
 
Växjö University 

School of Humanities 

English, END 185 

Spring term 2006 

Supervisor: Magnus Levin 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

She likes doing what he likes to do -  
A corpus study of like and its 

complementation 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
      
      
 
 
 
      
     Louise Eriksson 



 I

Abstract 
The following paper has been dedicated to the verb like, which is one of the verbs in the 

English language that can take either a to-infinitive or an -ing participle as a complement. The 

purpose of the paper is to examine if there are any differences in distribution and meaning 

between the two complements. The focus also lies on the different verbs occurring as 

complements, and the contrast between the verbs occurring as to-infinitives and as -ing 

participles. There are many theories which have been proposed on the subject that lie as a 

basis for the investigation. 

 The analysis was carried out by means of an investigation of sentences taken from the 

COBUILDDIRECT corpus, and includes both spoken and written British and American 

English. The outcome of the analysis has demonstrated that there is usually agreement 

between the theories and the results; however, there is not always a difference of meaning 

between the two complements. Moreover, the analysis suggests that there is a difference of 

verbs occurring as to-infinitives and -ing participles; the would like to construction represents 

a fixed expression and often occurs together with performative verbs. Finally, the conclusion 

has been drawn that there is a small but visible difference between the occurrences of the 

spoken and the written subcorpora when discussing both meaning and verbs occurring as 

complements. Since the to-infinitive complement is more common than the -ing participle in 

newspapers, books, and spoken English, the difference includes both detached and involved 

style as well as a regional difference between British and American English. 
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1 Introduction 
In the English language, as in all languages, there are grammatical rules telling the users how 

they should express themselves in their language. However, it is the people speaking the 

language who decide the rules and not the grammar books, even though the grammar books 

are written by the speakers. Many grammar books tell us that we should use verbs together 

with verb complements such as a to-infinitive or an -ing participle.  

 This essay will deal with the transitive verb like, and its verb complements realized by a 

to- infinitive or an -ing form, a so-called -ing participle, of which two examples are presented 

in (1) and (2): 

 

(1)  The way we would like to do it is that we would like to introduce these genes into  the 

 developing chicken wing bud. (UKspok)  

(2)  I mean most of the West, the Western countries haven’t liked doing that sort of thing for 

 countries of the Third World. (UKspok ) 

 

Most linguists agree that certain verbs can be constructed with either to-infinitive or –ing 

participle where these play the roles of objects. They also suggest that there is a small but 

significant difference in meaning between the to-infinitive and the -ing participle (Leech & 

Svartvik 2002:165, 406). Other linguists find that there is a difference in meaning depending 

on what exactly it is that we want to express with like (Andersson 1985:111–113). This forms 

a problem for many learners of English as a foreign language, since it is sometimes difficult to 

judge which verb form to use. However, the speakers are the ones who decide what we are 

saying and what verb forms and words we use in our daily conversations and written texts. 

Therefore, the use of a corpus is a very good way of finding out how a language is used.  

 There are quite a few authors who have written works on the topic of verb 

complementation. However, not many works are found concerning the verb like which 

describe its usage in different texts and dialects. The most exhaustive analysis on verb 

complementation can be found in Mair’s study (1990). He studied the to-infinitival 

complementation occurring with several verbs, particularly with transitive verbs. Biber (1988) 

has made research on speech and writing, and what differences there are between the two 

concerning several different aspects. Palmer (1965, 1974) has written two works which 

explain the use of the English verb. In both works there are sections discussing the question of 

verb complementation. Bladon (1968) discusses the choice of the to-infinitive and the -ing 
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participle after like, love, hate, dislike, and prefer; he tries to make the choice of complement 

easier for non-native speakers. Also Glad (2002) has carried out a study on the 

complementation of the verbs dread, hate, love and prefer, which are verbs often grouped 

together. The study investigates the difference in meaning between the to-infinitive and the -

ing participle and aims to explain the choice of either complement. My intention with this 

corpus-based study is to analyse the usage of like and its complements in different texts as 

well as in spoken English, and to see if the employment of the complements vary between 

British and American English.  

 My hypothesis is that the verbs occurring as verb complements differ with the two 

complements, but also in BrE and AmE. Furthermore, it might be assumed that the verb 

complements of like are used differently in spoken and written English, as well as there is an 

assumption that the frequency is not the same for the to-infinitive and the -ing participle 

complements. The results of the corpus search will be presented in section 6.  

 

2 Aim and scope 
The overall aim with this essay is to investigate the differences in the usage of the verb 

complements of the verb like in spoken and written British and American English (henceforth 

BrE and AmE). The analysis will be based on data taken from the NPR, Times, USbooks, 

BBC, Sunnow, UKspok and UKbooks subcorpora of the COBUILDDIRECT corpus. The 

research questions are stated as follows: 

  

• What, if any, are the differences in distribution and meaning of the two verb 

complements in BrE, AmE, written and spoken English? 

• What factors influence the choice between the to-infinitive and the -ing participle? 

• What, if any, are the differences between the verb types occurring as to-infinitives and 

-ing participles? 

 

This study will show and discuss the verb patterns of like occurring in the different 

subcorpora and the results will be compared to what has been found in previous studies. 

Furthermore, the study will bring to focus the most probable more restricted usage of the -ing 

participle verbal complement, as well as a regional difference in usage. However, the study 

will not compare the use of the verb complements in AmE in newspapers, but only in book 

texts from the designated subcorpora. 
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3 Material 
The decision to use a corpus for this study gives the researcher great advantages in the form of 

clear answers rapidly, as well as it contains both written and spoken English. Also, the corpus 

“[...] enables investigators to make more objective and confident descriptions of usage than 

would be possible through introspection” (Crystal 1995:448). Consequently, the primary 

source used in this study is the COBUILDDIRECT corpus, from which the whole material is 

taken. The corpus is an online subcorpus of the Bank of English, and contains 56 million 

words. From the subcorpora of the COBUILDDIRECT corpus, the following subcorpora were 

chosen for the investigation.  

 

Table 1. The subcorpora of the COBUILDDIRECT corpus used in the analysis 

Subcorpora 

Approximate size 

(Million words) Origin Description 

NPR 3.1 US National Public Radio broadcasts 

Times 5.8 UK The Times newspaper 

USbooks 5.6 US books; fiction and non-fiction 

BBC 2.6 UK World Service broadcast live 

Sunnow 5.8 UK The Sun newspaper 

UKspok 9.3 UK transcribed informal speech 

UKbooks 5.4 UK books; fiction and non-fiction 

 

As can be seen in Table 1, subcorpora consisting of spoken and written BrE and AmE as well 

as newspapers and books were selected given the aim of this essay. However, since there is no 

subcorpus with American newspapers, this has resulted in a limitation of the aim of the 

investigation. Yet, the absence of and AmE newspaper corpus is not necessary for a 

comparison between British and American written English. 
 

3.1. Involved and detached style 

Due to the different forms of texts and speech occurring in the subcorpora, the question of 

formality will be raised when investigating the differences between spoken and written 

English. Does formality have anything to do with the choice of complement, and could the 

choice of complement be affected by involved and detached style? Since there is a certain 

difficulty in establishing the degree of formality, the notions of ‘detached’ and ‘involved’ 

style presented by Ljung (1997) will be used. In his article, Ljung bases his findings on 

Biber’s (1988) ‘involved’ and ‘non-involved’ language, which is referred to as ‘involved’ and 



                                                 

 4

‘detached’ style. On the one hand, the characteristics of involvement, such as feelings and 

personal thoughts, are often found in speech or texts such as letters. On the other hand, 

detachment is characterised by texts or discussions where personal feelings are not important, 

such as academic lectures (Ljung 1997:144–145). Other features connected to the involved 

style can be contractions such as ‘I’d’, personal pronouns such as ‘you’ or ‘I’. On the other 

hand, the detached style usually has a lack of contractions and often uses ‘you’ or ‘we’ for a 

group of people. Henceforth, the terms of involved and detached style will be utilized in the 

place of informal and formal style. The three subcorpora of spoken BrE and the four 

subcorpora of written BrE and AmE all have different levels of involvement and attachment. 

According to Kurth (2004:31), the subcorpora of NPR, BBC, and Times can be seen as 

conveying a detached style of the English language. This is based upon the perception of 

which subcorpora contain most tokens of the split infinitive; the latter subcorpora having a 

low number of tokens. Consequently, the subcorpora of UKspok and Sunnow carry a higher 

level of involvement as their number of tokens is higher. The discussion of involved and 

detached style will be especially important in this analysis, for example when investigating 

the would like + to-infinitive construction, since it seems as if the style of the text or speech 

plays a role in the choice of verbal complement and construction. 

  As one notices when looking into the works of linguists and the hypotheses given 

therein, the use of the to-infinitive and the -ing participle when occurring with like seems to 

be a neglected issue. This can depend on investigations of the whole verb group of ‘emotive 

verbs’. Therefore, there is a lack of material investigating only like.  

