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Abstract 

The aim of this study is to investigate how the modal auxiliaries will and shall and the semi-

modal BE going to are used to express futurity by individuals whose first language is 

Swedish. The study is corpus based, and the corpora used in this study consist of Swedish 

newspapers in English (SWENC) and material from blogs which are written in English by 

Swedes (BESC). These are compared with the press sub-corpora in F-LOB (the Freiburg-

LOB Corpus of British English) and Frown (the Freiburg-Brown corpus of American 

English), which represent British and American varieties of English. The method is 

quantitative and the results are mainly presented in frequencies. The results show that all of 

the modals are used in SWENC and BESC. The core modal will is the most frequently used 

modal in all of the corpora and sub-corpora. The semi-modal BE going to is most frequently 

used in BESC and the second core modal shall is most frequent in SWENC. However, 

qualitative examination of shall revealed that the writers in SWENC use the modal differently 

from how it is used in F-LOB Press. This study shows evidence of variation in use of the 

modals which express futurity. The fact that the semi-modal BE going to exists in the Swedish 

material indicates that the process of grammaticalization continues in the Swedish form of 

English.  
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1. Introduction 

This thesis investigates how Swedish writers use the modals will, BE going to and shall to 

express futurity in news reportage and blogs. The English language changes constantly as new 

grammatical functions appear, old grammatical functions reappear and contemporary 

functions die out. These changes have occurred to various degrees in different varieties of 

English. Some changes are more evident in written American English, whilst others are more 

evident in spoken British English for example. The modal auxiliaries and semi-modals are 

subject to such change and variation. Several studies suggest that the use of semi-modals is 

increasing significantly (Krug, 2000: 2-5; Leech, Hundt, Mair and Smith, 2009: 71-108; 

Millar, 2009). However, the rise or fall in frequency is less clear regarding some modal 

auxiliaries (Leech et al. 2009: 71-108; Millar, 2009). This thesis focuses on the core modals 

will and shall and the semi-modal BE going to, all of which are used to express futurity 

(Biber, Johansson, Leech, Conrad & Finegan, 1999: 484):  

(i) I will attend the meeting on Monday. 

(ii) I shall attend the meeting on Monday.  

(iii) I am going to attend the meeting on Monday. 

The semi-modal BE going to competes with the core modals will and shall since they all 

express futurity. Grammaticalization describes and concerns grammatical forms and the 

changes they undergo, (Hopper and Traugott, 2003: 1-2). According to Leech et al. (2009: 

286), the use of the BE going to construction has increased substantially, especially in 

American English. Colloquialization, which describes how norms of speech spread into the 

written language, might have contributed to this increase of the semi-modal in written 

material (Leech, 2004). Shall, on the other hand has decreased in frequency and shows a 

development towards becoming non-existent. Will is the most frequently used of the 

addressed modals in many varieties of English (Collins, 2009). However, how this change is 

reflected in English in Sweden has never been examined. This is what this thesis aims to do. 

In addition, it will examine how the modals are used with regard to intrinsic and extrinsic 

modality (see section 2.2).  

The investigation is conducted by using the SWENC (Swedish English Newspaper 

Corpus) corpus. This material consists of news reportage which is written in English by 

Swedes whose first language is Swedish. The results in this material are furthermore 

compared with the results found in the press sub-corpora, which have been extracted from the 
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F-LOB (the Freiburg-LOB Corpus of British English) and Frown (the Freiburg-Brown corpus 

of American English) corpora. In addition, the BESC (Blogs in English by Swedes Corpus) 

corpus is also used. It consists of blog material written in English by Swedish people. This 

material gives insight into how the modals are used in more informal and speech-like 

language (Lindquist, 2009: 201) and consequently provides a more comprehensive 

understanding of how the modals are used by Swedes.  

1.1 Aim, scope & research questions 

As noted above, the objective of this thesis is to examine to what extent Swedish writers who 

write in English use the modals will, BE going to and shall to express futurity. The thesis also 

investigates to what extent the modals express intrinsic (volition) and extrinsic (prediction) 

modality (Quirk et al., 1985: 219). The other core modals and semi-modals, such as can, may, 

must, have to and need to, are excluded. The exclusion is due to limitations of time and 

volume, not because they are considered to be of inferior importance. The objective of this 

thesis is to be accomplished by attempting to answer the following research questions:  

1. How do the Swedish writers use the English modals will, BE going to and shall 

to express futurity? 

- How frequently are the modals used in the material?  

2. Are there differences and similarities between how the Swedish writers use the 

modals and how these modals are used in American and British English?  

- How can the frequencies in the Swedish material be compared to the 

frequencies in the British and American sub-corpora and to the previous studies? 

- How do the writers use the modals with regard to intrinsic and extrinsic 

meanings? 

The thesis is composed of sections. Section 2, the theoretical background, functions as the 

basis upon which the results are discussed and analysed. This section includes all information 

necessary regarding the concept of grammaticalization, the modals that express futurity, 

previous studies within this area and the notion of colloquialization. Section 3 describes the 

process of how the research was conducted. There is also a description of the material used. 

After that, the results are presented in tables and charts, and then discussed in the same 

section. This means that the tables and charts presented are analysed in reference to the 

theoretical background described in section 2. The final section is the conclusion, in which the 
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thesis is tied together. The conclusion includes a summary of the aims, the research questions, 

the results, and finally suggestions for further research.   

2. Theoretical Background 

2.1 Grammaticalization 

According to Hopper and Traugott (2003: 1-2), grammaticalization concerns questions that 

relate to changes of grammatical forms and functions. Language change phenomena can occur 

semantically, morphologically, syntactically, pragmatically, phonetically and so on.  These 

changes may involve lexical items and constructions and grammatical functions. For example, 

lexical items and constructions have appeared in contexts where they function grammatically 

and grammatical items are discovered to function in new and different contexts. 

Grammaticalization is the process in which language change develops over a period of time 

and it is this process that is examined. Hopper and Traugott (2003: 2) define 

grammaticalization as follows: 

It highlights the tension between the fixed and the less fixed in language, […] “grammaticalization” refers 

most especially to the steps whereby particular items become more grammatical through time. 

