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Abstract: This paper reports on a corpus-based investigation of the verb geben in
two alternating ditransitive constructions in present-day German with the
RECIPIENT either coded in the dative case (the indirect object construction, abbre-
viated: IOC) or by means of the PP an + accusative case (the prepositional object
construction, POC). The study is based on a quantitative analysis of N= 1,301
sentences (712 IOC and 589 POC) drawn from the Deutsche Referenzkorpus (IDS,
Mannheim) which were annotated for 20 factors. Using a logistic regression
analysis, we found evidence for the effect of 10 predictors (bootstrapped
C-index= 95%). We discuss our results in comparison to corpus-based research
of the English dative alternation and point to some notable differences between
both languages. In German, POC appears to be strongly correlated with collective
RECIPIENTs, collective AGENTs, passive voice, and concrete and propositional
transfer senses of the main verb geben. With regard to the semantics of geben,
we argue that the quantitative findings are best accounted for on the basis of a
general underspecified verb meaning ‘geben transfer’ that does not yet differenti-
ate between the three possible verb senses (concrete, abstract, and propositional).

Keywords: German, ditransitive constructions, geben, syntactic alternation,
accusative, dative

1 Introduction

This article is a corpus-based investigation of the occurrence of the ditransitive
verb geben in two alternating constructions in present-day German, viz. the
indirect object construction (IOC) and prepositional object construction (POC).
We are particularly interested in the question whether corpus research is
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capable of determining functional differences between POC and IOC with
this particular verb. To this end, we conduct a quantitative analysis of
N = 1,301 sentences in which geben is either used with IOC (N = 712) or POC
(N = 589) with regard to a set of 20 factors that have a potential bearing on the
alternation.

Both alternants designate a theme (henceforth: [THEME]) and a recipient
(henceforth: < REC > ), but the REC argument is coded differently. In IOC, REC is
in the dative case, as in (1) and (2)1:

(1) “Wir müssen < den Jungs > [Zeit] geben.”
We.NOM must.PRES.3PL the boys.DAT time.ACC give.INF
‘We need to give the boys time.’

(2) Meine Lebensgefährtin gab <mir >
My partner.NOM give.IPFV.3SG me.DAT
[eine Notspritze].
an emergency injection.ACC
‘My partner gave me an emergency injection.’

With transfer verbs such as schicken ‘send’ POC may contain a prepositional
phrase (PP) in which the preposition is either a two-way preposition governing the
accusative, viz. an + accusative, auf + accusative, in + accusative, or a one-way
preposition governing the dative, viz. zu + dative and nach + dative.2 As a rule, PPs
with auf, in, and nach designate a location rather than a REC and with these preposi-
tions POC does not alternate with IOC in the expression of transfer. By contrast, PPs
with an and zu can both be used to designate a REC. However, with geben, the IOC/
POC alternation is restricted to IOC and an + accusative, as in (3) and (4), given that
geben does not combine with zu to express transfer. This is also the case for
compounds and derivations with -geben (cf. De Vaere et al., forthcoming).

1 Unless indicated otherwise, all examples in this article are drawn from DeReKo (Deutsches
Referenzkorpus, Mannheim) which is freely available at http://www.ids-mannheim.de/cos
mas2/. Sources are specified in Supplement 1.

The following abbreviations are used in accordance with the Leipzig glossing rules: NOM
nominative, ACC accusative, DAT dative, PRS present, IPFV imperfective, PTCP participle, INF
infinitive, SUBJ subjunctive, PASS passive, SG singular, PL plural.
2 Other prepositions such as vor and gegenüber (both governing the dative) may occur with
verba dicendi (e.g. Experten erklärten vor der Presse/gegenüber Journalisten, dass der
Atomreaktor völlig sicher konstruiert sei ‘Experts declared to the press/in front of journalists,
that the construction of the nuclear reactor is entirely safe’, example from eVALBU) but verba
dicendi do not belong to the class of transfer verbs that interest us here.
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(3) Striffler hat [sein Werk]
Striffler.NOM have.PRES.3SG his work.ACC
< an das Archiv des Deutschen Architekturmuseums in Frankfurt >
to the “Archiv des Deutschen Architektur museums” in Frankfurt.ACC
gegeben.
give.PTCP
‘Striffler has given his work to the “Archiv des Deutschen Architektur
museums” in Frankfurt.’

(4) [Welche Empfehlungen] gibt der VGT
which recommendations.ACC give.PRS.3SG the VGT.NOM
< an den Gesetzgeber > ?
to the legislator.ACC
‘Which recommendations does the VGT (Verkehrsgerichtstag) offer to the
legislator?’

The IOC/POC alternation is well-attested with a large number of transfer verbs in
present-day German, including several complex verbs with the base verb -geben,
e.g. the particle verbs abgeben (‘hand in, submit’) and übergeben (‘hand over,
pass’) (5), the compound verbs preisgeben (‘disclose, reveal’), weitergeben (‘pass
on’), and zurückgeben (‘give back, return’) (6), and the prefix verb vergeben
(‘award, assign’).

(5) a. 1966 übergaben ihre Erben [die Sammlung]
In 1966 hand over.IPFV.3PL her heirs.NOM the collection.ACC
< der Nationalgalerie > .
the national gallery.DAT
‘In 1966 her heirs handed over the collection to the national gallery.’

b. “Aber ich übergebe < an meinen Nachfolger >
but I.NOM hand over.PRS.1SG to my successor.ACC
[eine intakte Mannschaft]”, so Knapp.
an intact team.ACC thus Knapp.
‘“But I hand over an intact team to my successor”, Knapp says.’

(6) a. Die Polizei fand die Beute und
the police.NOM find.IPFV.3SG the loot.ACC and
gab [sie] < dem 36-jährigen Eigentümer > zurück.
give.IPFV.3SG she.ACC the 36-year-old owner.DAT back.
‘The police found the loot and gave it back to the 36-year-old owner.’
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b. Die Schule habe [die vakante Stelle] deshalb
the school.NOM have.SUBJ.3SG the vacancy.ACC therefore
< an das Ministerium > zurückgegeben.
to the ministry.ACC give back.PTCP
‘(It is said that) the school has therefore given back the vacancy to the
government department.’

It is usually assumed that the simplex verb geben does not partake in the
alternation, cf. Sabel (2002: 231), Rappaport-Hovav and Levin (2008: 162),
Adler (2011: 20), Haspelmath and Baumann (2013b), among others. Moreover,
we have experienced that native speaker informants are occasionally hesitant
with regard to the grammaticality of POC with the simplex verb geben (geben an
+ accusative) – until they are confronted with corpus attestations such as (7) to
(9), which show that POC is used with geben as well.

(7) Kronauer will [eine Liste mit allen Teilnehmern]
Kronauer want.PRS.3SG a list with all the participants.ACC
< an die Stadt > geben.
to the city.ACC give.INF
‘Kronauer wants to give a list with all the participants to the city.’

(8) Über Mikro und Kopfhörer gibt
Using microphone and headphone give.PRS.3SG
die Diplom-Psychologin [Anweisungen] < an den Studenten > .
the certified psychologist.NOM instructions.ACC to the student.ACC
‘Using microphone and headphone the psychologist gives instructions to
the student.’

(9) “Landwirte müssen schon jetzt häufig
farmers.NOM must.PRS.3PL already now frequently
[ihren Vorrat an Winterfutter] < an die Tiere > geben”.
their stocks of winter fodder.ACC to the animals.ACC give.INF
‘Farmers are already compelled to feed their stocks of winter fodder to the
animals.’

The article is organized as follows: Section 2 outlines the research aims and
briefly reviews relevant previous research. Section 3 describes the methodolo-
gical framework of the investigation. Section 4 is devoted to the results of the
corpus analysis. In Section 5, we compare the results with research findings for
the English dative alternation and we discuss some implications of the
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analysis for linguistic theory. Section 6 concludes the article with prospects for
future research.

