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5.3.1 Verbs with multiple meanings 
Many verbs have more than one meaning. In some cases, the verb's meaning 
covers two or more semantic categories simultaneously. For example, the verbs 
hesitate and pretend can convey the physical activity aspects of hesitating and 
pretending as well as the mental aspects. 

She hesitated and then said 'Why not.' ( F I C T )  

She can just pretend it's her new car. ( c o w )  
Also, some verbs have different meanings in different contexts. This is especially 
true of activity verbs, which often have secondary meanings in another category. 
For example, raise can refer to a physical activity or an act of communication 
(e.g. raise your hand or raise the subject) and look can refer to a physical action 
(look down), to a mental process (look at the ofler), or to a state of existence (you 
look happy). These different meanings are also often associated with different 
valency patterns (see 5.7). 

The context usually makes the intended meaning of a verb obvious. In the 
following pairs of examples 1 has a physical meaning, and 2 has a mental or 
communication meaning: 

1 Many patients are quite fit when admitted to the surgical ward. ( A C A D ~ )  

2 I must admit it gave me a bit of a shock. 
1 He jumped and raised his right elbow so that it projected outwards. 

(NEWS t 
2 The issue was raised by Mr. Burns at a meeting with the Transport 

Secretary. ( N E W S )  

1 I think I was half ready to follow her. ( F I C T )  

2 I don't follow you, begging your pardon. ( F I C T )  

5.4 The most common lexical verbs 
p The twelve most common lexical verbs in English are all activity or mental verbs, 

except for the verb say, which is the single most common lexical verb overall (see 
Figure 5.3): 

activity verbs: get, go, make, come, take, give 
mental verbs: know, think, see, want, mean 

Figure 5.3 Frequency of the most common lexical verbs in the LSWE Corpus (over 1,000 
per million words) 
< 5000 

4500 
.E - 4000 - 
'E 3500 

3000 
2500 

s 2000 
E 
' 1500 

1000 
500 
0 

WIN7
Text Box



The most common lexical verbs= 

communication verb: say.. 
(The primary verbs be and have are also extremely common expressing existence 
or relationship. These verbs are discussed in 5.13-14 below.) 

The verb say is the most common lexical verb overall. Speakers and writers rely 
heavily on say to report the speech of themselves and others, rather than some 
communication verbs like tell, ask, offer, or explain. In all registers, this verb is 
most common in the past tense, in reporting a past utterance: 

You said you didn't have it. ( co~v)  
No use sitting about, he said. (FICT) 
He said this campaign raised 'doubts about the authenticity of the eventual 
allegedly free choice'. ( N E W S )  

However, conversation differs from the written registers: it also commonly 
uses say in the present tense. Often, as in the first example below, these 
occurrences still report past speech, but the use of the present tense conveys a 
feeling of immediacy and personal involvement: 

So he says, Oh my God! (cow) 
Rachel says she thinks that Pam's just acting like a spoiled brat. (cow) 

Present tense say is also commonly used for repeated or habitual behavior, as in: 
Look mum, he says horrible things to me. (cow) 

Interestingly, present tense say is also common in jokes, conveying a sense of 
immediacy: 

And the daughter comes home from school one day and says, mum I want 
to be like you. (cow) 
And she says yes every time she's got her bubble gum in, she says no when 
she hasn't got the bubble gum in her mouth. ( co~v)  

See 10.5.2 for the use of say with complement clauses, and 12.4.3 for its use in 
reporting clauses. 

Although it is easy to overlook, the verb get is more common in conversation 
than any other lexical verb in any register. Get is so common because it is 
extremely versatile. Although it is often used as an activity verb, it actually has a 
wide range of meanings and grammatical patterns. The major meanings of get 
include: 

obtaining something (activity): 
See if they can get some of that beer. (cow) 

moving to or away from something (activity): 
Get in the car. (cow) 

causing something to move (causative): 
W e  ought to get these wedding pictures into an album of some sort. ( co~v)  

causing something to happen (causative): 
It gets people talking again, right. (cow) 
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changing from one state to another (occurrence): 
She's getting ever so grubby-looking now. (cow) 
Once you got to know him you liked him. ( co~v t )  

understanding something (mental): 
Do you get it? (cow) 

In addition to these meanings, get in the perfect form have got is equivalent to 
the primary verb have with a stative meaning, as in: 

The Amphibicar. It's got little propellers in the back. ( co~v)  
<compare: It has little propellers. . .> 
Have you got any plans for this weekend? (cow) 
<compare: Do you have any plans.. .> 

In speech, have is sometimes omitted from the perfect form of get, as in: 
You got your homework done, Jason? (cow) 
<compare: Have you got. .  .?> 

The verb get is also extremely versatile from a grammatical point of view. In 
addition to being a main verb, it functions as part of the semi-modal (have) got 
to (or gotta, see 6.9.2). It can also be used like an auxiliary verb to create a passive 
construction, the so-called 'get passive': 

I got caught once before. (cowt) 
<compare: I was caught once before.> 

Finally, get occurs in idiomatic multi-word phrases: 
He was no good she says, she got rid of him. (cow) 
My mom loves him. He can get away with anything - he could get away 
with murder and my mom would still love him. ( co~v)  

Given its versatility, it might seem surprising that get is not extremely 
common in all registers. However, it is relatively rare in most written registers. In 
general, it is considered an informal word and is therefore avoided in formal 
writing. In its place, written registers use a wide range of lexical verbs with more 
specific meanings, such as obtain, cause, encourage, become, and understand. 

