds of a Spanish 
judgment, which had to be translated into Danish (the source text is appendixed at the end of 
the article before the references). The topic of the source text is that of dismissal on conduct 
grounds, that is, dismissal due to misconduct or non-compliance on the part of the employ-
ee. The source text is an appeal, and in the text reference is made to the judgment of the first 
instance court. The source text has a total of 885 words and is divided into three paragraphs, 
consisting of a total of six sentences, making the average sentence length 147 words. Syntacti-
cally, the sentences are rather complex as they contain a considerable degree of subordination 
(mainly in the form of adverbial clauses and gerund1 constructions), consistently interrupting 
the logical sequence of the text. For the Spanish recipient (i. e. the lawyer) this is not prob-
lematic, but it may be so for the Danish reader (i. e. the translator). Unlike Spanish, which 
is generally characterised by long subordinate sentences, Danish favours relatively short and 
syntactically simple sentences. Danish translators are not as accustomed to syntactic complex-
ity as Spanish lawyers, so the constant interruption of the logical sequence is likely to present 
them with processing challenges, and they may find it difficult to see which pieces of informa-
tion actually belong together and, thus, to follow the argument of the source text (Krogsgaard 
Vesterager 2011: 197 ff.). 

The lexis of the source text presents further challenges to the Danish translator. Not sur-
prisingly, the use of legal terminology is a characteristic feature of the source text. Moreover, 
several references are made to legal institutions and laws which apply specifically to the Span-
ish legal system. In addition, the source text is redundant, in the sense that each sentence 
sums up the content of the previous one, typically using lexical variants (i. e. new lexical items 
referring to the same content), and subsequently elaborates on some aspect of it. Although the 
use of lexical variants is a conventional feature of general Spanish, some of the lexical variants 
of the source text place heavy demands on the translators’ ability to recognise them as such 
and not mistake them for lexical items referring to new content (Krogsgaard Vesterager 2011: 
116 ff.). 

The data – a Spanish source text and ten translations into Danish by five experts and five 
non-experts – is analysed using contrastive text analysis. More specifically, a detailed manual 
analysis of each translator’s specific source-text and target-text oriented micro strategies at 
the level of syntax and lexis is carried out, using the taxonomy of micro strategies proposed 
by Schjoldager (see section 2.1). Subsequently, the performances of experts are compared to 
those of non-experts. 

5 Results

In this section, the results of the study will be described. The results of the analyses of micro 
strategies are described in section 5.1, and the results of the analyses are compared to the par-
ticipants’ expertise in translation in section 5.2.

1	 Morphologically the Spanish gerund, a non-finite verb form, connects the verb stem with the suffix -ndo 
as in trabajando or siendo.
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5.1 Analyses of micro strategies

In the following, the results of the analyses of micro strategies will be presented first for syntax 
and then for lexis. 

5.1.1 Syntax

Let us first look at the results at the level of syntax. The findings show that of the ten transla-
tions, seven may be characterised as quite literal (translations no. 1, 2, 4, 5, 7, 8 and 9). Trans-
lation no. 10, on the other hand, is quite free syntactically, whereas translations no. 3 and 6 
include an even mix of source-text and target-text oriented micro strategies. An overview of 
the results is presented in table 2. 

Tab. 2: Micro strategies at syntactic level

Translation no. ST-oriented TT-oriented Even mix
1 ×

2 ×

3 ×

4 ×

5 ×

6 ×

7 ×

8 ×

9 ×

10 ×

As may be seen from table 2, most of the participants opt for source-text oriented micro strat-
egies, with direct translation being by far the predominant strategy. Since literal translation 
and interference are inextricably linked, as has already been established, this may be problem-
atic for the Danish recipient (i. e. the judge) because the target text may require an additional 
reading effort, or it may even be incomprehensible to the recipient (see section 2.3). 

By contrast, the remaining three translators use the micro strategy of paraphrase to divide 
the long subordinate sentences of the source text into two or more separate sentences. It is 
interesting to notice that these changes in syntax often coincide with gerund constructions in 
the source text, as exemplified in 1. 

Example 1 (translation no. 3, my emphasis)

ST: “[…] habiendo establecido la jurisprudencia incluso que […]” 

EN: … with the case law even having established that … (My translation) 

TT: “Det er sågar blevet fastslået i retspraksis, at […]”

EN: It has even been established by case law that … (My translation)
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In example 1, the gerund habiendo (i. e. ‘having’) initiates a subordinate clause in the source 
text. In the target text, on the other hand, the subordinate clause has been replaced by a coor-
dinate clause introduced by the provisional subject det (i. e. it). To make successful syntactic 
changes, the translator must be able to infer the implicit information from the source text. 
However, not all of the participants succeed in this respect, as example 2 demonstrates.

Example 2 (translation no. 10, my emphasis)

ST: “[…] resulta justificado el despido para las conductas que supongan una violaci-
ón trascendente de la buena fe contractual […] habiendo establecido la jurisprudencia 
incluso que si es cierto que la tolerancia del empresario no genera un derecho al incumpli-
miento del trabajador, también lo es que no se justifica la sanción de despido apoyada en 
actos realizados en el clima de tolerancia y dentro del margen de la misma.” 

EN: … dismissal is justified for actions which constitute a gross violation of the good 
contractual faith … with the case law even having established that although it is true that 
the employer’s tolerance does not give the employee the right to non-compliance, it is 
also true that dismissal is not a viable sanction for actions performed in a tolerant work 
environment. (My translation)

TT: “[…] er afskedigelsen berettiget for adfærd, der udgør et betydeligt brud på god 
kontraktmæssig tro […] som fastslået af retspraksissen. Lige som det er sandt, at arbejds-
giverens tolerance ikke giver den ansatte ret til ikke-opfyldelse, så er det også sandt, at man 
ikke kan berettige sanktionen om afskedigelse baseret på handlinger i et klima af tolerance 
og inden for rammerne af denne.” 

EN: … dismissal is justified for a behaviour which constitutes a gross violation of the 
good contractual faith … as established by case law. Just as it is true that the employer’s 
tolerance does not justify employees’ non-compliance, it is also true that one cannot jus-
tify the sanction of dismissal based on actions performed in a climate of tolerance and 
within the framework of this. (My translation)

In example 2, the Spanish gerund habiendo (i. e. ‘having’) initiates a non-finite clause in the 
source text, and in the target text, the non-finite clause has been translated with an adverbial 
clause. What is interesting to notice about this example is that the non-finite clause of the 
source text refers to what comes next in the sentence, whereas the adverbial clause of the tar-
get text refers back to the main clause of the sentence (my emphasis in bold and italics) thus 
changing the meaning of the target text as compared to the source text. More specifically, the 
source text states that case law has established that although an employer may tolerate certain 
forms of behaviour, non-compliance is not justified, and that dismissal is not a viable sanction 
for actions performed in a tolerant work environment. The target text, on the other hand, 
states that case law has established that only serious and culpable non-compliance on the part 
of the employee justifies dismissal. 