 

4 Method 
Due to the fact that the corpus tool is easily manoeuvred, the corpus search was 

uncomplicated to carry out. The verb is entered in its infinitive form and by command, the 

computer program automatically searches for the to-infinitive and the -ing participle occurring 

as direct verb complements of like. Thus, the two different search words were like + to-

infinitive and like +-ing participle. Particularly the subcorpora in which the to-infinitive was 

investigated had several hundreds and sometimes thousands of occurrences. Thereafter, two 

databases were created, one for each type of complement. The occurrences which will be 

investigated are all to-infinitive or -ing participle complements that do not have a second 

subject in the non-finite complement clause. 
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 To avoid skewed statistics, every second occurrence was selected for the database. This 

is due to the fact that the occurrences in the program are presented in blocks; firstly, all 

occurrences with like come, followed by liked, likes, and liking. Secondly, in some subcorpora 

the number of occurrences was so large that it would have been impossible to investigate 

them all. Thus, choosing every second occurrence will give us more varied material for the 

analysis. In the to-infinitive database all subcorpora have been limited to 150 occurrences, 

while we can see a different number of occurrences in the -ing participle database. This is due 

to the fact that in some subcorpora, the total number of occurrences does not exceed 150. 

Therefore, the total number of occurrences in those subcorpora has been investigated. The 

total number of occurrences investigated in the essay can be seen in Table 2 (see section 6). 

Obviously, this method has its drawbacks. In all the -ing participle subcorpora, there were 

variants of like which do not have the same meaning as the target verb; e.g. like was used as a 

preposition or an adverb; an example in spoken English could be “it’s like, you know, 

difficult for me”. Therefore, all occurrences had to be counted and read through before any 

database could be established. This means that it is a drawback in that the to-infinitive could 

be more extensively investigated than the-ing participle. 

 The findings will be summarized in tables in the different sections and sub-sections. 

After having analyzed the corpus material, the samples have been compared in order to 

answer the questions posed in the aim and scope section. For example, speech and writing 

have been investigated in both BrE and AmE, and the two regional variations have been 

compared with each other. Five native speakers from Canada, England, and America were 

also consulted in the investigation 
 

5 Theoretical background and grammatical definitions 
In sub-section 5.1, a brief presentation of the history of the verb like and its grammatical 

meaning and definition will be given. Furthermore, the different theories of like and its verb 

complementation will be discussed, and some key terminology will be explained in sub-

section 5.2. The theories presented will be the base of the analysis carried out in section 6.   
 

5.1 Like and its history and meaning 

Like is a verb which is transitive and it has been in the English language for a long time. The 

verb originates in the West Germanic languages, and appears in findings of Old English texts 

around 1200. The form in which the verb emerged in Old English was lician, and later it 
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became lyke or leeke before it became what we today know as like. The equivalent verb in 

Old Frisian was likia and in Old Norse lika, which means that the resemblance of verb forms 

in different languages during this time was vast. According to The Oxford English Dictionary 

and Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (2003), like carries two different meanings. 

The first one, which from the beginning had the meaning ‘to like well’, later became the 

equivalent of what the verb means today. The present meaning of like is defined by The 

Oxford English Dictionary as: “To find agreeable or congenial; to feel attracted to or 

favourably impressed by (a person); to have a taste or fancy for, take pleasure in (a thing, an 

action, a condition, etc.)” (1933:286). When used in this sense, the verb carries the meaning 

of enjoyment.  

 However, like can appear as an intransitive verb which is impersonal, but this usage has 

almost died out; the only place where this construction can be found is in older texts. When 

used as an impersonal verb, like was mainly constructed with dative, and carried the meaning 

“to please, be pleasing, suit a person” and the last findings of this usage mentioned in The 

Oxford English Dictionary is from 1850: “I rode sullenly Upon a certain path that liked me 

not” (1933:286). Yet, the transitive variant of the verb which carries the current meaning 

investigated in this essay is first to be found in 1297, where we find like in a sentence in the 

Gloucester Rolls: “Conan þe kinges neueu ne likede nozt þis game [Conan, the king’s 

nephew, did not like this game]” (The Oxford English Dictionary 1933:286, my italics and 

translation). In 1781, one finds the verb used in exactly the same way as we still use it today 

in a text written by Cowper: “He likes your house, your housemaid, and your pay” (The 

Oxford English Dictionary 1933:286, my italics). We can also find another meaning of like, 

which is the meaning of want: “would/ (FORMAL) should like...used to say that you want or 

desire something [...] [+ to-infinitive]” (The Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary 

2003:723). The Oxford English Dictionary writes on this matter: ”With inf. as object: To find 

it agreeable, feel inclined to do or be so and so. Often somewhat idiomatically in conditional 

use, to express a desire, as I should like [...]” (1933:286). According to the dictionaries, the 

construction with ‘would like + to-infinitive’ is a commonly used construction and occurs 

very frequently in both colloquial and written language. 

 

5.2 Hypotheses of verb complementation 

The choice between the to-infinitive and the -ing participle is a widely discussed question, as 

several linguists discuss this in their works. We find this issue for example in the work of 

Bladon (1968), Svartvik & Sager (1996), and Quirk et al (1985). Also Bolinger argues that if 
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there is a difference in syntactic form, it means that there is also a difference in meaning 

(1968:127). Despite the different hypotheses which they present, it still seems as if the issue 

of whether there is a difference in meaning between the two is still an unsolved query. The 

question of whether the -ing participle complement should be referred to just this name is an 

issue which could be brought up when discussing complements. Some linguists refer to the -

ing participle as a ‘gerund’; one of them is Mair (1990). According to Kilby, the term ‘-ing 

participle’ is only used when referred to an adjective (1984:127). However, Quirk et al (1985) 

use the term ‘-ing participle’ when referring to the verb complement ending in an -ing form. 

Also Svartvik & Sager (1996) use the term ‘-ing form’ in their work. Due to the fact that some 

larger works of grammar use the term -ing participle, this term will be the one utilized here.  

 To begin with, one has to know and understand the nature of the target verb to 

understand its verb complementation. As we have seen in sub-section 5.1, like is a transitive 

verb, which means that it can take an object. In grammar books, like is often grouped together 

with other verbs describing emotions, since they are perceived as being used in the same way. 

This verb group includes verbs such as like, dislike, love, hate, prefer among others. In the 

case of like, which will be investigated, it means that the object is realized by a to-infinitive 

clause or by an -ing clause (Leech & Svartvik 2002:165). Therefore, the language user can 

choose either one of the two complements. Naturally, this poses the question of whether there 

is a difference in meaning between the two object clauses. According to Palmer (1965:171) 

there are two kinds of sentence structures which can occur together with emotive verbs such 

as like, namely the structures including the to-infinitive and the -ing participle. He gives the 

examples with hate, where there should be, according to Palmer, no difference in meaning. 

These examples can be seen in (3) and (4). 

 

(3) I hate them to stand outside. 

(4) I hate them standing outside.  

 

Palmer argues that there is no difference in meaning in (3) and (4), i.e. what the sentences 

express. But other linguists argue that the two verbal complements carry certain differences, 

depending on which complement one chooses. These hypotheses will be discussed in the 

following sub-sections. 

 

5.2.1. Specific vs. general meaning  

Many linguists argue that there is a difference in meaning between the to-infinitive and the - 



                                                 

 8

ing participle in general with most verbs. Mair argues that there is a difference when 

discussing ‘specific’ and ‘general’ meaning. The term ‘specific meaning’ is usually utilised 

when referring to a certain event where the time and place is given. The term ‘general 

meaning’ is therefore the opposite, and refers to a general truth. Mair’s perception is that there 

is a distinction between the two complements and that the -ing participle complement is used 

mostly when the subject “is more general in reference” (1990:85).  

 Bladon also discusses specific and general meaning, using the terms ‘particular 

occasion’ and ‘general statement’ (1968:209). He argues that the to-infinitive is used with 

particular occasions, and the -ing participle with general statements, as can be seen in his 

examples in (5) and (6): 

 

(5) But I didn’t like to tell her the details. (my italics) 

(6) I don’t like being away from home. (my italics) 

 

In (5), the meaning conveyed is that of a particular occasion, and the details are current only 

for this specific moment. In (6), the dislike occurs whenever the person leaves home.  

  

5.2.2. Factual and hypothetical meaning and desire vs. enjoyment 

Concerning the difference in meaning between the to-infinitive and the -ing participle, the 

hypothesis proposed by Quirk et al (1985:1191–1192) is that the to-infinitive is mainly 

utilized in hypothetical contexts. The -ing participle is utilized when referring to something 

which is a fact, has happened or is happening; the examples given by Quirk et al can be seen 

in (7) and (8), where the authors have used two other emotive verbs, hate and loathe: 

 

(7) I hate to seem (?*seeming) rude, but you’re blocking the view. 

(8) Brian loathed living (?*to live) in the country. 

 

The difference between (7) and (8) is manifested by the fact that in (7) it is not certain that the 

speaker is rude; in (8) it is a fact that Brian lives in the country, but that he had no choice. A 

to-infinitive here would imply that he might have lived somewhere else, but that he would not 

have wanted to live in the country, i.e. the to-infinitive would imply a hypothetical meaning 

(Quirk et al 1985:1192). It is also argued that the to-infinitive occurs with the would like 

construction, and they give an example of this: 
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(9) Would you like to see (?*seeing) my stamp collection? (my italics) 

 

Also in (9), would like conveys that the stamp collection has not yet been seen and that the 

offer can be turned down. The phrase therefore contains a hypothetical meaning; the sentence 

phrase is also non-factual (Quirk et al 1985:1192). 

