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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the possible differences in the way American and 

Swedish journalists writing in English use maximizers, i.e. intensifying adverbs. In order to 

fulfill the purpose, information about how maximizers are used in two different sub-

corpora, namely SWENC (The Swedish-English Corpus) and TIME (Time Corpus of 

American English) is collected. The data in SWENC has been collected from various 

websites where the crucial criterion was that the authors of the articles must have Swedish 

as their first language. The data from TIME has been collected from Time Magazine’s 

online corpora which is freely available on the Internet. The results show that there are 

some differences in the way Swedes and Americans use maximizers. The number of tokens 

for each maximizer does not differ to a great extent between the two corpora. However, 

there are larger deviances in the use of collocations and semantic prosody. The conclusion 

drawn from this is that there are indeed some differences in how American and Swedish 

journalists writing in English use maximizers, although they are not very many. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Maximizers are a subdivision of intensifying adverbs that are used to fully emphasize the 

highest degree in which an action is conducted. They can also modify adjectives. Examples 

of such words can be: absolutely, completely and fully (Hoye 1997:169-171, Kennedy 

2003:469). These types of words are very common in the English language and people use 

them for various reasons. Some of these include demanding attention in spoken or written 

communication or emphasizing exaggeration in an utterance (Wachter 2012:1).  

    Maximizers are very commonly used in spoken interaction but not nearly as frequently 

in academic written texts. However, they do occur more frequently in non-academic 

writing such as informal texts, in books and periodicals (Xiao & Tao 2007:246). Judging 

by this statement, intensifying adverbs, such as maximizers, seem to be connected to an 

informal mode of communication rather than a formal one. Newspapers, then, seem like a 

middle road between those two modes of communication since they can vary from 

containing everything from nearly academic writing to borderline spoken language. Also, 

newspapers are a written medium most people encounter on a daily basis which makes 

them influential to the way people tend to use language. 

    Corpus-based studies are quite common in English linguistics, and rightly so. With 

material that can range up to hundreds of millions of words per corpus, it is a good way of 

apprehending patterns in language use. This study uses a corpus consisting of articles 

written by Americans (the TIME corpus), and another corpus consisting of articles written 

by Swedes in English (the SWENC corpus). The material from the two corpora are 

processed and compared to each other in several ways in order to see if there are any 

differences in the way American and Swedish journalists use maximizers. 

    Previous studies have shown that non-native English writers use amplifying collocations, 

i.e. intensifying adverbs in set strings of words, in different ways than native English 

writers (Granger 1998, Kennedy 2003). In order to fully understand and use the English 

language it is of utter importance that these collocations are used in a correct way 

(Kennedy 2003). In addition, Guo et.al. (2011) emphasize that the semantic prosody, i.e. 

positive or negative connotations in context, of maximizers is also an important part of 

language learning. However, research on how Swedish journalists writing in English use 

maximizer collocations, i.e. frequently occurring neighbors, and semantic prosody has been 

proven hard to find. For this reason, this study is of interest for widening the perspective on 
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how non-native English journalists use maximizers in newspaper articles compared to 

native English journalists. 

1.1 Aim, research questions and scope 

The aim of this study is to investigate if there are differences between the way native 

English journalists use maximizers and the way Swedish journalists writing in English use 

this type of modifying adverbs.  

In order to fulfill the aim of this study, the following research questions need to be 

addressed: 

- Which maximizers are used by Swedish journalists compared to native English 

journalists? 

- How frequently are maximizers used in the articles in both corpora and how do these 

frequencies differ from each other? 

- What differences, if any, can be noted in the use of maximizers in for example 

collocations and semantic prosody, by Swedish and American journalists? 

The possibilities are wide when exploring language use and may be difficult to explain in 

brief terms. Therefore, this research only focuses on a relatively small part of language use, 

namely maximizers and their use by Swedish journalists writing in English and native 

English journalists. In order to further narrow down the scope, only the following 

maximizers are studied: fully, completely, entirely, absolutely, totally, perfectly, wholly, 

altogether, outright and utterly. The reasons for including only these particular maximizers 

in this study are as follows. Firstly, the maximizers have to express the full emphasis of the 

word they were modifying. Secondly, the words have to be commonly used in written 

English in order to get a high enough number of hits so that they are comparable to each 

other. 

2. MATERIAL AND METHOD 

2.1 Material  

The primary materials used in this study were collected from a corpus called the Swedish-

English Newspaper Corpus (henceforth SWENC). This corpus consists of articles written 

by Swedes in English and has a total of 165 500 words. The articles themselves have been 

collected from four different journals: The Local, Stockholm News, The Swedish Wire and 

Svenskt Näringsliv. In total there are 431 articles in the SWENC corpus between the years 
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2010 and 2013. The articles in SWENC have been collected from various sections of the 

online publications, including everything from culture to economy. Because of this, the 

material covers a lot of ground in terms of formality, where culture most likely has a lower 

grade of formality than the politics section do. 

    The crucial criterion when gathering the written material for SWENC was that all of the 

articles were written in English by Swedes. The sources have then been verified by e-mail 

contact with either the authors themselves or with the publisher of the journal or 

newspaper. Also, in some cases the Swedish tax authorities have been consulted to 

establish the author’s nationality, as will be further explained in Section 2.2.1.  

