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Abstract

This paper will be a short examination of the notions of support verbs 
(e.g. ‘make’) and predicative nouns (e.g. ‘estimation’ ). A support verb and 
a predicative noun form a support verb construction (e.g. ‘Peter made an 
estimation of the damage’).

The governing element in a support verb construction is the predicative 
noun whereas in a phrase like ‘Peter wanted an estimation of the damage’ , 
the verb is the governing element. The main criteria for identifying support 
verb constructions as well as some of their properties will be mentioned.

From a translational point of view problems are likely to arise if support 
verb constructions are treated compositionally as the choice of support 
verb for a given predicative noun in the target language is not predictable 
from the source language support verb.

1 Introduction
O n e o f  the secon dary  goa ls o f  the E u rotra  p ro je ct has been  to  encourage co llab ­
ora tion  betw een academ ics w ith  different scientific backgrounds, w ith  a  conse­
quent need to  understand b o th  a lternative fram ew orks and m ore specific notions 
in th ose  fram ew orks. T h is  secon dary  g oa l o f  E u rotra  has found a  realisation in 
th e  w ork  on  su pport verb  con stru ctions.

T h e  n otion  o f  su p p ort verb  con stru ction s  orig inates from  H arris (1962) and 
has later been  used w ith in  th e  lingu istic paradigm  defined in G ross (1968, 1975, 
1983, 1988). In E u rotra  the n otion  has been  presented by  L aurence D anlos —  
E u rotra  F rance w h o  has been  w ork ing w ith  M au rice  G ross. S ince early spring 
th is year language grou ps in France, G erm any and D enm ark have participated 
in an exam ination  o f  the n otion  in  their p rop er language.

T h e  fo cu s  in this paper w ill b e  on  cases w here a  su pport verb  constru ction  
in th e  sou rce  language corresp on d s to  a  su p p ort verb  con stru ction  in the target 
language.
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In the fo llow in g  the translational relevance o f  su p p ort verb  con stru ction s 
will be  treated in section  2, a  defin ition  and  som e criteria  for  su p p ort verb  
con stru ctions will b e  g iven in respectively  section  3 and  4. In section  5 a  few  
properties will b e  m entioned  and then finally  in section  6 it w ill b e  discussed 
how  su pport verb  con stru ction s m ay b e  represented in the E u rotra  In terface 
Structure (IS ).

T h e  D anish exam ples given below  are fo llow ed  b y  literal E nglish  translations.

2 Translational Relevance
A part from  bein g  ‘ fu ll verbs ’ as e.g . ‘P eter has a  girl fr ien d ’ , a  lim ited  grou p  o f  
verbs can  a lso  b e  su pport verbs emd thus be  part o f  a  su pport verb  con stru ction .

T yp ica l su p p ort verbs are ‘H A V E /H A V E ’ (in d flyd e lse /in flu en ce ), ‘L A V E / 
M A K E ’ (en  u n dersøgelse /an  exam in ation ), ‘F O R E T A G E /M A K E ’ (en  undersøg- 
e lse /a n  exam in ation ), ‘G 0 R E /M A K E ’ (b ru g /u s e ), ‘B E G Å /C O M M I T ’ (en  for - 
b ry d e lse /a  crim e), ‘T A G E /T A K E ’ (forh oldsreg ler/m easu res). W h a t is com m on  
to  these verbs is the fact that they  are rather em p ty  o f  m eaning.

T h is m eans that these verbs are very  likely to  cause prob lem s in m achine 
translation . T o  illustrate this, let us con sider a  few  French sentences an d  their 
correspon d in g  translation  in to  D anish:

(1 ) Jean F A IT  U N E  E S T IM A T IO N  D E S D E G  A T S  = >

Jean F O R E T A G E R  E N  V U R D E R IN G  a f ødelæ ggelserne 

(Jean m akes an estim ation  o f  the dam age)

(2 ) Jean F A IT  U N  R E S U M E  du  livre = >

Jean L A V E R  E T  R E S U M E  a f bogen  

(Jean  makes a  sum m ary o f  the b o o k )

(3 ) Jean F A IT  U N  C R IM E  con tre M arie = >

Jean B E G Å R  E N  F O R B R Y D E L S E  m o d  M arie 

(Jean  com m its a  crim e against M arie)

(4 ) Jean F A IT  U N E  C O N V E R S A T IO N  avec M arie = >

Jean F Ø R E R  E N  S A M T A L E  m ed M arie 

(Jean  has a talk  w ith  M arie)

W h a t these sentences share is that th ey  all con ta in  the French verb  ‘fa ire ’ . 
From  the sentences it can  b e  seen (n o t very  surprisingly) th at th ey  are all trans­
lated in to  different verbs in D anish . T h is  w ou ld  cause a  lo t o f  prob lem s i f  we
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ch ose to  translate com p osition a lly  (i.e . verb  to  verb and noun to  n ou n ). It would 
b e  extrem ely  difficult —  i f  n ot im possib le  —  to  m ake rules for how  ‘fa ire ’ in a 
g iven sentence shou ld  b e  translated.

