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Exploring intentionality in lexical transfer
Carles Fustera and Hannah Neuserb
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ABSTRACT
Traditionally, transfer is described as interference and consequently
as an unintentional mechanism. More recently, however, the
perception of control in transfer has changed and it is now
commonly accepted that transfer can occur both automatically
and strategically. Studies have previously employed think-aloud
protocols during writing tasks to establish the degree of
intentionality in transfer. However, this method does not let us
distinguish between instances of transfer that are truly
unintentional and instances that were simply not commented on
due to the constraints imposed by the think-aloud protocol. The
present study, therefore, conducted a stimulated recall interview
in direct succession of the think-aloud protocol in order to
categorise also those instances of transfer that were not
commented on initially. With data from highly multilingual adult
learners of Catalan, the study examines the proportion of
unintentional and intentional transfer in relation to (1) different
types of transfer, (2) different source languages of transfer and (3)
different word classes in transfer. The data indicates that some of
these aspects of transfer tend to occur unintentionally, whereas
others are more prone to be used intentionally. The theoretical
implications of the results, as well as their limitations, are discussed.
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1. Introduction

This article reports on a small case study on intentionality in crosslinguistic influence in
adult multilingual learners of Catalan. Traditionally, transfer has predominantly been inves-
tigated from a psycholinguistic perspective in oral production, being conceptualised as
interference and consequently as an unconscious automatic process. Written production,
however, is less affected by time constraints which necessarily affect the level of con-
sciousness with which transfer occurs (Mazur-Palandre, Fayol, & Jisa, 2012) and conscious
transfer strategies might, therefore, be employed more easily than in oral production. Fur-
thermore, whilst syntactic transfer is often considered a more unconscious process, lexical
transfer is nowadays generally accepted to be employed both unintentionally and
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intentionally. The present study explores the proportion of conscious (i.e. strategic, inten-
tional) and unconscious lexical transfer in multilingual learners.

The main difference between second and third language acquisition in the context of
crosslinguistic influence is that the third language learner has multiple languages to trans-
fer from (L1 and L2s), while the second language learner can only rely on one background
language (L1). A number of factors have been shown to influence the predominance of
one background language (BL) over another as source language (SL) of transfer (e.g. profi-
ciency, typology) (Ecke, 2015). Learners thus appear to rely on their respective BLs differ-
ently. The present study therefore also aims to investigate whether the proportion of
intentional and unintentional transfer might differ across a learner’s BLs.

Moreover, the type of lexical transfer produced has been shown to correlate with target
language (TL) proficiency. Borrowings, for example, appear to occur more often at lower
levels of TL proficiency, while foreignisings tend to appear more frequently at higher
levels of TL proficiency (Bardel & Lindqvist, 2007; Pfenninger & Singleton, 2016;
Sánchez, 2014). One might therefore assume that transfer at lower levels of proficiency
is more unintentional, as the learner is overwhelmed with the task of producing the TL,
and consequently that borrowings are more often unintentional than foreignising. The
third aim of this study is thus to explore whether certain types of transfer are more
prone to intentional use than others.

Finally, a number of studies have found that function words are overwhelmingly trans-
ferred from L2s, rather than from L1s (Vildomec, 1963; Stedje, 1976; Ringbom, 1987; Wil-
liams & Hammarberg, 1998; Cenoz, 2001; Chlopek, 2011; Lindqvist & Falk, 2014; Falk,
2015), suggesting that there are differences in how different word classes are stored
and processed, which, in turn, affects the transfer patterns of these words. In line with
this idea, two studies have suggested that function words in oral production tend to be
transferred unintentionally (Færch & Kasper, 1986; Poulisse & Bongaerts, 1994). Bearing
these studies in mind, a final aim of this study is to explore the extent to which transfer
of different word classes is intentional or unintentional.

2. Intentionality in transfer

There remains a great deal of uncertainty regarding the degree of intentionality associated
with transfer. While transfer has traditionally been conceptualised as interference and con-
sequently as an unintentional mechanism, more recently the perception of transfer has
changed and it is now commonly accepted that transfer can also occur intentionally
(Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2008).

In their seminal paper on transfer in third language acquisition, Williams and Hammar-
berg (1998) identify four types of transfer: those instances of switching that have prag-
matic purpose (EDIT – used for self-repair or to signal a turn-take; META – used for
asides; and INSERT – used to overcome lexical problems), and instances of switching
that did not seem to serve any pragmatic purpose (WIPP) (labelled non-intentional
language switches in Poulisse & Bongaerts, 1994). The latter type is most reflective of
the traditional conception of transfer as unintentional, while INSERT instances seem to
reflect what is now generally accepted as strategic, or intentional/conscious, transfer.
More recently, the addition of intentionality in definitions of transfer has become more
widespread and is reflected in a great number of texts. Herwig (2001), for example,
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observed instances of non-automatic and automatic transfer, while Herdina and Jessner
(2002) discuss the ‘conscious use of transfer strategies’ (emphasis added, p. 19), and
Jarvis and Pavlenko (2008) include intentionality in their list of dimensions of transfer. In
the present study, we adhere to Jarvis’ and Pavlenko’s terminology, using the term inten-
tional to refer to an action that is done on purpose and of which the doer is aware.