 Another of Bladon’s theories, which is closely related to the factual and hypothetical 

meaning, is that one has to make a distinction between the occasions when like expresses 

‘desire’ and ‘enjoyment’. He argues that like can replace the verbs want and enjoy, depending 

on what meaning like expresses; want corresponds with the meaning of desire and enjoy 

corresponds with ‘enjoyment’ (1968:210–211). This distinction is partly related to the factual 

and hypothetical meaning, since like expressing ‘desire’ can be hypothetical; it has not yet 

come to happen. The ‘enjoyment’ on the other hand is something which is going on or has 

happened. 

 On the other hand, we find Glad who contradicts this. She investigated the verbs dread, 

love, hate and prefer; she argues that the to-infinitive is most often used in all four categories 

which she has investigated; specific vs. general, factual vs. hypothetical, temporal relations, 

and desire vs. enjoyment. However, she argues that the -ing participle can be used 

interchangeably in most cases without affecting the meaning of the sentence (Glad 2002:23–

25).   

 

5.2.3. Stative vs. dynamic verbs and the horror aequi principle 

Another approach to the choice of verb complementation is deciding whether the target verb 

is stative or dynamic. A dynamic verb is a verb indicating action or activity, while a stative 

verb is a verb normally not used in the progressive. Quirk & Greenbaum (1973) argue that 

stative verbs are normally exceptions to the class of verbs, since they can occur in the 

progressive; like is such a verb. Thus, this means that “I am liking” is not possible. Moreover, 

like belongs to the “verbs of inert perception and cognition” (Quirk & Greenbaum 1973:49), 

which means that the verb expresses action in one sense, but that the action is so slow that it 

can be seen as stative. Such verbs do not usually take the progressive. We will see, however, 

that the -ing form of like, liking, does occur in the subcorpora but not as a progressive (see 

section 6.3). Quirk & Greenbaum do not discuss this phenomenon in their work. 

 When looking at different verb types occurring as to-infinitives or -ing participles, the 

work of Rohdenburg (2003) has been crucial; his work is the only one found on the subject. 

His study is based mainly on the horror aequi principle, which means the tendency to avoid 
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identical grammatical elements and structures (2003:236). This can be exemplified by two      

-ing participles or two to-infinitives following each other; examples of this could be “he 

wanted to like to live with her” and “he was not satisfied with liking living with her”. 

According to the horror aequi principle, a usage as in the latter two sentences would not be 

preferable. Rohdenburg has particularly studied this principle in relation to to-infinitives; a 

study which has led to the conclusion that a direct repetition of one grammatical structure is 

generally avoided (2003:238–243). 

 

6 Analysis 
In the present section and its sub-sections, the different aspects of the verb complementation 

of like will be analysed and discussed. This section will present the number of occurrences 

investigated and relativity between the different subcorpora, while the following section, 6.1 

and its sub-sections, will deal with the verb complements in spoken English. Section 6.2 will 

discuss the verb complementation of like in written English. The last sub-section, 6.3, will 

include a comparison of meaning between spoken and written BrE and AmE. 

 The number of occurrences investigated in each subcorpus can be seen in Table 2, 

which is created in order to map out the distribution of the two verbal complements in the 

analysis. This is especially important since there are very few occurrences of the -ing 

participle in all subcorpora, both spoken and written. In Table 2, the total number of 

occurrences of the two complements will be presented, showing all subcorpora investigated. 

The letters presented together with the names of the subcorpus are the following: (S) for 

spoken English, (W) for written English, (UK) for BrE, and (US) for AmE.  

 

Table 2. Total number of occurrences investigated in all subcorpora, n tokens. 
Subcorpus to-infinitive -ing participle Total 

 n n n 

NPR (S,US) 150 25 175 

BBC (S,UK) 150 7 157 

UKspok (S, UK) 150 150 300 

Sunnow (W, UK) 150 101 251 

Times (W, UK) 150 74 224 

UKbooks (W, UK) 150 74 224 

USbooks (W, US) 150 53 203 

 



                                                 

 11

In Table 2, there is an obvious difference between the number of occurrences investigated for 

the to-infinitive and the -ing participle, which is connected to the limitation of the material 

(see section 4). The -ing participle on the other hand did not have a sufficient number of 

occurrences; therefore, all tokens were included. The only exception is the subcorpus UKspok, 

in which the -ing participle had enough occurrences to reach the limit of 150 tokens.  

 

6.1 Spoken British and American English 

The following sub-sections will present the regional differences of BrE and AmE in spoken 

English, with sub-section 6.1.1 investigating the frequency of the two verb complements. 

Sub-section 6.1.2. will analyse the different verb types occurring as complements. Unless 

anything else is mentioned, all material has been taken from the three subcorpora NPR (US), 

BBC (UK) and UKspok (UK) presented in Table 3. 

 

6.1.1 Frequency of the to-infinitive and the -ing participle 

The frequency of the to-infinitive and the -ing participle is easier to comprehend when we 

compare the total number of occurrences in all three spoken subcorpora, which are presented 

in Table 3. 

 

Table 3. Frequency of the to-infinitive and the -ing participle in the subcorpora of spoken      

               English.  

Subcorpus to-infinitive complement -ing participle  complement Total 

 n  % n  % n 

BBC  190 96.4 7 3.6 197 

NPR  435 94.5 25 5.5 460 

UKspok  3056 90.7 314   9.3 3370 

 

As presented in Table 3, the total number of tokens found in each of the three subcorpora can 

be found to the left under each complement column. To the right, the number of occurrences 

is presented in per cent in order to compare the relativity of both complements.  

 In Table 3, it is clear that the to-infinitive is far more frequent than the -ing participle. 

There is a small difference when looking at UKspok, for even if the number of tokens is 

larger, the percentage shows that the -ing participle is a few per cent more frequent than in 

BBC and NPR. Yet, it is clear that the to-infinitive construction is the one construction most 

often used in spoken English. The small number of occurrences in BBC may not only depend 
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on a smaller usage, but also on the  size of the subcorpus, which is 2.6 million words in BBC 

and 9.3 million words in UKspok., i.e. the results may be skewed due to its relatively small 

size. Moreover, UKspok consists of speech which is transcribed mainly from daily life 

discussions, while both NPR and BBC are taken from broadcast talk on the radio. Since Ljung 

argues that involved language often includes speech (1997:144–145), we can assume that the 

unscripted speech in UKspok can be seen as involved, due to many personal pronouns such as 

‘you’. When looking closer, BBC also has many personal pronouns, but these are mainly ‘we’ 

and the plural for of ‘you’. Furthermore, Biber argues that the situational differences between 

speech and writing play a large role. Written English is usually given more time when 

composed, whereas spoken English comes very suddenly and is produced directly from the 

‘physical channel’, without any edition (1988:37–42). Bladon follows up on this, and claims 

that the normal choice of written English is to use the to-infinitive as a verb complement, and 

that the -ing participle is used for general occasions and in past tense, such as re-telling events 

(1968:203). The difference between specific and general meaning will be discussed in sub-

section 6.3.1. Consequently, since broadcast talk is likely to be scripted beforehand, the level 

of detached style will also be higher; therefore, I would like to assume that BBC and NPR 

contain more to-infinitives than UKspok. Moreover, the five native speakers that have been 

consulted claim to use the -ing participle more often in speech than in writing, mainly due to 

its involved and personal style or what they preferred to call ‘informal’. 

 It has been discussed earlier in this section that the level of detached style in BBC is 

likely to be higher than in UKspok, also since the latter consists of all kinds of discussions; 

telephone calls, interviews, television broadcast, and more. However, if we would change the 

-ing participle complement into a to-infinitive, the sentence will still be idiomatic and it 

carries out the same message according to the native speakers. This can be illustrated in (5) to 

(8). 

 

(5) The Americans like being Americans you know they go in for really weird and 

 wonderful things  [...]. (UKspok) 

(6) The Americans like to be Americans you know they go in for really weird and 

 wonderful  things [...]. 

(7) Mm then you know we’re just temperamentally unsuited because I like being with other 

 people. (UKspok) 

(8) Mm then you know we’re just temperamentally unsuited because I like to be with other 

 people. 
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As we can learn from (5) and (6), they occur in unscripted speech. The same pattern is to be 

seen in (7) and (8). The native speakers considered both (5) and (6) to be completely correct 

and to carry out the same meaning; however, they all regarded the (5) to be more colloquial 

and suitable for spoken English. Even though (8) is a modified sentence, the native speakers 

considered it to be more detached and correct than (7), which is the authentic sentence.  

