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According to English grammars, the comparative form of some adjectives is 
morphological (bigger), while other adjectives allow only an analytical form (more 
beautiful).  The choice between the two forms is dictated by the number of syllables and 
the final segment (Quirk 1985). However, sociolinguistic research has revealed that many 
adjectives are used with both types of comparative and that other factors influence the 
choice between them.  For example, the analytical comparative is prevalent when the 
adjective is followed by a to-infinitive (Hilpert 2008), while the morphological form is 
preferred with a than-phrase (González-Díaz 2008). In addition, Mondorf (2003) argues 
that processing complexity plays a role, too, and that the analytical forms are preferred in 
environments that are cognitively more difficult. 

The present study examines variation in comparative form in spoken American 
English. The data analyzed are extracted from the Corpus of Contemporary American 
English, a recent database with over 400 million words.  The database for our study 
consists of transcriptions from TV and radio shows. The database, which concentrates on 
a total of 90 adjectives for which variation is attested, contains 3742 tokens.  In addition 
to the two forms described by grammars, our paper also examines the occurrences of the 
double comparative (more clearer). The potential role of sociolinguistic, phonetic, 
syntactic, semantic factors and frequency in the choice of comparative form is examined.    

The results from our Goldvarb analysis confirm that final segment, number of 
syllables, and the presence of a that–phrase influence the choice of comparative form.  
However, they also reveal the significant impact of other factors:  number of liquids, 
premodification, type of adjectives, gradability, frequency, as well as predication. In 
addition, our results reveal a stylistic effect associated with type of show, with serious, 
news-oriented shows favoring synthetic forms and “non-serious” shows favoring analytic 
forms.  
 