    The material from the SWENC Corpus has been compared to the material found in the 

Time Corpus of American English from the year 2006 (henceforth TIME). The material 

found in TIME from 2006 consists of 234 700 words and is relatively close to scale, in 

terms of number of words, with SWENC. TIME consists of newspaper articles from the 

American newspaper Time Magazine. The time frame of the corpus dates from 1923 to 

present day and consists of a total of over 100 million words, although, as previously 

mentioned, only material from the year 2006 is used in this study. The first reason for only 

including material from the year 2006 is that it contains fewer words than material from 

previous years. Therefore it is easier to compare it with the material from SWENC. The 

second reason is that 2006 is the most recent year where material was collected for TIME, 

thus also making it more eligible for comparison with SWENC. 

    The possibility of including a third corpus in this study, namely one with material 

collected from the British variety of English, was considered as well. However, adding the 

material of such a corpus would most likely have made the study’s perspective wider, and 

that in turn would risk the purpose of the study. Also, adding material from a third party 

would have interfered with the search for maximizer collocations. British English and 

American English do not share the same spelling for some words, such as color (American 

English) and colour (British English). This would cause problems and add more work when 

searching for maximizer collocations in the corpus tool AntConc, which will be further 

discussed in Section 2.2. Furthermore, with more and more cultural influences in Sweden 

originating from America when it comes to music, TV, movies and also newspapers, a 

comparison between American and Swedish journalists may be of a current cultural value. 
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2.2 Method 

Several methods have been used to process the primary material. Firstly, the articles 

collected had to be revised, removing all hyperlinks or other excess information such as 

pictures that were not necessary for the purpose of this study. Secondly, the gathered 

articles had to be summarized into a single document in order to function as a corpus. Also, 

the words were counted in order to determine the size of the final corpus, a count that arose 

to 165 500 words when the finished document was presented. 

    In order to search for the information needed, the article corpus has been uploaded on a 

freely available corpus tool called AntConc. This program made it possible to use different 

search strings. An example of such a search string can be writing the word “full” and then 

adding a + sign, making the search marking the word full plus one letter, i.e. also fully. 

These search strings are of utter importance when analyzing the finished corpus. Without 

proper knowledge on how to define the searches in AntConc, it is very hard to find the 

right information for the purpose of the study. Also, AntConc is spelling sensitive; it does 

not find words that are similar to the one you search for in the case a word is misspelled. 

This results in the possibility of missing some words in the searches, something that is 

unavoidable in this case. 

    The number of tokens, i.e. the frequency of a single word (Lindquist 2011:35), of each 

maximizer has been counted in both SWENC and TIME to obtain the results of this study. 

Types, i.e. the number of different tokens in the corpus (Lindquist 2011:36), have also been 

accounted for in the results of this study. The maximizers that are included in the results 

are, as previously mentioned in Section 1.1, fully, completely, entirely, absolutely, totally, 

perfectly, wholly, altogether, outright and utterly. In addition to this, the collocations and 

semantic prosody of each maximizer are also investigated in order to find possible 

differences in the use of these adverbs. The collocations has been searched for with the 

span of +/- 1, which means that only the words appearing directly before (left) of and after 

(right) of the maximizer are accounted for in this study. Semantic prosody, on the other 

hand, is not measurable when only taking the adjacent words into consideration. Therefore 

the semantic prosody is calculated by investigating the maximizers in context. The criterion 

is that as long as the positive or negative meaning of the context is clear, no word limit to 

the right or left of the maximizer is present. 
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2.3 Problems and limitations 

The validation of the journalists’ nationality was a somewhat troublesome process. In most 

cases, as with The Local and Stockholm News for example, the journalists themselves were 

contacted per e-mail to confirm their nationality and to give their consent for using their 

articles in further studies. In other cases, such as Svenskt Näringsliv, the publisher of the 

online newspaper was contacted in order to validate that the writers were indeed Swedish. 

Occasionally the Swedish tax authorities were consulted via their online services to 

confirm that the writers are in fact Swedish. However, not every step in the validation 

process was this simple. 

    The trouble with some of the newspapers that had articles collected from them was that 

they only had an e-mail address as their contact info. When sending a request of validation 

and consent, the receiver explained that the e-mail was automatically removed to the junk 

mail folder of their mailbox. Therefore, the answer would sometimes be delayed and when 

a response finally came, the result was that the articles from that particular newspaper were 

unusable since the authors did not have Swedish as their first language. Several websites 

had to be excluded in the finished corpus because of similar circumstances. 

    Other limitations were that there were simply not very many English language 

newspapers that were based in Sweden, or operated by Swedish journalists. Many of the 

newspapers that were approached were either written by native English journalists or 

translators that did not have Swedish as their first language. In one case, Svenskt 

Näringsliv, the articles are not collected from a newspaper at all, but from a newsletter 

provided by the company’s department in Brussels. All of the material collected for 

SWENC is publically available on the Internet. 