Rohdenburg discusses that the -ing participle has established itself as a verbal complement 

over the last few centuries (2003:205–206), and this goes well together with what the natives 

expressed on the topic of -ing participles; they all admitted to utilize it more in speech than in 

writing. However, one of the natives felt that (5) was ‘more proper’ than (6). This might be an 

answer to our question; a change in the language is very likely to take place in speech, since 

most unconscious changes start in speech (Mair 1994:127). This leads us to the conclusion 

that the -ing participle seems to be more frequent in every day speech where the 

communication is based on uncomplicated subjects and words. This is most probably due to 

the fact that the -ing participle is somehow easier produced in speech which is not scripted 

and controlled, as well as it may sound more laid-back.  

 

6.1.2 The verb types occurring as complements in speech 

To begin with, in this sub-section the choice of verbal complement will be discussed in terms 

of choice of verb, i.e. what verb is utilized as a complement. In order to clarify this, (9) with 

talk and (10) with saying show verbs utilized as verbal complements.  

 

(9) He doesn’t like to talk about his work. (NPR) 

(10) What they like saying is that erm the ones today were saying well you know [...]. 

 (UKspok) 

 

Is there a difference in verbs occurring as verbal complements, and does the choice differ 

between the to-infinitive and the -ing participle? In order to map out the usage of verbs used 

as complements, a list of the most common verbs occurring can be found in Table 4 and 5, 

divided into number of tokens and percentage. Table 4 presents the to-infinitive occurrences 

in the spoken subcorpora, whereas Table 5 shows the -ing participles and their verb types. In 

the two tables, we can see the different verbs occurring as complements presented both in 

number of tokens and their percentage. 
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Table 4. The 10 most often occurring verbs as to-infinitive verbal complement in speech. 

NPR BBC UKspok 

 n %  n %  n % 

See 28 19 See 38 25 See 12 8 

Be 18 12 Be 12 8 Go 12 8 

Think 7 5 Do 8 5 Make 8 5 

Have 6 4 Have 5 3 Say 7 5 

Do 5 3 Return 5 3 Talk 6 4 

Get 5 3 Give 4 3 Do 6 4 

Go 5 3 Get 4 3 Know 5 3 

Call 4 3 Say 4 3 Put 5 3 

Know 4 3 Lead 3 2 Call 5 3 

Keep 3 2 Make 3 2 Give 4 3 

Others 65 43 Others 64 43 Others 30 54 

Total 150 100  150 100  150 100 

 

As can  be seen in Table 4, many of the verbs occurring as verb complements are found in all 

three spoken subcorpora; NPR, BBC, and UKspok. Most noticeable is that the verb to see was 

most frequent in all three subcorpora, and this is connected to the would like + to-infinitive 

construction, which is common in both spoken and written BrE and AmE. The total number 

of occurrences with this construction is 112 in NPR, 121 in BBC, and 113 in UKspok of a total 

of 150 occurrences in each subcorpus. When looking at to see, we find that it always 

collocates with would like in both UKspok and BBC. The only exception is NPR, where 27 out 

of 28 occurrences with to see are constructed with would like; only one occurrence appears 

without a would like + to-infinitive construction. It seems as if the construction with to see is a 

fixed one, especially in radio broadcast such as NPR and BBC. Andersson argues that this 

kind of construction is an expression of ‘want’ (1985:111), the same that Bladon claims to be 

an expression of ‘desire’ (1968:204). We can look into a few typical constructions of would 

like + to see in (11) to (14): 

 

(11)  She’d like to see it called the Radical Party, or the Radical Socialist Party. (BBC) 

(12) We don’t have the people to touch the children and I would like to see more choices for 

 kids to learn. (NPR) 

(13) Erm well it’s about the er zoos. [...] I’d like to see them all scrapped. (UKspok) 

(14) Schlesinger and his Bundesbank colleagues would also like to see lower public 

 expenditure in order to reduce the federal budget [...]. (BBC) 
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As can be seen in (11), would is contracted and consists of the‘d’ in she’d. There is also a 

difference of vocabulary or jargon, which means that one or several speakers belong to a 

certain group, in which people share a certain type of language (Yule 1985:245). In (11) and 

(14), it is noticeable that the language belongs to a political discussion and jargon. Yet, (13) is 

a typical sentence of rapid spoken English which is not scripted, as the lexemes ‘erm’ and ‘er’ 

show. Therefore, examples from two distinctly different discussions can be found. We might 

ask ourselves why to see has such a large number of occurrences as a collocation of would 

like. As Glad argues in her essay, the expression would love + to-infinitive, as well as would 

hate + to-infinitive, is a fixed one (2002:17, 24). This seems to explain the common usage of 

would like + to see in (11) to (14), as it can be argued that these examples convey something 

else than the want to actually see something; instead, they go with Bladon’s hypothesis of 

expressing desire (also see sub-section 6.3.2). Furthermore, one must know that the meaning 

of to see in this context has little to do with the literal meaning of to see. Mair argues that the 

verbs look and see are often losing their actual meaning in a grammaticalisation process; they 

both receive a dynamic meaning and contain a wish for something to happen (1994:133). 

Therefore, one can claim that to see in (11) to (14) all express a wish for something to happen, 

and that action is expressed in the following verb realized by the complement; the would like 

to see construction then becomes a fixed expression. 

 Rohdenburg has looked at unmarked infinitives, i.e. infinitives without the to-marker, of 

the three verbs wait, try, and check; but also at two infinitives following each other.  His aim 

was to investigate verbal links of the horror aequi principle (see sub-section 5.2.3), which 

was presented in sub-section 5.2. Rohdenburg found that the infinitive to see as well as the 

construction and see often occurred together with the target verbs; the variation depended on 

the fact that the language user did not want to repeat themselves by using two to-infinitives 

after each other (2003:236–238). In his study, the number of collocations represented by to 

see was much larger than any other to-infinitive, but was put in second place by the use of 

wait and see, which was far more common (2003:239). However, he noticed that this was not 

the case with try, which was commonly followed by to see. Therefore, it seems as if the 

collocation or the verb used as complement is directly connected to the target verb. It can also 

be argued that it is typical of political discussions. 

 However, there is one single exception of this pattern to be found in the subcorpus of 

NPR, which is illustrated in (15): 
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(15) She might be able to demonstrate the kind of judicial temperament that--that we all like 

 to see, and so by holding a lengthy hearing, she will be able to--to [...]. (NPR) 

 

In (15), there is no would like + to-infinitive construction; instead, we find a present tense 

form of like. As opposed to the other occurrences, this sentence expresses desire, because like 

stands for wanting to see something, just like a would like + to-infinitive construction.

 Moreover, we find the verb to be occurring as the second most common collocation in 

BBC and NPR, but to be does not even rank among the ten most common collocations in 

UKspok. In BBC and NPR, the collocation to be seems to be represented by the same sort of 

sentence as (16); all occurrences express a wish of state or being, and to be usually collocated 

with would like. This probably depends on the speaker or the topic. 

 Moving on, a few differences are discovered. Generally, one notices that UKspok and 

NPR contain mainly common, colloquial verbs that can be utilized in any discussion, such as 

those displayed in Table 4. In BBC, the verbs vary a little bit more. Some of the verbs found 

exclusively in the designated subcorpora are: confirm, mention, paper, sharpen, spoil 

(UKspok), emphasise, express, improve, portray, receive, resolve, sacrifice, visit (BBC), 

encourage, implement, point out, recite, reconcile, and testify (NPR). The first thing of 

importance here is that many of these verbs are so-called ‘performative verbs’; they are verbs 

which express a wish, or a request: “[...] it will be a request in those contexts where the point 

of saying it is to get you to stop doing something [...] the essential condition for a request is 

satisfied” (Searle 1969:68). A request of the type that Searle mentions can be seen in (17). 

 

(17) I would like to confirm the details of his forthcoming trip to the United States of 

 America (UKspok). 

 

In (17), it can be seen that the expression I would like to confirm means that the action has 

already been made, or rather; by using a ‘performative verb’; the action is more or less carried 

out without really doing anything. Moreover, these verbs often appear in specific discussions 

or jargons; for example, the verbs in BBC are likely to appear in a political discussion, hence 

the aim of the radio program. Also, the verb to ring can be found in UKspok, and is mainly 

used in BrE when referring to telephoning someone, whereas to call is used in AmE 

(Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary 2003:1078). 

 Moreover, we will look at Table 5, which presents the most common verbs occurring as 

-ing participles in the spoken subcorpora.  
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Table 5. The 10 most often occurring verbs as -ing participle verbal complement in speech. 

NPR BBC UKspok 

 n %  n %  n % 

Being 3 12 Doing 2 28 Doing 18 12 

Doing 2 8 Being 1 12 Going 13 9 

Taking 2 8 Giving 1 12 Being 11 7 

Others 1) 18 72 Having 1 12 Having 6 5 

   Re-placing 1 12 Living 6 5 

   Roosting 1 12 Playing 5 4 

      Working 5 4 

      Going out 4 3 

      Looking 4 3 

      Reading 4 3 

      Using 4 3 

      Others 70 42 

Total 25 100  7 100  150 100 

1) Altogether, there were 18 verbs with 1 occurrence; therefore, they are listed here: beating up, being able to, 

calling, co-operating, dancing, doing, having, helping out, including, knowing, laughing, living, performing, 

questioning, seeing, selling, staying, talking, and tinkering in NPR. 