2 Research aims and previous research

The aim of this article is to provide further empirical evidence for the existence
of POC with geben in present-day German based on corpus research. We also
wish to examine whether any functional differences between POC and IOC with
geben emerge from the corpus analysis.

Building on extensive corpus-based research of the English dative alter-
nation (e.g. Bresnan and Ford 2010 and many others), we evaluate the effect of
a large set of potentially motivating factors with regard to the alternation
between IOC and POC. One of the challenges of this paper is therefore also
to document the correspondences and the differences between the two
languages.

As pointed out in Section 1, it is a common assumption that geben does not
occur with POC in present-day German. This assumption may partly be based on the
observation that in English andmany other languages, the corresponding verb – give
in English, geven in Dutch, donner in French, ge in Swedish, sònggĕi ‘to give (as a gift)’
in Chinese (Jäschke 2016: 165) etc. – does regularly occur in two alternating con-
structions, whereas constructional alternation is less commonwith German geben. In
English, the alternating constructions are the double-object construction (DOC) and
the POC with to. In the English DOC, both REC and THEME are coded like the
monotransitive THEME (10) and we observe a “neutral alignment” (Haspelmath
2013a; Haspelmath 2015), as in (11):

(10) He saw [the woman]. He saw [the bottle].

(11) He gave < the woman > [the bottle].

DOC in (11) alternates with the so-called to-construction in (12). This POC has
‘indirective alignment’ with REC introduced by the preposition to:

(12) He gave [the bottle] < to the woman > .

The terminological distinction between DOC and POC does not apply to the
corresponding alternation in German. In German, the two alternants are both
‘indirective constructions’ (Haspelmath 2013a; 2015): REC is either coded in the
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dative case (IOC) or as a PP (POC), viz. an + accusative in the case of geben.
Compare the examples (13) and (14)3:

(13) Der Kassierer gab < dem Räuber >
the cashier.NOM give.IPFV.3SG the robber.DAT
[das Geld aus der Kasse].
the money from the till.ACC
‘The cashier gave the robber the money from the till.’

(14) Leider muss sie [das schwarze Pulver]
unfortunately must.PRS.3SG she.NOM the black powder.ACC
< an den Bösewicht > geben.
to the villain.ACC give.INF
‘Unfortunately she has to give the black powder to the villain.’

The alternation in German illustrated in (13) and (14) is only rarely described in
scholarly publications and grammars. Major dictionaries such as Duden’s Großes
Wörterbuch der deutschen Sprache (1999) illustrate geben exclusively in IOC with
dative objects, but remain silent as to whether POC is possible.

Among older studies, one of the first to investigate the variation between
different kinds of arguments in present-day German, including case marking and
the alternation between case-marked objects and prepositional objects, is Starke
(1969–1970). Starke’s study is based on a corpus of approximately 12,000
sentences drawn from twentieth-century sources (in particular literature,
cf. Starke 1969–1970, V: 584). Based on his data, Starke attests the IOC/POC
alternation for geben, abgeben ‘hand over’, ausgeben ‘spend’, bekanntgeben
‘announce’, sich hingeben ‘devote oneself to’, übergeben ‘hand over, pass’,
weitergeben ‘pass on’, and zurückgeben ‘give back, return’ (Starke 1970, IV:
240), but with e.g. abgeben and weitergeben POC is said to be more frequent
than IOC. Starke also discusses the traditional view that IOC and POC differ
semantically – very much similar to discussions of the English dative alternation
in current construction grammar approaches (Goldberg 1995) and verb-centered
approaches (Rappaport Hovav and Levin 2008; Adler 2011). According to Starke,
the preposition an qualifies the argument in POC as a directional phrase,
whereas the dative phrase in IOC profiles it as a non-spatial target

3 Note that DOC also exists in German, but the construction is uncommon and only occurs with
a handful of verbs, in particular lehren ‘teach’ and kosten ‘cost’. With these verbs, both objects
are coded in the accusative according to normative grammar.
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(“Zuwendgröße”) conceived as a person (Starke 1970, IV: 239). However, this
semantic–pragmatic distinction may be blurred and the PP can also be used to
designate the addressee (“bloßer Addressat”) (Starke 1970, IV: 246). Another
possible explanatory factor for the use of POC discussed in older studies is that a
preposition is more transparent and unambiguous compared to the dative case
(“Deutlichkeit”, Starke 1969, I: 32 and 1970, IV: 243). According to Starke (1970,
IV: 243), this transparency correlates with POC, which also allows for more word
order variation than IOC. In Section 4, we will argue that this claim is not
supported by the data for the verb geben. It is also challenged by Matzel
(1976: 145, 180–182). According to Matzel, the historically observable fact that
dative phrases are increasingly replaced with PPs with an + accusative cannot
be straightforwardly explained as an increasing desire of speakers for more
transparency in speech (“Streben nach Verdeutlichung”). Not only do not all
ditransitive verbs allow for the two variants, there is no evidence that IOC is
becoming less frequent in the language (Matzel 1976: 172). According to Matzel
(1976: 168, 179), it is unclear whether the alternation is semantically or syntacti-
cally motivated, in particular by word order preferences.

As mentioned already, in contemporary research, it is usually thought that
the simplex verb geben does not partake in the alternation. Sabel (2002), for
instance, explicitly claims that POC does not exist with geben: “Man findet z.B.
im Deutschen die oblique Konstruktion (Hans hat ein Paket an Maria geschickt)
mit Verben wie schicken, vererben, verkaufen, vermieten, verraten, schreiben,
auszahlen aber – im Gegensatz z.B. zum Englischen – nicht mit Verben wie
geben, erklären, anbieten.” (Sabel 2002: 231) [One finds e.g. in German the
oblique construction (Hans has sent a parcel to Maria) with verbs such as
send, bequeath, sell, rent/lease, betray, write, pay, but – in contrast to e.g.
English – not with verbs such as give, explain, offer.]

The Valenzwörterbuch deutscher Verben (VALBU) (Schuhmacher et al. 2004)
does not indicate POC as a possibility with geben. Meanwhile, the electronic
version eVALBU (http://hypermedia.ids-mannheim.de/evalbu/index.html) does
mention POC as an alternant in five ditransitive cases of geben: “Gelegentlich
wird statt des Kdat ( =Dativkomplement) ein Kprp ( = Präpositivkomplement)
[an + Akkusativ] verwendet” [‘Occasionally a PP (an + accusative) is used
instead of a dative phrase’]. This suggests that POC is gaining ground with
geben in present-day German.

Adler (2011) is a recent investigation of alternating constructions in
German with verbs such as verkaufen (‘sell’), schicken (‘send’), werfen
(‘throw’), and stehlen (‘steal’), which can be used both in IOC and POC
(in particular with zu, von, and an). However, geben is not among the verbs
that are the focus of Adler’s study, because she considers geben to be
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ungrammatical with POC (Adler 2011: 18, 68, 82 etc.). In a similar vein,
Haspelmath and Baumann (2013b) ignore the “prepositional alternation” with
geben and only provide an example with IOC to illustrate the valency of the verb.
By contrast, Proost (2015: 2) observes that POC is occasionally possible with
geben but infrequent, with an estimated frequency of 1 POC to 99 IOC in a
random sample drawn from DeReKo.

To the best of our knowledge, there is as yet no systematic account of the
occurrence of the IOC/POC alternation with the transfer verb geben in present-
day German, nor have the factors that might motivate the alternation previously
been investigated on a broad empirical basis.

3 Methodology

3.1 Data collection

The data for our study were collected from DeReKo (Deutsches Referenzkorpus),
a 31.68-billion word corpus of written present-day standard German (state March
2017). Using the web interface COSMAS IIweb

4, we collected a sample of N= 1,301
sentences in which geben is either used with IOC (N= 712) or POC (N= 589). We
included both possible orders of REC and THEME (IOC with REC–THEME and
THEME–REC and POC with THEME–REC and REC–THEME) as well as all possible
other constituent orders regarding the position of the SUBJECT and the (lexical)
VERB. The sentence patterns that are included in the corpus sample are illu-
strated in Supplement 2.

