
Big data on trial: Researching syntactic alternations in GloWbE and ICE 

This study sets out to evaluate the use of big corpora in large-scale variationist studies. 
Since the arrival of mega corpora (e.g. COHA), researchers have hotly debated their 
usefulness for linguistic research (see Davies & Fuchs 2015). While supporters of 
traditional corpora have pointed out the advantages of careful sampling, accurate tagging, 
and whole-text access of smaller corpora (see Hundt & Leech 2012), more data is needed 
to investigate low-frequency phenomena. Davies and Fuchs (2015) have argued for the 
use of GloWbE in addition to traditional corpora to research cross-varietal phenomena. 

To corroborate this, we looked at two very well-studied syntactic alternations – the dative 
alternation (1) and the genitive alternation (2) across four varieties of English (British 
English, Canadian English, Indian English, and Singaporean English) and compared 
results from GloWbE to findings from ICE. 

1. Dative alternation 
a. That will give [the panel]recipient [a chance]theme to expand. [ICE-GB:S1B-

036] (ditransitive dative ) 
b. [T]hat gives [a chance]theme [to Bhupathy]recipient to equalise the points. 

[ICE-IND:S2A-019] (prepositional dative) 
2.  Genitive alternation 

a. [Singapore]possessor’s [small size]possessum meant it could be quick to respond 
to changes. [ICE-SIN:W2C-011] (s-genitive) 

b. the [size]possessum of [the eyes]possessor is to help them at night. [ICE-
GB:W2B-021] (of-genitive) 

Research has shown that speakers of different varieties of English choose a grammatical 
variant based on underlying probabilistic constraints (e.g. Bresnan & Hay 2008, Bresnan 
& Ford 2010). While the influence of variety on the ordering of constituents is known 
(e.g. Bresnan & Hay 2008), a preliminary study (Szmrecsanyi et al. under review) has 
illustrated that genre differences play only a minor role. Thus, we hypothesize that the 
data from GloWbE and ICE should yield the same probabilistic distributions.  

The cross-varietal differences are analyzed using mixed-effect logistic regression analysis 
and conditional inference trees. 
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