Grammaticalization in this sense is part of the wider linguistic phenomenon of structuration, through which 

combination of forms may in time come to be fixed in certain functions.  

In addition, Hopper and Traugott (2003: 2-3) use BE going to as an example to demonstrate 

characteristic changes of grammaticalization. These are the most relevant points: 

1) The change first appears in a different context, i.e. different as in not being used to 

express directions. Instead, the construction is used to express intention, as in I am 

going to help you. 

2) The construction is comprehended as an expression of futurity due to the absence of 

direction or location in the clause.  

3) The construction alters grammatically from indicating the purpose be going (to help 

you) to becoming auxiliary be going to (help you).  

4) The construction becomes standardised in its new context. 

5) Because of this path of grammaticalization, the verb go has lost some aspects of its 

expression, for example that of motion, direction and location, but it has also 

acquired new usage, such as that of intention and futurity.  
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Hopper and Traugott (2003: 124-125) furthermore note how a transition to or a development 

of a new form or meaning does not consequently result in the disappearance of the old form or 

meaning. When examined synchronically the more recently developed form can coexist with 

the old form and this coexistence can endure for centuries. In grammaticalization, the 

phenomenon of forms contributing to and existing within one area is called “layering”.   

2.2 Will, Shall and BE going to 

From a general point of view, modality defines the character of a clause and what it expresses 

(Quirk et al. 1985: 219). A clause can express meanings of obligation, necessity, ability, 

permission and possibility with the help of modal verbs. The core modals will and shall and 

the semi-modal BE going to comprise the primary expressions of futurity.  

 Biber, Conrad and Leech (2002: 174) observe that core modals have several features. 

Will and shall are two core modals which possess these features:  

 They should be able to function as auxiliary verbs in verb phrases (e.g. He will run). 

 Their forms should not be inflected to show agreement or tense (e.g. He/she/it and I 

will leave, not *she wills leave). 

 In sentences where a not negation is used the modal should be added before the 

negative participle (e.g. I will not leave). 

 In an interrogative sentence that requires a yes or no answer the modal should 

precede the subject (e.g. Shall we dance?).  

 In a verb phrase they should take a bare infinitive verb as the main verb (e.g. I shall 

leave, not *I shall left, *She will to leave or *He shall dances).  

 They should express stance meanings, positioning conveyed by the modal, which in 

the case of will and shall are related to that of volition and prediction.  

In comparison, semi-modals can be understood as a collection of words and constructions that 

function as core modals (Leech et al., 2009: 91). Leech et al. (2009: 95) note that the semi-

modals are in some features characteristically dissimilar from the core modals. For instance, 

BE going to can be used in different tenses (e.g. was/is/am going to). Nevertheless, it is 

possible to exemplify the similarities between the functions of the modals by substituting a 

core modal for a semi-modal in a sentence (Biber, Conrad and Leech, 2002: 175):  

(1)           I will make a decision. 

(2)           I am going to make a decision. 
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Furthermore, Biber, Conrad and Leech (2002: 176-177) categorise the core modals and the 

semi-modals according to their features. The two core modals and the semi-modal addressed 

in this thesis are all in the volition/prediction category.  

 According to Biber et al. (1999: 488), will is very frequent in news reportage. In 

conversation, will can be used to express either volition or prediction. Example (1) above is an 

example of a sentence in which will expresses volition. Example (3) below is an example of a 

sentence in which will expresses prediction. Biber et al. (1999: 496) note that one particularly 

frequent function of will is to express prediction.  

(3)           There will be food at the party.  

Similar to the function of will, the semi-modal BE going to can be used to express intention or 

prediction. It is most often used to express intention or personal volition, which can be 

observed in example (2) above (Biber et al., 1999: 495). Biber, Conrad and Leech (2002: 182) 

state that the use of semi-modals is generally much more frequent in conversation than in 

writing. Nonetheless, Leech et al. (2009: 108) observe that BE going to has increased in 

frequency in the category of news reporting. Example (4) is an example of a structure that 

might appear in news reportage.   

(4)           The authorities are going to make a decision on Wednesday.    

The second core modal that is discussed in this thesis, shall, is most often used to convey 

volition (Biber et al., 1999: 495-496). However, Quirk et al. (1985: 230) note that shall can be 

used to mark prediction as a substitute for will in formal contexts, as in (5). When used in 

conversation, shall is commonly used in connection with interrogative questions, as in (6) 

below. It should also be noted that shall is most frequently used with the first-person 

pronouns I or we (Quirk et al., 1985: 229, Biber et al., 1999: 497, Leech et al., 2009: 80).  

(5)           This section of the text shall deal with… 

(6)           Shall we depart? 

Additionally, it is important to note certain distinctions between will, shall and BE going to 

and how they are used. Undoubtedly the modals addressed express futurity, but it is not 

always obvious whether they express intrinsic or extrinsic modality. Biber et al. (1999:  485) 

and Quirk et al. (1985: 219) describe how clauses are typically structured when the modals 

express intrinsic or extrinsic meanings: volition or intention (intrinsic modality) is expressed 

when the modal relates to the performance of an act which is under control by an agent. The 
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agent who controls the event or act is typically human. Prediction (extrinsic modality) is 

expressed when the modal relates to the state or level of possibility regarding a future 

occurrence. The future occurrence is not necessarily controlled by a human being in this case, 

but the prediction normally involves “human judgment of what is or is not likely to happen”, 

as Quirk et al. (1985: 219) write. Both of these meanings, i.e. intrinsic and extrinsic, can be 

expressed by each modal, as is exemplified above. The modals described above have been 

examined in a range of previous studies, and these will be discussed in the following section. 

 

2.3 Previous studies 

In his paper, Leech (2003) points to a decline in the use of core modals and a substantial 

increase in the use of semi-modals. He uses four corpora, Brown, Frown, LOB and F-LOB, in 

his research. These are written corpora and each corpus contains one million words which 

were collected from 500 text samples from 15 different genres.  The data in the Brown and 

LOB corpora were collected in 1961 and the data in the Frown and F-LOB corpora were 

collected in 1991-2. This study is used as support to some extent in Leech et al. (2009: 71-

118), which shows similar results. Leech et al. (2009: 72) show a decline in the use of the core 

modals will and shall when the frequencies are compared among the four corpora. In contrast, 

the semi-modal BE going to shows an increase in usage in American English (Leech et al., 

2009: 286). The notion of an increase in usage of the semi-modals is also supported by Krug 

(2000: 2-5).  