Initially, we collected our data by means of the query “&geben,”which looks
for sentences with all the conjugated forms of the verb geben. This was followed
by considerable data cleaning as many false hits had to be removed. As
Eichinger (2015: 99–101) already observed, most sentences with geben are
actually not ditransitive, but instead instances of the impersonal existential
construction es gibt, the reflexive ‘attitudinal’ construction (e.g. er gibt
sich zuversichtlich ‘he expresses his confidence’), or IOC without an overt REC
(e.g. Sie geben Einblick in ihren Lieblingssport ‘they provide insight into their

4 COSMAS I/II (Corpus Search, Management and Analysis System), http://www.ids-mannheim.
de/ cosmas2/, Institut für Deutsche Sprache, Mannheim.
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favourite sport’). The query “&geben” allowed us to collect IOC sentences, but it
returned few POC instances.

In order to determine the exact frequency of IOC versus POC among the
ditransitive occurrences, four separate random searches of 100 sentences with
geben (query: “&geben”) were conducted. This resulted in 95 ditransitive occur-
rences of geben out of 400 sentences (24%). Of these 95 sentences 91 (96%) were
IOC and 4 (4%) POC. It is safe to say, then, that IOC is much more common with
geben than POC in present-day German.

As we wish to analyze the factors that motivate the alternation, we over-
sampled the instances with POC, so as to obtain a balanced dataset, with an
almost equal proportion of IOC and POC sentences.5 This allows us to perform a
multifactorial statistical analysis whose findings moreover qualify for a suffi-
ciently detailed qualitative analysis. To retrieve more POC sentences, we addi-
tionally conducted specific queries with the preposition an of the following type:
“&geben s0 an,” “&geben s0 an die,” “&geben s0 an ein” etc. (‘s0’ searches for
words in the same sentence).

Attestations excluded from our dataset for obvious reasons are:
– PPs that are modifiers of NPs rather than indirect objects of geben;
– instances of existential es gibt; lexicalized verbo-nominal constructions that

do not alternate, e.g. etwas an die Hand geben (meaning ‘provide’);
– non-alternating idioms such as jemandem das Jawort geben ‘to consent in

matrimony’, jemandem das letzte Geleit geben ‘to render the last honours to a
deceased person’, jemandem das Nachsehen geben ‘outperform, beat some-
one’, der Trauer Worte geben ‘express one’s grief in words’;

– the non-alternating phrasal verb geben an (occasionally also in) with the
meaning ‘add’ in the context of preparing food, cooking etc. (e.g. Zwiebeln
an den Salat geben ‘add onions to the salad’).

3.2 Data annotation

All observations were annotated for 20 factors. These include, apart from the depen-
dent variable, several morphosyntactic, semantic, and pragmatic factors. The list of
factors is inspired by research on the English dative alternation (e.g. Bresnan et al.
2007; Bresnan and Ford 2010; Theijssen 2012; Röthlisberger et al. 2017) but

5 Oversampling means that more observations from the minority class are collected. Thus, we
retrieved about the same amount of POC as IOC, while in reality POC is less common than IOC.
This so-called ‘case–control study design’ is a common study design in, e.g. rare disease
studies.
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extended and adapted to the German data. Supplement 3 provides examples of the
least common alternant, POC, for all the factors and levels.

In this section, we discuss all factors. The dependent variable consists of a
combination of factors [1] and [2].
[1] Construction (IOC vs. POC). “IOC”: the indirect object construction (with dative

REC) or “POC”: the prepositional object construction (an + accusative REC).
[2] Order of THEME vis-à-vis REC. IOC and POC can occur with both orders in

German. We combined “Construction” and “Order” into one dependent
variable “Construction” with two levels, viz. IOC with REC-THEME order
and POC with THEME-REC order, because we found that those two are
actually the default combinations (see Section 4 for more details).

[3] Animacy of AGENT (individual, collective, inanimate, not expressed):
“individual” (e.g. Vater ‘father’, Zuschauer ‘spectator’), “collective” (Bund
‘federation’, Union ‘union’ etc.) or “inanimate” (Erfolg ‘success’, Arm ‘arm’
etc.); “not expressed” applies to passive sentences, imperatives or sub-
clauses without subject (e.g. infinitive clauses).

[4] Animacy of THEME (animate, inanimate): “animate” (e.g. Maria,
Menschenaffen ‘great apes’), “inanimate” (objects, e.g. Studie ‘study’,
Wissen ‘knowledge’ or locations, e.g. Fürstbistum Ermland ‘Prince-
Bishopric of Ermland’, die Alpen ‘the Alps’, Grundstück ‘plot of land’).

[5] Animacy of REC (individual, collective, inanimate, underspecified): “individual”
(e.g. Eigentümer ‘owner, Räuber ‘robber’), “collective” (e.g. Partei ‘party’,
Publikum ‘public’, Verwaltung ‘administration’, Team ‘team’), “inanimate”
(e.g. Schulgeld ‘tuition fee’, Stahl ‘steel’). The label “underspecified” applies to
noun phrases whose referent can be interpreted in multiple ways. For instance,
Gehirn ‘brain’ and Kopf ‘head’ can refer to a location or an object, Polizei ‘police’
can refer to a location (the police station) or a collectivity (a group of police
officers). Zeitung is underspecified with regard to the designation of a physical
object, the information printed on it, a location where the paper is produced, or
a collectivity (the people working at the newspaper). Even in specific utterances,
reference may remain underspecified.

The view that the dative phrase in IOC normally encodes animate objects is
well-established in the history of German grammar (Dal 1966: 41,Wegener 1985: 13–
15, 166–168, Zifonun et al. 1997: 1308–1312, Olsen 1997: 308–311, Eisenberg 2006:
295–296, Duden 2006: §§1248–1253). Conversely, PP in POC is considered largely
neutral with regard to the animacy/inanimacy distinction (Zifonun et al. 1997: 1320–
1321, Duden 2006: §1301). Our dataset seems particularly suited to test the tradi-
tional correlation of IOC with animacy. Whereas Bresnan and Ford (2010: 175)
operationalize the factor “Animacy of REC, THEME” in a binary way (“animate”
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being human or animal and “inanimate” the rest), we adopt a more fine-grained
annotation with regard to animate REC, viz. the differentiation between “individual”
and “collective.” “Individual” applies to NPs with a higher animal, a human-like or
a human being as a referent, such as demMädchen ‘to the girl’, an den Papst ‘to the
pope’. “Collective” applies to NPs that designate an organization, a group, or any
other body of animate beings, e.g. dem Team ‘to the team’, an das Personal ‘to the
staff’. The inanimate category is differentiated into “inanimate” for locatives and
objects and “underspecified” for locations that can be objects or vice versa and for
any inanimate REC that can also express a collectivity. This means that if REC is
“underspecified,” it has a coded inanimate meaning, e.g. der Stadt ‘to the city’, der
Polizei ‘to the police’, an das Ministerium ‘to the government department’, an das
Nationalblatt ‘to the Nationalblatt’, an die Banken ‘to the banks’, but the NP can be
interpreted as designating an animate collectivity metonymically or, more gener-
ally, by virtue of an implicature (e.g. an das Ministerium +>‘to representatives of the
department, a person in charge’ etc.).

[6] Concreteness of THEME (abstract, concrete, propositional): “abstract” ( = not
perceptible with one of the five senses, e.g. Gelegenheit ‘opportunity’,
Chance ‘chance’), “concrete” ( = perceptible with one of the five senses;
e.g. Waffe ‘weapon’, Geld ‘money’), or “propositional” ( = conveying lin-
guistic information, e.g. Hinweise ‘tips’, Empfehlungen ‘recommendations’,
Auftrag ‘assignment’, Bericht ‘message’). Note that “propositional” may be
specifiable as a so-called “complex object” (Pustejovsky 1995: 91–92, 118
‘info.physobj’, cf. Frisson 2015), i.e. the NP can either refer to a physical
object or the information it contains (e.g. ein briefliches Dementi ‘a disclai-
mer in the form of a letter’) but reference can also remain unspecified.

