
100 
 

 

 
 

 

This is an open access article under the 

Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 

International License 

 

Euro-Global Journal of Linguistics and Language Education 

Vilnius, Lithuania 

 

Euro-Global Journal of Linguistics and Language Education    
ISSN 3030-1394 /online/ 

 

Vol. 1 No. 2 (2024): 

Winter 

 

 
 

The Role of Light Verbs in English Syntax: Crosslinguistic Perspectives and 

Structural Implications 
Musayeva Nərgiz Alikishi  

Baku Engineering University  
https://doi.org/10.69760/3yvcrx94 

 

 

Abstract: 

The following paper investigates the contribution of light verbs to the syntax of English and the ways in 

which these semantically bleached verbs combine with nominal complements in effective and efficient 

ways. The research reported on at present examines the usage of light verbs in spontaneous and elicited 

varieties of spoken and written English, emphasizing their syntactic and pragmatic functions. 

Crosslinguistic comparisons are also made to Persian, Japanese, and Hindi; such comparisons catalog both 

universal and language-specific characteristics of light verbs and delimit their intersection of syntax and 

cultural context. These findings are underlining the position of light verbs concerning syntactic economy 

and suggest possible implications for linguistic theory and language pedagogics. Future research directions 

include cognitive and pedagogical applications of light verbs. 

Keywords: 

Light verbs, Syntax, Crosslinguistic comparison, English grammar, Semantic economy 

Introduction 

The study of light verbs in English syntax throws interesting light on the interaction between lexical 

semantics and syntactic economy (Nevalainen, 1999; Jiang, 2000). Semantically impoverished carriers do, 

take, and make appear in syntactic combinations in verbal phrases with nominal complements (Ayshwarya, 

2023). These verbal constructions—take a look, make a decision, give a speech—go beyond simple 

verb>noun addition as they appeal to deeper syntactic, morphological, and semantic considerations 

(Ahmed, 2024). In other words, light verbs offer a productive device in English for making subtle yet 

compact expressions that in other languages would require more elaborate syntactic support (Kotilainen & 

Kurhila, 2020; Roufaida, n.d.). Light verbs also point to basic questions about syntax: how meaning is built 

up, how a structure comes into being, and how economies in language are carried across (Soulim & Si 

Tayeb, 2024; Carlsen, 2006). 

The latter term, "light verb," carries less semantic load, where the meaning of the verb depends 

upon and is enriched by the nominal part of this construction (Nevalainen, 1999). This aspect has been of 

great interest to syntacticians since lightweight verbs often straddle the boundaries of lexical and functional 

categories (Jiang, 2000). Their structural function extends beyond the conventional verb phrase setting in a 
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way that allows languages such as English to denote complex actions with syntactic ease (Kotilainen & 

Kurhila, 2020). In carrying out their syntactic and pragmatic functions as scaffolds to the nominal 

complement, light verbs do so in ways that undermine conventional categories and boundaries within the 

Transformational Grammar, Constructionist approaches, and Minimalist frameworks individually 

(Ayshwarya, 2023). 

Crosslinguistically, light verbs are fertile research ground for both universal syntactic principles 

and specific-to-language structural properties. In this respect, the light verbs in Persian, Japanese, and Hindi 

share similar syntactic and semantic functions but reveal substantial typological variability with respect to 

their structural and functional shape (Soulim & Si Tayeb, 2024). In light of this, the present research will 

try to shed light on these patterns through a comparison with other languages so as to study how light verbs 

function as interfaces between syntax and semantics in a typologically diverse range of linguistic systems 

(Carlsen, 2006). Comparisons will have an important bearing on the syntactic theory of English; 

furthermore, on a wider project dealing with the cross-linguistic economy and complexity of syntax 

(Roufaida, n.d.). 

Beyond purely theoretical interests, light verbs have important implications for applied linguistics 

and for language pedagogy. For English language learners, light verbs are often syntactically elusive and 

pragmatically challenging (Kotilainen & Kurhila, 2020). Their use in English, especially when English has 

no equivalent from the native language, demands an unusually subtle sense of syntactic form and function 

(Ayshwarya, 2023). This article also, therefore, discusses how insights into light verb constructions can 

enhance language teaching, in particular for students of English as an additional language, and how 

syntactic awareness can foster proficiency and fluency both in written and spoken contexts (Ahmed, 2024). 