Table 1. The frequencies of the modals in the four corpora LOB, F-LOB, Brown and Frown (per 

100,000 words) as they are presented in two separate figures in Leech et al. (2009: 283-286) 

 British English corpora American English corpora 

 LOB F-LOB Change % Brown Frown Change % 

will 282 270 -  3.9% 270 240 - 10.3% 

shall 36 20 - 43.6% 27 15 - 43.3 

BE going to 25 25 - 1.1% 22 33 + 55.0% 

 

Leech et al. (2009: 283-286) demonstrate their results with numbers in two separate figures, 

which are shown in Table 1 above (per 100,000 words). The core modal will is the most 

frequently used modal in both varieties and shows a minor decline in usage. The decline of 

the core modal shall is greater. In terms of percentage, shall showed the steepest decline        

(-43.5%) in the four corpora combined (Leech at al., 2009: 73). In contrast to the decline of 

core modals, the semi-modal BE going to is increasing in frequency (Leech et al., 2009: 91). 
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Their study shows a minor decrease in usage in BE going to in British English, whilst it shows 

a significant increase in frequency in American English (Leech et al., 2009: 286). 

 In contrast to the general findings in Leech (2003) and Leech et al. (2009: 71-118), a 

study conducted by Millar (2009) presents an increase in the use of modals. The contradictory 

results could be due to the different data used for the investigations (Millar, 2009). Millar 

used the TIME Magazine corpus in his study. It is a corpus which consists of over 100 million 

words, and it contains all online data from the magazine from 1923 to present time (Millar, 

2009).  Shall is observed to have declined from the frequency (per 100,000 words) of 21 to 1 

over the decades, which is a decrease of 95.6%. However, Millar (2009) observes that modals 

as a group have increased substantially in usage. For example, will shows an increase in 

frequency from 219 to 236 (7.7%). Furthermore, the group of semi-modals shows an increase 

in usage as well, which is something Millar and Leech et al. (2009: 98) agree upon. BE going 

to is shown to have increased from 8 to 23 (201%) in Millar’s study (2009). These results 

indicate that change is taking place. However, the direction of change of certain modals is not 

completely clear.  

 In addition to these previous studies which have been focusing on change and 

variation over time, Collins (2009) has conducted a synchronic study of nine varieties of 

English. These varieties, and the corpora that were studied, represent American, British, New 

Zealand, Australian, Philippine, Singaporean, Hong Kong, Indian and Kenyan English 

(Collins, 2009). In his study, the first four mentioned varieties are in the Inner Circle and the 

other five are in the Outer Circle (Collins, 2009). To this information should be noted that 

Sweden belongs to the Expanding Circle (Svartvik and Leech, 2006: 5). Furthermore, Collins’ 

(2009) results show that the semi-modals, with the exception of have to, are more frequently 

used in the Inner Circle, with American English in the leading position. The average 

frequency (per 100,000 words) of BE going to is 145 in the Inner Circle and 77 in the Outer 

Circle. Conversely, the core modals are more frequent in the Outer Circle, in which the 

average frequency of will is 389 in the Inner Circle and 521 in the Outer Circle. As for shall, 

the average number is 13 in the Inner Circle and 20 in the Outer Circle. A similar pattern is 

recognized when Collins (2009) compares the use of these modals in speech and writing.   

 Moreover, there is a generally accepted and supported claim that modals are used 

more frequently in speech than in writing (Leech et al., 2009: 77-78; Biber et al., 1999: 486). 

Leech et al. (2009: 76-78) were able to compare spoken and written data by using the two 

mini-corpora DSEU (from the 1960s) and DICE (from the early 1990s), which contain spoken 

material from SEU (Survey of English Usage) and ICE-GB (International Corpus of English – 
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Great Britain). These corpora contained roughly 140,000 words each of spoken British 

English. They found a pattern of a decline in frequency of the core modals, which corresponds 

with what was evident in the LOB and F-LOB corpora. As a group, the core modals had 

decreased in usage by 11.8% in the spoken mini-corpora. As for the semi-modals, these 

spoken mini-corpora showed an even larger increase in frequency in comparison to the 

increase in frequency of semi-modals in LOB and F-LOB. The results showed an increase of 

27.1%, which is a quantity of three times as much as the increase presented in the written 

corpora LOB and F-LOB.  

 As for possible reasons for these changes in the modals Leech et al. (2009: 116) 

suggest that they could be understood through colloquialization. This term is defined as: “a 

tendency for features of the conversational spoken language to infiltrate and spread in the 

written language” (Leech, 2004: 75) and it suggests a continuing decline in the use of core 

modals and a continuing increase in the use of semi-modals in written English. As could be 

observed above, the core modals were declining in frequency and the semi-modals were 

increasing in frequency in both spoken and written English. Svartvik and Leech (2006: 207-

208) suggest that these patterns will continue in written English since the patterns are even 

more developed in spoken English. Svartvik and Leech (2006: 208) note that the increasing 

usage of BE going to in written language has been influenced by the advancement of the 

semi-modals in speech. However, they also note that the written language consciously tends 

to keep its distance from the spoken language in some respects. Before the results are 

presented, the following section describes the material and the method with which this study 

was conducted. 

3. Material and Method 

3.1 Material 

The primary material used in this thesis is the SWENC (Swedish English Newspaper Corpus) 

corpus, which consists of articles from The Local, Stockholm News, Svenskt Näringsliv, and 

Swedish Wire. These articles were extracted from online newspapers and news web sites. The 

articles from the news web site Stockholm News were collected from the economy, culture, 

Sweden and politics sections. Swedish Wire is also a news web site. Most of the articles were 

collected from the economy, politics and companies sections; however, a few articles were 

collected from the art and leisure and global news sections. The Local is an online newspaper. 