2.3.1 Ethical issues 

In the SWENC Corpus, all the names of the original journalists are included. The reason 

for this is that some of the studies that may be conducted using the corpus can have a 

gender-perspective. In order to fulfill the purpose of such a study, the names of the authors, 

alternatively only the gender of the authors, have to be visible. The people involved in 

collecting the material for the SWENC Corpus mutually agreed on keeping the authors’ 

names in the articles and let each individual decide their own ethical rules. In this study 

though, all the authors of the articles have been anonymized. In addition, all the authors 

represented in SWENC gave their consent to their material being used for research 

purposes and to the articles being added to the SWENC corpus. 
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3. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

3.1 Adverbs 

Estling Vannestål (2001:257) explains that adverbs have two main functions. The first one 

is to function as an adverbial, as in the phrase “drinking slowly won’t give you the hiccups”. 

In this example the word slowly marks how the verb drinking should be performed in order 

to avoid getting the hiccups. The second function is that of a modifier. Consider the phrase 

“I was fully aware of his presence”. Here the adverb fully is modifying to what degree the 

first person was aware of the other person’s presence (2011:257-258). 

    Modifying adverbs are often formed by adding the suffix –ly to an already existing 

adjective, such as careful-carefully and real-really (Estling Vannestål 2011:258). However, 

many frequently used adverbs do not share a resemblance with adjectives. This is often the 

case when they denote time (always), place (there), questions (when) or degree (very) 

(Estling Vannestål 2011:262). The last category, degree, is the category in which 

maximizers are placed; this will be further discussed in the following section. 

3.2 Maximizers 

Maximizers are adverbs that express degree, or more exactly the highest degree, to which a 

verb can be conducted (Kennedy 2003:469). It is important to point out that maximizers are 

boundary restricted, i.e. they only have one state and are not gradable themselves 

(Athanasiadou 2007:555). Therefore it is not possible to say “He sang utterly completely” 

where one maximizer is grading another, although it is possible to say “He completely 

forgot his mother’s birthday” where completely grades the verb.  

    Moreover, in order to determine what maximizers are, some terminology has to be 

clarified. Researchers use different names when classifying intensifying adverbs. Some 

simply call them intensifiers, others degree modifiers and a third party may call them 

amplifiers (Athanasiadou 2007:556, Xiao & Tao 2007:242). However, this study will use 

the term maximizers to the largest extent possible. 

    Furthermore, maximizers can almost always be omitted from a sentence, or interchanged 

with each other, since they do not hold any content but merely serve as a function in a 

sentence (Athanasiadou 2007:557). Consider the sentence “She was totally fine”. In this 

example, totally can be exchanged with perfectly, or even be omitted, and the sentence 

would still make perfect sense (Kennedy 2003:469). 
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3.3 Formality and awareness of maximizers 

Kennedy (2003:470) mentions that collocations with the maximizers entirely, perfectly and 

fully are more frequent in formal written genres while maximizers such as completely, 

absolutely and totally are more frequent in informal ones. This study was based on a 40 

million-word corpus with access to both American and British English, this extensive 

research may be considered as a good pointer to how maximizers are used in the English 

language.  

    In Kennedy’s (2003:474) own study, eight maximizers were among the amplifiers that 

were researched. These were: fully, completely, entirely, absolutely, totally, perfectly, 

utterly and dead (ibid). The collocations searched for in the BNC (British National Corpus) 

showed that each maximizer had a tendency of collocating most strongly with specific 

words, i.e. one maximizer collocated with one word and another maximizer collocated with 

a completely different one (Kennedy 2003:474). In some instances even semantic prosody 

can be found. Semantic prosody is when a word collocates with a string of set words to 

form a positive or negative meaning (Lindquist 2011:57-58). Consider Example (1) for 

positive semantic prosody of the keyword fully and Example (2) for negative semantic 

prosody of that same maximizer.  

(1) And he was fully committed to the proposal 

(2) Heather didn’t fully understand what she had done wrong 

Kennedy (2003:476) claims that the maximizer completely tends to be associated with 

negative semantic prosody, as a collocate of eliminated and eradicated, in 23 percent of the 

cases found in the BNC. However, the maximizer perfectly is not associated with anything 

other than positive semantic prosody as a collocate of words like harmless and happy 

(ibid). Also, Wachter (2012:39) marks in her study that maximizers over all have a 

tendency of being used in contexts with negative semantic prosody while other amplifiers, 

such as really, can be found mostly in contexts with a positive semantic prosody. 

    Furthermore, both Kennedy (2003:480ff) and Wachter (2012:5ff) emphasizes the fact 

that a fixed set of words, like the maximizer collocations, are crucial for non-native English 

users  to master in order to fully comprehend and make use of the English language. Most 

of these collocations are retrieved from memory in the case of native English speakers, 

which makes them hard for non-natives to learn and comprehend. This phenomenon could 

be categorized as “learning without awareness” (Kennedy 2003:481).  The basic ground for 
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acquiring knowledge about these kinds of collocations is being laid down in school, 

Kennedy states (2003:483). Teachers have a tough job teaching the basic knowledge of 

how the English language works in theory, at the same time as they have to show how to 

use the language in practice as well (ibid).  