Understanding Light Verbs and Their Structural Role 

Light verbs are an important category in the syntax of English; these sometimes go under the name of 

"semantically weak" verbs (Jiang, 2000). Consequently, these verbs depend on a nominal or verbal 

complement to complete their meaning and thus often serve as carriers for the phrase's semantic content 

(Nevalainen, 1999). For example: 

• “Take a walk” vs. “Walk”: whereas walk independently communicates an action, take a walk 

brings in finesse by implying a certain type of activity that often denotes the action as relaxed or 

leisure-oriented (Ayshwarya, 2023). 

• “Make a decision” vs. “Decide”: In this latter case, the use of make does not contribute any real 

meaning but allows a focus on the process or effort in coming to a decision—a nuance that may 

elude decide taken alone (Kotilainen & Kurhila, 2020). 

In these constructions, the light verb itself carries little meaning independently; rather, it takes the 

complement—or the words walk and decision, in these examples—that confer semantic weight. This 

characteristic of light verbs allows English speakers to convey elaborate meanings and create idiomatic 

expressions with variable emphases economically (Nevalainen, 1999; Roufaida, n.d.). 

Light verbs are fundamental to constructing sentences in the English language, enabling versatile and 

effective sentence formation. For example: 

• "Give a speech" vs. "Speak": While speak simply denotes the act of speaking, give a speech 

highlights a formal or organized context (Carlsen, 2006). 
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• "Do the dishes" vs. "Wash the dishes": In this case, do in do the dishes acts as a stand-in for the 

whole action of cleaning, making the sentence more colloquial and less descriptive (Ayshwarya, 

2023). 

These examples show how light verbs allow English speakers to express complex actions without 

significant expansions in their lexicon or morphologically specific word forms, contributing to the syntactic 

economy of the language (Soulim & Si Tayeb, 2024). 

Syntactic Implications of Light Verbs in English 

1. Role in Sentence Economy 

Light verbs substantially enhance syntactic economy because complex actions and subtle shades of meaning 

can be expressed with minimal syntactic work by the speaker (Nevalainen, 1999; Jiang, 2000). For instance, 

a phrase such as "give a presentation" replaces what otherwise might be a more graphic phrase, like "present 

information to an audience formally" (Ahmed, 2024). Here, give serves as a syntactic light verb placeholder 

that captures the argument structure without necessitating elaborate clauses (Ayshwarya, 2023). This 

economy is a virtue in English, where many light verbs can express a wide range of actions and states 

without lexical overload or structural complication (Kotilainen & Kurhila, 2020). 

The use of light verbs often simplifies sentence structure compared with other syntactic 

alternatives. For instance, take a rest and rest both denote a similar action, but take a rest introduces an 

added layer of emphasis or casualness without introducing syntactic complexity (Roufaida, n.d.). This 

makes light verbs particularly effective in colloquial and idiomatic expressions, where expressiveness is 

conveyed through nuance without resorting to elaborate syntax. Often, a light verb acts as a kind of 

shorthand, capturing an action implied by culture or context—as in expressions like make a change or take 

a shot, which denote actions imbued with cultural weight against a backdrop of structural simplicity 

(Soulim & Si Tayeb, 2024). 

2. Structural Flexibility in Spoken and Written English 

Light verbs create an extra degree of syntactic flexibility, especially useful in spoken English, where 

efficiency and clarity matter (Nevalainen, 1999; Kotilainen & Kurhila, 2020). With light verb constructions, 

one is able to convey quickly without elaborate descriptions. For example, take a look is a flexible phrase 

which, according to the context, can mean anything from a brief glance to a detailed inspection, without 

any need for further explanation (Jiang, 2000). In casual or spoken English, light verbs thus support fluid, 

natural speech patterns, allowing for clarity without verbosity (Ayshwarya, 2023). 

Light verbs also carry structural advantages in written English, particularly in formal writing. For 

instance, give consideration and take responsibility have a ring of formality and subtlety, which the simple 

verbs consider and accept responsibility do not (Soulim & Si Tayeb, 2024). This structural flexibility is 

vital in academic, business, and legal writing, where precision and politeness are, more often than not, 

indispensable. Light verbs serve as pragmatic tools for writers to express polite requests, obligations, and 

formalities with a tone of professionalism (Carlsen, 2006). 