5.1.2 Lexis

Having looked at the results at the level of syntax in the previous section, let us now proceed 
to the level of lexis. Of the ten translations, five are quite literal (translations no. 2, 4, 5, 7 and 
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10). Three of the translations, in turn, are freer (translations no. 1, 6 and 8). The remaining two 
translations (no. 3 and 9) include an even mix of source-text and target-text oriented micro 
strategies. Interestingly, the findings show that all of the translations are very literal in sentence 
number three (and to some degree sentences number one and four and the final part of sen-
tence number two), which contains a considerable amount of relevant information, including 
references to different sections of Spanish law. An overview of the results is presented in table 3. 

Tab. 3: Micro strategies at lexical level

Translation no. ST-oriented TT-oriented Even mix
1 ×

2 ×

3 ×

4 ×

5 ×

6 ×

7 ×

8 ×

9 ×

10 ×

As may be seen from table 3, half of the participants opt for source-text oriented micro strat-
egies, using mainly the strategy of direct translation, and often translating word-for-word, as 
exemplified in 3. 

Example 3 (translation no. 4)

ST: “De forma que si bien la trasgresión de la buena fe contractual supone un incumplim-
iento, ello queda sometido a la exigencia gradualista […]”

EN: Thus, while a breach of good contractual faith constitutes non-compliance, this is 
subject to the gradualistic requirement … (My translation). 

TT: “Således at forstå, at selv om overtrædelse af det kontraktlige krav om god tro udgør 
en misligholdelse, er dette underlagt det gradualistiske krav […]”

EN: To be understood in the way that although a violation of the contractual requirement 
of good faith constitutes a non-compliance, this is subject to the gradualistic requirement 
… (My translation)

In example 3, the translation is idiomatic, but the findings show that literal translations often 
result in interference, as exemplified in 4.

Example 4 (translation no. 3, my emphasis)

ST: “[…] por lo que señala que debe modificarse el dictado de la resolución de instancia 
[...]”



- 95 -

Fachsprache  1–2 / 2015	 Literal or Free?	 Articles / Aufsätze

EN: … which is the reason why [the appellant] states that the judgment of the first instance 
court should be repealed … (My translation)

TT: “[…] hvorfor hun hævder, at afsigelsen af afgørelsen på begæring bør ændres […]”

EN: … which is why she claims that the delivery of the decision on request should be mo-
dified … (My translation)

In example 4, the literal translation of el dictado de la resolución de instancia (i. e. ‘the judg-
ment of the first instance court’) results in interference in the target text because the combina-
tion of words used in the target text is non-existent in the target language (see the definition 
provided in section 1). What the source text is actually referring to is the judgment of the first 
instance court, which is a legal term, as may be seen from my translation, but this is not clear 
from the target text. 

The findings show that many instances of interference result from the high level of for-
mality of the source text. This is sometimes referred to as officialese, and it is defined as the 
language of official documents characterised by the use of excessively formal language which 
could easily be translated into simpler terms (Elliot 1987). An example is given in 5.

Example 5 (translation no. 7, my emphasis)

ST: “[…] que el actor que ostentaba la categoría de Jefe de Almacén […]”

EN: … that the plaintiff who was stock manager … (My translation)

TT: “[…] at sagsøger, der havde kategori af lagerchef […]”

EN: … that the plaintiff who had the category of stock manager … (My translation)

In example 5, the extract from the source text constitutes officialese. According to Alcaraz 
and Hughes (2002: 125, 135), Spanish legal language is generally characterised by an unnec-
essarily formal style which is very difficult to understand for lay people. In addition, the study 
from 2011 by Krogsgaard Vesterager shows that the level of formality is higher in the Spanish 
judgments of the corpus than in the Danish ones. In this example, the literal translation of the 
source text results in interference because it represents an excessively formal style in the target 
language. Thus, a less formal, more idiomatic translation would be was stock manager, opting 
for the micro strategy of condensation, as may be seen from my translation of the source text. 

In other instances, interference stems from the use of lexical variants in the source text 
(see section 4), as exemplified in 6.

Example 6 (translation no. 3)

ST: “[…] la previsión de un plus jurídico, de gravedad y de culpabilidad […]”

EN: … the legal requirement that a non-compliance must be serious and culpable … (My 
translation)

TT: “[…] forudsigelsen om et juridisk tillæg, om grovhed og om skyld […]”

EN: … the prediction of a legal supplement on seriousness and guilt … (My translation)
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In example 6, la previsión de un plus jurídico, de gravedad y de culpabilidad is a lexical variant 
of la existencia de gravedad y culpabilidad en las faltas imputadas (i. e. ‘the legal requirement 
that an act of non-compliance on the part of the employee must be serious and culpable to jus-
tify dismissal’). However, the translator has not been able to identify it as such, but has mistak-
en it for a lexical item referring to new content and has therefore translated it literally. In this 
example, the literal translation results in interference because the combination of words used 
in the target text is not only non-existent in the target language but completely meaningless. 

Although decisions to mark translations as instances of interference can be subjective in 
nature, as has already been established in section 3, the instances identified in my analysis are 
unmistakable, which has hopefully been demonstrated by the examples commented on here. 

By contrast, the free translations, not surprisingly, use a variety of target-text oriented 
micro strategies to make the translation more idiomatic in the target language, as exemplified 
in 7.