In practice, however, it remains difficult to determine whether an instance of transfer
was produced intentionally or not (Hammarberg, 2001; Herwig, 2001). In oral production,
some authors rely on speech signals such as hesitation to determine whether a non-target
word was intentionally or unintentionally produced (Færch & Kasper, 1986; Poulisse & Bon-
gaerts, 1994). It remains to be determined, however, how reliable such coding methods
are. For example, while describing a picture story, a non-target word may be produced
with some hesitation the first time it is encountered in the story, but once used, the
speaker might rely on short-term memory on subsequent encounters and continue to
use the same word without any accompanying speech signals indicating intentionality.
In written production, researchers have used think-aloud protocols (TAP) to tap into
levels of intentionality (Jessner, 2006; Tullock & Fernández-Villanueva, 2013). Tullock and
Fernández-Villanueva collected data from 10 adolescent informants in a German immer-
sion school in Spain. Their study is a replication study of Jessner’s (2006) and aims to
uncover learners’ awareness of their transfer patterns. The authors argue that the meta-
comments produced during the TAP are illustrative of learners’ awareness of their strategic
behaviour in overcoming lexical gaps. Jessner’s study with 17 German-Italian bilingual stu-
dents of English was the first to employ TAPs in order to uncover multilinguals’ reliance on
non-target languages in written production. The analysis included both transfer that was
identifiable in the written text and oral transfer in the participants’meta-comments. While
Jessner’s main focus was on the scanning mechanisms underlying word choice in multi-
linguals, and not on instances of transfer that made it into the written text, the present
study aims to investigate the level of intentionality of transfer instances that were
indeed retained in the text. Jessner does not provide a token count of transfer instances
that were accompanied by meta-comments during the TAP and those that were not, and
so the proportion of intentional versus unintentional transfer still requires examination. In
addition, although the methodological design of the studies by Tullock and Fernández-Vil-
lanueva (2013) and Jessner (2006) offers excellent insight into those transfer occurrences
that were intentional (i.e. all those that were commented on during the TAP), it remains to
be determined whether instances that were not commented on during the TAP actually
occurred unintentionally, or whether the processing constraints imposed by the task
simply did not allow the learner enough time to verbalise their intentional choices.

For the present study, a stimulated recall was therefore added to the TAP. This allows us
to further distinguish between those transfer instances that were unintentional and those
that the participant did not comment onduring the TAP for any number of reasons butwere
nonetheless intentional. The following overarching research question was formulated:

. RQ1: To what extent is lexical transfer in written production intentional or
unintentional?

In order to shed more light on this issue, instances of intentional and unintentional
transfer will be further analysed in relation to aspects that have been found to be relevant
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in transfer, including types of transfer, (psycho)typology and word class, as described in
the ensuing sections.

2.1. Types of transfer

While there is a clear taxonomy of the different types of lexical transfer, very little
research has focused on how these types of transfer tend to be employed. Lexical trans-
fer is usually categorised into formal and semantic transfer (Bardel, 2015). Formal transfer
includes borrowing (a BL word transferred without adaptations, e.g. German Frosch, to
mean ‘frog’), foreignising (a BL word transferred with adaptations, e.g. frosh), and spelling
transfer (a TL word that is misspelled due to influence from a BL, e.g. faszinated
influenced by German ‘fasziniert’), while semantic transfer includes lexeme matching
(e.g. using the English word handle with the meaning of Dutch ‘handel’, i.e. ‘trade’),
semantic extensions (e.g. extending the meaning of Finnish ‘kieli’, which means both
‘tongue’ and ‘language’, to the English word ‘language’, which has a more limited
semantic scope), and direct translations (e.g. child wagon, a word-by-word translation
of Swedish ‘barnvagn’, meaning ‘pram’). For a more detailed taxonomy of these types
of transfer, the reader is referred to Neuser (2017) (see also Agustín Llach, 2010;
Bardel, 2015; Bouvy, 2000; Dewaele, 1998; Hammarberg, 2001; James, 1998; Pfenninger
& Singleton, 2016; Ringbom, 1987).

Generally, it has been shown that at lower levels of TL proficiency, form-based transfer
tends to predominate, whereas meaning-based transfer develops with higher TL profi-
ciency (Williams & Hammarberg, 1998; Navés, Miralpeix, & Celaya, 2005; Bardel & Falk,
2007; Falk & Lindqvist, 2014; Pfenninger & Singleton, 2016). Similarly, different types of
transfer may present a different distribution pattern depending on whether transfer
occurred intentionally or unintentionally. Semantic transfer, for example, may more
often be unintentional and therefore continue to occur at higher levels of TL proficiency,
where language production is more automatised (Ullman, 2016). Furthermore, certain
types of transfer may be inherently more cognitively demanding and therefore require
a certain level of intentionality. Williams and Hammarberg (1998) argue that ‘a switch
[i.e. borrowing] requires little processing effort’; by contrast, ‘attempts at word construc-
tion [i.e. foreignising] represent the more ambitious way in that the learner offers her
own suggestions for a solution to the formulation problem’ (p. 182). The present study
therefore also aims to explore the following research question:

. RQ2: To what extent are different types of transfer intentional or unintentional?

