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Weighing in on End Weight 
 
 The Principle of End Weight maintains that constituents will occur in order of increasing 
weight (Behagel 1909; Quirk et al. 1985), but the precise definition of “weight” has been heavily 
debated.  Previous proposals have defined weight as syntactic complexity (syntactic nodes or 
words), processing (dependencies), phonological complexity (lexical stresses), or phonological 
length (syllables).  This paper presents a systematic investigation of the predictive value of these 
measures on constituent ordering in two constructions in spoken English.  We show that weight 
measured as the number of words or lexical stresses most reliably predicts construction choice.  
 As approximations of weight in studies of syntactic complexity, counts of orthographical 
words or syntactic nodes have been widely shown to be reliable predictors of constituent 
ordering (Wasow 2002; Szmrecsányi 2004; Bresnan and Ford 2010; a.o.).  Less well-studied are 
notions of phonological weight, sometimes operationalized as the number of syllables (Benor 
and Levy 2006; McDonald et al. 1993).  Alternatively, Anttila et al. (2010) proposed that weight 
be measured by the number of lexical stresses (following Selkirk 1984; Zec and Inkelas 1990), 
arguing that primary stress count supersedes word count as a more accurate predictor of 
construction choice in the English dative alternation.  They, however, failed to control for the 
influences of other non-phonological predictors of dative construction choice (see esp. Bresnan 
et al. 2007).  Nor did they account for the high degree of correlation between the two weight 
measures—the number of stresses increases as word count increases—which potentially masks 
the effects of both predictors. 
 We examine the effects of phonological weight by distinguishing the independent 
influences of the various weight measures using multivariate regression analysis of genitive and 
dative construction choice in a corpus of spoken American English while crucially controlling 
for other known predictors of genitive and dative construction choice (Shih et al. 2009; a.o.).  
Four measures of weight were studied: the number of syntactic nodes, words, lexical stresses, 
and syllables in the possessor and possessum NPs of the genitive and in the recipient and theme 
arguments of the dative.  A model that includes all of the different weight measures demonstrates 
that their independent effects are robustly indistinguishable due to their severe collinearity, even 
after the application of de-correlation methods.  Tested independently, word count and lexical 
stress count are marginally better predictors than the number of syllables or syntactic nodes.  An 
analysis of the data where the number of words and the number of lexical stresses do not 
coincide moreover finds that one is not a significantly better predictor than the other. 
 Finally, we note that in theories of processing complexity (e.g., Dependency Length 
Theory; Gibson 1998, 2000; Hawkins 1994), dependency measures, which count lexical 
categories introducing new discourse concepts, are near equivalents to phonological measures of 
weight and thus can predict the same empirical facts (e.g., Comrie 2003).  Given our findings, 
we argue that word count, as commonly used in many studies of construction choice, is a fitting 
and sufficient proxy for any number of theoretical approaches to end weight, including 
phonological ones. 
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