Example 7 (translation no. 8, my emphasis)

ST: “Y así, según ha declarado el Tribunal Supremo, el enjuiciamiento del despido disci-
plinario debe abordarse de forma gradualista, buscando la necesaria proporción entre la 
infracción y la sanción, y aplicando un criterio individualizador que valore las peculiari-
dades de cada caso concreto […]”

EN: And so, as has been declared by the Supreme Court, the adjudication of disciplinary 
dismissal cases must be addressed gradualistically, seeking the necessary proportion be-
tween non-compliance and sanction, and applying a criterion that assesses the specific 
circumstances of each case individually … (My translation)

TT: “Ifølge Højesteret skal behandlingen af en sag om disciplinær afskedigelse således gri-
bes gradualistisk an for at sanktionen kan stå i det rette forhold til overtrædelsen, og der 
skal i hvert enkelt tilfælde foretages en særskilt vurdering under hensyntagen til de kon-
krete forhold […]”

EN: According to the Supreme Court, the hearing of a case on disciplinary dismissal must 
thus be approached gradualistically in order for the sanction to be in the right proportion 
to the violation, and in each case a separate assessment must be carried out, taking into 
account the specific circumstances … (My translation)

In example 7, several lexical changes have been made to this translation, which as a result is 
more idiomatic (see my emphasis). First of all, the conjunction Y (‘and’) introducing the source 
text has been omitted in the translation (micro strategy: deletion). According to the study by 
Krogsgaard Vesterager (2011), the Danish judgments of the corpus do not tend to introduce a 
sentence with a conjunction. Second, the connector así (‘thus’, således in the target text) comes 
after both the adverbial (Ifølge Højesteret), the modal verb (skal), and the subject (behandlingen 
af en sag om disciplinær afskedigelse) in the target text, resulting in a more idiomatic transla-
tion (micro strategy: paraphrase). In Danish, connectors do not typically precede the verb and 
subject (Becker-Christensen 2010: 66). Third, in the case of the adverbial según ha declarado 
el Tribunal Supremo, which constitutes another example of officialese (see above), the transla-
tion has resulted in a less formal style (Ifølge Højesteret, my emphasis in italics) (micro strategy: 
condensation). Fourth, the modal verb of the sentence (skal, my emphasis in bold) has been 
located so that it immediately succeeds the adverbial (micro strategy: paraphrase). The verb 
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of the main clause can only be preceded by one constituent of a sentence (Becker-Christensen 
2010: 66), either the subject (behandlingen af en sag om disciplinær afskedigelse) or the adver-
bial, as is the case in example 7. And fifth, the conjunction og (‘and’) (see my emphasis in bold 
and italics) has been added to the coordinate clause of the target text, thus connecting it to the 
main clause of the sentence (micro strategy: addition).

5.2 Micro strategies compared to translation expertise

In this section, the results of the analyses of micro strategies are compared to the participants’ 
expertise in translation. An overview of the characteristics of the translators and their transla-
tions is presented in table 4. 

Tab. 4: Characteristics of the participants and their translations

Experts/
Non-
experts

Translator no.
(corresponds 
with translation 
number)

Education Experience Area of spe-
cialisation Syntax Lexis

Experts

1 Sworn 
translator 24 years Legal texts Literal Free

3 Sworn 
translator 15 years Legal texts Even 

mix 
Even 
mix 

4 MA in 
language 21 years Legal and 

technical texts Literal Lite-
ral

5 Sworn 
translator 12 years Legal texts Literal Lite-

ral

8 Sworn 
translator 31 years Legal and me-

dical texts. Literal Free

Non-
experts

2 MA in 
language 2 years None Literal Lite-

ral

6 Sworn 
translator 20 years Medical and 

EU texts
Even 
mix Free

7 Sworn 
translator 15 years EU texts Literal Lite-

ral

9 Sworn 
translator 3 years None Literal Even 

mix

10 Sworn 
translator 5 years None Free Lite-

ral

As we can see in table 4, literal translation is the strategy most frequently resorted to by both 
groups of this study at the level of syntax. Four of the translations by experts may be charac-
terised as literal, and the remaining translation includes an even mix of source-text and tar-
get-text oriented strategies. Three of the translations by non-experts are literal, one is free, and 
one includes an even mix of strategies. Thus, slightly more expert translations than non-expert 
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ones may be characterised as literal at the level of syntax. When it comes to lexis, on the other 
hand, table 4 shows that half of the translations are literal, and the other half may be charac-
terised as freer translations (constituting either free translations or an even mix of source-text 
and target-text orientation). Two of the translations by experts are literal, two may be char-
acterised as free translations, and one includes an even mix of micro strategies. Three of the 
translations by non-experts may be characterised as literal, one is a free translation, and one 
includes an even mix of source-text and target-text oriented strategies. Thus, when it comes to 
lexis, slightly more non-expert translations than expert ones are literal, and, conversely, slight-
ly more expert translations than non-expert ones may be characterised as freer translations. 

To sum up, although literal translation is the strategy resorted to in most translations at 
the level of syntax and lexis overall, the results reveal slight differences between experts and 
non-experts in the way they use the strategy of literal translation. While slightly more experts 
than non-experts opt for a literal translation at syntactic level, slightly more non-experts than 
experts choose literal translations at the level of lexis. 

Because literal translation is the strategy resorted to by most participants at one or both of 
the levels of analysis, all of the translations include instances of interference, although to a vary-
ing degree. As may be recalled, my assumption is that interference will emerge more frequently 
in the performances of non-experts than in those of experts (see section 4). Now, let us have a 
look at the results to see whether they corroborate this assumption. We will start by looking at 
the translations produced by non-experts (that is, translations no. 2, 6, 7, 9 and 10). As stated, 
non-experts are defined as translators with less than ten years of experience and/or translators 
who do not specialise in legal translation. Three of the participants (no. 2, 9 and 10) have limited 
translation experience, having only worked as professional translators for two to five years. The 
two remaining participants of this group (no. 6 and 7) are very experienced translators with 20 
and 15 years of experience, respectively, but because they specialise in areas other than legal 
translation, they cannot be considered experts, according to the definition. According to the 
analyses, all of the translations produced by non-experts include many instances of interfer-
ence, indicating that they have yet to reach expert level. However, the phenomenon of interfer-
ence is particularly evident in translation no. 2. With a MA degree in language, the translator 
in question has not necessarily undergone any training in translation as opposed to the other 
non-experts, who are all sworn translators, which may be at least part of the explanation. 

Let us now look at the translations produced by experts, that is, translators with ten years 
of experience or more who specialise in the translation of legal texts. The experts in this study 
are very experienced legal translators with between 12 and 31 years of experience. According 
to the analyses, three of the expert translations (no. 1, 5 and 8) include very few instances of 
interference and thus constitute highly idiomatic translations. In contrast, the two remaining 
translations (no. 3 and 4) include many instances of interference, which is surprising consid-
ering that they have been produced by very experienced legal translators with 15 and 21 years 
of experience, respectively. There may, of course, be several explanations for this result. As has 
already been stated, there is wide individual variation in translators’ performances, experts 
and non-experts alike (see section 3). In addition, since translators often work under tight 
deadlines, the time factor may play a role. Further discussion of this aspect is, however, not the 
topic of the present paper. Suffice it to say that translations no. 3 and 4 have been produced by 
less successful expert translators. 