3. Pedagogical Insights: Teaching Light Verb Constructions 

In the teaching of English, awareness and, consequently, the ability to use light verb constructions will 

result in more fluency and naturalness, particularly in learners whose languages do not make use of light 
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verbs to the same extent (Jiang, 2000; Kotilainen & Kurhila, 2020). Light verbs are so common in formal 

and informal varieties of English that learners who master these constructions are able to communicate in 

a far more idiomatic and contextually appropriate manner (Ayshwarya, 2023). For instance, the learner not 

knowing the light verbs might say, in a more labored way, I am improving my studies, instead of saying, 

using the equivalent in English which carries the idiomatic flavor, I'm making progress on my studies 

(Nevalainen, 1999). 

To help learners develop an intuitive feel for light verbs, it is necessary that these constructions be 

incorporated into the curricula of English through contextual and usage-based exercises (Ahmed, 2024). 

Some teaching approaches are: More importantly perhaps, giving the learners some common light verb 

phrases like make a decision, take a break, give advice, can show them how to learn to perceive and then 

use such constructions naturally; context given to phrases can allow learners to appreciate how light verbs 

carry some subtle shifts in meaning (Soulim & Si Tayeb, 2024). 

Crosslinguistic comparisons: Ease for students whose languages have similar constructions—e.g., 

Persian, Japanese—crosslinking of light verb usages to bridge understanding is very helpful (Roufaida, 

n.d.). On the other hand, in the case of languages without this construction, idiomatic usage and common 

collocations will be highlighted. 

Role-play and dialogue: Provide students with practice of light verbs in situational sets of settings, 

such as mock interviews or conversational role-plays; this will help them achieve natural usage (Carlsen, 

2006). For instance, the phrases make a suggestion and take initiative can be fitted into scenarios that would 

be appropriate to their business or academic purposes. Teaching light verbs can open a door to easier 

language acquisition by providing learners with means for compact, natural language use. Mastery of the 

light verb construction will provide students with access to more expressive, fluent, and adaptive varieties 

in spoken and written forms of English (Ayshwarya, 2023). 

Methodology 

1. Data Collection 

The data collection in this paper is comprehensive, combining both quantitative and qualitative methods. 

The basis of this work is English-language corpora, including the BNC, COCA, and Spoken BNC2014, 

which are quite powerful in analyzing light verb constructions in various contexts. These corpora include 

texts representing such genres as formal written, casual spoken, and digital communication; therefore, one 

achieves a wide, all-embracing outlook on light verb usage in English. It samples texts across the genres in 

order to show the patterns of frequency, contextual nuances, and variations in the usage of light verb 

construction. 

Examples of light verb constructions are drawn from both spoken and written data to ensure a 

representative understanding of their role in different communication contexts. For example, the data from 

the spoken corpus will help to see how facilitation provided by light verbs realizes quick and efficient 

exchanges in informal and formal dialogues. In turn, the data from the written corpus-academic, literary, 

and journalistic texts-will provide insights regarding how light verbs are adapted, for reasons of clarity and 

expressiveness, in more structured varieties of language use. This mixed-data approach will enable the 

study to lay out comprehensively the syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic functions of the English light verbs. 

2. Crosslinguistic Data Sources 
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The present work investigates the cross-linguistic aspects of light verbs through incorporating corpus data 

and native speaker consultations in a number of languages renowned for their usage of light verb 

constructions (Roufaida, n.d.; Kotilainen & Kurhila, 2020). It draws on datasets and corpora for Persian, 

utilizing the Persian Linguistic Database; Japanese, represented through the Japanese National Corpus; and 

Hindi, represented through the Hindi-Urdu Frequency Dictionary, as bases for direct comparison with 

English (Soulim & Si Tayeb, 2024). 