T h e  reasons w h y we d o  n ot solve th e  translational prob lem  sim ply  b y  m aking 
com p lex  lex icon  entries saying that e.g . the French ‘fa lre jestim ation ’ has to  be  
translated  in to  the D anish  ‘foretage .vu rd erin g ’ are abundant. O n e reason is that 
this so lu tion  w ill lead to  an en orm ou s num ber o f  ad h o c  lex icon  entries. A nother 
reason is that this treatm ent w ill on ly  b e  a  listing o f  prob lem  cases and not a 
th eoretica lly  w ell-fou nded  solu tion .

T h u s as we reject the idea  o f  com p lex  lex icon  entries and  can not predict the 
translation  o f  the sou rce language verb  on  the basis o f  the verb  itself, we have 
tried  to  take the noun  as ou r  starting poin t.

3 Definition of a Support Verb Construction
A  su p p ort verb  con stru ction  (S V C ) as e.g .:

(5 ) P eter  foretager en vurdering  a f ødelæ ggelserne 

(P eter m akes an estim ation  o f  the dam age)

con sists o f  a  su pport verb  (fo re ta g e /m a k e ) and a  pred icative noun (v u rd erin g / 
estim ation ).

T h e  pred icative  noun  is a  noun  that has a  valency fram e and thus can have 
com plem en ts like verbs. A  su p p ort verb  has n o  fram e o f  its ow n. Instead a 
su p p ort verb  ‘ inherits ’ the fram e o f  the pred icative noun . C onsequently, it is the 
p red ica tive  noun th at is the fram e-bearin g  elem ent and N O T  the su pport verb 
‘fo re ta g e /m a k e ’ .

4 Criteria for Identification of Support Verb 
Constructions

A ) T o  a  given  su p p ort verb  con stru ction :

(5 ) P eter foretager en vurdering  a f ødelæ ggelserne 

(P eter m akes an estim ation  o f  the dam age)

there m ust corresp on d  a  p red icative  noun  grou p , e.g .

(6 ) P eters vu rderin g  a f  ødelæ ggelserne 

(P e te r ’s estim ation  o f  the dam age)

w hose head is a  p red icative  noun . In such a  pred icative n oun  grou p  the ‘agen t’ 
(ca lled  a r g l )  is in gen itive  and the elem ent w hich  correspon d s to  the o b je c t  for 
the a ction  ‘v u rd er in g /estim a tion ’ (ca lled  arg2) is n orm ally  realized as a  ‘p p ’ w ith 
the p rep osition  ‘a f ’ (o f ) .
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T h e  content o f  a  sentence w ith  a  full verb  as e.g . ‘ om ta le ’ (m en tion ):

(7 ) P eter om taler en vurdering  a f ødelæ ggelserne 

(P eter m entions an estim ation  o f  the dam age)

can not be  fu lly  rendered b y  a  pred icative noun grou p  as (6 ):

(6 ) ^  P eters vurdering  a f  ødelæ ggelserne 

(P eter ’s estim ation  o f  the dam age)

A n  ord in ary  verb  has m ore ‘m ean ing ’ than can  p ossib ly  b e  rendered b y  a  
predicative noun grou p .

So the first criteria  is that there m ust be  a  reference iden tity  betw een  a  
predicative noun  grou p  and a  S V C -con stru ction  in contrast to  a  con stru ction  
w ith  a ‘fu ll’ verb .

B ) In som e sense B ) follow s from  A ) in that a  su p p ort verb  con stru ction  does 
N O T  a ccep t an insertion  o f  a  log ica l su b je ct for  the pred icative  noun  th at is 
different from  the gram m atica l su b ject o f  the sentence:

(8 ) *P eter foretager Johns vurdering a f  ødelæ ggelsen  

(P eter makes J oh n ’s estim ation  o f  the dam age)

T hus a  su pport verb con stru ction  such as:

(9 ) P eter foretager en vurdering  a f  ødelæ ggelserne 

(P eter makes an estim ation  o f  th e  dam age)

differs from  a  con stru ction  w ith  an ‘ord in a ry ’ full verb  as in:

(10) P eter om taler en vurdering a f ødelæ ggelserne 

(P eter m entions an estim ation  o f  the dam age)

where a  su b je ct for  the pred icative noun can  b e  added  w ith ou t changing the 
accep tab ility  o f  th e  sentence:

(11) P eter om ta ler Johns vurdering a f  ødelæ ggelserne 

(P eter m entions J oh n ’s estim ation  o f  the dam age)

So the secon d  criteria  is that it m ust n ot b e  possib le  to  insert a  log ica l su b ject 
for  the pred icative n oun  w hich  is different from  the su b ject o f  the verb .
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5 Properties
Apsirt from  the criteria  ju st m entioned , su pport verb  con stru ction s  in Dfinish 
are characterized b y  a  num ber o f  properties . T h e  fo llow in g  properties are N O T  
criteria used for  identification  o f  su pport verb  con stru ction s —  how ever they  
reveal a  clear ten den cy  w ith  respect to  beh av ior o f  su p p ort verb  con stru ction s. 
B u t as we can  on ly  speak  o f  tendencies they  can n ot be  used as criteria.
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5.1 Clefting

5.1.1 Constructions with the Preposition ‘af’ (of)
L e t ’s on ce  again  g o  back  to  sentence (1 ) and (3 ) to  see w hat happens i f  the 
sentences are cleft:

(1 2 ) D et er en vu rderin g  a f  ødelæ ggelserne, P eter foretager

[ N pred  prep  N  ]

(It is an estim ation  o f  the dam age, P eter m akes)

(1 3 ) D et er en vu rderin g  a f  ødelæ ggelserne, P eter om taler.