    In addition to Kennedy’s (2003) study, Guo et.al. (2011:421-422) explain that semantic 

prosody is generally something that is learned unconsciously and therefore it is hard to 

reach a high level of expertise in it for learners of English. For non-native English speakers, 

a conscious awareness of semantic prosody needs to be in steady progress in order for the 

learner to comprehend which words to use in which contexts (Guo et.al 2011:421). 

3.4 Non-native English speakers’ use of maximizers 

Granger (1998) studied how amplifier collocations are used by native English speakers 

compared to a group of French writers, i.e. non-native English speakers. In this corpus 

study, Granger searched for intensifying adverbs ending with –ly that function as modifiers 

(1998:2). Out of the adverbs that were included in the study, only three, completely, totally 

and highly, were found to be used in a different enough way to be statistically significant, 

as shown in Chart 1 (Granger 1998:3). 

 

Chart 1. Frequencies of completely, totally and highly in Granger’s (1998:3) study 

By investigating the number of tokens in the non-native corpus and the native corpus, 

Granger (1998:4) found that the use of the three maximizers mentioned in Chart 1 above, 

differs in that non-native English writers tend to use them to a greater extent than native 

English writers. However, in general, the native English speakers made use of maximizers 
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to a greater extent than the non-natives did. Furthermore, the French writers seemed to use 

the maximizers completely and totally as general amplifiers, meaning that they used them 

in all the places where they were unsure of what maximizer or amplifier to use (Granger 

1998:3). This phenomenon is called language transfer by August et.al. (2005:52). 

Language transfer is when a linguistic feature from one language transfers into the 

acquisition of a second language (Granger 1998:3). As an example of this misuse or 

uncertainty in how to use maximizers, the word fully was used in only two combinations in 

the native corpus; fully aware and fully reliable. However, in the non-native corpus there 

were no more than six different collocations of fully, including fully different and fully 

impossible (Granger 1998:7).  

    Liang (2004) studies the way Chinese learners of English used maximizers and 

compared it to the way native English speakers use them. The use of maximizers among 

Chinese learners of English was less frequent than the native English speakers use of 

maximizers (Liang 2004:108). As a probable cause of this, Liang (2004:111) points to the 

fact that there is always a “best choice” when it comes to choosing maximizers. This choice 

depends on the context but also on what knowledge a person has about maximizers. Liang 

(ibid) continues by stating that since non-native English speakers are likely to have a 

limited repertoire of maximizers; they often use the same maximizer but with different 

collocates due to their insufficient knowledge of the English language. 

3.5 The importance of maximizer collocations 

Similar to Granger’s (1999) study, mentioned in the previous section, Recski (2004) 

investigated maximizer collocations. The study is based upon a native English corpus 

(MICASE, Michigan Corpus of Academic Spoken English) and a non-native English 

corpus (ICLE, International Corpus of Learner English) where Recski (2004:217) 

investigates the differences in how non-native and native English speakers use maximizers. 

Furthermore, the study only involves 11 different maximizers, absolutely, entirely, utterly 

and outright for example. Out of these only nine were represented enough times to make a 

significant mark in the study (Recski 2004:218).  

    In agreement with Granger (1999), Recski also notes that non-native English speakers 

tend to use a wider range of collocations per individual maximizer than native English 

speakers do (2004:218). As an example, quite, which is considered a maximizer in Recski’s 

study, accounts for 44 percent of all maximizers used in ICLE while the same word in 

MICASE only makes up 43 percent. The important thing to notice is that in ICLE, quite 
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had twice as many collocates as in MICASE (Recski 2004:218). The possible reason for 

this, Recski claims, is that the English learners do not share the same knowledge about the 

range of maximizers and other intensifiers as native English speakers do. Therefore, non-

natives do have a tendency to use the same maximizers but with a wider range of 

collocations (Recski 2004:218-219). Also, according to Löwenberg (2002:432ff) countries 

which do not have English as their first language tend to “nativize” their variety of English. 

By this, Löwenberg (ibid) suggests that there is a tendency to incorporate native norms of 

language into the use of English in countries where English is not an official language. 

    In addition, Recski (2004:225) notes that the maximizer completely is the most common 

in both MICASE and ICLE and it often occurs with the words true and wrong. 

Furthermore, the maximizer absolutely is the only amplifier which collocates with the 

negations no and not (ibid).  

3.6 Historical use of maximizers 

Paradis (2000:1) investigated the way people used intensifiers over 40 years ago in 

comparison with how young people used them in British English in the 1990s. By 

comparing the London-Lund Corpora (henceforth LLC) to the Corpus of London Teenage 

Language (henceforth COLT) Paradis (2000:3) is able to distinguish some differences in 

the way modifying adjectives and adverbs were used in both corpora. Paradis (2000:1) 

initiates her study by hypothesizing that the 90s teenagers used more intensifiers than 

adults did some 40 years ago. However, her hypothesis turned out to be “largely wrong” 

(Paradis 2000:8). 