Native speaker data are based on targeted interviews and questionnaires, in which speakers of 

languages with complex light verb systems, such as Persian and Japanese, describe usage patterns, idiomatic 

expressions, as well as common light verb combinations in their languages (Nevalainen, 1999). This 

comparative analysis focuses on how light verb constructions fulfill similar syntactic roles across languages 

yet differ in cultural or linguistic function. Whereas in Persian, for example, the research will investigate 

how kardan—to do—operates with nouns to make up compound verbs, Japanese adds a social dimension 

to suru—to do—in communicating levels of politeness (Carlsen, 2006). 

Such crosslinguistic analyses are targeted to underline the universal and language-specific aspects 

in light verb constructions (Jiang, 2000). It is expected that this comparison will reveal how light verbs 

contribute to the economy and expressiveness of syntax across languages, illustrating the structural means 

by which different linguistic systems express complex meanings with minimal syntactic complexity 

(Ayshwarya, 2023). 

Findings 

1. Patterns of Light Verb Usage in English 

Corpora analyses of English reveal that light verbs are pervasive into both spoken and written contexts, 

though largely varying by genre and degree of formality in frequency and usage. In spoken English, light 

verbs often surface in colloquial conversational expressions, allowing concise, informal communication. 

For example, take a break, give a ring, and try it out are varieties of light verbs that turn up in informal 

speech, where syntactic economy and lightness of expression occur. This merely means that light verbs add 

to the pragmatic functionality of spoken English, as attested by their frequent use in speaking to express 

actions, requests, or offers in more efficient and accessible ways. 

In written English, especially in formal and academic texts, light verbs help make the sentences 

more formal, clear, and subtle (Nevalainen, 1999). Constructions such as make a recommendation, take into 

consideration, give permission, and many others raise the tone to a level of fineness (Carlsen, 2006). Often, 

these light verb constructions replace the simple verbs—for instance, recommend, consider, permit—to add 

subtlety to the meaning and to emphasize the process involved (Ayshwarya, 2023). Light verbs, therefore, 

facilitate the formality and structure of English in professional and academic contexts, which shows the 

flexibility of light verbs according to situation (Kotilainen & Kurhila, 2020). 

Moreover, some light verb constructions bear special communicative functions which a single verb 

is not required to do. For instance, take a chance not only carries the meaning of trying for the first time 

but may well connote a notion of risk or opportunity which attempt may well not carry (Jiang, 2000). 

Similarly, make a decision conveys the connotation of deliberation or careful thought, in ways that decide 

alone does not necessarily imply (Roufaida, n.d.). These features illustrate how light verbs contribute to the 

complexity of English with semantic layers that address both functional and expressive imperatives 

(Ahmed, 2024). 
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2. Crosslinguistic Structural Variations 

The cross-linguistic comparison reveals that light verbs are not an English-specific phenomenon but rather 

demonstrate considerable variation in structure and function across languages. The main findings 

highlighted the similarities and differences in the usages of light verbs, especially in languages like Persian, 

Japanese, and Hindi. 

Similarities: In all languages, light verbs form compound verbs by grammatically combining a verb 

with a noun to utter complicated actions for which a language may not have extensive derivational 

morphology. For instance, in Persian, light verbs such as kardan (to do) and dâdan (to give) are combined 

with nouns to create verbs; for example: kar kardan means "to work", and bar dâdan means "to raise". 

Similarly, in Japanese suru is attached to nouns to form verb phrases; for example, benkyou suru means "to 

study", while kekkon suru means "to marry". The parallel use of light verbs across languages speaks to 

linguistic universals in strategy both for syntactic economy and for expressivity. 

Differences: Despite functional similarities, languages reveal unique structural features in light 

verb constructions. In Japanese, for example, the use of suru and yaru implies nuances of differences in 

formality and social hierarchy because of its equivalent English light verbs. 

In Persian, the use of light verb constructions is all but obligatory for the expression of actions for 

which there is no independent verb; they are thus an integral part of Persian syntax. In Hindi, light verbs 

may also serve to provide emphasis to the emotions expressed, as in khojana karna ("to search eagerly"), 

where karna intensifies the intent of the action. These differences in structure and function indicate that, 

though the light verb is a universal tool, its application is shaped by the specific syntactic and cultural 

requirements imposed on it by each particular language. These crosslinguistic findings also carry some 

implicational meanings for translation and language learning. For example, the translation of light verb 

phrases from English, such as 'make an effort' or 'give a try', into languages like Japanese or Persian needs 

to be sensitive to the conventionalized expressions of the target language. Language learners will also have 

specific problems with light verb constructions if their first language does not have parallel structures-a fact 

that underlines the importance of explicit teaching in language classes, using a variety of contextual 

examples. 