The articles that were collected from it were either news articles or debate articles. The 



Linnaeus University  Felix Fernebring 

9 
 

articles from Svenskt Näringsliv were collected from their newsletter which is published in 

both Swedish and English. The reason for investigating news reportage is because the genre 

of news journalism is often up to date with contemporary use of language (Mair and Hundt, 

1999). Therefore, if there are indications of trends they are likely to appear in this material. 

All of the collected articles were published between the years 2009 and 2013 and the number 

of words these articles contain is approximately 165,000. The different newspapers and 

newsletter were contacted to make sure the articles fulfilled the criteria and the criteria 

required for the extracted articles were as follows: 

 the articles should be written by people whose first language is Swedish 

 the articles should be written by the Swedish writers themselves 

 a translation agency should not have been used for assistance 

 the article should consist of a minimum of 50 words 

The corpora Frown and F-LOB were also accessible. They consist of approximately one 

million words each, and they were used for comparison. However, the press sub-corpora were 

extracted from both Frown and F-LOB, which resulted in material more similar to that in 

SWENC in both size and genre. The number of words this extracted material consists of is 

approximately 183,000 in Frown and approximately 184,000 in F-LOB. These different 

corpora now represented material of written American, British and Swedish English.  

Moreover, an additional BESC (Blogs in English by Swedes Corpus) corpus was used. This 

corpus consists of approximately 100,000 words and it contains personal blog entries written 

by Swedes which are not edited by corporations or organizations. The reason for including 

this material is to retrieve more comprehensive results regarding how the modals are used in 

Sweden. According to Lindquist (2009: 201), material in blogs is more informal than for 

example material in newspapers. Texts are rarely edited and the writing in blogs is often 

similar to that of speech. Consequently, the material in the BESC corpus can be compared to 

the findings related to spoken language described in for instance Leech et al. (2009: 76-78), 

and Biber et al. (1999: 486).   

 Some problems and limitations that were encountered regarding the material were, for 

instance, the discovery that The Local’s news articles were edited prior to publication by 

native speakers of English. The writers of The Local also follow The Economist Style Guide, 

which is based on British English. It should also be mentioned that one of the writers in this 

newspaper has a mother of British descent. However, it was decided to keep the material since 



Linnaeus University  Felix Fernebring 

10 
 

the writers of the articles are in fact Swedish, and it is not uncommon for newspaper articles 

to be edited. 

3.2 Method 

This thesis is a quantitative study, and it involves an analysis of how will, shall and BE going 

to are used by Swedish writers in terms of frequency. According to Lindquist (2009: 25-26), 

counting and calculating the frequency or percentage is typical of a quantitative method.  

 Furthermore, Lindquist (2009: 25-26) notes that a quantitative study often involves 

aspects of a qualitative method. For example, in the case of this study it was necessary to 

acquire the relevant information regarding the core and semi-modals. The modals were then 

analysed in different ways with the purpose of being able to categorise them (this 

categorization of modality will be described in more detail below). In addition, quantitative 

corpus studies should not merely present tables and figures. To make a more extensive 

presentation of the results it is a good idea to include individual examples from the corpora 

and the circumstances in which these examples occur (Lindquist, 2009: 26).  

 In the event of deciding which modals to investigate, a perusal of various studies such 

as Leech et al. (2009: 71-118), Millar (2009), Collins (2009) showed that will, shall and BE 

going to were discussed to some extent in every study. According to Leech et al. (2009: 71-

118, see Table 1), the chosen core modals and semi-modal formed categories which 

represented a spectrum of one decreasing, one increasing and one outgoing modal. These 

modals were then investigated in the extent to which they were used in the Swedish material. 

All instances were qualitatively examined in the SWENC and BESC corpora as well as in the 

press sub-corpora in Frown and F-LOB. The criterion for inclusion applied to the modals was 

that they should express futurity. Therefore, the core modal will was manually excluded if, for 

example, it was used to refer to the name ‘Will’. The modals used in negative constructions 

were included (won’t and shan’t, for example), as in Leech (2004: 66). The semi-modal BE 

going to includes instances such as is/am/was/were going to and also gonna, as in Leech 

(2004: 68). In addition, semi-modals can occur after core modals, as noted in Biber et al. 

(1999: 501), which is why an instance where this occurred was also included in the results.  

 Subsequently, a chi square test was performed when the relevant hits had been 

extracted. Lindquist (2009: 37-38) states that this test can be used to show how the 

frequencies differ between corpora and varieties and also to test whether the frequencies are 

statistically significant or due to chance. By calculating all the raw frequencies of will, shall 

and BE going to found in the corpora and sub-corpora, as described in Lindquist (2009: 39-
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40), this test showed that the results presented in section 4 are statistically significant (X
2
= 

108.36; df= 6; p < .001). The most significant differences were between shall and BE going to 

in SWENC and BESC. These results are discussed in more detail in section 4.  

 Furthermore, the qualitative investigation also included examples from the material, in 

which the modals express intrinsic and extrinsic meanings. The definition in Quirk et al. 

(1985: 219) was used to categorise instances of intrinsic and extrinsic meanings. However, if 

there was any uncertainty about which was expressed, or if neither was expressed, the sample 

was categorised as ambiguous. Due to limited time, not all instances of will were categorised. 

100 random instances were collected and qualitatively categorised according to modality in 

each corpora and sub-corpora. This section has described the material that has been 

investigated in this study and it has also described how the investigation was carried out. The 

next section presents the results that were found in this material.  

 

4. Results and Discussion 

4.1 An overview of the results 

Figure 1 illustrates the distribution of will, shall and BE going to in the different corpora. F-

LOB and Frown are used in their entirety in this figure. It should also be noted that the 

frequencies from Frown and F-LOB are the frequencies presented in Table 1. The core modal 

will is considerably more frequent in all of the corpora, which is not surprising after having 

observed the results in Leech et al. (2009: 71-118), Millar (2009) and Collins (2009).  The 

other core modal, shall, is the least frequently used modal in each corpora except for 

SWENC. In comparison to shall, the semi-modal BE going to is significantly more frequent in 

BESC and it is more than twice as frequent as in Frown. For further observation, the 

normalised numbers and percentages are presented in Table A.1 in Appendix.  