2.2. SL (psycho)typological distance to the TL

From a theoretical perspective, transfer is closely related to levels of activation of the BLs,
where certain items are more available than others due to a lower activation threshold
(Paradis, 1997; Herwig, 2001; Dijkstra, 2003; de Bot, 2004). The most important factors
that affect these activation levels and thereby increase the odds of one BL being used
as SL over another are typology, psychotypology, proficiency, recency of use and L2
status (Falk & Bardel, 2010). In an extensive review, Ecke (2015) discusses whether
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(psycho)typological similarity or L2 status – which most researchers judge as the most
important factors – can be conceived of as primary determinants of the SL of transfer in
L3. While he concludes that both (psycho)typology and L2 status appear to come into
play in a combined way, Ecke notes that the majority of L3 researchers think (psycho)ty-
pology to determine transfer in the first place, and that L2 status has an additive effect
(p. 149). The (psycho)typology factor refers to the increased likelihood of a BL being
used as a source for transfer the more similar the BL is or is considered to be to the TL.
Since psychotypology is generally conceptualised as a speaker’s conscious beliefs about
the degree of similarity between two languages (Neuser, 2017), it might act at a more
intentional level, whilst typology may be more closely related to unintentional transfer.
Therefore, another aim of this study is to explore how the (psycho)typological relationship
between the SL and the TL relates to intentionality in transfer:

. RQ3: To what extent is transfer intentional or unintentional depending on the (psycho)-
typological distance of the SL to the TL?

In order to also consider the L2 status factor, we discuss the SL and the level of inten-
tionality of transferred function words, an area where L2 status effects have been found in
previous research, as discussed in the ensuing section.

2.3. Word class of transfer instances

Various studies indicate that there may be differences in how different word classes
are stored and processed, which, in turn, may affect the transfer pattern of these
words.

L3 research has found a tendency for function words to be transferred from L2s rather
than from L1s (Vildomec, 1963; Stedje, 1976; Ringbom, 1987; Williams & Hammarberg,
1998; Cenoz, 2001; Chlopek, 2011; Falk & Lindqvist, 2014; Falk, 2015). In the L2 Status
Hypothesis, Bardel and Falk (2012) draw on Paradis’ (2004) Declarative/Procedural (DP)
model to explain this transfer pattern. According to the DP model, function words in an
L1 are stored in procedural memory, while content words are stored in declarative
memory. In L2s and L3, however, both function and content words are generally said to
be processed by declarative memory. Given the greater similarity between these
storage mechanisms of an L2 and L3, the L2 Status Hypothesis expects greater amounts
of transfer of function words from an L2 into an L3 than from an L1.

More recently, however, in the Memory-Processing Interdependence Hypothesis,
Ullman (2016) underlines that declarative memory and procedural memory usually
acquire the same or analogous knowledge. According to this hypothesis, when it comes
to L2 acquisition, knowledge is first stored within declarative memory, thanks to its capa-
bility for fast retention, and then, with practice, procedural memory stores knowledge of
the same aspect to process it more rapidly, in an unconscious manner. This applies both to
content and to function words.

In L2 research, Færch and Kasper (1986) and Poulisse and Bongaerts (1994) found the
transfer of content words to be preceded by pauses and repairs, which, it was argued,
reflected intentionality. Transfer of function words, by contrast, did not involve such
pauses or repairs, and was therefore considered to represent unintentional use.
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Since words governed by declarative memory are associated with conscious proces-
sing, while words governed by procedural memory are associated with unconscious pro-
cessing (Paradis, 2004; Ullman, 2016), it will be insightful to explore potential L2 status
effects by exploring not only the SL of transfer (L1 or L2) of function words in multilingual
learners, but also the level of intentionality with which their transfer occurred, which can
shed light onto the memory system used to process these words. The present study there-
fore also addresses the following research question:

. RQ4: To what extent is transfer of different word classes intentional or unintentional?

3. Method

Investigating intentionality requires an in-depth approach to data analysis and it was
therefore decided to conduct a number of case studies, which allow for a more detailed
data collection process than a large-scale study would have.

3.1. Participants

The study was performed with four highly multilingual learners of Catalan who spoke a
mix of typologically related and unrelated languages. They were three native speakers
of Swedish and one of Norwegian, aged 29–60 years. When the data was collected,
they had studied Catalan for about a year at a language school in Stockholm, with one
of the researchers being their teacher. Table 1 illustrates their language repertoires,
with self-reported levels of proficiency (in terms of the Common European Framework
of Reference for Languages) in their BLs and in Catalan, which agree with the teacher’s
assessment of their proficiency.

An aspect that facilitated the identification and analysis of transfer is that the first
author is fluent in Catalan, Spanish, French, English and Swedish, and understands Norwe-
gian, Danish, Italian and Portuguese, while the second author masters French, German,
English and Swedish. With regards to Arabic, Hungarian and Swahili (languages spoken
by Oskar), whenever a non-target word was found that could potentially be transferred

Table 1. The participants’ language backgrounds.
Oskar Mia Niklas Klara

Background languages
Norwegian (L1) C2 Swed. (L1) C2 Swedish (L1) C2 Swedish (L1) C2
English C2 English C1 English C1 English C2
Swedish C2 Spanish C1 Spanish C1 Danish C1
French B2 French B2 French C1 Spanish B1
Spanish B1 German A1 German A1
German A2 Italian A1
Arabic A1 Portuguese A1
Hungarian A1
Swahili A1

Target language
Catalan A2/B1 Catalan A2 Catalan A1 Catalan A2

Notes: L1 = native language.
A1, A2, B1, B2, C1, C2 = levels of general proficiency according to the Common European Framework of Reference for
Languages.
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from these languages, the authors were prepared to consult speakers of these languages.
However, no such examples emerged (probably due to Oskar’s low level of proficiency in
these languages).