3. Implications for English Syntax Studies 

The study of light verbs challenges more conservative syntactic theories by emphasizing the possibility of 

flexibility and adjustability with regard to the verb phrase structures in English. Light verbs are semantically 

reduced carriers; they operate at the intersection of lexical and functional categories, mostly resisting 

conventional distinctions. This unique positioning brings into question rigid verb-centered frameworks that 

more conservative syntax theories, like the generative approach, have often promoted. Instead, light verbs 

indicate that meaning can be distributed across other elements in the phrase and, as such, syntactic models 

need to consider verbs with non-traditional roles. 

These findings also hint at the possibility of elaborating new syntactic frameworks which could 

successfully account for the flexibility of light verbs and crosslinguistic variations. Approaches such as 

Construction Grammar or Minimalist Syntax, which allow for variations in phrase structure and meaning 

distribution, may offer a more suitable model for understanding light verb constructions. Light verbs, in 

this context, could be viewed as part of a larger constructionist framework that emphasizes syntactic 

patterns and idiomatic expressions, providing a bridge between grammar and pragmatics. 



106 
 

 

 
 

 

This is an open access article under the 

Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 

International License 

 

Euro-Global Journal of Linguistics and Language Education 

Vilnius, Lithuania 

 

Based on these cross-linguistic data, this study considers light verbs as one of the probable 

candidates for further comparative syntax. A deeper understanding of light verbs in different languages can 

reveal universal principles at work in syntactic economy and expressiveness, besides language-specific 

adaptations. In fact, such a venture could result in general syntactic theories concerning both universal 

linguistic tendencies and typological variation, which will contribute to a far richer view of syntax in human 

language. 

Discussion 

1. Interpreting Crosslinguistic Variations 

Crosslinguistic research on light verbs underlines the fact that each linguistic and cultural convention molds 

the use of light verbs differently. The degree of politeness, hierarchy, and other social factors are usually 

guiding elements in grammatically constructing or interpreting light verbs. For example, in Japanese, light 

verbs such as suru and yaru bear different connotations concerning formality and respect. These differences 

bring out the fact that light verbs do more than simplify syntax; they embed cultural context within grammar. 

In this respect, the heavy reliance on light verb constructs in Persian to make up for a smaller inventory of 

stand-alone verb items is a linguistic strategy that is-in effect-dictated by syntactic and morphological 

limitations in Persian. 

Cultural and linguistic factors make this relation between syntax and meaning particularly striking 

in the case of light verb constructions. Light verbs allow a sort of syntactic economies, allowing users to 

evoke fine shades of action without lexicalizing the verb inventory. Simplicity does not, in this case, reduce 

expressiveness but enhances it through dispersion onto both the verb and its nominal complement. Thus, 

for example, in English, take a look indicates that the glance is quick and probably casual; this nuance is 

not encoded when the verb look occurs alone. 

Likewise, in Hindi, phrases of the type 'sochna karna' ("to think deeply") use the light verb karna, 

emphasizing the act of deliberation. These superficial differences suggest that light verbs meet the structural 

need of a sentence while embedding cultural expressions. A cross-linguistic study of light verbs would thus 

be instructive on how syntactic structures can reflect, adapt, and highlight cultural values along dimensions 

of formality, emphasis on actions, or social convention. 

2. Applications for Linguistic Theory and Pedagogy 

Incorporating Light Verbs into Linguistic Theory 

Light verbs are a unique property that invites reconsideration of traditional syntactic theories. For example, 

within both the minimalist and constructionist frameworks, light verbs display a meaning and a syntactic 

role not only in the single verb but also distributed across the phrase. According to Minimalist Syntax, for 

instance, light verbs are difficult to reconcile with the key assumption in this framework that verb phrases 

uniformly exhibit hierarchical constituency structure with one head. Rather, light verbs are associated with 

a more flexible model supporting that the light verb, together with its complement, contributes to the 

meaning of the phrase supporting a flatter syntactic structure. 