Figure 2 differs from Figure 1 in that the press sub-corpora in F-LOB and Frown have 

been extracted in order to make the sizes and genre more comparable to SWENC. Visually, 

the compositions of the bars are rather similar to Figure 1. However, the normalised numbers 

(per 100,000 words) and percentages have changed in F-LOB Press and Frown Press, which 

are presented in Table A.2 in Appendix. Nevertheless, the relation between the modals has 

remained. Will is still the most frequently used modal and BE going to is the second most 

frequently used modal to express futurity in both F-LOB Press and Frown Press (for raw 

frequencies see Table A.3 in Appendix).  
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Figure 1. The extent to which the modals are used in SWENC, BESC, Frown and F-LOB corpora. 

 

Figure 2. The extent to which the modals are used in SWENC, BESC and the press sub-corpora of Frown and F-

LOB. 

When comparing the frequencies and percentages of Figure 1 and Figure 2 it is possible to 

make several observations. For instance, the frequencies and percentages of will in F-LOB 

Press and Frown Press are more similar to the frequencies and percentages shown in SWENC. 

In F-LOB Press and Frown Press, the frequencies and the percentages of shall are lower than 

the percentage of shall in SWENC. BE going to is more frequent in F-LOB Press and Frown 

Press in comparison to SWENC. Furthermore, when comparing the BESC corpus to the other 

three corpora it is possible to note that the normalised frequency of will is the highest in 

BESC. However, in terms of percentage the BESC corpus shows the lowest number. This can 

be explained by the fact that BE going to is the most frequent in BESC. In addition, shall 

shows the lowest percentage but only the second lowest frequency. This summary gives an 
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overview of what will be discussed and analysed in more detail below. It should be kept in 

mind that the primary purpose of the material from F-LOB Press and Frown Press is to be 

used in comparison with the SWENC and BESC corpora.  

4.2 will, shall and BE going to in the F-LOB Press sub-corpora 

Figure 3 illustrates the distribution of the modals which express futurity in the press sub-

corpus that was extracted from the F-LOB corpus. What can easily be observed is that will is 

much more frequent than shall and BE going to. However, as previously mentioned this is not 

a surprising result since the same results have been found in other studies (Leech, 2003; 

Collins, 2009; Millar, 2009). The frequencies of shall and BE going to also correspond to how 

they have been reported in previous studies. The fact that BE going to is slightly more than 

twice as frequent as shall could indicate that the semi-modal is gaining ground in the field of 

written press. It is also a clear case of layering (Hopper and Traugott, 2003: 124-125) since 

the three modals coexist. The core modal shall has not vanished in this material. All the 

modals are still used. It should be noted that further analysis regarding the increase or 

decrease of the modals is not possible since this is the only data available. This material is 

from 1991-2 and whether or not shall still exists or BE going to has increased since that time 

is not possible to confirm.  

 

Figure 3. The frequencies (per 100,000 words) of the modals in the F-LOB Press sub-corpora 

As Table 2 below presents, all the modals express extrinsic meaning to an overwhelming 

extent. This supports the claim that this function of will is extremely frequent (Biber et al., 

1999: 496). However, this result also disagrees with the claims that shall and BE going to are 

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

400

450

will shall BE going to

F-LOB Press 



Linnaeus University  Felix Fernebring 

14 
 

used most frequently to express volition. It could, however, be expected that the prediction 

function is especially frequent in press material.  

Table 2. The distribution of intrinsic and extrinsic meanings expressed by the modals in F-LOB Press 

 will   Act. freq shall Act. freq.  BE going to Act. freq.  

Extrinsic 95% 95 73.7% 14 81.4% 34 

Intrinsic 5% 5 21.1% 5 18.6% 7 

Ambiguous 0% 0 5.3% 1 0% 0 

Total 100% 100 100% 20 100% 41 

 

To exemplify how the modals are used with regards to extrinsic and intrinsic modality the 

following samples show instances from the British English F-LOB Press sub-corpora. 

Examples (7), (8) and (9) show samples of extrinsic meanings expressed by each modal:  

(7)           The Tories will win the next election, whenever it comes. [B15] 

(8)           We shall find ourselves ever closer bound to our European partners. [B26]  

(9)           Any advance on that is going to be entirely dependent on the performance of  

          the economy. [A06] 

Examples (10), (11) and (12) show samples of instances in which the modals express intrinsic 

meanings: 

(10) WEDNESDAY, apparently, is National Vegetarian Day. I will not be taking  

          part. [B05] 

(11) We shall still fly the Union flag and have our own National Anthem. [B26] 

(12)  I've been thinking there's no way I'm going to obey anybody when I get out.        

          [A19] 

There was one instance which was neither intrinsic nor extrinsic, or there was no obvious 

distinction of which was more prominent. Example (13) illustrates this: 

(13)  and all those choruses of  "We shall not be moved". [B08] 

Example (13) is an instance which is merely a reference to a chorus, it does not express any 

volition, intention or prediction.  
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4.3 will, shall and BE going to in the Frown Press sub-corpora 

Will is the most frequent in the American variety of English as well, and the core modal shall 

is remarkably infrequent. In comparison to the British variety, the semi-modal BE going to is 

more frequent, as in Leech et al. (2009: 286). This points to a consistency in the use of the 

core modal will and it also shows that the American and British varieties use the other two 

modals differently. As could be observed in Collins (2009), American English has a leading 

position regarding the use of semi-modals. Whilst BE going to is only one of several modals 

which belongs to the group semi-modals, it can be argued that the emergence of this semi-

modal is evident, especially in Frown Press.  It can also be observed that shall is closer to a 

demise in the American variety than in the British variety. It can be discussed whether this is 

an indication of a further development of grammaticalization or if shall and BE going to have 

been more influenced by colloquialization in American English. It is possible that the increase 

in frequency of semi-modals and the decrease in frequency of core modals, in both speech and 

written material (Leech et al., 2009: 76-78), is the reason why BE going to is more frequent 

than shall.  