To sum up, the results show that interference emerges slightly more in the translations 
produced by non-experts than in those produced by experts. Thus, the findings corroborate 



- 99 -

Fachsprache  1–2 / 2015	 Literal or Free?	 Articles / Aufsätze

my initial assumption regarding interference in expert and non-expert performances (see sec-
tion 4), although not to the extent expected. 

6 Conclusion and discussion

The aim of this study was to examine 1) whether Danish translators opted for a literal or free 
approach in their translation of a Spanish judgment, and 2) whether differences could be ob-
served in relation to the participants’ expertise in translation in terms of strategy on the one 
hand, and interference on the other hand.

To fulfil the purpose, a corpus study involving translation from Spanish into Danish was 
performed. The data – a Spanish source text and ten translations into Danish by five experts 
and five non-experts – was analysed using contrastive text analysis. First, the participants’ mi-
cro strategies at syntactic and lexical level were analysed, and then the performances of experts 
were compared with those of non-experts.

The analyses revealed that literal translation was the strategy used in most translations at 
one or both of the levels of analysis. Thus, the findings seem to support the literal translation 
automaton as proposed by Tirkkonen-Condit (2005), among others. The findings also showed 
that although literal translation was the predominant strategy overall, there were slight differ-
ences between experts and non-experts in the way they used the strategy of literal translation. 
While slightly more experts than non-experts opted for a literal translation at syntactic level, 
slightly more non-experts than experts chose literal translations at the level of lexis. Because 
the translation process has not been studied, no conclusive explanation can be offered for this 
finding. However, drawing on the studies by Jääskeläinen (1989) and Tirkkonen-Condit et al. 
(2008), among others, a tentative explanation for this finding may be that non-experts tend to 
be linguistically oriented towards translating word by word, whereas experts tend to focus on 
sentence or text level rather than word level (see section 2.2). 

In addition, the findings showed that all of the translations included instances of interfer-
ence, although this phenomenon was slightly more prevalent in the translations produced by 
non-experts than in those produced by experts. Thus, the findings are consistent, to some ex-
tent, with evidence from previous studies on translation processes and products (e. g. Englund 
Dimitrova 2005, Jääskeläinen 1989, Tirkkonen-Condit et al. 2008). 

The present study can be faulted for involving a relatively small number of translations, 
and for focusing on a single language combination only (Spanish and Danish), among oth-
er things. Nevertheless, the study contributes empirical evidence of professional translators’ 
strategies to the field of legal translation where empirical research on this topic is scarce. In 
addition, the findings of my analysis show that not all translators have succeeded in producing 
an idiomatic translation. Thus, the study may be useful in heightening professional and student 
translators’ self-awareness and performance monitoring skills, both of which are precondi-
tions for producing an idiomatic translation.

Appendix

The source text used for the translation task:
Ahora bien, se ha de añadir a ello que, según tiene declarado el Tribunal Supremo, la san-

ción de despido ha de ser objeto de interpretación restrictiva y su específica naturaleza obliga 
a llevar a cabo un estudio de todas las circunstancias constitutivas de grave antijuridicidad (Sª. 
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del Tribunal Supremo de 5-5-1983, entre otras), bien entendido que según la llamada doctrina 
gradualista, creada y aplicada por el Tribunal Supremo de forma reiterada, se han de apreciar 
las circunstancias concurrentes en cada caso, y especialmente la existencia de gravedad y cul-
pabilidad en las faltas imputadas, insistiéndose en que el despido disciplinario exige la prueba 
plena de una acción u omisión del trabajador que sea grave, culpable y tipificada por la nor-
mativa laboral, requisitos para cuya apreciación han de ponderarse de forma particularizada 
todos los aspectos subjetivos y objetivos concurrentes, teniendo en cuenta los antecedentes y 
circunstancias coetáneas que definen la relación laboral como una relación continuada en el 
tiempo. 

Y así, según ha declarado el Tribunal Supremo, el enjuiciamiento del despido disciplinario 
debe abordarse de forma gradualista, buscando la necesaria proporción entre la infracción y 
la sanción, y aplicando un criterio individualizador que valore las peculiaridades de cada caso 
concreto (SS. del Tribunal Supremo de 17 de noviembre de 1988, 28 de febrero de 1990, 6 de 
abril de 1990, 7 de mayo de 1990, 24 de septiembre de 1990, 16 de mayo de 1991 y 2 de abril de 
1992, entre otras muchas), lo que obliga a tener en cuenta circunstancias concretas, tales como 
la antigüedad del trabajador en la empresa, el perjuicio económico en su caso sufrido por la 
misma y la existencia o no de otras sanciones por el mismo o similares hechos; habiéndose ex-
presado a su vez en la sentencia de nuestro más Alto Tribunal de 4 de marzo de 1991 tal obvio 
principio y el criterio de proporcionalidad en relación con el de la buena fe, en cuanto modelo 
de comportamiento común impuesto a las relaciones laborales por los artículos 5 a) y 20.2 del 
referido Estatuto, erigido en criterio de valoración de conductas. 

De forma que si bien la trasgresión de la buena fe contractual supone un incumplimiento, 
ello queda sometido a la exigencia gradualista que se deriva de la previsión de un plus jurídico, 
de gravedad y de culpabilidad, tipificado en el artículo 54.1 del Estatuto de los Trabajadores, 
siendo cuestión empírica el identificar las circunstancias desgravadoras de la reprochabilidad, 
tanto atinentes al elemento subjetivo de la culpabilidad, destacando entre estas, la buena fe 
en su sentido de contraposición a la mala fe (o sea, como ignorancia más o menos excusable, 
según el artículo 433 del Código Civil, o como creencia errónea más o menos vencible, según 
el artículo 1950 del citado Código sustantivo), cuanto al elemento objetivo de la gravedad, 
determinable intensivamente, en función por ejemplo de la proporcionalidad sancionadora 
de la norma convencional, o extensivamente, en atención a la propia duración de la relación 
laboral, las conductas previas de las partes o la relevancia económica o ética del bien jurídico 
comprometido. 

De suerte que, con arreglo a dicho criterio gradualista, tendente a establecer una adecuada 
proporción y correspondencia entre conductas y sanciones, y con criterio individualizador 
conforme a las peculiaridades del caso concreto, resulta justificado el despido para las con-
ductas que supongan una violación trascendente de la buena fe contractual, con lo que no 
cualquier transgresión de ella, sino solamente la de carácter grave y culpable, es la que tiene 
entidad bastante para que resulte lícita aquella sanción, habiendo establecido la jurisprudencia 
incluso que si es cierto que la tolerancia del empresario no genera un derecho al incumpli-
miento del trabajador, también lo es que no se justifica la sanción de despido apoyada en actos 
realizados en el clima de tolerancia y dentro del margen de la misma (Sª T.S de 24-9-1990, 
entre otras). 