From a constructionist perspective, light verbs can be seen as entering some fixed expressions or 

idiomatic phrases that might become very substantial in language use. Construction Grammar, focusing on 

form-meaning pairs, provides a platform whereby light verbs are accommodated as part of the construction 

from which meaning emanates as a result of the interaction between verb and noun, rather than having 
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meaning provided by the verb. This viewpoint further allows one to understand that light verbs form a 

construction with specific communicative functions, which exceed the relationship between simple verb-

object and idiomatic usages. 

By embracing light verbs within these theoretical models, linguistics will be able to expand the 

understanding of verb phrases to both traditional lexical verbs and also functional, semantically weak verbs 

operating in tandem with complements. Such a line of approach might likewise reduce the divide between 

syntactic theory and semantics, considering light verbs as much about the role of contextual meaning as 

about syntactic roles. 

Practical Applications for Language Pedagogy 

Light verbs prove to be important in the development of curriculum in aspects of language pedagogy, 

increasing learners' awareness of natural and idiomatic English. Light verbs are inescapable in both spoken 

and written English; however, they could prove quite problematic for learners whose languages don't have 

similar structures. This is where educators may take proactive measures by giving focused instruction about 

very common light verb constructions so that students really learn how to use such phrases as take a risk, 

make a suggestion, and give it a go confidently and accurately. 

Specific Pedagogical Strategies: 

Contextual Teaching: Light verbs are often idiomatic, carrying culturally bound nuances of meaning that 

learners can pick up best in little contextual packages. What is more, light verbs are really taught effectively 

through a variety of extramural or situational dialogues and role-playing, wherein the learners can try out 

these phrases in different situations, in both comprehension and in using it. Comparative Language 

Exercises: For students from languages that contain light verbs, for example Persian or Hindi, comparison 

across languages can be a very useful bridge. By comparing how the light verbs in English do and don't 

work like their native counterparts they will learn both the universal and language specific aspects of the 

construction. Corpus-Based Learning: The Teacher can use corpora examples in the English language to 

demonstrate, for instance, how light verbs are used across various genres, allowing learners to make 

distinctions regarding their formal or informal use. Such an approach can expose students to authentic 

language, providing practical insights into how light verbs are used in real contexts. By incorporating light 

verbs into curriculum design, educators can systematically encourage more natural usage of language and 

improve the fluency of learners. The knowledge of using appropriate light verbs enhances linguistic 

competence and also allows learners to engage more authentically in both spoken and written English, 

contributing to a more nuanced, contextually aware process of language acquisition. 

Conclusion 

Light verbs are thus important in the syntax of English as devices of syntactic economy but also afford 

speakers the possibility to express subtle meanings with structural economy. In this way, flexibility and 

expressiveness are achieved by English through the combination of semantically rather insubstantial verbs 

with nominal complements; it is both pragmatic and culturally embedded. The present study has 

demonstrated that English light verbs, like in any other language, do not represent just syntactic constructs 

but reflect much deeper linguistic principles of meaning distribution, context-dependence, and linguistic 

adaptability. 



108 
 

 

 
 

 

This is an open access article under the 

Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 

International License 

 

Euro-Global Journal of Linguistics and Language Education 

Vilnius, Lithuania 

 

This cross-linguistic comparison brings out the fact that while light verbs share similar functions 

across languages, their structure and usages often reflect unique cultural and linguistic values. For example, 

Persian, Japanese, and Hindi borrow light verbs for certain communicative and social purposes, a fact which 

underlines the universality of these constructions and their diversity. A comparison of English light verbs 

with those of other languages has enriched our understanding in the present study of how syntax interacts 

with cultural context and has given us an expanded view of syntactic theory. Further research might, 

therefore, be directed at the cognitive mechanisms underlying light verb constructs: how it is that speakers 

intuitively pick out light verbs in real-life communication and the degree to which such choices are driven 

culturally and contextually. Further research into pedagogical strategies for instructors of light verbs could 

help further develop language learning methodologies with a view toward furthering learners toward 

fluency and naturalness in English. Theoretically and practically, through the study of light verbs, linguistics 

will continue to develop its knowledge concerning the most turgid relation between syntax, semantics, and 

cultural expression. 
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