 

The usage structure of verbs occurring as an -ing participle is similar to that of the to-

infinitive; the forms to do/doing, to be/being, and to go/going are commonly occurring as 

complements. These verbs have approximately the same number of occurrences and 

percentage regardless which complement one looks at. However, the differences do not 

appear until we commence comparing the verbs occurring as to-infinitives and -ing participle 

complements. As mentioned earlier, to see is very common in all three subcorpora, but as an -

ing participle there is only one occurrence to be found; it occurs in NPR. On the contrary, it 

can be argued that other similar verbs take over its place; watching and looking are two 

common verbs which occur in UKspok. However, these verbs do not convey the same 

meaning as would like to see which expresses a desire; watching and looking express that one 

is watching something for a longer period of time, as in (19): 

 

(19) Well no I mean er I don't like looking at violent films but er you know other members in 

 the family do (UKspok). 
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We can also observe a difference in what sort of action the collocating verb conveys. The 

verbs occurring as -ing participles seem to express physical and concrete action; such verbs 

are drawing, driving, eating, landing, leaving, listening, moving, patting, practising, etc, 

whereas the to-infinitives are mixed between performative verbs such as: admit, emphasise, 

express, introduce, stress, thank, and wish, but also verbs of abstract meaning such as avoid, 

improve,  know, and resolve. Consequently, I would like to draw the conclusion that the 

reason why the complements do not occur as the same verbs is mainly that the to-infinitive 

and the -ing participle convey different meanings.  

 

6.2 Written British and American English 

To begin with, written English diverges from spoken English in that the user can modify it 

and change it during the process of writing. Biber argues that “[t]he general view is that 

written language is structurally elaborated, complex, formal, and abstract, while spoken 

language is concrete, context-dependent, and structurally simple” (1988:5). Therefore, the 

structure of grammar is more thoroughly thought through than in a conversation with fast 

turns. In this section, we will look at various aspects of the occurrence of verb 

complementation in subcorpora of written English. In sub-section 6.2.1, the frequency of the 

to-infinitive and the -ing participle will be investigated. Sub-section 6.2.2. will treat the 

different verb types occurring as complements. The question of how the verb complements 

occur in different text types will be brought up in each sub-section, and will include frequency 

and the verbs occurring as verbal complements. If nothing else is mentioned, the material is 

taken from the four subcorpora Sunnow (UK, W), Times (UK, W), UKbooks (UK, W), and 

USbooks (US, W). 

 

6.2.1 Frequency of the to-infinitive and the -ing participle 

The frequency of the to-infinitive and the -ing participle is presented in Table 6, which 

displays both the total number of tokens in each subcorpus, as well as the percentage that the 

complements make out when compared with each other.  
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Table 6. The frequency of the to-infinitive and the -ing participle in the written subcorpora, n 

       tokens. 

Subcorpus to-infinitive complement -ing participle  complement 

 n  % n  %

USbooks  631 92.3 53 7.7

UKbooks  786 91.4 74 8.6

Sunnow  810 88.9 101 11.1

Times  484 86.7 74 13.3

 

As seen in Table 6, there are both newspaper subcorpora and book subcorpora. It should be 

noted that Sunnow includes material which has a noticeable level of involvement, while Times 

acts as the opposite (Kurth 2004:31). Just like in the subcorpora of spoken English, 

occurrences of the -ing participle in Table 6 are rare, whereas the to-infinitive is the most 

common complement. However, the percentage of -ing participles is higher in the written 

subcorpora, for a comparison see Table 3. It seems that the more involved a text is, the higher 

the number of occurrences of the -ing participle complement is, just as the would like to-

construction in the spoken subcorpora. Sunnow is the subcorpus with the most considerable 

number of -ing participles, but on the other hand the percentage is lower than Times, which 

depends on the total number of occurrences.  

 Furthermore, Biber argues that speech and writing differ when it comes to verbal 

complements and their distribution. It seems as if written English contains more non-finite 

nominal clauses than spoken English (1988:232). He also discusses that -ing participle verbal 

complements are “more common in writing than in speech” (1988:233), which he explains as 

a result of “integration and structural elaboration” (1988:233). This means that the writer has 

more time to think over the text and the constructions he chooses, whereas the speaker has to 

make fast decisions of what to say; it might lead to a deliberately chosen grammatical 

variation in writing. Another explanation could be that writers do not want to repeat 

themselves, and choose to vary the verb forms; the native speakers which were questioned all 

considered this to be their major reason for utilizing both complements in their writing.  

 However, the large number of the ‘would like + to-infinitive’ constructions seems to 

originate in the high frequency of sentences that quote speech. This can be seen in (20): 

 

(20) Christy, 32 years in showbiz, told fans: ‘I’d like to thank you for the trouble you’ve 

 taken to come and hear me play.’ (Sunnow). 
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As we discussed in context of the spoken subcorpora (see sub-section 6.1.2) the construction 

of ‘would like + to-infinitive’ is a somewhat fixed expression for conveying want (Andersson 

1985:106). Therefore, these sentences often occur in speech and due to the fact that Sunnow 

has a high frequency of quoted speech; it is likely that there will be a higher number of 

occurrences of this construction. In Sunnow, there are as many as 64 out of 150 occurrences 

of quoted speech, which corresponds well with the involved style of the newspaper. However, 

in Sunnow we can also find the highest percentage of -ing participle complements. This seems 

to be something general for both newspaper subcorpora; they have a slightly higher 

percentage of -ing participle occurrences than the ones of books, which corresponds with 

Biber’s study. Times has the highest percentage, 13.3%, whereas Sunnow has 11.1%, a 

difference which cannot easily be explained and will not be looked into here. 

 

6.2.2 The verb types occurring as complements in writing 

As we have seen in sub-section 6.1.2, different verb types tend to occur in different types of 

complements. Also in this sub-section, we will take a look at what verbs occur as to-infinitival 

complements and -ing participle complements in written texts. The discussion will begin by 

presenting a general view of the verbs occurring as to-infinitive complements of like; this can 

be seen in Table 7. 

 

Table 7. The verbs occurring as to-infinitive verb complements in writing. 

Sunnow Times UKbooks USbooks 

 n %  n %  n %  n % 

See 21 14 See 15 10 See 20 13 Go 8 5 

Be 14 9 Be 8 5 Ask 8 5 Be 7 5 

Think 12 8 Say 7 5 Have 8 5 Have 7 5 

Have 9 6 Think 7 5 Be 8 5 Sit 7 5 

Do 6 4 Have 5 3 Talk 6 4 Do 6 4 

Thank 5 3 Make 4 3 Do 5 3 See 6 4 

Get 5 3 Go 4 3 Hear 4 3 Talk 5 3 

Go 5 3 Know 4 3 Know 4 3 Hear 4 3 

Say 4 3 Do 3 2 Go 4 3 Make 4 3 

Play 4 3 Get 3 2 Think 3 2 Others 96 59 

Others 65 44 Others 90 59 Others 80 54    

Total 150 100  150 100   100   100 
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As in Table 4 (sub-section 6.1.2), the same verbs re-occur also in the written subcorpora 

presented in Table 7. The verbs are part of a vocabulary which is used every day and in all 

sorts of discussion, such as the verbs be, do and have, which can be both auxiliaries and main 

verbs. We also find main verbs such as get, go, say, talk, and hear, all of which are very 

regularly occurring verbs. Additionally, see is the most common verb used as a to-infinitive 

complement in Table 7, but also think occurs frequently; it is the result of the would like + to-

infinitive construction, which was discussed with the spoken subcorpora. (21) and (22) 

represent the two different forms of would which occur in the written subcorpora. 

 

(21) The company would like to see it race again, possibly with Stirling at the wheel once 

 more. (Times) 

(22) Sport is the one I’d like to meet most of all - because I love her tattoo. (Sunnow) 

 

In (21), the construction with would like is written in a style which seems to be detached, 

whereas in (22), would is contracted with the subject of the sentence, ‘I’. This usage 

emphasizes the involved style of the language in The Sun, as contracted forms occur in 

spoken English. Moreover, we can see that the different verbs are distributed quite evenly 

over all four subcorpora, which emphasizes the fact that neither the level of involvement nor 

text genre has significance in this question.  

 Yet, there are exceptions to be found only in the written subcorpora; two to-infinitives 

following each other. In UKbooks there are 2 occurrences and in USbooks 1 occurrence, 

which can be seen in (23) to (25).  

 

(23) Usually on Fridays he has a few Bloody Marys, or he retired to his apartment overhead. 

 He seemed to like to talk to Autumn, or debate. (UKbooks) 

(24) The trouble is, she seems to like to argue. She does not recognize, or she refuses to 

 admit, that we are quite good together. (UKbooks) 

(25) I used to like to stay down in the kitchen on account of the way the walls smelled. 

 (USbooks) 

 

In (23) and (24), the verb to seem occurs before like, (23) having the verb in the past tense and 

(24) in the present tense. In (25) used to like occurs before the to-infinitive complement. One 

can indeed argue that these are fixed expressions since seem to like occurs twice.  Seems to 
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like also expresses a hedged meaning. If we change the to-infinitive in (23) as in (26), the 

sentence and meaning does not change: 

 

(26) Usually on Fridays he has a few Bloody Marys, or he retired to his apartment overhead. 