    The time aspect in Paradis’ (2000) study is important for the way maximizers and other 

intensifiers are developing in the English language. Paradis (2000:8) concludes that there 

are far more maximizers in LLC, which is the oldest corpus, than there are in the more 

modern COLT. Only 22 percent of the intensifiers that could be found in LLC were present 

also in COLT. This could point to the fact that the use of maximizers and degree modifiers 

is declining in the English language (Paradis ibid). This might be of interest to the results of 

this study in order to see if the possible trend of maximizer usage declining with native 

English speakers is still an ongoing process or not.  
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4. RESULTS & DISCUSSION 

All of the ten maximizers that were chosen to be investigated in this study, i.e. fully, 

completely, entirely, absolutely, totally, perfectly, wholly, altogether, outright and utterly, 

can be found in SWENC, with a varied number of tokens. However, only nine of them 

appear in the sub-corpus of TIME; wholly is not used in any of the articles in the American 

corpus. The number of tokens for all of the maximizers can be seen in Chart 2. A more 

thorough outline of how the different maximizers are used in each corpus is presented in 

the following sections. Worth mentioning is also that not all of the ten maximizers will be 

analyzed in depth in Section 4. Only the ones with relatively remarkable properties will be 

further discussed. This due to the possibility of only repeating results if several maximizers 

with similar frequencies, collocations or semantic prosody share the same properties. 

However, all ten maximizers are shown in the tables representing number of tokens and/or 

types. 

 

Chart 2. Total number of tokens in SWENC and TIME 

4.1 Maximizer frequencies 

The maximizers with the most individual tokens in SWENC are fully and totally, as can be 

seen in Chart 2. They both occur 13 times in SWENC. In TIME, the maximizers with the 

most tokens are totally and completely, with 15 tokens each. 

     Already, there is a slightly different pattern between which maximizers are used by 

native English speakers and non-native English speakers. However, the number of tokens 

shown in Chart 2 alone is not a fair representation of the relative use of a maximizer since 
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the two corpora that are investigated here do not contain the same number of words. 

Therefore, a normalization of word frequency per 100 000 words is made in this study, in 

order to obtain comparable results. A normalization is when two, or several, corpora of 

different sizes are compared to each other using a set normalization figure to divide the 

results by, in order to make the results fair (Lindquist 2011:42).When comparing the 

frequency of the maximizers in the two corpora with a normalization per 100 000 words, 

some differences can be noted, as seen in Table 1. 

Table 1. Normalization frequencies 

 

SWENC TIME 

   Fully 7.85 4.26 

Totally 7.85 6.39 

Absolutely 3.62 5.11 

Entirely 6.04 4.68 

Perfectly 1.20 3.40 

Utterly 0.60 1.70 

Completely 7.25 6.39 

Wholly 1.20 0.00 

Altogether 1.20 0.42 

Outright 2.41 0.85 

 

As can be seen in Table 1, there are only three maximizers that are used more frequently in 

the TIME corpus than in SWENC and those are absolutely, perfectly and utterly. All of the 

other maximizers are most frequent in the articles written by Swedes. In a few cases, the 

frequencies of maximizers in the Swedish journalists’ articles and in the American ones are 

quite different from each other. In the case of fully, for example, the data shows that the 

articles found in SWENC have a rather high frequency number of 7.85. However, in TIME, 

that same word only has a normalized frequency of 4.26, which is the largest deviation in 

the study. A possible explanation for this might be given by Granger (1998:3) who suggests 

that certain amplifiers are used as “safe bets” by non-native English speakers when there is 

an insecurity of which amplifier to use in certain collocations. In the case of Granger’s 

(ibid) study, the maximizers that were used as standardized amplifiers by French students 

were completely and totally. It is therefore possible that the Swedish journalists in SWENC 

use the word fully in the same way the French use completely and totally in Granger’s (ibid) 

study, namely as a “safe bet”. The language transfer, as August et.al (2005) describes it, 
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may be the reason for why Swedes tend to overuse fully as it might be a transfer from the 

word fullt, which is a commonly used intensifier in the Swedish language. 

    In the cases where the frequency numbers are low in both corpora, or non-existent, as in 

the case of wholly in TIME, it is difficult to establish any kind of similarities or 

dissimilarities between how the maximizers are used by Swedes and Americans. The 

maximizers that fall into this category are utterly, wholly, altogether and outright, since 

they all have a normalized frequency below 2.5 in both SWENC and TIME. Therefore they 

cannot be considered as a good reference to how, or if, they are used differently in non-

native written English texts versus native written ones. 

    In general, there are no massive deviations between the frequencies in SWENC and 

TIME. As shown in Table 1, the most commonly used maximizers, excluding fully, are 

rather equally spread throughout the two corpora. Totally and completely both have a high 

frequency number.  In SWENC totally has a frequency of 7.85 and completely has 7.25. In 

TIME both totally and completely have a normalized frequency of 6.39. The maximizers 

that can be found the middle region on the frequency scale do not differ much from each 

other either, as can be seen in Table 1. 

    Unlike Granger (1998) and Liang (2004), who both state that maximizers are overall less 

frequently used by non-native English speakers, the results of this study show that Swedish 

non-native speakers of English make more use of them than the natives. The reasons for the 

Swedish journalists’ use of more maximizers compared to the Americans, are yet unknown. 

However, by researching the Swedes’ use of maximizers in their native language and 

comparing it to the way they use them in English, some results might be found. 

