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This talk is concerned with gradient variability as a result of token frequency influencing gram-
matical variation. In German corpora, strong (irregular) verbs that are not token frequent show 
variation between strong and weak (regular) conjugation (Nowak 2015). This empirical finding 
can be explained theoretically with respect to cognitive constraints. The strong conjugation 
forms past tense and past participle with ablaut (geben – gab – gegeben ‘give – gave – given’). The 
ablaut pattern is barely predictable from the phonological structure of the base verbs (Köpcke 
1999) so that the pattern has to be memorized for each strong verb individually. Hence, strong 
verbs have to be token frequent to keep the cognitive costs at a manageable level (Bybee 1985). 
In contrast, the weak conjugation has low cognitive costs as every verb forms the past tense and 
past participle with -t(e) (lach-te, ge-lach-t ‘laugh-ed’).Hence, weak forms become more likely 
with decreasing token frequency. 

The result of the cognitive cost trade-off described above is gradient variability: For token 
frequent elements as well as for token-infrequent elements, stable conjugation is to be expect-
ed. Between these poles, variation can be observed. This stance has been well-tested in the  
domain of language production (Bybee & Moder 1983; Nowak 2013). However, although regular 
and irregular conjugation have been of interest in psycholinguistics in general (Clahsen et al. 
2001; Beretta et al. 2003), the specific influence of token frequency on variation has not been 
studied yet. A focus on processing seems to be promising: First hints for language variation 
might be measurable in processing before variation is observable in language production.

The present study tests this hypothesis with the help of a lexical decision task. Eight token 
frequent verbs (> 13 tpm) are contrasted with eight infrequent verbs (< 2 tpm) that already show 
variation in corpora (ratio of strong to weak forms is <100/1) and eight infrequent verbs that do 
not vary yet (ratio of >100/1). Participants are presented weak and strong forms of each test verb 
and asked to indicate whether they know the presented word. With this design, the study aims 
at modelling the influence of frequency on the gradient variability of morphological classes.
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