2ª) En el supuesto de autos, la recurrente, tras combatir el relato fáctico en los motivos 
anteriores (aunque sin éxito, según lo expuesto), aduce, en el motivo Cuarto del recurso, que 
el actor incumplió de forma negligente, deliberada y grave todas las obligaciones contractuales 
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contraídas con la empresa, por lo que señala que debe modificarse el dictado de la resolución 
de instancia, alegando al efecto que el actor, que ostentaba la categoría de Jefe de Almacén, de-
satendió de forma flagrante toda obligación de control, vigilancia y supervisión de las operaci-
ones acontecidas en la sección de la que era responsable, provocando con ello un grave desfase 
entre el inventario de productos defectuosos existente en la empresa y el que, teóricamente, 
aparecía reflejado en la base de datos de la misma. 

Y añade que la falta imputada es, per se, suficientemente grave para justificar la decisión 
extintiva adoptada, sosteniendo que no resultan veraces las afirmaciones realizadas sobre la 
insuficiencia de personal y exceso de trabajo en la Sección a la que se encontraba adscrito el 
demandante, así como que los hechos imputados en la carta de despido fueron conocidos por 
la Dirección de la empresa en febrero de 2006 y, tras indicar que la transgresión de la buena 
fe contractual no admite grados y que debe convalidarse la decisión extintiva por la causa 
imputada en virtud de la facultad sancionadora del empresario, solicita la revocación de la 
sentencia de instancia.
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Eine qualitative Studie zu Vorstellungen von Lehrenden an 
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Die Sprache der Schule stellt eine spezifische Varietät dar, deren Beherrschung für die Teilha-
be an Bildung konstitutiv ist. Der für diese Varietät geprägte Begriff Bildungssprache vermit-
telt, dass diese Sprache sowohl Ziel als auch Bedingung der Bildung ist. In allen Fächern wird 
sprachlich gehandelt, um Wissen zu vermitteln und zu zeigen, dass erfolgreich gelernt wurde 
(vgl. Morek/Heller 2012: 67). Dabei rangiert die Ausgestaltung der Sprache zwischen den Po-
len der konzeptionellen Mündlichkeit und der konzeptionellen Schriftlichkeit. Unterrichts-
gespräche sind in der Regel eher konzeptionell mündlich, Schulbuchtexte eher konzeptionell 
schriftlich geprägt. Ebenso wie die Konzeption variiert der Abstraktionsgrad der sprachlichen 
Ausgestaltung von Unterricht: Konkretes, deiktisches, da auf anwesende Gegenstände verwei-
sendes Sprechen wechselt sich mit abstrakter, teils nur noch in Formeln auftretender Sprache 
ab. Die Fächer unterscheiden sich weiterhin darin, welche spezifische Auswahl sprachlicher 
Mittel auftritt, je nachdem, wie die jeweiligen Diskurse des Faches gestaltet sind (vgl. Vollmer/
Thürmann 2010: 109). 

Schülerinnen und Schüler benötigen für die rezeptive und produktive Bewältigung dieser 
sprachlichen Mittel und Diskurse spezifische Kompetenzen, die teilweise nicht außerhalb des 
Unterrichts erworben werden können. Aus diesem Grund tritt insbesondere bei sprachschwa-
chen Lernenden Bildungsbenachteiligung auf, da diese aus unterschiedlichen Gründen im pri-
vaten Umfeld zu wenig (ziel-)sprachliche Anregungen erhalten, als dass die Bildungssprache 
der Schule darauf aufbauen kann. Da Bildungssprache Bedingung und Ziel der Bildung ist, 
kann daraus abgeleitet werden, dass es Aufgabe der Schule ist, diese zu vermitteln (vgl. Reich 
2008: 9f. in Gogolin/Lange 2011: 113). Bildungssprache soll so zu einem Werkzeug werden, 
das Lernende je nach Situation und Ziel einzusetzen imstande sind und das sie zum Lernen 
nutzen können. Hier ist Unterstützung im Unterricht selbst angezeigt, in Form von integrati-
ver Sprachbildung am Gegenstand des Faches selbst. Solche Sprachförderung im Fachunter-
richt kommt auch diesem selbst zugute, da Inhalte effizienter vermittelt werden können und 
die Lernenden in die Lage versetzt werden, Defizite selbstständig aufzuarbeiten (vgl. Leisen 
2010: 29).

Doch welche Grundbedingungen müssen erfüllt sein, damit integrative Sprachbildung ge-
lingen kann? Zum einen müssen Lehrende in der Lage sein, die Bildungssprache ihres Faches 
als solche zu erkennen und Schwierigkeiten einzuschätzen. Außerdem müssen sie eine Bezie-
hung zu den sprachlichen Kompetenzen der Lernenden herstellen und deren Entwicklungs-
stand diagnostizieren können. Schließlich ist es notwendig, dass Lehrende Sprachbildungs-
maßnahmen kennen und diese sinnvoll in den Unterricht integrieren. Dazu ist es notwendige 
Bedingung, dass sie die Spracharbeit als Teil ihrer Aufgabe ansehen (vgl. Tajmel 2013: 198).

Es zeigt sich an dieser kurzen Darstellung bereits, welche zentrale Rolle die Lehrenden in 
Bezug auf die sprachliche Bildung im Unterricht spielen. Gerade Lehrende der nichtsprach-
lichen Fächer zeigen jedoch Unsicherheiten, wenn es um die Sprache ihres Faches geht, da 
sie sich in sprachlichen Fragen als nicht kompetent begreifen (vgl. Tajmel 2010: 167 f.). Aus 
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diesem Grund nimmt die durchgeführte Studie die Vorstellungen von Lehrenden der natur-
wissenschaftlichen Fächer in den Blick. Lehrende der naturwissenschaftlichen Fächer sind in 
ihrem Studium in der Regel nicht darin ausgebildet worden, bildungssprachliche Kompetenz 
im Fachunterricht zu unterstützen und auszubauen. Die Ausrichtung der Untersuchung fo-
kussiert in diesem Zusammenhang jedoch nicht das Unbekannte, sondern bereits vorhan-
dene Kenntnisse und Vorstellungen, die sich aus dem schulischen Alltag ableiten. Es kann 
auf der Basis von Überlegungen zur LehrerInnenprofessionalität davon ausgegangen werden, 
dass Lehrende ihren Unterricht reflektieren und darauf aufbauend Lösungen für auftretende 
sprachliche Probleme entwickeln (vgl. Weinert 2001). Diesem Sachverhalt ist die vorliegende 
Studie nachgegangen, um herauszuarbeiten, welche Vorstellungen LehrerInnen, die im Studi-
um nicht auf Sprachbildung vorbereitet wurden, zu Sprache und Sprachförderung haben. Dies 
zielt darauf zu erheben, welche Strategien entwickelt werden, wenn Lehrende mit Schwierig-
keiten im Unterricht konfrontiert sind.