    Löwenberg (2002:432ff) suggests that a nativization of the English language is often 

made by non-native speakers. Influences from other countries and varieties of English, and 

most certainly the writers’ own first language, are getting stronger with the globalization of 

the world (Löwenberg, ibid). A possible result of this might be that even though Paradis 

(2000) found that the use of maximizers is declining among native English speakers, 

Swedes do not conform to this trend due to their own native language norms in maximizer 

usage, for example. This in turn may result in maximizers being less frequent in TIME than 

in SWENC. However, it is difficult to make any generalizations about the frequency of 

maximizers in the two corpora without further studies. 
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4.2 Collocations of maximizers 

As stated in Kennedy (2003:474ff), Recski (2004:224ff) and Wachter (2012:15ff), 

collocations are an important aspect of language learning and language use. Collocations in 

general, and also collocations of maximizers, are important to study since they are often 

unconsciously learned by native English speakers. By studying them further, a greater 

understanding of how non-native English speakers learn and use them can be achieved 

(Kennedy 2003:481). Also, as mentioned in Section 3.4, learners of English tend to use a 

wider range of collocations with maximizers compared to native English speakers, mainly 

due to the lack of sufficient knowledge about the English language (Granger 1998:7, Liang 

2004:111). The fact that non-native English speakers use more maximizer collocations than 

native English speakers is also true in this study. The collocations of the maximizers 

investigated in this study show that there are indeed differences in the way non-native 

English speakers and native English speakers use them, as explained further in this section. 

    The verb collocations that appear directly before and after the maximizers in SWENC 

and TIME show that the Swedish journalists use a wider range of different types of 

collocations than the American ones do. For example, the collocations of one of the most 

frequent maximizers in both corpora, totally, consist of 28 types of collocations in TIME 

and 24 types of collocations in SWENC. This means that in TIME the number of 

collocation types per 100 000 words is 11.93 and in SWENC that number is 17.52.  

    The actual collocates of the word totally are also different when comparing it the two 

corpora. While the Swedish journalists in SWENC use words like; ineffective, crazy and 

unacceptable, the American journalists in TIME use words like; ill, false and ignoring. 

Both the articles in SWENC and TIME use collocates which bears a negative connotation, 

this semantic prosody will be further discussed in Section 4.3. There are only five words, 

three auxiliary verbs -one pronoun and one preposition- that appear as collocates of the 

maximizer totally in both SWENC and TIME and those are: is, are, was, I and on, as 

shown in Table 2.  
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Table 2. Collocates of totally 

SWENC TIME 

Left Right Left Right 

is on on ignoring 

are independent accusations false 

was unfounded but full 

I forgets is misguided 

the ineffective haven't lost 

constitute normal motion  gratuitous 

be state are in 

focused locked was secure 

seems lost they ill 

he different it's shocked 

levels crazy I overdo 

  ignored a my 

  unacceptable pursuit understand 

      made 

      80s 

 

In the cases where the collocates of the maximizer totally are the same in both TIME and 

SWENC, the maximizer is not always placed in the same position, left or right, of the 

collocate. Examples (3) and (4) illustrate phrases where the collocate is on the same side of 

the maximizer in both SWENC and TIME. However, Examples (5) and (6) illustrate where 

the collocate on is not placed at the same side of the maximizer in the corpora. 

(3) I totally lost it when I got the lyrics prize [SWENC] 

(4) I totally understand [TIME] 

(5) Focused totally on the importance of Family [SWENC] 

(6)  He rattles on, totally ignoring her [TIME] 

In Examples (3) and (4) above the collocate I is placed before the maximizer in both 

instances. However, in Examples (5) and (6) the collocate on is not situated in the same 

position in the two sub-corpora. This means that the same collocate does not have to appear 

in the same position based on the maximizer. As a result of this, the collocates are not 

always directly linked to the keyword, as in (6) where the collocate on has nothing to do 

with the maximizer totally. This might be an issue when conducting a corpus study, and in 

the cases where the material is more extensive than in this study, a mutual information 
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(henceforth MI) search may give a more appropriate result. An MI search includes finding 

collocates that are less likely to appear with the keyword and not only the most frequent 

ones (Lindquist 74-75). However, in this study, neither of the two corpora contains enough 

words for an MI search to give a different result comparing to a regular search. 

    When comparing the collocates of the other maximizers, the results show that in most 

cases, the Swedish journalists do use more collocations for each maximizer than the 

Americans do. The total number of collocation types per maximizer can be seen in Chart 3. 

 

Chart 3. Number of collocation types per maximizer 

By only looking at the raw numbers of collocation types per maximizer, the results show 

that only totally, wholly, altogether and outright have more collocations in SWENC than in 

TIME. However, when normalizing the number of collocates per 100 000 words, the 

results are different, as presented in Table 3. 