C Other extremely common verbs 

Most of the other extremely common activity verbs are used to different extents 
across the registers. Go is extremely common in conversation and also very 
common in fiction: 

W e  might as well go and see Janet. (cow) 
Then they went and sat in rocking chairs in the front room. (FICT) 

The verb come, which is related to go in meaning, is also most common in these 
two registers: 

He came with Alan. (cow) 
'Ma, the permit isn't going to come', he said. (FICT) 

In fiction and news, two other activity verbs are common-make and take: 
I thought I might make cofJke for them all before I go. (FICT) 
The intruders took money and jewelry, commission sources said. (NEWS) 

Like get, both make and take commonly occur as part of idiomatic expressions. 
For example: 
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You have to take advantage of every moment. (CONV) 

Without shame he details how he came to make a mark in espionage 
history. (NEWS) 

Mental verbs, especially know, think, see, want, and mean, are particularly 
common in conversation. These verbs report states of awareness, certainty, 
perception, and desire. Mental verbs usually go with I or you as subject: 

I think it was a worm that it had in its mouth. (cow) 

In many cases, these verbs occur together in the same utterance: 
I see what you mean. (cow) 
You know what I mean. (COW) 

I really wanted her to wear it, you know? (cow) 
Fiction, too, has relatively high frequencies of the verbs know, think, and see. 
These verbs typically occur in the past tense, reporting the thinking and 
perceptions of fictional characters: 

She knew what had happened to them. (FICT) 

I thought I would go and see the Pope. (FICT) 

She saw the light again. (FICT) 

Surprisingly, the verb see is also relatively common in academic prose, where it is 
used to report scientific observations, or for references to other studies: 

The Type I disease is usually seen in calves grazed intensively. ( A C A D ~ )  

There now exists an extensive literature on the construction of social 
indicators (see, for example, Knox 1978~).  ( A C A D ~ )  

Finally, the verb give is relatively common in all registers. In most registers, 
this verb is used with activity meanings: 

He's not gonna give it to you twice though. (cow) 
She was too shy to give him more than a covert glance. (FICT) 

The vehicles will be given to the National Association of Boys' Clubs. (NEWS) 

However, in academic prose give often expresses causative or existence meanings: 
A good method of analysis is one that gives a large correlation coefficient. 
( ACAD) 

K values are given in Fig. 2.5. (ACAD) 

5.4.1 Repeated use of the most common verbs 
Figure 5.4 (on page 114) compares the frequency of the twelve most common 
verbs with the frequency of all other lexical verbs. As a group, the commonest 
verbs occur much more frequently in conversation than in the other three 
registers. They are used so often that they account for nearly 45 per cent of all 
lexical verbs in conversation. In contrast, the commonest verbs account for only 
11 per cent of all lexical verbs in academic prose. 

The following two excerpts from conversations illustrate speakers' frequent 
use of the commonest verbs: 

A: She and Cathy might like to come because she did say to me, how is 
Cathy and I said she was <. . .> 

B: She knows about Cathy's problem? 
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A: Yes, she said so do you Figure 5.4 

think Cathy would mind if Distribution of the most common 

I rang her? - and I said no lexical verbs v. other verbs 

I'm sure she wouldn't. E a 160 a c 
(co~vt )  

.- 9 140 
A: I used to get really nervous $2 2: 120 

when I came to Chinese c -0 ' z 100 
restaurants. I never knew s 3 

80 
what to choose. 

B: Really? 60 

A: But gradually over the years 40 

you get the hang of it. Some 20 

people get the hang of these o 
things more quickly than I CONV FICT NEWS ACAD 

do. 
B: W e  didn't go often enough 

dear, that's the other thing. 
(cow) 

These short exchanges are typical of conversations: participants repeatedly use 
the most common verbs to share experiences, thoughts, and speech. 

The written registers rely less on the most common verbs. In part, this might 
reflect a wider range of subject matter-especially in news and academic prose. It 
may also reflect a wish to make the text more interesting by varying vocabulary- 
especially in fiction. Further, varied and precise word choice is easier for writers, 
because they have time to plan and revise. Speakers in conversations, in contrast, 
have little opportunity for planning or revising, so they rely more heavily on the 
most common verbs (see 13.2.5 for more on the repetitiveness of conversation). 

other lex~cal verbs 

12 most common lex~cal verbs 

Major points of GRAMMAR BITE B: Single-word lexical verbs 
Lexical verbs fall into seven major semantic categories: activity verbs, 
communication verbs, mental verbs, causative verbs, verbs of occurrence, 
verbs of existence or relationship, and verbs of aspect. 
Many lexical verbs have more than one meaning. 
Twelve verbs are especially common in English. Their main uses fall into 
three types: 
> activity verbs: get, go, make, come, take, give , mental verbs: know, think, see, want, mean 

communication verb: say. 
In conversation, these twelve verbs are extremely common. Written registers 
like academic prose tend to use a wider range of different verbs. 
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