[7] Concreteness of REC (abstract vs. concrete): With regard to REC, too,
“concrete” is defined as having a determinate physical appearance and
size, e.g. things, groups (including groups of people, e.g. Verein ‘society’),
bodies etc. which can be perceived with one of the five senses.

[8] ThemeIdiom (yes vs. no): Idiomatic expressions are understood as lexically
conventionalized VERB–THEME combinations whose meaning cannot be
derived compositionally (e.g. grünes Licht geben, lit. ‘to give the green light’,
which means ‘to give permission’). Regular phrasal verb constructions (e.g.
den Auftrag geben ‘to assign a task’,Hoffnung geben ‘give hope’,Vorrang geben
‘give priority’, Aufwind geben ‘give impetus’ etc.) are not classified as idioms
because of their compositional transparency. Non-alternating idioms were
discarded. The possibility to alternate was additionally verified through
Google searches (restricted to German websites). The observation of one
occurrence was regarded as sufficient evidence for the possibility to alternate.
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[9] Metaphor (yes vs. no): “Metaphors” are operationalized as expressions that
are used figuratively, i.e. abstract concepts are designated by means of words
referring to concrete objects (e.g. Die Europäische Zentralbank (EZB) gab den
Banken nochmals eine Geldspritze über 7,7 Milliarden Euro ‘The European
Central Bank (ECB) once again gave the banks an injection of 7.7 billion
euros’, Er wolle mit seiner Veranstaltung einen Wink an die Gastronomen geben
‘He says with his event he wants to give a hint to the restaurant owners’).

[10] Propernounhood of REC (proper noun vs. common noun): “proper noun”
(e.g. [Bundeskanzler] Viktor Klima ‘Federal Chancellor Viktor Klima’) or
“common noun” (e.g. Interessierten des Golfsports ‘those interested in
golf’).

[11] Transfer sense of the sentence verb (concrete, abstract, propositional): the
transfer sense of geben is annotated as either “concrete” (e.g, das Geld an
eine Hilfsorganisation geben ‘to give the money to a charity organisation’),
“abstract” (e.g. Dritte-Welt-Ländern eine Chance geben ‘to give a chance to
Third World countries’), or “propositional” (e.g. die Anweisung an einen
Zimmerman geben ‘to give the instruction to a carpenter’), in accordance
with previous research of the semantics of give, e.g. Mukherjee (2005: 36),
who distinguishes ‘giving’ (concrete and/or immediate transfer), ‘affect’
(abstract and/or non-immediate transfer), and ‘speaking’ (transfer of lan-
guage). For similar annotations, cf. Bresnan et al. (2007: 85: “give.t ‘trans-
fer sense’, give.c ‘communication sense’, and give.a ‘abstract sense’”) and
Bernaisch et al. (2014: 13).

However, in contrast to these authors, we prefer the term transfer sense
rather than verb sense because its determination not only depends on the verb
and its valency but also on the specific arguments and occasionally the
adjuncts and the wider context of the utterance. Although transfer sense
often coincides with the nature of the THEME, this is not necessarily the case.
For example, a concrete THEME can be coerced into a propositional sense (e.g.
dem Projekt grünes Licht geben ‘give the project the green light’) or abstract
sense (e.g. dieser Krankheit ein Gesicht geben ‘give a face to this illness’) while
an abstract THEME can be coerced into a propositional sense (e.g. einer
Geschichte den entscheidenden Dreh geben ‘to give a story the decisive twist’).
Recall that a propositional THEME is compatible with both concrete transfer
(e.g. den Brief an die Presse geben ‘to give the letter to the press’) and abstract
transfer (e.g. dieses falsche Signal an das Militär des Diktators General Suharto
geben ‘to give this wrong signal to the armed forces of Dictator General
Suharto’, nicht alle Informationen an uns geben ‘not to give us all informa-
tions’) due to its complex ‘info.physobj’ character.
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[12] Voice (active vs. passive).
[13] Number of REC (singular vs. plural).
[14] Definiteness of THEME (definite vs. indefinite): “definite,” e.g. die

Hauptrolle ‘the lead role’, sein Hochzeitsbild ‘his wedding picture’,
“indefinite,” e.g. eine Spende ‘a donation’, Hinweise ‘tips’.

[15] Definiteness of REC (definite vs. indefinite): “definite” vs. “indefinite”.
[16] Givenness of THEME (given, accessible, new): givenness is not a discrete

category, there are different degrees to which information is available
(cf. Gundel 2003 for discussion). We annotated the data in a ternary
way: “given,” “accessible,” “new.” “Given” encompasses the cognitive
status “activated” in Gundel et al.’s (1993: 275) “Givenness Hierarchy.”
Information is “accessible” if it is recoverable from the preceding context.
“New” information is either “nonrecoverable because introduced for the
first time into the discourse” or “already present in the discourse, but
newly identified” (Collins 1995: 42). Whenever possible, we extracted up to
80 sentences of preceding context from DeReKo in order to establish the
givenness status.

[17] Givenness of REC (given, accessible, new): similar to THEME, if REC conveys
information that is in focus in the preceding text, it is annotated as
“given”, otherwise it is either “accessible” or “new”.

Information can be “given” even though it has not explicitly been men-
tioned by means of the words to which the givenness label applies. This holds
for REC and THEME alike. For example, in (15) dem Reisenden ‘to the traveller’
contains given information to the extent that it can be considered coreferential
with den Leser ‘the reader’ in the preceding sentence (in bold). Coreferentiality is
also triggered by the noun Reisetipps ‘travel tips’ in the same sentence.

(15) Mit schönen Bildern, aktuellen Reportagen und nützlichen Reisetipps führt
die neue Ausgabe Kanada Osten, DuMont, 8,50 Euro, den Leser durch die
atemberaubende Region im Osten Kanadas. Ausgewählte Aktivangebote
geben < dem Reisenden > [die Möglichkeit, das Urlaubsziel auf eigenen
Wegen zu erkunden]. ‘With its beautiful photographs, relevant reports
and useful travel tips the new issue Canada East, DuMont, 8.50 Euro,
guides the reader through the breath-taking region in the East of
Canada. Selected offers in terms of active holidays give the traveller the
opportunity to explore his holiday destination in his own way.’

Note that givenness is independent of definiteness. In (16), an eine einzige Firma
‘to a single firm’ is indefinite but nevertheless given because it has been
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introduced in the preceding sentence as (die) Firma Gerd Käfer (München) ‘the
firm Gerd Käfer’ (München) (in bold):

(16) Ein wichtiges Thema der Aufsichtsratssitzung war die Zukunft der
Gastronomie der Alten Oper. Hocks erläuterte den Stand der
Verhandlungen mit der Firma Gerd Käfer (München); ein weit gediehener,
aber noch nicht in allen Punkten unterschriftsreifer Vertragsentwurf liegt
inzwischen vor. Der Aufsichtsrat stimmte grundsätzlich dem Konzept zu,
[die Gastronomie des Hauses] exklusiv < an eine einzige Firma > zu geben.
‘An important issue in the board meeting was the future of the catering in
the ‘Alte Oper’. Hocks explained the status of the negotiations with the
firm Gerd Käfer (München); meanwhile an already advanced draft con-
tract exists, but it is not yet in all respects ready to be signed. In general,
the supervisory board agreed to the concept of giving the catering of the
house exclusively to a single firm.’

The distinction between the information status “in focus” and “activated” is
graded, and so is the distinction between “new” and “identifiable” (cf. Gundel
2003). As we focus in this study on the factor givenness in relation to a specific
constructional alternation, we prefer to operationalize the factor as a ternary
one, which, however, does not mean that “given,” “accessible,” and “new” are
conceived as monolithic categories.