Table 3. Normalized number of collocates per 100 000 words 

 

SWENC TIME 

   Fully 11.48 8.09 

Totally 16.91 10.22 

Absolutely 5.43 8.94 

Entirely 10.27 8.52 

Perfectly 2.41 6.81 

Utterly 1.20 3.40 

Completely 13.29 10.65 

Wholly 1.81 0.00 

Altogether 2.41 0.85 

Outright 4.83 1.70 
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As the results show in Table 3, the normalized frequency of collocates per maximizer are 

quite different in some cases. The raw frequencies show, as previously mentioned in this 

section, that only totally, wholly, altogether and outright had a higher number of collocates 

per maximizer in SWENC than in TIME. However, the normalized frequencies display a 

different result. Instead of only four maximizers having more collocates in SWENC than in 

TIME, seven of them now have more collocates per 100 000 words. The only maximizers 

that have more collocates per 100 000 words in TIME than in SWENC are utterly, perfectly 

and absolutely. These are also the maximizers that have the most individual tokens in 

TIME compared to SWENC. The connection between which maximizers have the most 

individual tokens and which maximizers have the most collocates cannot be ignored. The 

fact that a maximizer is frequently recurring in the two corpora increases its chances of 

having more collocates. Therefore, a more substantial set of data would be preferred in 

order to give more information about the collocations of the different maximizers. The data 

in SWENC and TIME sub-corpus are not large enough since there are not enough tokens to 

obtain a full view of collocation use. 

4.2.1 The use of no, not and nothing with maximizers 

Recski (2004:225) found that the maximizer absolutely was the only one which collocated 

with the negative items no, not and nothing. However, this is not entirely true for this 

study, as further explained in this section. 

    The collocates of the maximizer absolutely in both SWENC and TIME are presented in 

Table 4 below. Here TIME has 20 types of collocates for the maximizer absolutely while 

SWENC has only eight. If one type is represented by more than one token, the total number 

is shown in brackets. 

Table 4. Collocates of absolutely 

SWENC TIME 

do not (2) is (2) nothing (2) 

is (2) a do having 

as necessary (2) no own 

an stunning can 100 

    America but 

    fascinating are 

    necessary would 

    make essential 

    I realize 

    time make 
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The two corpora have something in common when it comes to the maximizer absolutely, as 

seen in Table 4 above. They both include this maximizer in collocations where a negation 

such as no, nothing and not is present. None of the other nine maximizers are as frequently 

used with negation words as absolutely are in both corpora. Consider the following 

Examples (7) and (8): 

(7)  I do absolutely nothing else [TIME] 

(8)  Absolutely not, no, he says [SWENC]  

Example (8) from SWENC does not only contain one negation, but two. This phenomenon 

cannot be found anywhere else in the two corpora. Other examples where there are 

negations before the maximizer can be found in SWENC, such as “not outright scrap” or 

“not entirely sane” in TIME. However, they do not occur as frequently as the negations do 

with absolutely, as seen in Chart 4. 

 

Chart 4. Frequency of no, not and nothing collocations with maximizers 

Chart 4 shows that far from every maximizer is used with negations such as no, not and 

nothing. Furthermore, Americans and Swedes show differences in how some maximizers 

are used with negations. While the American articles include negations as collocates of 

fully and totally, the Swedish journalists use outright, which the Americans do not. 

However, the numbers of tokens are too few to make any general assumptions about the 

use of negations with certain maximizers. 
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4.3 Semantic prosody of maximizers 

Recski (2004:225) claims that some maximizers, such as completely, absolutely and totally, 

are connected to a certain semantic prosody. Furthermore, in the cases where the semantic 

prosody in the collocations of these words differs between non-native English speakers and 

native English speakers, an uncertainty of how to properly use these maximizers is most 

probably present, says Recski 2004:225ff).  

    Furthermore, Kennedy (2003:476) notes that in his study of British intensifier use, the 

maximizer fully only appears in sentences with positive semantic prosody. Also, Recski 

(2004:225) finds that fully often collocates with other verb-types such as satisfy or 

developed in both the native and non-native English corpora. In this study, the semantic 

prosody in the phrases where the maximizer fully is used is not solely positive in either 

SWENC or TIME, as discussed further in this section.  

An issue of formal versus informal language use may be present in using the maximizer 

fully and this could impact the semantic prosody to a certain extent as well. Out of the 13 

tokens that can be found of the maximizer fully in SWENC, the articles where they occur 

are mostly political and quite formal. As Kennedy (2003:470) suggests, fully is a more 

formal maximizer than, for example, totally. Consider Example (9) below. The results from 

TIME, on the other hand, are not quite as formal in a few cases and are not as negative in 

their semantic prosody, as seen in Example (10).  

 (9)  We are there to assist, but we can't do their job fully [SWENC] 

 (10)  In a sign that the cold war has fully thawed, Russian ice skater Irina Slutskaya [TIME] 

The negative semantic prosody in Example (9) is evident mainly due to the fact that there is 

a negation within the phrase. It expresses doubt, which is seldom a positive attribute, in a 

formal context that describes the situation in Afghanistan. In Example (10) there is also a 

hint of formality with the mention of the Cold War; however it is overruled by the fact that 

the article is about an ice skater rather than the war. The use of literal and non-literal 

meaning must be noted in this case. The semantic prosody in this case is positive since it 

emphasizes the fact that the war is over. The number of total frequencies of 

positive/negative semantic prosody with the maximizer fully can be seen in Chart 5. 
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Chart 5. Semantic prosody of fully 

The chart above shows that in TIME, only three of the ten tokens of fully are involved in 

contexts with negative semantic prosody. In SWENC however, there are eight negatively 

connotated phrases out of 13 which contain the maximizer fully.  