Forschungsinteresse

Aus dem bisher Dargelegten ergeben sich folgende Forschungsfragen:
•	 Welche Vorstellungen haben Lehrende des Faches Biologie an Schulen zum Fach und 

zu dessen Sprache?
•	 Welche Vorstellungen zur Sprachförderung und zu SchülerInnen-Kompetenzen ex-

plizieren sie? 
•	 Welche Schwierigkeiten und Probleme nehmen sie wahr?
•	 Welche Strategien leiten sie aus ihren Vorstellungen ab?

Zentral ist, dass die Richtung der Analyse positiv bleiben sollte, um herauszuarbeiten, was 
bereits gut gelingt und wo die Lehrenden stehen, ohne dass sie im Bereich Deutsch als Zweit-
sprache und Sprachbildung geschult wurden.

Methodisches Vorgehen

Um das Feld des Biologieunterrichts kennenzulernen, wurde vor der eigentlichen Datener-
hebung in den Unterrichtsstunden der ProbandInnen teilnehmend beobachtet (vgl. Lamnek 
2010: 511–513). Die Hospitationen dienten als Grundlage für die Erstellung eines qualitativ 
orientierten Interviewleitfadens, mit dessen Hilfe im Anschluss an die Beobachtungen die 
subjektiven Vorstellungen der Lehrenden erhoben wurden. Die Interviews wurden mit Hil-
fe qualitativer Verfahren ausgewertet und gemeinsam mit den Befragten kommunikativ vali-
diert (Groeben et al. 1988: 27). So entstanden Strukturbilder, die verschiedene argumentative 
Verbindungen der mentalen Konzepte präsentieren und die Strategien der Lehrenden zum 
Umgang mit Sprache im Fachunterricht verdeutlichen. Außerdem bieten sie Aufschluss über 
die Sichtweise der Lehrpersonen auf das Fach selbst. Insgesamt wurden fünf Datensätze aus-
gewertet, als Fall definiert und charakterisiert. Schließlich wurden fallübergreifende Inhalte 
herausgearbeitet und mit Bezug auf den theoretischen Rahmen der Arbeit und mögliche wei-
tere Arbeiten dargestellt.
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Ergebnisse 

Aufgrund des Samplings, das möglichst unterschiedliche Fälle herausarbeitete, wurden fünf 
Fallcharakterisierungen erstellt, die die Spezifika der einzelnen Datensätze zusammenfassen. 
Diese wurden wie folgt benannt:

•	 Die kümmernde Lehrperson: „aber ich versuche halt den Schülern möglichst viel zu 
geben“.

•	 Die Verantwortung abgebende Lehrperson: „da kann ich nur mit den Schultern zu-
cken und kann sagen na gut (.) da hat er Pech“.

•	 Die entlastende Lehrperson: „die sind mehr dabei wenn sie was Praktisches machen“.
•	 Die sprachsensible Lehrperson: „und da bin ich eben dann auch in Fortbildung bin ich 

drauf gekommen“.
•	 Die kombinierende Lehrperson: „da denk ich immer so is vielleicht auch wenn man 

dann Englischlehrer is noch“.

Fallübergreifend zeigen die Ergebnisse der durchgeführten Studie, dass die Lehrenden durch-
aus Schwierigkeiten und Probleme der Lernenden in den Bereichen Sprache und Kommuni-
kation wahrnehmen. Außerdem reflektieren sie sehr intensiv die fachlichen und sprachlichen 
Anforderungen, die das Fach Biologie mit sich bringt. So leiten die Befragten aus dem Zweck 
der Biologie als ordnende Wissenschaft ab, dass sehr viele Begriffe benötigt werden, die sehr 
unterschiedlich sein können. Begriffe sind zum Teil fremd-, zum Teil alltagssprachlich, stellen-
weise sehr komplex, stellenweise aber wieder kurz und prägnant. Sie stellen den Sachverhalt 
der Biologie dar und stehen mit anderen begrifflich gefassten Sachverhalten in Verbindung. 
Sie stehen für die Präzision des Faches, sind aber nicht notwendigerweise immer präzisiert.

Weiterhin stellt die bereits genannte Präzision die grundlegende Bedingung für die fach-
lichen Diskurse dar, ist gleichzeitig aber auch Hürde für die Lernenden und das, was die Texte 
des Faches schwierig macht. Was Präzision auf sprachlicher Ebene auszeichnet – im Fall des 
Faches Biologie Phänomene, die sprachliche Dichte auslösen –, wird von den Befragten nicht 
benannt oder als Ausgangspunkt ihrer Fördermaßnahmen erwähnt.

Maßnahmen, die der Unterstützung der Lernenden dienen sollen, sind im Bereich Le-
sen umfangreicher als im Bereich Schreiben. Dies kann möglicherweise darauf zurückgeführt 
werden, dass sich Leseprozesse für die Lehrenden leichter erschließen. Außerdem basieren 
Schreibfördermaßnahmen zum Teil auf der Vermittlung bildungssprachlicher Phänomene, die 
den Lehrenden aber nicht vertraut sind.