3.2. Instruments

The empirical task aimed to elicit transfer data and consisted of a written picture story
description task. It included 24 pictures from a chapter in ‘La Bruixa Avorrida es Diverteix
pel Món’ [‘The Bored Witch Has Fun Around the World’] (Larreula & Capdevila, 1998). At the
end of the task, participants were given a questionnaire in Swedish eliciting information on
each participants’ psychotypological beliefs as well as their level of (self-reported) profi-
ciency in their BLs. Participants were also asked to rank their languages from the language
they think is most similar to Catalan to the least similar language (Hall et al., 2009; Sánchez,
2011; Lindqvist, 2015).

3.3. Procedure

3.3.1. Think-aloud protocol
In order to gain insight into which instances of transfer were produced intentionally and
which instances occurred unintentionally, a TAP was employed. During the picture story
description task, participants were asked to verbalise their thoughts while writing. All
instructions were given in Catalan in order to avoid inducing transfer from any particular
BL (Cenoz, 2003; Lindqvist, 2015; Neuser, 2017). If a participant paused their TAP for more
than 5–10 seconds, the researcher would prompt him/her by saying ‘What are you
thinking?’.

3.3.2. Stimulated recall
As previously discussed, a TAP alone does not allow us to determine whether uncommen-
ted instances of transfer were uncommented because they were produced unintentionally
or because the constraints imposed by the TAP prevented the participant from verbalising
them despite their intentional nature. Therefore, a stimulated recall (STIM) was added in
the present study. During the STIM, participants were given the text they had written
during the TAP and were asked to comment on any words they were unsure of while pro-
ducing the text. The instructions and interaction during the STIM took place in Swedish, a
language the participants knew at C2 level. This ensured that they could offer a more
detailed account of their decision process. To avoid the risk of participants reporting on
words they had not been unsure of during the TAP but in retrospect, it was emphasised
that they should only report on those words which they felt unsure of at the time of
production.

3.4. Data coding

3.4.1. Coding criteria for transfer
All instances of transfer were coded into three categories: whether the participant had
commented on them during the TAP, during the STIM, or not at all. An item was coded
as negative transfer if it was erroneous in the TL and the item was similar in form or
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meaning to its intended translation equivalent in one of the BLs (Neuser, 2017). A gram-
matically correct lexical item identified by the participant as being based on a BL was
coded as intentional positive transfer. By definition, unintentional positive transfer
cannot be detected and is therefore not part of the analysis.

3.4.2. Coding criteria for levels of intentionality
Intentionality in transfer items was categorised as follows:

. Unintentional transfer: A transferred item that was neither commented on during the
TAP nor during the STIM

. Intentional transfer: A transferred item that was commented on by the participant either
during the TAP or the STIM or both and which they identified as not belonging to the TL

3.4.3. Coding criteria for types of lexical transfer
Lexical transfer was categorised into the different types of formal and semantic transfer
presented in Section 2.1.

4. Results

4.1. RQ1: distribution of unintentional vs. intentional transfer in written
production

The first aspect this study aimed to investigate is the overall distribution of unintentional
versus intentional transfer in multilingual learners (RQ1). The data suggest the distribution
of unintentional and intentional use of lexical transfer is relatively equal, with a slight ten-
dency for more unintentional transfer (56%) to occur. The values in Table 2 below corro-
borate the results of Tullock and Fernández-Villanueva (2013) and Jessner (2006) that
transfer occurs both as an unintentional and as an intentional mechanism. An example
of unintentional transfer is the foreignising ‘doming’ (Spanish ‘domingo’, Catalan ‘diu-
menge’, English ‘Sunday’), which was neither commented on during the TAP nor during
the STIM, suggesting the learner was unaware of its non-target nature. By contrast, an
example of intentional foreignising is the word ‘ponte’ (Spanish: ‘puente’, Catalan:
‘pont’, English: ‘bridge’), where the learner explained during the STIM that ‘here I’ve
written “ponte”, like “puente” in Spanish […] I was thinking that Catalan doesn’t do
such “ue”, that then it gets simplified to “o”’.

Of the intentional transfer instances, 48% were commented on during the TAP and 52%
were identified as intentional during the STIM. From a methodological point of view, it is
important to note that previous studies were unable to determine whether uncommented
transfer instances during the TAP were intentional or unintentional. Overall, 23% of

Table 2. Distribution of unintentional versus intentional transfer.
Overall amount of

transfer3 Unintentional Intentional

Token count4 %5 Token count %6 Token count %7

219 13.1 123 56.2 96 (TAP: 46, STIM: 50) 43.8 (TAP: 21.0%, STIM: 22.8%)
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transfer instances were identified as intentional during the STIM, illustrating the impor-
tance of this type of methodological design in research on intentionality in transfer.

To shed more light onto intentionality in transfer, the ensuing sections explore inten-
tionality in different types of transfer (RQ2), with regards to SLs of different (psycho)typo-
logical distances to the TL (RQ3) and different word classes (RQ4).