 He seemed to like talking to Autumn, or debate. 

 

According to Rohdenburg’s theory, two infinitives following each other will perhaps be 

common in the future, but it is not in conformity to the horror aequi principle (2003:205, 236-

243). This means that (23) to (25) are flouting this principle, and that they probably are 

extreme exceptions. 

 Moving on, we will investigate the verbs occurring as -ing participles which are shown 

in Table 8. 

 

Table 8. The most common verbs occurring as -ing participle complement in writing. 

Sunnow Times UKbooks USbooks 

 n %  n %  n %  n % 

Being 12 12 Being 8 11 Being 12 16 Being 5 9 

Losing 6 6 Driving 6 8 Doing 5 7 Doing 4 8 

Playing 6 6 Working 6 8 Talking 4 5 Hearing 3 6 

Taking 4 4 Having 5 7 Living 3 4 Talking 3 6 

Watching 4 4 Doing 3 5 Discussing 2 3 Working 3 6 

Going 3 3 Looking 3 5 Going 2 3 Driving 2 4 

Others  115 65 Taking 3 5 Having 2 3 Going 2 4 

   Going 2 3 Leaving 2 3 Having 2 4 

   Playing 2 3 Looking 2 3 Licking 2 4 

   Others 112 45 Losing 2 3 Others 124 49 

      Taking 2 3  

      Others 112 47    

 150 100  150 100  150 100  150 100 

 

Table 8 shows the verbs that occur as -ing participles; indeed, it demonstrates a remarkable 

alternation to Table 7, although we find the same auxiliary and main verbs in the former as we 

did in the latter, such as to be. The verbs in the former are more varied than in the latter, but 

there are different verbs to be found in each subcorpus. The verbs in the written subcorpora 

seem to be focused on active main verbs, such as playing, watching, leaving, working; all of 

which include an action that has to be made physically. Quirk et al argue that even though a 
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verb is normally seen as a verb expressing stative meaning, it can convey a dynamic meaning 

(1985:177–178), as in examples (27) and (28): 

 

(27) If I hear she’s going away I’ll invite them. I’d like to have a talk with Howard, to find 

 out if he exists. (UKbooks) 

(28)   Ned shrugged. ‘I like being single. Lots of people like being single’. (USbooks). 

 

In both (27) and (28), the verbs express an action which is the same no matter what tense we 

would put it in. Both examples convey active participation; in (27) the expression have a talk 

is the same thing as to talk, to discuss; the latter being a verb conveying dynamic meaning. In 

(28), being emphasizes an active participation; the subject can decide not to like being single 

any longer and therefore expresses a dynamic meaning. Indeed, a to-infinitive here would 

convey the same message, but the native speakers preferred the -ing participle. It seems as if 

the to-infinitives can convey dynamic meaning even though the verb is seen as being stative, 

while the -ing participle is mainly utilized to express dynamic meaning with like.  

 However, there is a difference in vocabulary between Tables 7 and 8. It is also possible 

to comprehend this not only by looking at the different verbs, but also at the text as examples 

(29) and (30) show. 

 

(29) There’s a piece of real estate owned by Mr Osborne that I would like to lease. I was told 

 to come here (UKbooks). 

(30) Unfortunately for those who would like to emulate or beat him, Schumacher’s talent is 

 not easily defined (Times) 

 

Both verbs in (29) and (30) are detached, and it would be difficult to place them in another 

type of discussion. Lease is a verb which can only belong to an economical jargon, and 

emulate is of detached style (Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary 2003:400); it implies 

that in order for The Times to maintain its detached style, it has to contain words 

corresponding to that very style.  

 

6.3 Differences in meaning of the complements in speech and writing 

This sub-section will mainly treat the differences in the structure and any difference in 

meaning which comes as a result of constructional variation in spoken and written BrE and 

AmE. Firstly, the constructions of the to-infinitive in both the spoken and the written 
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subcorpora will be looked into. There are three patterns to be found in the spoken subcorpora, 

and four patterns in the written subcorpora. These can be seen in (i) to (iv). 

 

 (i) would/other auxiliary verb + like + to-infinitive 

 (ii) present tense like + to-infinitive 

 (iii)  present participle like + to-infinitive 

 (iv) past tense like + to-infinitive 

 

In the spoken subcorpora, there are no occurrences at all of like in the past tense. However, 

this is possibly one of the drawbacks of the method of collecting material, since there might 

be occurrences in the material of the subcorpora which have not been investigated. The native 

speakers claimed that this construction is possible; indeed, it occurs in written English. Yet, 

due to the method of collecting material, it can be argued that the method treats all three 

spoken subcorpora in a fair manner; therefore, the material represents the over-all usage of the 

constructions. The different patterns are represented by the sentences in (31) to (40). 

 

(31) An Army official says the Pentagon would like to have at least half the forces home by 

 the middle of May. (NPR) 

(32) He likes to portray himself as a philanthropist. (UKbooks) 

(33) Erm, I, this sort of like not, not liking to go for their own clothes is it the same for you?  

 (UKspok) 

(34) The mythologists in the media liked to compare him to James Bond, which was most 

 inaccurate. (UKbooks) 

 

The first construction, would/should + like + to-infinitive, is represented by (31). Svartvik & 

Sager argue that this construction is the only possible one; would like is always followed by a 

to-infinitive (1996:380). The plain construction of the present tense form of like + to-infinitive 

is manifested in (32). Thirdly, we find in (33) the rare construction liking + to-infinitive, 

which is found in UKspok. Lastly, (34) represents the past tense form of like, liked + to-

infinitive. To be able to compare the distribution of the constructions in the different 

subcorpora, Table 9 has been created.  
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Table 9. The four different constructions with like + to-infinitive in the written subcorpora. 

Subcorpus Constructions with like + to-infinitive, n tokens 

 (i) (ii) (iii) (iv) 

NPR 112 38 (8 neg) - - 

BBC 121 29 (4 neg) - - 

UKspok 113 35 (2 neg) 2 - 

Sunnow 109 41 (3 neg) - - 

Times 70 69 (5 neg) - 13 

UKbooks 94 52 (6 neg) 4 (4 neg) - 

USbooks 58 51 (11 neg) - 41 

 

Table 9 shows that the would/should + like + to-infinitive construction is the most common 

one in all subcorpora. BBC (S) and Sunnow (W) are the subcorpora where most occurrences 

are found. The second largest group is the present tense like + to-infinitive; Times (W) and 

NPR (S) have the largest number of occurrences of this construction. The third largest group 

is that of the past tense like + to-infinitive. The smallest group is liking + to-infinitive. 

 The high number of would/should like + to-infinitive in the spoken subcorpora and 

Sunnow can partly be explained by the level of involvement. According to Ljung, speech has 

a higher level of involvement than writing (1997:144–145). Yet, since the subcorpora of radio 

(NPR, BBC) contain scripted speech, Kurth argues that these two utilize a somewhat detached 

style (2004:31). The high number of occurrences for this construction is slightly higher in 

BBC, and this can be seen as addressing the radio guests or host in a polite manner. As 

explained in section 3, Sunnow consists of the newspaper The Sun, which often includes texts 

written with an involved style (Kurth 2004:31). As a matter of fact, the subcorpora of higher 

detachment such as Times, UKbooks, and USbooks, all have a lower number of occurrences. 

Instead, they hold a large number of occurrences with the past tense like + to-infinitive and 

the present tense like + to-infinitive. This may have a connection to the high level of 

involvement, since Sunnow includes quoted speech. As we have seen in the spoken 

subcorpora, there is a very high number of the would/should + like + to-infinitive 

construction. 

 In the following, we will look at the different construction structures of the -ing 

participle. There are three different constructions to be found in the written subcorpora, which 

are presented here below as (i) to (iii). 
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 (i) present tense like + -ing participle 

 (ii) past tense like + -ing participle 

 (iii) would/should  + like + -ing participle 

 

The -ing participle constructions are represented by sentence examples taken from the 

subcorpus of UKbooks, which can be seen in (35) to (38). 

 

(35) It's silly, but that's how they like doing it. (UKbooks) 

(36) No one likes losing face and you may fear that this will happen to you. (UKbooks) 

(37) Penny liked walking but rarely found the time so I urged her to walk [...]. (UKbooks) 

(38) [...] my good lady wouldn't normally like going to a public house. (UKbooks) 

 

(35) and (36) represent the construction of the present tense of like +-ing participle. The 

second construction is the past tense of like + -ing participle, which can be seen in (37). The 

last construction, (38), is would/should + like + -ing participle. However, this construction is 

very rare and is not encountered often in the material. The distribution of the occurrences of 

the constructions mentioned can be seen in Table 10. 

 

Table 10. The four different constructions with like + -ing participle in the written subcorpora. 