Zusammenfassend lässt sich festhalten, dass die Ergebnisse der Studie die Lehrenden als 
FachexpertInnen zeigen, die in der Lage sind, die fachlichen und sprachlichen Anforderungen 
des Unterrichts als solche zu erkennen. Sie kennen Strategien, die sie zum Teil auch gezielt ein-
setzen, um den Unterrichtsfluss zu verbessern, jedoch begründen sie diesen Strategieeinsatz 
ausschließlich fach- bzw. inhaltsbezogen, niemals sprachbezogen. Jede der befragten Lehr-
personen begreift das Fortkommen der Lernenden als Teil ihrer Aufgabe, jedoch verfügen 
sie über ein unterschiedlich ausgeprägtes Repertoire an Maßnahmen, um die Lernenden zu 
unterstützen. Maßnahmen, die ergriffen werden, dienen immer dazu, das Verständnis der Ler-
nenden zu verbessern, nicht deren sprachliche Kompetenz auszubauen. Außerdem stagnieren 
die unternommenen Schritte, wenn es um das Sprachsystem des Deutschen geht, weshalb eine 
Weiterbildung diese Bereiche fokussieren sollte. Dabei wäre besonders zu vermitteln, welche 
sprachlichen Anforderungen mit den fachlichen Diskursen einhergehen, welche sprachlichen 
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Mittel dafür notwendig sind und welche Kompetenzen die Lernenden aufweisen müssen. Da-
bei können die von den Lehrenden wahrgenommen Probleme und ihr Verständnis von Präzi-
sion wichtige Anknüpfungspunkte bieten.
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Dissertation: „Selbstdarstellung in der Wissenschaft.  
Eine linguistische Untersuchung zum Diskussionsverhalten von 

Wissenschaftlern in interdisziplinären Kontexten“
Selbstdarstellung in der Wissenschaft

Lisa Rhein, Technische Universität Darmstadt
Lisa Rhein

Hintergrund und zentrale Fragestellungen

Selbstdarstellung und Beziehungsmanagement spielen nicht nur im Alltag, sondern auch in 
der Wissenschaft eine wichtige Rolle (vgl. z. B. Tracy 1997, Ventola et al. 2002, Auer/Baßler 
2007, Konzett 2012). Wissenschaftler konkurrieren um Sichtbarkeit und Aufmerksamkeit der 
anderen und bemühen sich um einen guten Ruf, da Werte, Images und Reputationen interak-
tiv ausgehandelt, zu- oder abgeschrieben werden. Das eigene Image, also das Bild, das andere 
von ihm haben, kann vom Akteur zu einem gewissen Grad mitgestaltet und gesteuert werden 
(vgl. z. B. Mummendey 1995). 

In der Dissertation wurde die Selbstdarstellung von Wissenschaftlern aus einer linguisti-
schen Perspektive untersucht. Die zentralen Fragenkomplexe waren:

•	 Wie äußern Wissenschaftler positive und negative Kritik in wissenschaftlichen Dis-
kussionen? Wie reagieren Wissenschaftler auf positive und negative Kritik und welche 
Auswirkungen hat Kritik auf das face bzw. die Images der Beteiligten? 

•	 Welche Funktion hat das Thematisieren der eigenen Fachidentität in interdisziplinä-
ren Diskussionen? 

•	 Wie werden Kompetenz und Expertenschaft von Wissenschaftlern in Diskussionen 
heraus- und dargestellt? Wie stellen Wissenschaftler sicher, dass sie trotz Nichtwis-
sens und Unsicherheit kompetent erscheinen? 

•	 Welche Funktionen erfüllt Humor in wissenschaftlichen Diskussionen, also in einem 
von Sachlichkeit und Rationalität geprägten, kompetitiven Kontext?

Korpus und Methode

Der Untersuchung lag ein Korpus aus Tonaufnahmen von Diskussionen nach Fachvorträgen 
zugrunde, die auf drei verschiedenen mehrtägigen interdisziplinären Tagungen stattgefunden 
haben. Von den insgesamt 11,5 Stunden Diskussion wurden anhand festgelegter Kriterien Dis-
kussionssequenzen ausgewählt (ca. 3,5 Stunden) und nach dem gesprächsanalytischen Tran-
skriptionssystem (GAT 2; Selting et al. 2009) transkribiert.

Zur Beantwortung der Forschungsfragen und der Analyse des Korpus wurde in einem sie-
benstufigen Verfahren eine umfassende linguistische Methode für die Erfassung von verbaler 
Selbstdarstellung entwickelt. Die bisherigen linguistischen Ansätze (jüngst z. B. Konzett 2012) 
erwiesen sich aus verschiedenen Gründen als unbefriedigend für eine umfassende sprach-
wissenschaftliche Analyse von Selbstdarstellungsverhalten. Die Integration unterschiedlicher 
soziologischer und sozialpsychologischer Ansätze in ein linguistisches Modell ermöglichte die 
Entwicklung einer Basismethode, die offen für korpusinduzierte sowie themenspezifische Än-
derungen und Anreicherungen bleibt.
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Das Modell ist in eine Makro- und Mikroebene gegliedert. Die Makroebene dient der 
Kontextualisierung der Diskussion, d. h., hier sind die Kriterien versammelt, die Aufschluss 
über die Interaktionssituation geben, also z. B. Anzahl der Interaktanten, Rollen und Rollen-
asymmetrien. Auf der Mikroebene sind die sprachlichen Mittel der Selbstdarstellung, Bezie-
hungskommunikation und der Kommunikationsform ‚Diskussion‘ zusammengestellt. Verbale 
Äußerungen werden auf allen sprachlichen Ebenen untersucht, d. h., lexikalische, syntaktische, 
stilistische, sprechhandlungsspezifische und gesprächsorganisatorische sowie paraverbale 
Phänomene werden in ihrer spezifischen Kombination analysiert. Dabei werden die nachge-
wiesenen sprachlichen Mittel als Indikatoren für ein bestimmtes Selbstdarstellungsverhalten 
bzw. für eine bestimmte (kontextgebundene) Funktion betrachtet. Beispiele für Elemente 
der Mikroebene sind Formen der Anrede, der Selbst- und Fremdnennung sowie Selbst- und 
Fremdcharakterisierung. Hinzu kommen sprachliche Formen, die dem Höflichkeits-, Einstel-
lungs- und Intentionsausdruck dienen, sowie typische Formen der Kritik-Initiierung und Re-
aktionen auf Kritik. Ebenso werden Merkmale des Gesprächsverhaltens, des turn-Wechsels 
sowie paraverbale Mittel erfasst.

Die Analyse ist qualitativ und deskriptiv angelegt, d. h., mögliche sprachliche Phänomene 
werden ermittelt, als Selbstdarstellungshinweise beschrieben und in einem weiteren Schritt 
kategorisiert. Nonverbales Verhalten konnte aufgrund des vorliegenden Datenmaterials (nur 
Audiodaten, ohne Videomitschnitt) nicht analysiert werden.