4.2. RQ2: distribution of types of transfer by intentionality

The second RQ aims to investigate the distribution of types of transfer by intentionality. As
illustrated in Table 3, certain types of formal and semantic transfer tend to occur uninten-
tionally, while others are more prone to be used intentionally.

4.2.1. Formal transfer
Borrowings were to an equal degree produced unintentionally (50%) and intentionally
(50%) (Table 4). Seeing 50% of unintentional borrowings is a rather surprising result, as
one might think that foreign words would easily be recognised as such by the learner
and would thus not be produced in a written text. When looking at the instances of unin-
tentional borrowings, we see that they almost exclusively originate from SLs that are typo-
logically close1 to Catalan (94%). A possible explanation for why these typologically close
words to Catalan are borrowed unintentionally might be their organisation in the mental
lexicon. Typologically related words may be stored in close proximity, which may make it
easier for them to slip in, while their formal similarity makes it difficult for the learner to
notice their foreignness once produced (§ 4.3).

With regards to intentional borrowing, there was a strong awareness of their unaccept-
ability in the TL. Learners would put such words into quotation marks (1), or only resort to
them after all else failed (2). In the case of intentional transfer from typologically close
languages, learners often believed the SL word to be a cognate in the TL (3). Three
different contexts were thus identified in which intentional borrowings occurred:

(1) In quotation marks: These are usually low-frequency words which the learner seems to
know only in Swedish and which are considered too different from the TL to even
attempt to foreignise, e.g. Swedish kvast (for Catalan ‘granera’, English: ‘broom’), Sw.
skutt (for Catalan ‘bot’, English: ‘leap’), and Sw. uggla (for Catalan ‘mussol’, English:

Table 3. Proportion of types of transfer by intentionality.

Types of transfer

Total Unintentional Intentional (TAP + STIM)

Token count % Token count % of type Token count % of type

Borrowing 105 48.0 53 50.5 52 49.5
Foreignising 42 19.2 12 28.6 30 71.4
Spelling 57 26.0 55 96.5 2 3.5
Formal 204 96.2 120 58.8 84 41.2
Lexeme matching 1 0.5 0 0.0 1 100.0
Semantic extension 2 0.9 1 50.0 1 50.0
Direct translation 5 2.3 1 20.0 4 80.0
Semantic 8 3.8 2 25.0 6 75.0
Unclear 7 3.2 2 28.6 5 71.4
Total 219 100.0 123 96
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‘owl’) (note the consonant clusters /kv/, /st/, /sk/, /tt/, and /gg/ in these words, which
are not allowed in Catalan). The learner indicates their awareness of the unacceptabil-
ity of these words in the TL by using quotation marks.

(2) As a last resort after attempts of foreignising: The learner first attempts to foreignise an
item but is dissatisfied with the result and reverts to borrowing the item as is. For
example, Klara first foreignises Swedish ‘sömn’ as somni, for Catalan ‘sòn’ (‘sleepiness’),
then tries foreignising Spanish ‘sueño’ (‘sleepiness’) as sueñs, but then states that ‘no
no no! haha in Catalan I think not’, after which she reverts to simply borrowing Spanish
sueño.

(3) Assumed typological similarity: The learner believes there is a corresponding cognate to
the source item despite not having encountered anything like it in the TL. For instance,
Niklas borrows Spanish río (Catalan ‘riu’, ‘river’) ‘because sometimes it’s almost exactly
the same word as in Spanish’. This is what Jarvis and Pavlenko (2008) call ‘assumed
typological similarity’.

The second most common type of transfer is foreignisings. Foreignisings were pro-
duced intentionally 71% of the time. This predominance of intentional foreignisings was
expected, since foreignisings require the application of TL orthographic and/or phonolo-
gical rules to a SL item. Being more cognitively demanding than other types of transfer
(Williams & Hammarberg, 1998, p. 182), they require the learner’s attention to be achieved
(Table 5).

The question that arises is how almost a third of all foreignisings were nevertheless pro-
duced unintentionally. If we look at the specific examples of unintentional foreignisings,
we see that the changes that were made always occurred at the end of an item.
Usually, SL inflection was exchanged for the corresponding TL inflection (Table 6). In a
few cases, like the French-based example below, final voiced /d/ was replaced by voiceless
/t/, illustrating learners’ awareness of Catalan phonology being characterised by final-
obstruent devoicing.2

Table 4. Proportion of borrowings by intentionality.

Type of transfer

Total Unintentional Intentional (TAP + STIM)

Token count % Token count % of type Token count % of type

Borrowing 105 48.0 53 50.5 52 49.5

Table 5. Proportion of foreignisings by intentionality.

Type of transfer

Total Unintentional Intentional (TAP + STIM)

Token count % Token count % of type Token count % of type

Foreignising 42 19.2 12 28.6 30 71.4

Table 6. Examples of unintentional foreignising.
Transferred item Original SL item Source language Target item English translation

barc–Ø8 barco Spanish vaixell boat
doming–Ø domingo Spanish diumenge Sunday
rizat rizado Spanish rull curly
resfriat resfriado Spanish refredat cold
palomes palomas Spanish coloms pigeons
en retart en retard French en retràs late
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By contrast, in intentional foreignising, changes were not only made to the ending of a
word, but also to the root of the word (Table 7). For instance, the Spanish word ‘techo’
(Catalan ‘sostre’, ‘ceiling’) was foreignised as teixo, illustrating how the root of the word
was altered to fit Catalan ortho- and phonotactic patterns (note that only a few words
in Catalan contain the combination /ch/, these being either loanwords like ‘chip’ or
foreign names like ‘Charles’, while both /x/ and the combination /eix/ are frequent in
Catalan).