[18] Length difference is operationalized as length of REC in number of words
(excluding the preposition an) minus length of THEME in number of words.
In 108 instances, these constituents are discontinuous, with the verb
separating a noun phrase and a modifying subordinate clause. In those
cases, both parts of the constituent were used to calculate its length.
Subordinate clauses are either finite (17) or non-finite (18):

(17) Dünnebier hat [seine Vorschläge] bereits < an das Planungsbüro > {gegeben},
≪das den Lampertheimer Verkehrsentwicklungsplan aufstellt≫. (length
REC = 7)
‘Dünnebier has already given his proposals to the planning office that
prepares the traffic development plan for Lampertheim.’

(18) Man wollte < den Anhängern > [die Möglichkeit] {geben}, [[die Einrichtung
des Lokals mitzugestalten]]. (length THEME= 7)
‘They wanted to give the supporters the opportunity to help with the
interior design of the room.’
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By contrast, if the subordinate clause is separated from the NP by the other
object (34 instances), as in (19), we only counted the first part of REC or THEME:

(19) Er {gab} [den Auftrag] < an eine Gießerei > , [den Nachguss anzufertigen].
(length THEME= 2)
‘He commissioned a foundry to make the cast.’

[19] Pronominality of THEME (nominal vs. pronominal): “nominal” (e.g.
Prioritätslisten ‘priority lists’) and “pronominal” (e.g. alle ‘all’, diese
‘these’, es ‘it’, ihn ‘him’).

[20] Pronominality of REC (nominal vs. pronominal): “nominal” (e.g. der
Mannschaft ‘to the team’, an das Blatt ‘to the paper’) or “pronominal”
(e.g. ihm ‘him’, an ihn ‘to him’).

Finally, although DeReKo provides metalinguistic information about the origin of
the data, we did not include this variable in our analysis. It is common practice for
German language newspapers to borrow news and messages from news agencies
located across the German speaking world. The text source in DeReKo (Germany,
Austria, and Switzerland) is therefore not a reliable indication of regional origin.6

3.3 Statistical analysis

As already mentioned in Section 3.2, our corpus results indicated that there are
actually two canonical word orders associated with IOC and POC with regard to
the verb geben: IOC predominantly occurs with REC–THEME order, whereas POC
mostly occurs with THEME–REC order. The alternative combinations appear to be
infrequent (2% IOC THEME–REC and 0.08% POC REC–THEME) based on our
results. We therefore decided to exclude the latter two combinations from
further analysis, which gives us a binary outcome variable.

A logistic regression model was fitted to evaluate the effect of the predictor
variables on the occurrence of either construction. We used R (R Core Team 2017)
for all statistical analyses and more specifically Harrell’s (2017) rms-package.
As for model building, we included all factors without interactions. Length
difference was fitted by means of a restricted cubic spline function to allow for

6 Readers familiar with the research on the English dative alternation might wonder why we
did not take into account the factor ‘person of REC, THEME’ (local vs. non-local). In contrast to,
e.g. Bresnan & Ford’s material (2010: 175) which mainly consists of spoken language and
contains a lot of instances of I, me and you, our dataset consists of written material from
newspapers and Wikipedia, and first and second person pronouns occur only sporadically.
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non-linearity. All categorical factors are dummy coded. Following Harrell (2017),
no model simplification was performed. To reduce potential overfitting, we
applied penalisation, using the pentrace function in the rms package. We inter-
pret the estimated effects by means of effect plots. Details of the estimated
model are given in Appendix A.

4 Results

According to standard German grammar, the unmarked word order of IOC is
REC–THEME, whereas THEME–REC is the unmarked order of POC (Lenerz 1977:
39–67, Zifonun et al. 1997: 1308–1324, Eisenberg 2006: §9 and §13, Duden 1998:
§1213 and §1215, Duden 2006: §1249 and §1353, Lenerz 2001; see also Behaghel
1932: 166–169 for a diachronic account). Our findings support this. The distribu-
tion of IOC/POC and THEME–REC order is given in Table 1.7

The sole occurrence of POC with REC–THEME order is (20):

(20) Bei dem Song “The Girl From Ipanema” gab
at the song “The Girl From Ipanema” give.IPFV.3SG
Gitarrist Hugo Fuchs < an das Publikum >
guitar player Hugo Fuchs.NOM to the audience.ACC
[die Empfehlung:
the recommendation:
“Stellen Sie sich vor, Sie wären in der Karibik am Strand mit einem kühlen
Cocktail in der Hand”].
“Imagine that you were in the Caribbean at the beach with a cool cocktail
in the hand”

Table 1: Word order in the geben dataset.

Object order Construction

IOC POC

REC–THEME  (%)  (.%)
THEME–REC  (%)  (%)

7 See Appendix B for an overview of the sample probabilities of all variables against
Construction.
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‘Regarding the song “The Girl from Ipanema”, guitar player Hugo Fuchs
gave the recommendation to the audience: “Imagine that you are in the
Caribbean at the beach with a cool cocktail in your hand.”’

The instances of non-canonical word order THEME–REC with IOC are observed in
sentences with passive voice in which the THEME is the subject (21), in topica-
lized structures (22), in sentences with pronominal THEMEs (23), and in sentences
with a specific information structure (for further examples and their frequencies,
see Supplement 2).8

(21) [Die Waffe] war < dem Buben > von den Eltern
the weapon.ACC be.IPFV.3SG the boy.DAT by the parents.DAT
gegeben worden, um seine drei Brüder zu schützen.
give.PTCP be.PASS in order to protect his three brothers
‘The weapon had been given to the boy by his parents in order to protect
his three brothers.’

(22) [Schuld] geben die Wissenschaftler
accusations.ACC give.PRS.3PL the scientists.NOM
< der Beschleunigung unseres Lebens im digitalen Zeitalter > .
the acceleration of our lives in the digital era.DAT
‘The scientists blamed the acceleration of our lives in the digital era.’

(23) Die Frau packte 215 Euro in eine Tüte
the woman.NOM wrap.IPFV.3SG 215 Euro into a bag.ACC
und gab [sie] < dem Mann > .
and give.IPFV.3SG she.ACC the man.DAT
‘The woman wrapped 215 Euro into a bag and gave it to the man.’

The distribution of the two canonical word orders is fairly even, with 680 (54%)
and 588 (46%) observations, respectively (percentages based on the dataset with
the binary outcome only, i.e. 1,268 observations). This binary alternation is
similar to the English dative alternation. As in German, the two non-canonical
outcomes are not ungrammatical but uncommon (e.g. He gave it him and He told
to the patient what could be done, cf. Wolk et al. 2013: 390-391).

8 Based on a corpus study of written German sentences with a wide range of ditransitive verbs,
Røreng (2011) found that case, animacy, and focus are among the factors that have the strongest
impact on the order of the objects in the IOC (erroneously called “double object construction”
by Røreng 2011, Sabel 2002, among others).

Alternating constructions 89



Based on the logistic regression model (see Appendix A for model
estimates), we have evidence for the effect of 10 predictors. These are, in
order of importance: (1) animacy of REC, (2) givenness of REC, (3) length
difference, (4) givenness of THEME, (5) concreteness of THEME, (6) animacy
of AGENT, (7) transfer sense, (8) voice, (9) pronominality of REC, (10) THEME

idiomaticity. Figure 1 displays the relative contribution of each predictor to
the model fit.9

Model diagnostics indicate an excellent model fit. The bias-corrected C-
index equals 0.95 (based on 1,000 bootstrapped samples). There is some
mild collinearity between TransferSense and ThemeConc (i.e. Concreteness
of THEME) (VIFs of Propositional TransferSense and ThemeConc both equal
to 11).

Figure 1: Ranking of apparent importance of predictors based on ANOVA of nested models.