Ausgewählte Ergebnisse

Dreh- und Angelpunkt einer jeden wissenschaftlichen Diskussion ist das Geben von Rückmel-
dung zu Vortragsinhalten oder zu Diskussionsbeiträgen, also positive und negative Kritik. 
Im Hinblick auf Selbstdarstellung sind Diskussionen für Wissenschaftler unter Umständen 
eine Herausforderung und ein Dilemma, da das eristische Ideal einer jeden wissenschaftlichen 
Diskussion und die konkreten Imagesicherungsbedürfnisse individueller Teilnehmer einan-
der zuwiderlaufen. Damit sind Diskussionen einerseits Foren, in denen Forschungsergebnisse 
mit dem Ziel der Wahrheitsfindung präsentiert und diskutiert werden. Das heißt andererseits 
aber auch, dass die eigene Arbeit abgewertet, widerlegt und kritisiert werden kann und in der 
Regel im Hinblick auf gewisse Punkte auch kritisiert wird. Die (oberflächliche) Anerkennung 
von Imagesicherungsbedürfnissen äußert sich darin, dass Beiträge oft mit positiver Kritik be-
ginnen, bevor zu negativen Gesichtspunkten gewechselt wird, dass negative Kritik aber häufig 
durch Humor, Routineformeln und Höflichkeit abgeschwächt wird. 

Positive Kritik zeichnet sich in den untersuchten Diskussionen dadurch aus, dass sie oft 
relativ pauschal geäußert wird (den Vortrag z. B. als Ganzes aufwertet), Nähe bewirkt, An-
erkennung signalisiert, aber auch schlicht ein Element höflicher Kommunikation sein kann. 
Negative Kritik wird dagegen sehr differenziert geäußert und dient der Distanzierung von In-
halten, unter Umständen der Hierarchiemarkierung, ganz grundlegend aber der Ablehnung 
des Gesagten. Von der sprachlichen Form her zeigen die Daten dabei die ganze Spannbreite 
von höflich-zurückhaltender bis zu harsch-dissensbetonender Kritik. 

Auf interdisziplinären Veranstaltungen ist das gegenseitige Kritisieren für die Diskus-
sionsteilnehmer in besonderem Maße eine Herausforderung, da Wissensasymmetrien be-
stehen und komplexe Inhalte unter Berücksichtigung unterschiedlicher Wissensstände ver-
einfacht (und damit unter Umständen verfälscht) wiedergegeben werden – was dann unter 
anderem Gegenstand von negativer Kritik sein kann. Deshalb werden bei Kritik-Äußerungen 
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zur Begründung in der Regel allgemeine wissenschaftliche, aber auch differenzierte diszip-
linspezifische Werte angeführt (wie generell z. B. Sorgfalt und Explizierung von bestehenden 
Unsicherheiten, speziell z. B. Einhaltung bestimmter Standards bei Experimenten), die als ver-
trauensbildende Basis auch in interdisziplinären Kontexten wirksam werden. 

Das Thematisieren der Fachidentität erfüllt verschiedene Funktionen: Zum einen dient es 
als Nachweis von Kompetenz und Expertenschaft und damit zugleich auch als Legitimation 
für positive oder negative Kritik, zum anderen der Selbstverortung in der eigenen Disziplin 
und der Positionierung im Tagungskontext. Durch Fachidentitäts-Thematisierungen werden 
zudem disziplininterne Abgrenzungen sichtbar, was nicht nur eine Selbstverortung, sondern 
auch eine Abwertung anderer Positionen signalisieren kann. Die Selbstverortung in der Diszi-
plin ist sowohl für Fachkollegen interessant, da sie ihnen – mitunter subtil – Aufschluss über 
Forschungsrichtung, Schule, Denkrichtung etc. gibt, als auch für Fachfremde, die auf dieser 
Basis das Gesagte inhaltlich besser einordnen können. 

Kompetenz und Expertenschaft zu signalisieren, stellt für Wissenschaftler ein zentrales Ziel 
dar, da dies wissenschaftlich-professionelle Ressourcen sind. Kompetenz und Expertenschaft 
dienen dabei der Etablierung der eigenen Person innerhalb der scientific community und der 
Sicherung der eigenen Stellung, also als Machtressource. Wer tatsächlich als kompetent und 
als Experte gilt, wird letztlich aber interaktiv in Diskussionen ausgehandelt und ist Ergebnis 
von Zuschreibungsprozessen. 

Gleichermaßen wird das Nichtwissen einer Person, Forschergruppe, Disziplin oder Ge-
sellschaft interaktiv ausgehandelt: Über positive und negative Kritik, Nachfragen, kritische 
Fragen und artikulierte Zweifel wird Nichtwissen freigelegt bzw. als gültig erachtetes Wissen 
infrage gestellt. Vor dem Hintergrund der Kompetenzdarstellung sind Nichtwissens-Einge-
ständnisse und ‑Zuschreibungen für die Wissenschaftler in unterschiedlichem Maße gesichts-
bedrohend oder imagestärkend: Das Eingeständnis von Nichtwissen ist imagestärkend bzw. 
imagebestätigend, wenn professionell damit umgegangen wird, d. h. wenn Nichtwissen offen 
identifiziert, lokalisiert, thematisiert und unsicheres Wissen als solches deklariert wird. Der 
strategische Nachweis bzw. die Unterstellung von Nichtwissen durch andere ist demgegen-
über gesichtsbedrohend, weil damit dem Kommunikationspartner ein asymmetrisches Weni-
ger-Wissen unterstellt wird. 

Da der Fokus der Untersuchung auf wissenschaftlich-professioneller Selbstdarstellung lag, 
wurde eine weitere, eher sozial-gesellschaftliche Ressource betrachtet, nämlich Sympathie 
und Sympathiegewinnung, die in der Arbeit am Faktor Humor untersucht wurde. Humor 
wirkt auf der Beziehungsebene und entspringt sowohl eigenen als auch fremden Image
sicherungsbedürfnissen. In Diskussionen erfüllt Humor unterschiedliche Funktionen: Als Ab-
schwächungsstrategie dient er dazu, negative Kritik weniger gesichtsbedrohend zu äußern; als 
Distanzierungsstrategie ermöglicht er Selbstkritik und Ironie sowie das humorvolle Reflektie-
ren und Kommentieren des eigenen Fachs. Zudem erlaubt er Gruppenbildungsprozesse trotz 
aller methodischen, disziplinären und weltanschaulichen Diversität. 

Das Potenzial des gewählten Ansatzes liegt darin, dass die entwickelte Basismethode die 
spezifischen Bedingungen der Interaktions-/Kommunikationssituation berücksichtigt und 
dabei offen für korpusinduzierte Ergänzungen sowie themenspezifische Anreicherungen 
bleibt. Diese Eigenschaften der Methode erlauben eine umfassende linguistische Analyse ver-
baler Selbstdarstellung.
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