    Recski (2004:225) and Kennedy (2003:476) both found that perfectly was the maximizer 

that could be found in sentences where the semantic prosody was solely positive, as in 

perfectly fine (Recski ibid) or perfectly complemented (Kennedy 2003:475). The results of 

this study agrees with Recski’s (2004) and Kennedy’s (2003). Perfectly is only found in 

contexts where the semantic prosody is positive. Examples of contexts where the 

maximizer perfectly is found in SWENC and TIME can be seen in (11) and (12): 

 (11)  Stockholm is perfectly suited for deliveries to Scandinavia and the Baltic region 

[SWENC] 

 (12)  to produce subtle facial expressions that are perfectly suited to her age [TIME] 

In Examples (11) and (12), the collocate suited can be found in both phrases. That word on 

its own may be considered to hold positive connotations since, in context, it means to be 

eligible for something. When put in a connotating pair with the maximizer perfectly, both 

sentences can be considered as having positive semantic prosody. 

    The results of maximizer usage in contexts with certain semantic prosody points to the 

fact that there are differences between the Swedish journalists and the Americans, as with 

the use of fully for example. Some maximizers, such as fully, are used in negative contexts 

by Swedish journalists, as in Example (9) earlier in this section and in positive contexts by 
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American journalists, as in Example (10). A possible reason for this might be that semantic 

prosody is not typically learned by non-native English speakers, as concluded in Guo et.al. 

(2011:421-422). Semantic prosody is something that is generally learned unconsciously 

and that needs to be actively thought of in order to evolve and expand (Guo et.al 

2011:420ff). As a result of semantic prosody not being explicitly taught to non-native 

English speakers, there are most probably going to be differences in the way certain words 

are used in certain contexts. This includes the use of maximizers. Also, one can argue that 

semantic prosody is a matter of personal interpretation, which is important to remember.  

5. CONCLUSION 

The aim of this study was to investigate if the use of maximizers differed between 

American and Swedish journalists who are writing in English. The results show that there 

are indeed some differences in the way Swedes and Americans use modifying adverbs, 

although they are not vast.  

    In terms of frequency, there is only one maximizer that stands out, namely fully. The 

normalized frequency number shows that the maximizer fully is used more frequently in the 

Swedish journalists’ texts compared to the Americans’. The maximizer that was used the 

least in both corpora was wholly, which only appeared in SWENC two times and was not 

used at all in TIME. Other than wholly, all the ten maximizers had at least one token in 

each sub-corpus. However, none of the differences in the frequencies that were measured 

turned out to be largely deviant from each other. 

    The collocations of the maximizers did show a greater variety than the frequency 

between the two sub-corpora. The collocations that were investigated in this study showed 

that the Swedish journalists used more types of collocations with the maximizers than the 

Americans did in general. Nevertheless, the size of both SWENC and the TIME sub-

corpora is too small in terms of number of words in order to make a significant collocation 

study. 

    Furthermore, the contexts in which the maximizers can be found in SWENC and TIME 

have a negative or positive prosody. What can be noted by studying the results of the 

semantic prosody investigation is that Swedish and American journalists do not always use 

the same type of maximizer with the same type of semantic prosody. For example, fully 

was found in previous research to be often used in sentences or contexts which had positive 

semantic prosody. However, the results of this study show that the Swedish journalists who 

are writing in English do not generally use the maximizer fully in positive context;, on the 
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contrary, they use it in predominantly negative contexts. Other than in the case of fully, no 

major differences between the semantic prosody connected with the maximizers could be 

found when studying the two corpora. 

    The results of this study have fulfilled the aim, although only to a certain extent. Some 

evidence shows that there are differences in the way Swedish journalists writing in English 

use maximizers compared to how American journalists use them. However, the size of the 

two corpora is too small to make any general statements. This study would have greatly 

benefitted from having more corpus material and in order to acquire that material, more 

time would have been needed, especially in the case of SWENC. The TIME corpus already 

has a great deal of material dating from the 1920s to present day in their web-based edition. 

However, in order to compare it with another corpus in a fair way, the second corpus needs 

to consist of approximately the same number of words. 

    The process of collecting and validating material for the SWENC corpus was a process 

with both good and bad outcomes. Collecting the articles from newspapers or official 

websites has not been an issue since there is quite a lot of material to be found on the 

Internet. The validation of the articles, i.e. making sure that the authors of the articles 

collected for SWENC have Swedish as their first language, has proven to be somewhat 

more difficult. Some of the articles were written by translators who did not have Swedish 

as their first language, others were bought from external sources such as TT or Reuters. 

Many articles, and sometimes whole newspapers, had to be discarded because of validation 

issues.  

    This study may appeal to those who are interested in language didactics or linguistics, 

since the contrast between native English speakers and non-native English speaker plays a 

central role. Also, the study of the use of maximizers may attract language learners since 

they are an important part of learning English. Furthermore, this study merely states that 

there are indications of maximizers in the English language being used in different ways in 

Sweden and in America. With further research and with proper corpus material, a more 

extensive investigation might find other results. Not many studies have been carried out on 

the contrast between Swedish and English maximizer collocations in newspapers, and this 

might be an interesting subject to investigate for future research.  
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