In the case of inflectional changes, a SL inflection (e.g. Spanish /–ando/) can only be
replaced by one corresponding TL inflection (e.g. Catalan /–ant/). Changes to the root
that lead to a more or less acceptable form in the TL, however, can be achieved through
a variety of ways (e.g. Swedish ‘borste’ into brosa by Oskar and into bost by Niklas).
Making changes to the root of a word thus involves a greater degree of decision-
making, and we may therefore see greater intentionality in this way of foreignising.

Besides borrowings and foreignisings, a third type of formal transfer is spelling interfer-
ence. Interestingly, spelling transfer was overwhelmingly unintentional (97%) (Table 8):

As the examples in Table 9 suggest, spelling transfer seems to arise due to cognate
relations across typologically close SLs and Catalan, with 82% of the cases coming from
Spanish and 4% from French.

These examples seem to indicate that the learners only know how to pronounce certain
Catalan words, and due to the formal similarity with a BL word, the spelling of the Catalan
word is affected. Alternatively, these instances, which we observe during production, may
be the result of transfer during acquisition. As Alonso (2012) notes, transfer instances
detected in production are not always performance errors (i.e. unintentional slips) or
issues of proficiency (i.e. filling a lexical gap in the TL) but can also be due to transfer
during the acquisition stage. This is closely related to Groseva’s (1998), Herwig’s (2001)
and Hall and Ecke’s (2003) models of lexical organisation, in which new input is connected
to already established representations in other languages, even when these are not an
exact match. By default, transfer that occurred during the acquisition stage will occur unin-
tentionally in production.

In the only two cases of intentional spelling transfer (4%), the learners reported
knowing the Catalan word but being unsure of its spelling. Knowing that the word is a
cognate in one of the BLs, they decided to spell it in the same way. For instance, Mia

Table 7. Examples of intentional foreignising.
Transferred item Original SL item Source language Target item English translation

Changes to the root
bauta bateau French vaixell boat
ponte puente Spanish pont bridge
teixo techo Spanish sostre ceiling
controlant kontrollant Swedish inspector inspector
brosa borste Swedish granera broom
bost borste Swedish granera broom

Table 8. Proportion of spelling interference by intentionality.

Type of transfer

Total Unintentional Intentional (TAP + STIM)

Token count % Token count % of type Token count % of type

Spelling 57 26.0 55 96.5 2 3.5
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reported using /z/ from Spanish ‘fuerza’ [ˈfweɾθa] to spell the Catalan word ‘força’ [ˈfɔɾsa]
(‘strength’), resulting in forza.

4.2.2. Semantic transfer
Semantic transfer represents only 4% of all transfer, with a tendency towards intentional
use (75%) (Table 10). Although the low number of tokens does not allow to provide a
reliable analysis, several aspects can be noted.

As illustrated in Table 10, most semantic transfer occurred in the form of direct trans-
lations. One of the two instances of unintentional semantic transfer was dia vermell, a
direct translation of Swedish ‘röd dag’ (‘red day’, meaning ‘holiday’, ‘dia festiu’ in
Catalan). The other unintentional semantic transfer instance was a semantic extension.
While ‘peinture’ in French can refer to either the noun ‘paint’ or the noun ‘painting’, in
Catalan ‘pintura’ refers only to ‘paint’ and ‘quadre’ is used for ‘painting’. In the present
data, the first meaning of ‘peinture’was extended to pintura, which was used for ‘painting’.

In the cases of intentional semantic transfer, the learners reported being unsure of
whether the words they had retrieved from a BL had the same meaning in the TL, but
used them for lack of better alternatives. For instance, in one lexeme matching, Oskar
used the word exitada with the meaning of English ‘excited’, while in Catalan ‘excitada’
means ‘aroused’ and ‘emocionada’ means ‘excited’. During the STIM, he reflected on his
insecurity:

… exitada sounds almost like excited and I wasn’t sure whether this is the same in Catalan, but
it sounds correct maybe and this is what I thought of.

It can be noted that, except in the case of French peinture, all the instances of semantic
transfer were based on the typologically distant SLs English and Swedish, which are
both high-proficiency languages. Research on vocabulary acquisition shows that learners
first gain knowledge of formal aspects of words before acquiring a more nuanced knowl-
edge of the meaning of words (e.g. Bardel, 2015; Laufer, 1997; Ringbom, 2001). Since these
learners have a high level of proficiency in Swedish and English, whereas a low or

Table 9. Examples of unintentional spelling interference.
Transferred item Original SL item Source language Target item English translation

y9 y Spanish i and
cuan cuando Spanish quan when
avans avant French abans before
bonna bonne French bona good
occupada French: occupée

Italian: occupata
English: occupied

unclear ocupada occupied

Table 10. Proportion of semantic transfer by intentionality.

