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The measurement of linguistic complexity has a long and venerable tradition in corpus-linguistic 

approaches to language, especially in the realm of applied linguistics and second language acquisition 

research (where complexity is often understood as an index of language proficiency, or as a benchmark 

of development). That said, classic measures of complexity in this spirit (e.g. mean length of T-unit, 

extent of clausal subordination, frequency of “sophisticated” forms, such as the passive) often have a 

somewhat atomistic, reductionist feel to them and have been criticized in the recent literature. Against 

this backdrop, I outline three advanced and, crucially, more holistic complexity metrics that are inspired 

by recent advances in typological and sociolinguistic theory: (1) Analyticity-syntheticity indices draw on 

terminology, concepts, and ideas developed in quantitative morphological typology, and profile the way 

grammatical information is coded in corpus samples – either by free grammatical markers (typically 

considered simple), or by bound grammatical markers (complex). (2) Kolmogorov complexity is an 

information-theoretic measure which can be conveniently approximated through the use of file 

compression programs such as gzip. The basic idea is that all other things – such as content – being 

equal, text samples that can be compressed efficiently are linguistically simple, while text samples that 

cannot be compressed as efficiently are linguistically more complex. (3) Variational complexity is 

concerned with the complexity of variation patterns in a language or language variety. Here we 

axiomatically assume that a language or language variety A is more complex than a language or language 

variety B to the extent that linguistic variation in A is more constrained – according to regression analysis 

or similar techniques – than variation in B. I will show how the three metrics can be profitably applied to 

all kinds of corpus data including – but not limited to – materials relevant in work on second language 

acquisition and L2 writing development. 

 