9 The following abbreviations are used: RecConc= Concreteness of REC, RecDef=Definiteness of
REC, ThemeAnim=Animacy of THEME, ThemeDef=Definiteness of THEME, Metaphor=metaphoric
expression, RecProper= Propernounhood of REC, ThemePron=Pronominality of THEME,
RecNum=Number of REC, ThemeIdiom= Idiomaticity of THEME + Verb, RecPron=Pronominality
of REC, AgentAnim=Animacy of AGENT, ThemeConc= Concreteness of THEME,
ThemeGiv=Givenness of THEME, LengthDiff = Length difference, RecGiv=Givenness of REC,
RecAnim=Animacy of REC.
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Figures 2, 3 and 4 present the effect plots associated with each variable. The
y-axis represents the predicted probability of POC. The x-axis shows the different
levels of the predictor variables.

Starting with the general predictors not related to THEME or REC (see Figure 2),
we find that POC THEME–REC is associated with concrete or propositional trans-
fer sense, passive voice, and a collective AGENT.

POC THEME–REC is further associated with an accessible or given THEME

that is concrete or propositional and not part of an idiomatic expression
(Figure 3).

Figure 2: Effect plots for transfer sense, voice and agent animacy.10

Figure 3: Effect plots for THEME givenness, concreteness and idiomaticity.

10 Clarification of the abbreviations in the effect plots of Figures 2, 3 and 4: Abstrc = abstract,
concrt = concrete, prpstn = propositional; cllc = collective, innm= inanimate, indv = individual,
ntxp= not expressed; acc = accessible; undr = underspecified.
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Animacy and givenness of REC are the most important predictors of the
alternation (cf. Figure 1). More specifically, POC tends to correlate with
collective or underspecified RECs, accessible or new, and nominal RECs
(Figure 4).

Conversely, IOC is associated with abstract transfer sense, active voice,
and an AGENT that is either an individual or inanimate. With IOC, REC is likely
to be individual or an inanimate NP that is given and pronominal and shorter
than the THEME. The THEME tends to be abstract and informationally new. Only
marginally significant (p =0.043) is the THEME’S being part of an idiomatic
expression.

According to Behaghel’s (1909, 1932) fourth ‘law’ (“Gesetz der wachsen-
den Glieder”, i.e. the principle of ‘end weight’), shorter constituents tend to
precede longer ones. The expected effect of length difference is that POC
THEME–REC becomes more probable as the length of REC becomes larger in
comparison with that of THEME, and conversely, that IOC REC–THEME

becomes more probable as the length of REC becomes smaller than that of
THEME (recall that length difference was measured in number of words as
length of REC minus length of THEME). As shown in Figure 5 this expectation
is only partly borne out. The effect only holds when REC is shorter than
THEME (note the positive slope from −20 to 0). Thus, all else being equal, the
probability of POC is extremely low when THEME is more than 10 words
longer than REC. This probability rises as REC becomes longer and goes up
to about 50%, until length difference equals zero. No evidence for the effect
of length difference is found when REC is longer than THEME (note the
horizontal slope from 0 to 15). Furthermore, the uncertainty around the
predicted probability increases as REC gets longer. This is because the num-
ber of observations with this length difference becomes smaller as well,
resulting in a higher uncertainty.

Figure 4: Effect plots for RECIPIENT animacy, givenness and pronominality.

92 Hilde De Vaere et al.



To conclude this section, we provide some typical examples of POC – (24) to (26) –
and IOC – (27) and (28) – according to the quantitative findings.

(24) Niemals wird [das Geld] < an die Familien >
never be.PASS.3SG the money.NOM to the families.ACC
gegeben, sondern immer an die zuständigen Stellen.
give.PTCP but always to the competent authorities.
‘The money is never given to the families, but always to the competent
authorities.’
(passive voice and concrete transfer Sense; given, concrete THEME, nom-
inal, collective REC) (predicted probability: 99% POC)11

(25) Die Stadt Wolfsburg will [das Grundstück]
the city Wolfsburg.NOM want.PRS.3SG the property.ACC
< an einen Privatinvestor > geben,
to a private investor.ACC give.INF
der dort 23 Wohnungen in Stadtvillen bauen will.
who there 23 flats in urban villas build wants to
‘The city of Wolfsburg wants to give the property to a private investor who
intends to build 23 flats in urban villas there.’
(concrete transfer Sense and collective AGENT, given, concrete THEME, new,
nominal REC) (predicted probability: 97% POC)

(26) Der gab auch gleich [seinen ersten Befehl]
that one.NOM give.IPFV.3SG also immediately his first command.ACC
< an das Volk > .
to the people.ACC

Figure 5: Effect plot for length difference.

11 Notice also the contrastive focus in sentence (24) (an die Familien versus an die zuständigen
Stellen), which is an additional factor favouring POC THEME–REC (cf. Thompson 1995: 170 for a
similar remark concerning the to-construction in English).
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‘He also immediately gave his first command to the people.’ (propositional
transfer sense, propositional THEME, nominal, collective, new REC) (pre-
dicted probability: 89% POC)

(27) Der Besuch in Schweden hat < ihm > [Auftrieb und Energie]
the visit in Sweden.NOM have.PRS.3SG he.DAT boost and energy.ACC
gegeben, [[dranzubleiben]].
give.PTCP hold on.INF
‘The visit in Sweden has given him a boost and the energy to continue his
efforts.’
(active voice, AGENT is inanimate; new, abstract THEME; given, individual,
pronominal REC which is shorter than THEME; abstract transfer sense)
(predicted probability: 100% IOC)

(28) Und abermals gaben die Sorgen um die weitere wirtschaftliche
and again give.IPFV.3PL the worries about the further economic
Entwicklung in Europa < der Stimmung > [einen Dämpfer].
development in Europe.NOM the atmosphere.DAT a damper.ACC
‘And again the worries about the further economic development in Europe
put a damper on the atmosphere.’
(abstract transfer sense, active voice, inanimate AGENT, given REC) (pre-
dicted probability: 99% IOC)

5 Discussion

In this section, we first compare the results of our analysis with findings for the
English dative alternation. We then discuss a number of implications for lin-
guistic theory that emerge from the analysis and the comparison with English.

5.1 Comparison English–German

Although the factors we adopted for the annotation of the data in order to
investigate the alternation in German are not language specific, their relative
importance may differ from one language to another. Whereas English word
order is strict, German is a case language with relatively free word order.
The conditions of the alternation are therefore different in both languages, as
was pointed out in Section 2. It is unlikely that explanations of the English
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alternation can simply be transposed to German without further qualifications,
even though this does not exclude correspondences and similarities between the
two languages.

One similarity between the results of the present study and the findings for
the English dative alternation is the general tendency known as “harmonic align-
ment,” which is “a statistical pattern in which, all else being equal, animate,
definite, pronominal, discourse-accessible, and shorter arguments tend to precede
inanimate, indefinite, nonpronominal, less discourse-accessible, or longer argu-
ments in both of the dative constructions” (Bresnan and Ford 2010: 181). The
significant tendencies that we found for THEME and REC are partly in line with this
alignment patterning. This is particularly the case for THEME and REC givenness,
REC Pronominality and partly for animacy of REC and length difference.

Possible explanations for the harmonic alignment effect put forward in the
literature are “topicworthiness” (Thompson 1995; De Cuypere 2015) and the
principle of “uniform information density” (Tily et al. 2009; Bresnan and Ford
2010: 203). In both accounts, harmonic alignment is related to the information
status, or predictability, of THEME and REC. Objects that are animate, pronom-
inal, definite, shorter, etc. are taken to be more predictable or more “topic-
worthy” than inanimate, nominal, etc. objects. However, given that our results
only partly square with the harmonic alignment patterning, “topicworthiness” or
“uniform information density” cannot fully account for our findings.

There are also notable differences between our findings and the tendencies
observed for the English dative alternation. First of all, certain variables that have
been found to motivate the English dative alternation are not significant in our
model. This includes Definiteness of THEME and REC and Pronominality of THEME.