Subcorpus Construction type, n tokens (n tokens negated forms) 

 i. ii. iii. Total n 

NPR 24 (10 neg) 1 - 25 

BBC 6 (4 neg) 1 - 7 

UKspok 136 (47 neg) 14 - 150 

Sunnow 86 (32 neg) 15 - 101 

Times 67 (20 neg) 7 - 74 

UKbooks 56 (21 neg) 17 1 73 

USbooks 33 (16 neg) 20 - 53 

 

Table 10 shows that the construction of the present tense of like + -ing participle is the most 

common one; the number of negations varies, but UKspok is the subcorpus where we found 

the highest number of negations. The past tense construction is quite common as well, but 

there is only one occurrence of the would/should + like + -ing participle, and it occurs in 

UKbooks. We can also observe in (35) to (38) that negations are common in connection to the 

-ing participle. 
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 When comparing the constructions and the number of occurrences for the two 

complements, we notice a distinction between UKbooks and the other three subcorpora, as it 

serves as a host for the only occurrences of the would/should + like + -ing participle. Here, we 

also find liking + -ing participle, which can be viewed in (39) to (41). 

 

(39) Such people fall into the egocentric trap of not liking to see others do well. (UKbooks) 

(40)  There was a certain amount of jealousy because of that, and people not liking to say 

 anything against Emyr or Armin Vaughan said it, or felt it [...]. (UKbooks) 

(41) [...] meeting Sudden Stop and then hearing about him, wondering but not liking to ask 

 about the other man he'd almost met, Whistler. (UKbooks) 

 

The question why (39) to (41) are all constructed as negations is not easy to answer. Leech & 

Svartvik argue that this usage of non-finite clauses is typical for the style of normally formal 

written English, and sometimes even the subject is omitted (2002:203). However, no 

omissions have been found in the material. Changing the sentence structure from the to-

infinitive into the -ing participle results in a peculiar sentence in (42): 

 

(42)  ?There was a certain amount of jealousy because of that, and people not liking saying 

 anything against Emyr or Armin Vaughan said it, or felt it [...]. 

 

In (42), the change of the to-infinite complement into an -ing participle, which results in two  

-ing participles following each other, is usually not preferred since language users do not want 

a construction to be repeated (Rohdenburg 2003:205). The five native speakers that were 

consulted did not approve of the usage of one -ing participle following another one, except for 

one native speaker, who admitted to using two -ing participles together in speech. However, 

she considered this to be an error which she was aware of. Instead, the speakers agreed upon 

the fact that liking can be followed by a to-infinitive, but that it is very rare and mostly occurs 

in involved spoken conversations. When comparing this result with that of the spoken 

subcorpora, there is an obvious connection; the construction liking + to-infinitive occurs 

exclusively in spoken BrE as well, just as in the written subcorpora. The only native speaker 

who approved of liking as in (42) not followed by another -ing participle was the British 

student; she claimed to use it herself very often, both in spoken and written language. This 

indicates that there might be a regional difference, since the American and Canadian native 

speakers did not find it common for their language usage. This suggests that the most likely 
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usage of the present participle form of like is when it is followed by a to-infinitive; however, 

something that might be surprising since liking only occurs in the British spoken and written 

subcorpora. Yet, the reason for the negated forms is not to be found in any grammar book. 

The native speakers argued that it sounded more ‘correct’ to have a negated form of liking, 

but they could not give any grammatical explanation for this usage. 

 

6.3.1. Specific vs. general meaning  

To make a distinction between specific and general occasions is not always easy. As Bladon 

discusses, the to-infinitive and the -ing participle can be placed in two different categories; 

arguing that the to-infinitive is mainly utilized when the phrase refers to a ‘specific’ occasion, 

while the -ing participle represents ‘general’ occasions (1968:203). Svartvik & Sager argue 

that the to-infinitive is utilized when referring to a specific occasion, but only in connection to 

the verb prefer (1996:380).  Glad also mentions this distinction, but she claims that the to-

infinitive itself does not have to refer to the occasion (2002:8). In the analysis, the sentence 

had to contain a time adverbial in order to refer to a specific occasion, while would like refers 

to a general meaning (Glad 2002:12). In the spoken subcorpora, the following number of 

occurrences has been found as presented in Table 11: 

 

Table 11. The occurrences of general and specific meaning in spoken and written English (would 

      like + to- infinitive occurrences subtracted in brackets). 

Subcorpus To-infinitive -ing participle 

 General, n Specific, n Total, n General, n Specific, n Total, n 

NPR 133 (34) 17 (3) 150 21 4  25 

BBC 131 (26) 19 (3) 150 6 1 7 

UKspok 102 (26) 48 (12) 150 139 11 150 

Sunnow 129 (33) 21 (5) 150 94 7 101 

Times 131 (72) 19 (10) 150 63 11 74 

UKbooks 125 (50) 25 (11) 150 72 7 79 

USbooks 121 (72) 29 (19) 150 48 5 53 

 

As can be seen in Table 11, the number of occurrences carrying general meaning is larger 

than the number of those conveying specific meaning. One reason for this is the common 

occurrence of the would like + to-infinitive construction. Glad argues that would often carries 

a general meaning (2002:12), and that is the reading which has been used in this analysis as 
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well. Since there are so many occurrences with the would like construction, it is also clear that 

one uses would like in order to express a general wish, feeling or want, as in (43): 

 

(43) He would like to see further tax cuts, and a further reduction in public spending (BBC). 

 

The reading in (43) allows a general perspective, since would like to see expresses a wish of 

having certain changes in the political system. For the to-infinitive, one can see in most cases 

that it expresses a general meaning together with like, as in (44) and (45) whereas (46) and 

(47) convey a specific meaning: 

 

 (44) I’m 26, always out with the lads on the beer and like to flirt with the girls, even though 

 I’ve been seeing my girlfriend for three years (Sunnow). 

(45) Paula likes to go to the beach. In fact, it’s one of her favourite hobbies (USbooks). 

(46) I just like to buy, I really do, and especially on Saturdays (NPR). 

(47) When alluding to a mass-produced artefact, he likes to include the price-tag dollar; 

 51.50 plus shipping [...] (Times). 

 

In (44) the adverbial is ‘always’, which means that the action is general and that it is not an 

exception. (45) does not contain a time adverbial, but the fact that like is in the present could 

mean that it is something that Paula has liked to do over a longer period of time, or which is 

typical for her. In (46) it is Saturdays which makes the sentence specific. The latter two 

examples are realized by to-infinitives, but they are of specific meaning; examples such as 

(44) to (47) support Bladon’s hypothesis. However, there are some less clear cut cases, such 

as in (48), where would like to hear could express a general meaning, while the ‘last night’ 

shows that the discussion is specific: 

 

(48) ‘Hey. My friend here, she’d kind of like to hear about her sister’s last night, you know 

 what I mean’ (UKbooks). 

 

Yet, this sentence has been classified as carrying general meaning. When subtracting 

occurrences such as that in (48), we can see that the numbers in brackets are much lower than 

the total number of occurrences for both meanings. 

 When looking at the number of tokens carrying specific meaning of the to-infinitive and 

the -ing participle, one notices that the proportions are similar. However, it has to be taken 
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into account that the total number of tokens is lower in the -ing participle subcorpora with the 

exception of UKspok. The question is why there are so few occurrences with specific 

meaning, and unfortunately there are no clear answers. Most occurrences do not have any 

connection to a certain occasion through a time adverbial; yet, the to-infinitive does indeed 

have more occurrences of specific meaning than the -ing participle. One can argue that it is 

not the complement itself conveying a certain meaning, but the whole contents of the 

sentence, which Glad also has found (2002:33-34). If we exchange the to-infinitive to an -ing 

participle in (48), which is the same as (45), the sentence still keeps its general meaning: 

 

(48) Paula likes going to the beach. In fact, it’s one of her favourite hobbies. 

 

In (48) to go is replaced by going, but the exchange of complement does not change the 

meaning. Furthermore, one can find a difference between the spoken and written subcorpora. 

The written subcorpora have a few more occurrences of specific meaning than the spoken 

ones; one reason can be that the sentences and the discussion might be more elaborate, but 

also the speaker’s or author’s language style counts here. However, there might also be a 

difference between involved and detached style rather than a regional difference. Since the 

spoken subcorpora of NPR and BBC and the written subcorpus of Times are seen as having a 

more detached style than for example UKspok and Sunnow (see sub-section 5.2.4), the would 

like construction is more common here and can therefore be argued to be connected to the 

detached style. Thus, the higher number of occurrences of general meaning in the spoken 

subcorpora containing would like can be seen as directly connected to the detached style; for 

example that the speaker wants to be polite and therefore utilizes would like.  

  

6.3.2. Factual vs. hypothetical meaning 

When establishing whether a sentence is factual or hypothetical, the context has been looked 

at in order to see if the action has happened or is happening (factual) or if there is uncertainty 

that the action might or might not happen (hypothetical). The number of occurrences for both 

complements in the spoken and the written subcorpora is presented in Table 12: 
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Table 12. The occurrences of factual and hypothetical meaning in spoken and written English. 