 

Figure 4. The frequencies (per 100,000 words) of the modals in the Frown Press sub-corpora 

Table 3 below presents samples of intrinsic and extrinsic meanings from the material. Similar 

to the distribution observed in Table 2, extrinsic modality is most frequently expressed by the 

modals. However, an exception in the American variety is shall, which expresses intrinsic 

modality in 50% of the relevant hits. This particular result agrees more with the claim that 

shall is more frequently used to mark volition (Biber et al., 1999: 495-496) than it did in 

Table 2.  
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Table 3. The distribution of intrinsic and extrinsic meanings expressed by the modals in Frown Press 

 will Act. freq. shall Act. freq. BE going to Act. freq. 

Extrinsic 92% 92 12.5% 1 78.6% 54 

Intrinsic 8% 8 62.5% 5 21.4% 15 

Ambiguous 0% 0 25% 2 0% 1 

Total 100% 100 100% 8 100% 70 

 

Examples (14), (15) and (16) show instances of extrinsic meanings: 

(14)  This year it won't be so much a big dog going against a smaller dog [A15] 

(15)   "Sarajevo shall survive," he said. [A05] 

(16)   And that's the way it's going to be from now on. [A23] 

The following examples (17), (18) and (19) are samples which demonstrate instances of 

intrinsic meanings:  

(17) We operated 37 out of 47 scheduled flights. We will try to maintain that  

          number of flights [A26] 

(18) We shall fight many, many months more. [A05] 

(19) I've got other things to do, and I'm going to go do them. [A32] 

There were a few ambiguous cases in this material as well:  

(20) No person shall be deprived of property without due process of law [B24] 

(21) nor shall private property be taken for public use without just compensation.     

          [B24] 

Examples (20) and (21) are from a law-related text and have connotations of obligation more 

than of volition or intention.   

4.4 will, shall and BE going to in the SWENC corpus 

Will is by far the most frequent modal used to express futurity by the Swedish writers, just as 

in the British and American varieties in this study and in the results in Leech et al. (2009: see 

Table 1), Millar (2009) and Collins (2009). The core modal shall is more frequent than the 

semi-modal and it is also used more frequently in comparison to the other material. However, 

shall is used differently in comparison to how the British and American varieties use this core 
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modal in the examples (8), (11) and (18) above. This discovery will be discussed in more 

detail below. Moreover, the semi-modal BE going to is less frequent than in both F-LOB 

Press (X
2
= 5.87; p < .025) and Frown Press (X

2
= 24.25; p < .001). The usage of BE going to 

by the Swedish writers can be related to the results in Collins (2009), in which the countries 

that belong to the Outer Circle use the semi-modal less frequently than the Inner Circle. The 

usage of will can also be related to Collins (2009) since this core modal is used more 

frequently in the Outer Circle than in the Inner Circle. However, since Sweden belongs to the 

Expanding Circle, these results point to similarities in usage of the three modals between the 

Outer and the Expanding Circles.  

Furthermore, with regards to grammaticalization and the emergence of semi-modals 

(Krug, 2000: 2-5), there is evidence of variation and existence of the semi-modal BE going to 

as a future marker in Sweden. The phenomenon of layering (Hopper and Traugott, 2003: 124-

125) is clear in SWENC. However, since the Swedish material is the only data available it is 

not possible to confirm whether or not the frequency has increased or decreased, as is the case 

in native Englishes as discussed in Leech (2003), Leech et al. (2009: 71-118) and Millar 

(2009). It can neither be confirmed or denied whether BE going to has increased in news 

reporting, specifically, as discussed in Leech et al. (2009: 108). Nevertheless, it can be 

confirmed that the semi-modal BE going to is used. These results suggest that the process of 

grammaticalization continues in Swedish English. The fact that shall is still used also 

confirms that it has not reached a point of non-existence in this variety of English.  

The influence of colloquialization is more relevantly discussed in section 4.5. 

However, it cannot be completely ignored in this part of the text. If one assumes that use of 

the semi-modal BE going to is more frequent in speech this norm has evidently infiltrated and 

spread into the Swedish written news reportage (Leech, 2004: 75). However, BE going to is 

relatively infrequent in comparison to will. This relates to Svartvik and Leech (2006: 208) 

who write that written language consciously tends to keep its distance from spoken language, 

which in this case might be expected in regards to news reportage. Of course exceptions occur 

to this idea, which is apparent since the semi-modal is used in SWENC as well as in F-LOB 

Press and Frown Press.  
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Figure 5. The frequencies (per 100,000 words) of the modals in the SWENC corpus 

Table 4 shows the extrinsic and intrinsic meanings Swedish writers use. 

Table 4. The distribution of intrinsic and extrinsic meanings expressed by the modals in SWENC 

 will Act. freq. shall Act. freq. BE going to Act. freq. 

Extrinsic 88.0% 88 88.9% 24 68.4% 13 

Intrinsic 12.0% 12 3.7% 1 31.6% 6 

Ambiguous 0.0% 0 7.4% 2 0.0% 0 

Total 100% 100 100% 27 100% 19 

 

Similar to the results observed in the British variety, all the modals are most frequently used 

to express extrinsic meaning. These results challenge Biber et al. (1999: 495-496), especially 

regarding shall. However, the genre is news reportage, which could be the reason why 

extrinsic modality is the most commonly used in this material. Examples (22), (23) and (24) 

illustrate samples from the SWENC material of instances which express extrinsic meanings: 

(22) The funeral will be held within the closest family. [Stockholm News] 

(23) The right to be employed shall be extended for two years to the age of 69.  