Types of transfer

Total Unintentional Intentional (TAP + STIM)

Token count % Token count % of type Token count % of type

Lexeme matching 1 0.5 0 0.0 1 100.0
Semantic extension 2 0.9 1 50.0 1 50.0
Direct translation 5 2.3 1 20.0 4 80.0
Total semantic transfer 8 3.8 2 25.0 6 75.0
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intermediate level of proficiency in the other BLs, they may have deeper knowledge of
Swedish and English and consequently rely on these languages more when faced with
a lexical gap of a less frequent and/or more nuanced word. Given that Swedish and
English are typologically distant from TL Catalan, generally not fitting Catalan orthographic
and phonological constraints, the learners seem to use these words as a last resort – hence
very selectively and strategically – when their vocabulary knowledge in the typologically
close BLs is too limited due to low proficiency.

4.3. RQ3: distribution of SL (psycho)typological distance by intentionality

Since previous research considers typology and psychotypology to be two of the most
important determining factors of the SL of transfer (Ecke, 2015), this study aimed to
examine whether the distribution of unintentional and intentional transfer is also
related to typological and psychotypological distance. Regarding the languages in this
sample, Catalan is considered to be most similar to French from a lexical and grammatical
perspective. Phonologically, however, it is more similar to Spanish and Italian. The ques-
tionnaire that was administered showed that the learners’ psychotypological beliefs
were in line with actual language relatedness: all of them ranked French and Spanish as
the two most similar languages to Catalan, followed by other Romance languages and
English, then Germanic languages and finally non-Indo-European languages. Typology
and psychotypology are therefore investigated as the same aspect in this study.

The study supports previous research on the importance of typology, with 90% of all
transfer coming from typologically close SLs. Looking at intentionality in the context of
typology, we find that (psycho)typology is indeed also related to intentionality in transfer.
Whereas transfer from typologically close SLs is more prone to occur unintentionally (63%),
transfer from distant SLs is overwhelmingly intentional (90%) (Table 11):

A possible explanation for why items from typologically close SLs have a tendency to be
transferred unintentionally, while words from typologically distant SLs are mainly trans-
ferred intentionally, may be related to lexical organisation. The mental lexica of typologi-
cally close languages are presumed to be strongly connected through orthographic and
phonological neighbours (Dijkstra, 2003). Neuser (2017) argues that the number of ortho-
graphic and phonological neighbours a BL item has in the TL increases its ‘item-specific
transferability’ (i.e. the transferability of an item increases the more a BL item fits TL ortho-
graphical and phonological constraints). In Bouvy (2000), for instance, Dutch ‘sparen’ (‘to
save’) was preferred as a transfer item over the Dutch synonym ‘bezuinigen’, since ‘sparen’
fits English orthographic constraints relatively well and has close orthographic neighbours
(e.g. English ‘spare’, ‘care’, ‘spur’).

Table 11. Proportion of unintentional and intentional transfer by typological distance.
Total Unintentional Intentional (TAP + STIM)

Token count % Token count % of SL Token count % of SL

typo. close 179 89.5 113 63.1 66 36.9
typo. distant 21 10.5 2 9.5 19 90.5
Total 200* 100.0 115 85
*19 items were identified to have multiple potential SLs and could not clearly be assigned to one specific SL and were
therefore excluded from this particular analysis.
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In the case of a low proficiency learner, BL words that fit TL rules and constraints may
even be falsely tagged for this language in the mental lexicon (Dijkstra, 2003; Pavlenko,
2009). Across typologically close languages, the number of orthographic and phonological
neighbours will be higher than across typologically distant languages, leading to closely
connected language subsets, which may make it easier for transfer between these
languages to occur unintentionally. In this study, the typologically close SLs are also at
lower levels of proficiency than the typologically distant SLs. Words from these low profi-
ciency, typologically close languages may be more loosely organised (i.e. less strongly
tagged for a certain language), making it easier for them to slip in unintentionally.

4.4. RQ4: distribution of word class by intentionality

As mentioned in Section 2.3, studies suggest that function words may be processed
differently than content words. The data in the present study corroborates these results,
finding that content words are rather equally transferred unintentionally (56%) and
intentionally (44%), while function words are overwhelmingly transferred unintentionally
(94%) (Table 12).

These function words were always transferred in the form of borrowings and never in
the form of other types of transfer, which has also been observed in previous research
(Murphy, 2003). Moreover, in line with previous studies (Vildomec, 1963; Stedje, 1976;
Ringbom, 1987; Williams & Hammarberg, 1998; Cenoz, 2001; Falk & Lindqvist, 2014; Falk,
2015), these function words all stemmed from L2s (28 instances) and never from an L1.

As described in Section 2.3, the L2 Status Hypothesis (Bardel & Falk, 2012) draws on
Paradis’ (2004) DP model to explain this transfer pattern. Nevertheless, in line with the
studies by Færch and Kasper (1986) and Poulisse and Bongaerts (1994) (§ 2.3), we see
that function words from L2s are almost always transferred unintentionally. This seems
contradictory to Paradis’ DP model, where function words in L2s are posited to be pro-
cessed bydeclarative memory, meaning they should consequently be processed con-
sciously, rather than unconsciously. Thus, the results of this study seem to align more
with Ullman’s (2016) Memory-Processing Interdependence Hypothesis (§ 2.3). Since func-
tion words have a very high frequency of occurrence, learners will have encountered them
in input as well as frequently produced them. Given this high degree of practice, knowl-
edge of function words is plausibly already stored in procedural memory from an early
stage of L2 acquisition (i.e. even though the general level of proficiency in the L2 is still
low or intermediate), explaining why they are transferred unintentionally. This idea is in
line with Paradis’ (1997) Activation Threshold Hypothesis, where the high frequency of
use of these function words should have lowered their activation threshold, making
them less easily suppressed and thus more easily transferred unintentionally. The
results of this study suggest that function words in all the languages of these learners