Subcorpus To-infinitive  -ing participle 

 Factual, n Hypothetical, n Would like + 

to-inf, (total), n 

Factual, n Hypothetical, 

(total), n 

NPR 32 7 111 (150) 23 2 (25) 

BBC 25 6 119 (150) 5 2 (7) 

UKspok 17 21 112 (150) 134 16 (150) 

Sunnow 22 19 109 (150) 100 1 (101) 

Times 67 16 67 (150) 67 7 (74) 

UKbooks 43 17 90 (150) 69 10 (79) 

USbooks 84 7 59 (150) 50 3 (53) 

 

As Table 12 shows, most occurrences of the -ing participle have been analysed as factual. 

These sentences all refer to something that is happening or has happened, such as (49) and 

(50): 

 

(49) I am a kind of silly person anyway, and I like laughing (NPR). 

(50) ‘Although my father liked looking at paintings, my parents were not really artistic’, he 

 says quietly (Times). 

 

Both (49) and (50) express that the person likes or have liked doing something; the action has 

or is taking place. Since the context also tells us about the character of the person, the factual 

meaning is still present if we change the -ing participle into a to-infinitive:  

 

(51) I am a kind of silly person anyway, and I like to laugh. 

(52) ‘Although my father liked to look at paintings, my parents were not really artistic’, he 

 says quietly. 

 

We will exemplify the difficulty in deciding what is a factual and a hypothetical reading by 

looking at (53) to (56). One does not really know if the action has taken place or if it is a 

hypothetical thought; here, both a factual and a hypothetical reading are possible: 

 

(53) Why do you go in pubs at fifteen? Erm because it’s something I like doing (UKspok). 

(54) I think I’ll use my own sc...I don’t really like using my hairdressing scissors (UKspok). 
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One can say that (53) and (54) should be read as factual, even though don’t really in (54) 

makes the reading difficult. If the -ing participles are changed into a to-infinitive, the reading 

in (53) does keep its factual meaning in (55), while (54) seems to express a hypothetical 

meaning. The most likely interpretation is that in (54), they really don’t like using it, but in 

(56) they might do: 

 

(55)  Why do you go to pubs at fifteen? Erm because it’s something I like to do. 

(56)  I think I’ll use my own sc...I don’t really like to use my hairdressing scissors  

 

The native speakers were of the meaning that (54) and (56) do convey an ambiguous 

meaning; it is possible for an -ing participle to convey a hypothetical meaning. However, the 

native speakers also claimed that when like is in the past tense followed by an -ing participle, 

it cannot convey a hypothetical meaning. Moreover, the classification of the occurrences was 

easier to carry out in the written subcorpora, mainly due to the fact that the occurrences are 

taken from texts and not from fragments of speech. Yet, the low number of tokens with the -

ing participle carrying a hypothetical reading mainly contain a lexeme or an adverbial which 

point to a hypothetical meaning, or are represented by questions, since one can answer both 

yes or no and the action has probably not taken place. Sentences carrying hypothetical 

meaning can be seen in (57) and (58): 

 

(57) Now what sort of things do you like doing while you’re listening to the radio? 

 (UKspok) 

(58) He may not have understood, Henry, or he may just like showing off his treasures 

 (UKbooks). 

 

In (57), the action has not yet taken place. In (58) it is may that indicates the hypothetical 

reading, since the speaker is not sure of the action having taken place. When changing the -

ing participle into a to-infinitive as in (59), the sentence still keeps its hypothetical reading.  

 

(59) He may not have understood, Henry, or he may just like to show off his treasures. 

 

However, if we look at the to-infinitives carrying a hypothetical reading, we can see that there 

are few occurrences here as well. This can be explained mainly by the function of the would 

like + to-infinitive construction; we have seen that it can be seen as a fixed expression, just as 
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would love to or would hate to (Glad 2002:24, 26). Since would like expresses a want or wish 

of something that has not yet happened, it can be seen as hypothetical, as in (60) and (61): 

 

(60) I’d like to know who the foreign contractors were (NPR). 

(61) Speaking of which, how would you like to do the smallest of favors for me (USbooks)? 

 

As can be seen in (60) it is clear that the person does not yet know who the contractors were, 

and therefore, would like conveys a hypothetical meaning. In (61) it is clear that the favour 

has not yet been done, and that is it a hypothetical thought; it might not happen. When 

compared to the written subcorpora, the three spoken subcorpora contain more occurrences of 

would like, which means that the latter also contain a higher number of hypothetical 

occurrences. Moreover, Quirk et al argue that the to-infinitive is mainly utilized in 

hypothetical contexts (1985:1191–1192). This is also something that the native speakers 

agreed with, for example in (56). 

 Furthermore, there is a connection to be found between like carrying factual and 

hypothetical meaning, and meaning of ‘desire’ and ‘enjoyment’. In the analysis, one finds that 

the occurrences where like conveys enjoyment, the reading is factual; where it expresses 

desire, like has a hypothetical reading. This is especially applicable to the occurrences of 

would like to, since they always carry a hypothetical reading. If we look into the changes 

made in (53) and (54), we see that the meaning changes from enjoyment into some sort of 

desire; it is no longer clear that the person actually enjoys the action. Glad found that the verb 

love acts in the same way when the complement is changed from a to-infinitive into an -ing 

participle (2002:27). Thus, one can argue that when discussing like and its complements, their 

perception is only partly applicable; the would like + to-infinitive construction conveys a 

hypothetical meaning in general, while the -ing participle usually carries a factual meaning. 

The to-infinitive can carry both a hypothetical and factual reading. As we can see, there is no 

dramatic difference between neither the spoken nor the written subcorpora, and also not 

between BrE and AmE. However, one can see a small difference between Times and USbooks 

and the other subcorpora, they have many tokens of factual reading with the to-infinitive. 

During the analysis, it was clear that this difference depended only on the style of the author 

and not of any regional differences or detached and involved style. 
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7 Conclusion 
The aim of this paper was to investigate the verb like and the differences in distribution and 

meaning between its complementation, realized by the to-infinitive and the -ing participle, 

and the difference of the verbs occurring as complements. Through the analysis, which was 

based on material taken from the COBUILDDIRECT corpus, I have been able to show some 

interesting features of like and its verb complementation.  

 To begin with, the data show that the differences are most often in line with what most 

linguists suggest. The to-infinitive is more widely utilized than the -ing participle, and this is 

found in both the spoken and the written subcorpora as well as BrE and AmE. One of the 

differences is that the written subcorpora have shown to contain more occurrences of the -ing 

participle. The native speakers also agreed upon the fact that the to-infinitive is more common 

and also extensively used in written texts, but claimed that the -ing participle belongs to 

speech; this perception was the same no matter variety of English spoken. Furthermore, the 

difference in meaning between a general and a specific occasion does not seem to be 

connected directly to the complement, but rather to the context. The result of the analysis is 

that the -ing participle more often refers to general meaning, and the to-infinitive often refers 

to specific meaning. Since the meaning does not actually change when the complements are 

exchanged, the conclusion to be drawn is that the meaning does not lie in the complement 

itself. However, the construction with would like + to-infinitive also conveys a general 

meaning, which means that to-infinitives do carry a general meaning to a large extent. This 

observation is valid for both the written and the spoken subcorpora; there were no regional 

differences to be found. 

 Moreover, the distinction between factual and hypothetical meaning seems to be clearer 

than that of general truth and specific occasion, as the occurrences with the -ing participle 

have a factual reading in most cases. 

 However, an interesting connection to the theory of factual and hypothetical reading is 

the contrast between sentences expressing ‘desire’ and ‘enjoyment’. The analysis showed that 

the sentences containing a factual reading also expressed ‘enjoyment’, while the sentences 

conveying a hypothetical meaning expressed ‘desire’, just as the theory prescribed.  

 The most interesting distinction between the to-infinitive and the -ing participle 

occurring with like is perhaps that the difference between the verbs occurring as complements 

is dramatic. Both the spoken and the written subcorpora showed similar features; the to-

infinitive collocated most often with to see and usually in the combination with would like. 
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Most of the to-infinitives were realized by ‘performative verbs’, which express a request or a 

wish that is already carried out in an abstract meaning through the performative verb. In both 

the spoken and the written subcorpora, the verbs were distributed evenly and there was no 

regional difference or dissimilarity between books and newspapers to be found. 

 In addition, the verbs occurring as -ing participles were not only auxiliaries and 

common verbs as with the to-infinitives, but a larger alternation and variation between the 

subcorpora was found. One difference is that several -ing participles together with like 

express a dynamic meaning, even though like is seen as a stative verb; the collocating verbs 

usually expressed a physical action as well. 

 One interesting finding is that like follows the horror aequi principle, and does not often 

occur as an infinitive followed by another infinitive, although a few exceptions to the to-

infinitive were found. The counterpart with two -ing participles was not to be found.  

 The study of the regional differences was perhaps not as fruitful as expected, but it 

would have been interesting to investigate the differences of the verbs occurring as 

complements in American newspapers and other dialects, such as Australian English. Another 

aspect would be to look at how fast changes take place; texts from this year might have given 

different results. Bladon argued already in 1968 that his theory of specific occasion and 

general truth was accurate for Modern British English (1968:214). The question is: would the 

result be the same in an investigation made 20 years in the future? 
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