          [Stockholm News] 

(24) Tomorrow, Lucia is going to be celebrated all around the country. [Stockholm  

          News] 

How the Swedish writers use will is similar to the usage observed in the British and American 

varieties in that a clear majority of the instances of will expresses extrinsic meaning. The 

instances are clear cases which involve human judgment, or prediction, about future events 
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and what is likely or unlikely to happen (Quirk et al., 1985: 219). Moreover, examples (25), 

(26) and (27) illustrate samples from the SWENC material of instances which express 

intrinsic meanings: 

(25) We will not answer the media, the auditors will review our answers in the  

                letter.” [Stockholm News] 

(26) We shall now adopt the itemised measures that have been presented [Swedish   

          wire] 

(27) Now we're going to extend that to European elections. [The Local] 

These samples exemplify intrinsic meanings expressed by the modals, in which the instances 

involve volition or intention expressed by a human agent and the future act or event is under 

control by the agent (Quirk et al., 1985: 219). It should be noted that the italicised will in (25) 

expresses extrinsic meaning, which additionally demonstrates the distinction between 

extrinsic and intrinsic meaning. In the first will, the act of answering the media is under 

control by the agent. In the second one it is merely a judgment of what someone else might 

do. Furthermore, an uncommon pattern was discovered when examining the instances of 

shall. Conversely to how shall is used in the British variety and how shall is normally used 

according to Quirk et al. (1985: 229), Biber et al. (1999: 497) and Leech et al. (2009: 80), 

shall is only used with a first person subject (I or we)  in one instance. In the British variety, 

shall is used with a first person subject in all instances except two. In the SWENC material, 

shall appears to function in contexts where will is normally used. This can be observed in 

example (23), in which shall can easily be replaced by will. Moreover, there were two 

ambiguous instances: 

(28) it is obvious that Swedish and other tax payers shall not have to pay because         

          Greeks choose to retire at the age of forty-something. [Stockholm News] 

(29) Nobel's will says it shall  be invested in safe investments [Stockholm News] 

Due to the contexts in which shall is used, one might argue that the instances of shall in these 

samples ought to be replaced by should.  

4.5 will, shall and BE going to in the BESC corpus 

Firstly, it should be remembered that the writing in blogs is usually more informal and more 

similar to spoken-like texts. Therefore, the results presented in Figure 6 could be treated as 

indications of how Swedes use the modals in informal contexts. These results can be related 
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to the findings in Leech et al (2009: 76-78), in which the frequencies of the two groups of 

modals are more frequent in speech than in written material. 

 

Figure 6. The frequencies (per 100,000 words) of the modals in the BESC corpus 

In comparison to the other corpora the core modal will is the most frequent in BESC. The 

semi-modal BE going to is also the most frequently used in this corpus. Its frequency is 

statistically significant compared to the written American variety (X
2= 

42.30; p < .001), which 

has the leading position in the use of semi-modals in Collins (2009: 285-286). However, it 

could be argued that these materials are not comparable due to the fact that they belong to 

different genres. Moreover, these results also indicate that the informal texts in BESC are 

more advanced in language change. Compared to the increased usage of semi-modals 

presented in DICE and DSEU (Leech et al. 2009: 78), BE going to is used to a greater extent 

in this speech-like material than in SWENC. In addition to the relatively large number of 

instances of BE going to, the use of shall is close to reaching a point of non-existence. In 

terms of percentage, it is the least frequently used in BESC. If these trends continue, BE going 

to could spread further into the written genre and shall could soon reach its demise according 

to the term colloquialization (Svartvik and Leech, 2006: 207-208). However, it is important to 

note that this Swedish blog material is also the only material available. Therefore it cannot be 

stated whether these modals have increased or decreased over the years. It can merely be 

stated that they are used and to what extent the modals are used.  

With regards to intrinsic and extrinsic modality, samples from the BESC corpus will 

now be demonstrated.  
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Table 5. The distribution of intrinsic and extrinsic meanings expressed by the modals in BESC 

 will Act. freq. shall Act. freq. BE going to Act. freq. 

Extrinsic 57.0% 57 40.0% 2 44.5% 44 

Intrinsic 39.0% 39 40.0% 2 55.5% 58 

Ambiguous 4.0% 4 20.0% 1 0.0% 0 

Total 100% 100 100% 5 100% 102 

 

The distribution of intrinsic and extrinsic meanings the modals express is more equal in Table 

5. Will is used to express volition or intention to a greater extent in comparison to the other 

corpora. For the first time, BE going to is used more frequently to express volition or intention 

than prediction, and shall is used to express intrinsic and extrinsic meanings equally 

frequently. Examples (30), (31) and (32) illustrate samples which express extrinsic meanings 

in the BESC material: 

(30) the consequences of failure will have ramifications over very wide regions.  

          [Carl Bildt’s blog] 

(31) U.S. Government sensors that for the moment shall apparently remain nameless.  

          [Stefan Geens’ blog] 

(32) it seems that the weather is going to be  really warm [Jon’s blog] 

The following samples exemplify instances in which the modals express intrinsic meanings: 

(33) A s I mentioned before I'll be streaming reguarly when I get back home  

          [Rekkles’ blog] 

(34) Just got back from the gym with xpekluh and shall now dig myself into Solo  

          Queue [Rekkles’ blog] 

(35) Gonna pack up now, get a shower and go watch a movie! [Rekkles’ blog] 

In (34) and (35) the subjects are omitted. However, the contexts allow the reader to 

understand that it should be I in (34) and I am in (35), which is the reason for including them. 

The result that BE going to is more frequently used in conversation and to mark personal 

volition or intention is equal to the claim made in Biber et al. (1999: 495). Regarding shall in 

(34), it could be argued that will would have been the more common alternative. Furthermore, 

some ambiguous instances from the BESC corpus were also found:   

(36) Anyways, I  hope youll have a great day, regardless of the lack of sunshine!  

          [Helena Kristiansson’s blog] 
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(37) We shall always be clear that what Usama bin Laden really seeks is such a more   

          fundamental conflict [Carl Bildt’s blog] 

In (36) it is not completely clear if there is an intention or prediction at all. The idea that 

someone hopes for something constitutes a wish. In this case it is a wish for someone else and 

does not really involve a prediction of the other person’s future. It is merely a wish. Sample 

(37) is similar to the ambiguous instances which were found in the SWENC corpus. It is 

possible that shall ought to be exchanged for should in this case. 

5. Conclusion 

The aim of this thesis was to investigate how the modals will, shall and BE going to are used 

by writers whose first language is Swedish. In order to fulfil this aim the research questions 

dealt with the frequencies and expressions of modality in the SWENC and BESC corpora. 

