Need and competition in word formation and
where to find data to study them
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Morphological theory is concerned not only with the structure of existing complex
words but also with the statement of the ‘availability’ (Bauer 2001) of morphologic-
al processes to form new complex words. While in generative approaches a rule is
either available or not (qualitative productivity; Dressler 2003), there are many rese-
archers in morphology that focus on the quantitative potential of a morphological
process (Bauer calls this the profitability of a rule; we will speak of quantitative pro-
ductivity). There are different aspects of this potential, e.g. how many complex
words have been produced by a given process P, how likely it is that P will produce
more words in the future, how the potential of a rule changes over time etc. A num-
ber of different measures and procedures to calculate these have been proposed
(Baayen 2001, Nishimoto 2004, Liideling/Evert, in press, Meibauer/Guttropf/Scherer
2004). All of these measures use frequency data from corpora, mostly focussing on
the distribution of the words formed by a given process, and using especially the low
frequency data.

One important aspect of quantitative productivity is the situational or communicative
need to form a new word. This has, of course, long been noticed and formulated time
and again. Compare Hermann Paul

Die Mdéglichkeit zur Bildung von Zuss. aus zwei Substantiven ist unbegrenzt.
Ob solche aber wirklich gebildet werden, hdngt natiirlich vom Bediirfnis ab.
(Paul 1920, 15; our translation: The possibility to form noun-noun compounds
is unlimited. Whether they are actually formed, however, depends on the need.),

or
Words are only formed as and when there is a need for them (Bauer 2001, 143).

The need can often be satisfied in several ways. For example, consider the need to
express the thought that someone is doing too much of something (note that a “need”
in the sense used here is not a specific concept, bur rather a template with variables
in it — Y in this case). This need could be expressed as ‘someone does too much of
Y’, ‘someone has Y-hysteria’, ‘someone suffers from Yitis’ etc. Qualitative pro-
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ductivity is concerned with the nature of such possibilities, but it is not interested in
their frequency of use. However, from the point of view of quantitative productivity,
all morphological and syntactic ways of expressing the need compete with each other.
While this is often stated for morphological means (less so for syntactic ones, although
these are, of course, also players in the competition), calculations of quantitative pro-
ductivity typically look at single unrelated processes — if measures of productivity of
different processes are compared, need or competition are not taken into account.

As stated above, evidence used to calculate quantitative productivity stems from cor-
pus counts. These corpus counts can be affected by

(a) variations in the need (changes over time or between genres, for example)
(b) the inherent potential of each process that could satisfy the need and
(c) the potentials of other competing processes.

For example, the rising productivity rates of non-medical -itis (a reading of the form-
ative -itis used in non-medical contexts with the meaning of ‘doing too much Y’, as
in Telefonitis) in the German of the 1990s reported in Liideling/Evert (in press) could
be due to a changing need, a change of the inherent potential of the -itis-derivation it-
self, or a change in the potentials of its competitors (or a combination of these factors).

It can easily be seen that it is extremely difficult to find data that allow us to study
the role of need and competition in productivity, for at least two reasons: (i) The need
must have very specific semantics, so that some of the (more likely) means of ex-
pression can be enumerated. (ii) The corpus should be of sufficient size and variety,
so that each alternative process appears frequently enough for statistical measures to
be computed (see Liideling/Evert, in press, on data sparseness problems in studying
diachronic productivity even with a very large diachronic corpus).

In this poster, we present a model for the calculation of the productivity of a need
and of the competing processes that can satisfy it. This model represents the fre-
quency distribution of the “need” as a mixture of the distributions of the respective
processes, similar to the mixture models for word frequency distributions sketched in
Baayen (2001).
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