Second, the effect of some variables appears to be different in German. This is
the case for length difference, whose effect is only partially in line with the
expected short-before-long principle. Contrary to findings for the English dative
alternation, we found no evidence for an effect when REC is longer than THEME.
Note, however, that this difference is also related to modelling choices. Here we
used a spline function to model length difference, while it has been common in
previous scholarship on the English dative alternation to include length difference
as a linear term, which, by its very nature, does not show non-linear effects.

Third, our results for animacy of REC are different from English in that we
observed a more fine-grained effect than the binary tendency of animate RECs
preceding inanimate THEMEs (cf. Bresnan and Nikitina 2003: 27, 2007: 77–78,
Bresnan and Ford 2010: 175 and Rappaport-Hovav and Levin 2008: 157).
Distinguishing four levels rather than two, we found that “individual” RECs
(e.g. Kind ‘child’, Spezialisten ‘specialists’) correlate with IOC REC–THEME, a
tendency in line with the harmonic alignment principle. However, we
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additionally found that IOC is also associated with inanimate RECs (e.g.
Hoffnung ‘hope’, Kapelle ‘chapel’), while POC THEME–REC correlates with
RECs annotated as “collective” (e.g. Team ‘team’, Verwaltung ‘administra-
tion’) or “underspecified” (Polizei ‘police’, Zeitung ‘newspaper’, Bank
‘bank’). Under Bresnan and Ford’s (2010) annotation, these NPs would be
classified as ‘inanimate’, thus corroborating the animacy effect (viz. ‘animate
precedes inanimate’, Bresnan and Ford 2010: 181), but based on the more
fine-grained annotation between “individual” and “collective” we have
adopted, we can see that POC tends to be associated with collectivity, both
with regard to REC and AGENT.

A fourth difference is related to the variable Concreteness.
Theijssen (2012: 38) found that Concreteness of THEME correlates with the
to-construction in English. This tendency is also apparent in our German
data: concrete THEMEs tend to co-occur with POC THEME–REC. However, we
also observe an effect of propositional THEMEs: propositional THEMES (e.g.
Empfehlungen ‘recommendations’, Informationen ‘information’) correlate
with POC THEME–REC.

A fifth difference relates to the verb. Give is commonly considered the
prototypical transfer verb because of its meaning, which is said to resemble
most closely the cognitive conceptualization of an AGENT handing over some-
thing (a THEME) to a receiving instance (a REC) (e.g. Newman 1996: 32). Bresnan
and Ford’s (2010: 178) analysis of 55 different verb senses appearing in either of
the two constructions associates give.a ‘abstract transfer’ and give.t ‘transfer of
possession, viz. concrete transfer’ with DOC, whereas give.c ‘communication
sense, viz. propositional transfer’ is biased toward POC. These results only partly
square with ours, as our model correlates IOC with abstract transfer but not with
concrete transfer.

Finally, we cannot compare the effects of animacy of AGENT and voice with
those for the English dative alternation because these variables have not been
examined for English. Some authors (e.g. Bresnan et al. 2007: 91 and Theijssen
2012) exclude passives from the data, whereas others (e.g. Mukherjee 2005;
Bernaisch et al. 2014) combine voice with the two alternants, thus treating
voice as part of the dependent variable.

5.2 Implications for linguistic theory

Theoretically, our quantitative findings furnish further evidence for the prob-
abilistic approach to syntactic variation. A basic assumption of the probabilistic
approach – see, for instance, Bod et al. (2003) for a collection of studies working
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in this framework and Bresnan et al. (2007) for an application of the approach to
the English dative alternation – is that syntactic variation is motivated by
multiple factors (morphosyntactic, semantic, pragmatic, and processing factors)
that operate simultaneously. A second assumption of the approach is that the
individual impact effects of these factors can be estimated by means of quanti-
tative modelling of corpus data, which is what we have done in this study.
Unless we have missed a single lurking semantic variable, our corpus-based
results suggest that the ditransitive alternation in German is indeed motivated
by multiple factors, which, taken together, account for most of the observed
variation in our data (cf. C-index of 0.95). Probabilistic Grammar further claims
that these tendencies are part of the grammatical knowledge of the speaker.
Evidence from psycholinguistic experiments (e.g. Bresnan and Ford 2010) indi-
cate that corpus-based estimates are strongly correlated with speaker judgments
and/or reaction times.

The finding that ditransitive geben not only expresses concrete transfer but
also propositional and abstract transfer, and that the abstract transfer sense
tends to correlate with IOC whereas the concrete and propositional transfer
senses tend to correlate with POC, sheds a light on the semantic range of the
verb geben. The concrete transfer sense only represents one third of the verb’s
instantiations.12 It therefore seems implausible to analyze the semantic range of
geben starting with a description of the concrete transfer sense ‘hand over’ and
then construe the abstract and propositional senses of geben from the concrete
sense. We instead maintain that geben has a general meaning, which does not
differentiate between its various senses.13 For the semantic description of geben,
we therefore propose to take a general meaning as a starting point. As a
paraphrase of this general meaning, we opt for ‘geben transfer’, which corre-
sponds to the broad range of transfer possibilities that distinguishes geben from
other, usually more specific, transfer verbs such as schicken ‘send’, senden
‘send’, schenken ‘give, donate’, leihen ‘borrow’, reichen ‘hand’, übergeben
‘hand over, pass’, weitergeben ‘pass on’ etc. One subsense of the concrete
transfer sense of geben is ‘hand over’, but ‘geben transfer’ also licenses abstract
and propositional transfer senses, the former when the verb does not directly

12 Bresnan et al. (2007: 85) point out that also in English “the abstract uses of the verb give
alone make up one third of the entire dataset, and the transfer uses of give, one sixth!”.
13 Psycholinguistic evidence for the underspecification of encoded lexical meanings and for the
need to distinguish lexical meanings from senses is reported in Frisson and Pickering (2001) and
Frisson (2009, 2015).
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refer to tangible objects or acts in the ‘real world’, the latter when it is used as a
communication verb in combination with a propositional THEME.

Two other important semantic factors in our model are animacy of REC and
animacy of AGENT. Both are based on a different annotation system. As dis-
cussed in Section 5.1, animacy is usually assessed by means of a binary division
(animate vs. inanimate), but we applied an annotation based on the conceptual
distinction between coded and implicated meaning. This distinction is especially
important in neo-Gricean pragmatics (cf. Levinson 2000, Ariel 2010, Carston
2002, 2012, and many others). It enables us to observe a correlation between
collective RECs and POC (see Figure 4), but whereas collectivity is an encoded
feature of REC in sentences such as (24) (an die Familie ‘to the family’) and (26)
(an das Volk ‘to the people’), REC is underspecified in sentences such as (7) (an
die Stadt ‘to the city’) and (16) (an eine einzige Firma ‘to a single firm’). In the
latter cases, the collectivity interpretation of REC comes about through a general-
ized conversational implicature (or ‘default reading’). Interestingly, we found a
similar correlation between collective AGENTs and POC (see Figure 2), with
subjects such as die Stadt ‘the city’, der Bund ‘the federation’, and das
Bundesamt ‘the federal bureau’ significantly more often occurring in POC than
in IOC sentences.

Our results further indicate that passive voice is strongly associated with
POC. However, it is not clear how to account for this effect. Looking more
closely at the passive sentences, we observed that they were often found in
texts from Wikipedia. More specifically, 29% of the Wikipedia sentences in
our dataset are in the passive voice, whereas regular German, Austrian, and
Swiss newspaper articles contain only 9%, 6%, and 4% passive sentences,
respectively. Wikipedia articles are generally encyclopedic in nature, with a
focus on recording facts in a neutral way. Perhaps, the encyclopedic register
favors the use of passive sentences. How this finding relates to the observed
correlation between passive voice and POC is an issue we leave for future
research.