Given that language in blogs often resembles spoken language, the material in BESC was 

used to show indications of how Swedes use English in speech. The research questions also 

involve a comparison between the findings in the SWENC and BESC corpora and the 

findings in the F-LOB and Frown press sub-corpora, which represent British and American 

varieties of English.  

The results of this thesis show that there are similarities and differences in the use of 

will, shall and BE going to between the different varieties in terms of frequency. The core 

modal will is the most frequently used modal in both of the Swedish corpora, similar to the 

results in the F-LOB and Frown material. However, the results also show that this modal is 

even more frequently used in the Swedish material than in the British and American varieties. 

Will is the most frequent in BESC, which could indicate that it is used more frequently in 

speech than in news reportage in Sweden. The second core modal, shall, is the second most 

frequently used modal to express futurity in SWENC. This can be compared to the other 

corpora, where the semi-modal BE going to is ranked second. BE going to is significantly 

frequent in BESC. It is more frequently used than in the American variety, which in previous 

studies is the most advanced variety (Collins, 2009). This particular result corresponds to the 

notion that semi-modals are used more frequently in speech than in written material (Leech et 

al., 2009: 78; Biber et al., 1999: 486). BE going to is the least frequent in SWENC. The 

writers in SWENC might regard BE going to as informal, which could explain why the semi-

modal is relatively infrequent in this material. The fact that BE going to is used more 
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frequently in BESC supports this claim, and it suggests that usage of the semi-modal is more 

advanced in informal contexts. 

Furthermore, the qualitative investigation also shows similarities and differences in the 

use of the three modals. A large majority of instances of the core modal will is used to express 

extrinsic modality in all of the corpora and sub-corpora. This result could be expected, 

especially in SWENC and the press material in F-LOB and Frown. Shall shows varying 

results with regard to modality. It is used to express intrinsic meaning in a majority of 

instances in Frown Press. However, it is most frequently used to express extrinsic meaning in 

F-LOB Press and SWENC. In addition, an interesting observation was made when comparing 

the use of shall in F-LOB Press and SWENC. Shall is used with I or we in all instances except 

for two in F-LOB Press. Conversely, shall is used with I or we in only one instance in 

SWENC. This finding challenges Quirk et al. (1985: 229), Biber et al. (1999: 497) and Leech 

et al. (2009: 80). It could be concluded that the usage of shall resembles the usage of will in 

SWENC and it can also be concluded that the Swedish writers in SWENC use will differently 

in comparison to the native British variety. Furthermore, the semi-modal BE going to is used 

most frequently to express extrinsic modality in the different press material. However, it is 

used most frequently to express intrinsic modality in BESC. This can be related to Biber et al. 

(1999: 495) who state that this semi-modal is most frequently used to express personal 

volition. The fact that BE going to is most frequently used to express extrinsic modality in 

SWENC and the sub-corpora of F-LOB and Frown could be due to their genre.  

In conclusion, it is clear that the processes of grammaticalization and colloquialization 

continue in the Swedish writers’ use of the modals. The semi-modal does exist and it is used 

by these writers whose first language is not English. It is not especially frequent in news 

reportage, but it is relatively frequent in the more informal speech-like material. This could 

indicate that if these developments continue the frequency could increase in news reportage, 

at least according to colloquialization. The writers in SWENC seem to have developed a 

different usage of shall. It could be argued that the use of shall, as it is used in F-LOB Press, 

is extremely close to its demise in Swedish English. However, this study showed that all the 

modals are used in the Swedish material. They coexist as expressions for futurity, which 

relates to the phenomenon of layering. 

Lastly, the material and method of this study should also be commented upon. First of 

all, the sizes of SWENC and BESC might be relatively small in comparison to other corpora. 

Nevertheless, the sizes of the corpora are respectable, and they were able to be compared with 

sub-corpora of similar sizes. Moreover, a quantitative method combined with its qualitative 



Linnaeus University  Felix Fernebring 

24 
 

features proved suitable for this thesis. Together, they provided a comprehensive 

understanding of how the Swedish writers use the modals. A limitation of this study was the 

impossibility of comparing whether the usage of the modals has increased, decreased or 

remained stable, as discussed in Leech et al. (2009: 71-118) and Millar (2009). It was only 

possible to compare the findings of this study to previous studies of other varieties of English. 

A second limitation was the unavailability of real spoken material. As for these limitations, 

everything begins somewhere. This thesis can be the basis for further research. It would be 

interesting to repeat this study in 20 or 30 years. Transcribed spoken material of Swedes 

speaking English could then be used. It would also be possible, and most interesting, to 

expand the scope. Different genres could be used, such as academic, business and fiction and 

more modals could be investigated, for example, must and have to. 
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7. Appendix 

Table A.1. Frequencies and percentages of the modals in the different corpora 

Variety British English American English Swedish English 

Corpus F-LOB Frown SWENC BESC 

 Freq.
i
 % Freq. % Freq. % Freq. % 

will 271 85.8 240 83.3 428 93.9 643 85.8 

shall 20 6.3 15 5.2 16 3.5 5 0.7 

BE going to 25 7.9 33 11.5 12 2.6 101 13.5 

Total 316 100% 288 100% 456 100% 749 100% 

i 
Frequencies per 100,000 words 

 

Table A.2. Frequencies and percentages of the modals in SWENC, BESC and the sub-corpora of F-LOB 

and Frown 

Variety British English American English Swedish English 

Corpus F-LOB Press Frown Press SWENC BESC 

 Freq.
i
 % Freq. % Freq. % Freq. % 

will 387 92.1 371 89.8 428 93.9 643 85.8 

shall 11 2.6 4 1,0 16 3.5 5 0.7 

BE going to 22 5.2 38 9.2 12 2.6 101 13.5 

Total 420 100% 413 100% 456 100% 749 100% 

i 
Frequencies per 100,000 words 

Table A.3.  Raw frequencies of the modals in SWENC, BESC and the press sub-corpora of F-LOB and 

Frown 

Variety British English American English Swedish English 

Corpus F-LOB Press Frown Press SWENC BESC 

 Raw freq. Raw freq. Raw freq. Raw freq. 

will 713 679 709 650 

shall 20 8 27 5 

BE going to 41 70 19 102 

Total 774 757 755 757 

 