Table 12. Proportion of unintentional and intentional transfer by word class.
Total Unintentional Intentional (TAP + STIM)

Token count % Token count % of class Token count % of class

Content 191 87.2 97 55.7 94 44.3
Function 28 12.8 26 93.7 2 6.3
Total 219 100.0 123 96
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are already processed by procedural memory, thereby disallowing any differentiation
regarding choice of SL based on L1/L2 status andthus rendering the typology factor (§
4.3) the primary determinant of the SL of transfer for function words. This seems supported
especially considering that the transferred function words in this study came from typolo-
gically close L2s, and not from typologically distant L2s or from the typologically distant
L1s. Apart from the suggestionthat function words in all languages are processed in pro-
cedural memory, a further explanation for why function words are transferred unintention-
ally is provided by Williams and Hammarberg (1998), who reason that the short
morphological length that characterises function words may make this type of words
require less attention from the learner, thus facilitating them slipping in unintentionally.
Related to this idea is also a suggestion by Ringbom (1987) and Giesbers (1989) that L2
learners may focus their attention on the words that contribute the most to the semantic
content of the speech, i.e. content words rather than function words.

5. Limitations

A number of limitations govern this study, where some seem inherent in the complex
nature of transfer data. First, issues regarding the objectivity of the coding of transfer
cannot be avoided, as there are no generalised criteria that all researchers adhere to.
For example, instances like cuan (Catalan ‘quan’, Spanish ‘cuando’, English ‘when’)
(table 9) coded as spelling interference may have been coded as foreignising by
another researcher. Also, in a few cases (3% of all transfer instances), the type of transfer
could not be identified with certainty and they were therefore excluded from the analyses.
Moreover, the participants might have identified some instances of unintentional transfer
as intentional during the STIM, due to a potential bias to please the interviewer.

6. Conclusions

This study has explored intentionality in transfer and found that transfer occurs both as a
strategic/intentional mechanism (44%) and as an automatic/unintentional mechanism
(56%). Overall, the study showed that intentionality is an important aspect of transfer
that relates to different types of lexical transfer, different source languages of transfer
and different word classes in varying ways. While there is a slight tendency for formal
types of transfer to be produced unintentionally (59%), semantic types of transfer are
predominantly intentional (75%). Moreover, 90% of transfer from typologically distant
SLs is intentional, whereas 63% of transfer from typologically close SLs is unintentional,
illustrating the important role of (psycho)typology. Finally, 94% of function words were
unintentionally transferred, all in the form of borrowings and all from L2s. From the per-
spective of the L2 Status Hypothesis, which is based on Paradis’ (2004) Declarative/Pro-
ceduralModel, the expectation, however, would be that unintentional transfer of function
words comes from an L1, since function words in an L1 are considered to be governed
by procedural memory and are consequently processed unconsciously. Therefore, the
unintentional way in which these L2 function words were transferred seems to be
more in line with Ullman’s (2016) Memory-Processing Interdependence Hypothesis,
where L2 function words may be stored in procedural memory from the early stages
of L2 acquisition. Moreover, considering that these transferred function words all came
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from typologically close L2s and not from typologically distant languages (i.e. other L2s
and the L1s of the participants), it seems that typology may be the most important pre-
dictive factor of the SL of transfer of function words. Still, this issue deserves further
exploration in future research. As regards the design of the study, it is important to
note that, of all transfer instances, 23% were identified as intentional during the stimu-
lated recall. These instances would have been coded as unintentional in previous studies,
thus illustrating the importance of the methodological design employed in this study in
investigating intentionality in transfer.

Notes

1. Typologically close SLs = Spanish, French, Italian, and Portuguese; typologically distant SLs =
English, Swedish, Norwegian, Danish, German (no transfer from Swahili, Arabic and Hungarian
was detected)

2. It can be noted that /d/ in ‘retard’ is silent in French, but final consonants in Catalan are usually
pronounced, so if the learner had left the /d/ in a Catalan version of this word, they would
assume that it would be pronounced, thereby violating the Catalan rule of final-obstruent
devoicing, and hence the change to the more appropriate unvoiced /t/.

3. Total amount of transferred words (produced by all participants) found in the dataset.
4. Number of transferred words in the dataset.
5. Number of transferred words per total amount of words produced.
6. Percentage of unintentionally transferred words.
7. Percentage of intentionally transferred words.
8. –Ø is the Catalan inflection for masculine singular nouns.
9. Note that when there was only one incorrect letter in the produced item and the use of this

letter could be linked to a cognate word in a BL, this item was coded as spelling interference
and not as foreignising. For instance, cuan for Catalan ‘quan’ (‘when’) was considered spelling
interference from Spanish cuando (‘when’) rather than a foreignising of the latter. In the
special case of the one-letter Catalan word ‘i’ (‘and’), y was produced, which could either be
a borrowing of Spanish ‘y’ [i] or spelling transfer. It was decided to code this as spelling inter-
ference, assuming that the learner has knowledge of the pronunciation of the very frequently
occurring Catalan word ‘i’ [i] and simply uses the Spanish spelling.
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