6 Conclusions

The aim of this study was to provide evidence for the occurrence of POC with
the verb geben in present-day German, to investigate the motivating factors of
the IOC/POC alternation on the basis of corpus data, and to document (the
limits of) the corresponding and differing predictor variables when the hitherto
largely unexplored IOC/POC alternation in German is compared with the
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widely studied and well-documented alternation between the DOC and the to-
construction in English. Our study shows that geben occurs with POC in
present-day German but apart from filling a descriptive gap in the investigation
of the ditransitive alternation in present-day German, our study also uncovers
a number of tendencies related to the occurrence of the two alternants. The
results of the study partly square with findings for the English dative alterna-
tion but in part also point to alternative conclusions, which means that
differences between German and English should not be ignored. Moreover,
for a comparison to be valid, two observations in particular have to be kept in
mind. First, POC with geben is infrequent in present-day German and in this
regard not remotely comparable to the to-construction with give in present-day
English. Second, the 2% IOC attestations with THEME–REC order were excluded
from our quantitative analysis of the IOC/POC alternation in German for
reasons of computability. However, this word order is considerably less
marked, and less uncommon, in German as compared to English. This is
confirmed by the finding that with such complex verbs as weitergeben
‘pass on’ and übergeben ‘hand over, pass’ THEME–REC order in IOC is even
more frequent than REC–THEME order (De Vaere et al., forthcoming).

An important finding is that in German, too, the ditransitive alternation
can partly be described by harmonic alignment principles (e.g. pronoun before
noun, shorter constituents before longer constituents) and information struc-
ture criteria (e.g. given before new) developed for other languages like English.
However, our analysis shows that for a full explanation we also have to take
into account language-specific semantic criteria. In particular, as well as being
the preferred alternant when geben designates an abstract transfer sense, IOC
is also the alternant associated with idioms, which usually designate abstract
or propositional transfer senses. Conversely, POC is the preferred alternant
when geben designates a concrete or a propositional transfer and especially
when the AGENT NP (the subject) and/or the REC NP designate a collectivity. In
other words, the two alternants IOC and POC are semantically not equivalent
and their instantiation partly correlates with various interacting factors, which
account for empirically observable preferences for either IOC or POC. Given
that we found that collectivity of REC and AGENT correlates with POC in
German, it would be interesting to compare whether this correlation also exists
in English.

Another point we raised concerns the semantic range of the verb geben.
Cognitive analyses (e.g. Newman 1996) usually start from the concrete ‘transfer
of possession of an object’ and interpret abstract senses of give or idiomatic
expressions as metaphorical extensions of the concrete central sense. Our ana-
lysis suggests that an analysis of the meaning of the verb geben should not start
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off from the prototypical concrete sense ‘agent hands over a physical object to a
receiver’. The coded meaning of geben is more general.

There are several desiderata for future research. First of all, other transfer
verbs that are known to take multiple ditransitive constructions such as
schicken, senden, leihen as well as their complex counterparts (e.g.
übergeben, vergeben, weitergeben, zurückgeben, zuschicken, zurückschicken,
verschicken, versenden, übersenden, zurücksenden, verleihen) should addition-
ally be investigated in order to get a more complete understanding of the
extent and the properties of the alternation with transfer verbs in German.
Second, recent research into older language phases of English (Wolk et al.
2013) and Dutch (Geleyn 2017) has provided interesting insights into the
historical variation of the ditransitive (‘dative’) alternation in these lan-
guages. It is desirable to undertake a similar diachronic investigation of
German, taking into account that in German the alternation does not concern
the DOC but the IOC. Third, it is necessary to incorporate a wider variety of
data with the aim to examine the alternation in relation to regional variation.
Rauth (2016) draws attention to the fact that in dialects in the north of
Germany the distinction between accusative and dative is lost due to case
syncretism. Consequently, the alternation is typologically different (neutral
alignment vs. indirective alignment, see Section 2), which is expected to have
an influence on the standard language in these regions. Unfortunately,
DeReKo does not permit a reliable identification of regional variation due
to the borrowing of texts from news agencies across the German-speaking
world (Germany, Austria, and Switzerland). Finally, another factor that needs
to be included in future investigations is the difference between spoken and
written language. Research on the English dative alternation has shown that
the prepositional alternant is significantly more frequent in written than in
spoken language (Biber 1988; Bresnan et al. 2007). It remains to be estab-
lished whether this finding holds true for other languages as well, including
German.

Acknowledgements: We would like to thank two anonymous reviewers for
providing helpful suggestions and comments on an earlier version of this
article.
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Appendix A Logistic Regression Model

lrm(formula = Construction ~ Voice + TransferSense + AgentAnim +
Metaphor + ThemePron + ThemeGiv + ThemeAnim + ThemeConc +
ThemeDef + ThemeIdiom + RecPron + RecGiv + RecAnim + RecConc +
RecDef + RecNum + RecProper + rcs(LengthDiff), data = geben,
x = TRUE, y = TRUE, penalty = 0.89)

Penalty factors
simple nonlinear interaction nonlinear.interaction
0.89 0.89 0.89 0.89

Model Likelihood Discrimination Rank Discrim.
Ratio Test Indexes Indexes

Obs 1268 LR chi2 1093.11 R2 0.763 C 0.958
IOC(r-t) 680 d.f. 24.69 g 4.172 Dxy 0.916
POC(t-r) 588 Pr( > chi2) < 0.0001 gr 64.823 gamma 0.917

max |deriv| 1e-11 Penalty 20.16 gp 0.451 tau-a 0.456
Brier 0.080

Coef S.E. Wald Z Pr( > |Z|) Penalty Scale
Intercept −0.3414 1.2992 –0.26 0.7927 0.0000
Voice = passive 1.9130 0.5833 3.28 0.0010 0.6671
TransferSense = concrete 1.6035 0.4469 3.59 0.0003 0.7703
TransferSense = propositional 1.6587 0.6361 2.61 0.0091 0.7703
AgentAnim= inanimate −1.6615 0.4635 –3.59 0.0003 0.8170
AgentAnim= individual −0.8272 0.2408 –3.44 0.0006 0.8170
AgentAnim=notexpressed −0.7213 0.5343 –1.35 0.1770 0.8170
Metaphor = yes −0.6328 0.5373 –1.18 0.2389 0.6671
ThemePron =pronominal 1.1075 0.5829 1.90 0.0574 0.6671
ThemeGiv = given 0.2858 0.2889 0.99 0.3225 0.7703
ThemeGiv = new −1.0374 0.2513 –4.13 < 0.0001 0.7703
ThemeAnim= inanimate −0.1903 0.7760 –0.25 0.8062 0.6671
ThemeConc = concrete 2.4817 0.4569 5.43 < 0.0001 0.7703
ThemeConc = propositional 2.2824 0.6575 3.47 0.0005 0.7703
ThemeDef = indefinite −0.2533 0.2158 –1.17 0.2405 0.6671
ThemeIdiom=yes −1.8423 0.9112 –2.02 0.0432 0.6671
RecPron =pronominal −0.9878 0.3299 –2.99 0.0028 0.6671
RecGiv = given −1.2010 0.2776 –4.33 < 0.0001 0.7703
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RecGiv = new 0.3527 0.2949 1.20 0.2317 0.7703
RecAnim= individual −1.2652 0.2611 –4.84 < 0.0001 0.8170
RecAnim= inanimate −2.9904 0.4443 –6.73 < 0.0001 0.8170
RecAnim=underspecified 0.4014 0.2900 1.38 0.1663 0.8170
RecConc = concrete 0.0391 0.8356 0.05 0.9627 0.6671
RecDef = indefinite −0.0249 0.3426 –0.07 0.9421 0.6671
RecNum= singular 0.4466 0.2278 1.96 0.0500 0.6671
RecProper = proper −0.6114 0.3372 –1.81 0.0698 0.6671
LengthDiff 0.2242 0.0609 3.68 0.0002 4.3937
LengthDiff’ −0.0246 0.1203 –0.20 0.8381 4.4114
LengthDiff’’ −0.8149 0.9720 –0.84 0.4018 0.4059

102 Hilde De Vaere et al.



Appendix B Sample probabilities
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