[ N pred  prep  N  ]

(It is an estim ation  o f  the dam age, P eter m entions).

T h is  show s that th e  sequence N pred  prep  N  is on e con stituen t (on e  com p lex  
n om inal g rou p ). H ow ever, it is a lso  possib le  to  p lace  ‘vu rderin g ’ (estim ation ) 
and  ‘ødelæ ggelse ’ (d am age) separately  in focu s:

(14 ) D et er en vu rdering, P eter foretager a f ødelæ ggelserne.

(It is an estim ation  P eter m akes o f  the dam age).

(1 5 ) D et er en vu rdering, P eter om taler a f  ødelæ ggelserne.

(It is an estim ation  P eter m entions o f  th e  dam age).

(1 6 ) D et er a f ødelæ ggelserne, P eter foretager en vurdering.

(It is o f  the dam age P eter m akes an estim ation ).

(1 7 ) D et er a f  ødelæ ggelserne, P eter om taler en vurdering.

(It is o f  the dam age P eter m entions an estim ation ).

T h e  exam ples in (1 2 ) - (1 7 )  are perhaps n ot interesting observations in them ­
selves as th ey  are all con sidered  to  b e  correct sentences in D anish. B ut they 
ou gh t to  b e  com p a red  w ith  th e  exam ples g iven below .

5.1.2 Constructions where the Preposition is Different from ‘af’ (of)
In cleft sentences w here the p reposition  is different from  ‘ a f ’ (o f )  a  different 
result can  b e  observed :

(1 8 ) D et er et overfald  p å  M arie, L u c har begået.

(It is an a tta ck  on  M arie, L u c has com m itted )

(1 9 ) D et er et overfa ld  p å  M arie, L u c har om talt.

(It is an a ttack  on  M arie , L u c has m en tioned ).
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T h e difference can  b e  observed  w hen ‘overfa ld ’ (a tta ck ) and  ‘p å  M arie ’ (on  
M arie) are p laced  separately  in focus:

(20) D et er et overfald , L u c har begået på  M arie.

(It is an attack , L uc has com m itted  on  M arie).

(21) *D et er et overfa ld , L u c har om ta lt p å  M arie.

(It is an attack , L u c has m entioned on  M arie).

(22) D et er M arie, L u c har begået et overfa ld  på.

(It is M arie, L u c has com m itted  an a ttack  on )

(23) ’"D et er M arie, L u c har om ta lt et overfald  på.

(It is M arie, L uc has m entioned  an attack  on )

In contrast to  ord inary full verbs, su pport verb  con stru ction s ciccept a  sp lit­
ting w hen the preposition  is different from  ‘a f ’ (o f ) .  H ow ever it shou ld  b e  exam ­
ined m ore carefu lly  before  w e con clu d e  that all preposition s different from  ‘a f ’ 
(o f )  behave in this way.

5.2 W H -questions

It is not possib le  to  ask w h-questions to  a  su p p ort verb  con stru ction :

(24) ’"H vad har P eter taget i dag? E t in itiativ .

(W h a t has P eter taken to d a y ?  A n  in itiative).

(U nless the question  is asked in a  con versation  b y  th e  person  listening w here 
h e /sh e  d id  n ot grasp the con ten t at first.)

T h is  is how ever fu lly a ccep tab le  in con n ection  w ith  an ord in ary  full verb :

(25) H vad spiser du i dag? K ager fra  kantinen.

(W h a t d o  you  eat tod a y ?  Cakes from  the can tin e).

5.3 Modification of SVC s by A d jectiv e /A d  verb

O ften in con n ection  w ith  adverbs o f  m anner the fo llow in g  possib ility  fo r  m aking 
a  paraphrase can  b e  observed :

(26) P eter foretog  en h u rtig /om h ygge lig  vurdering a f ødelæ ggelserne.

(P eter m ade a  q u ick /ca re fu l estim ation  o f  the dam age)

= >

(27) P eter foretog  h u rtig t/om h ygge lig t vurdering a f ødelæ ggelserne.

(P eter m ade q u ick ly /ca re fu lly  an estim ation  o f  the dam age)

In rare cases m od ifica tion  b y  m eans o f  ad jectives and adverbs is a lso  fou n d  
in con nection  w ith  ord in ary  full verbs as e.g .:
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(2 8 )  a. P eter dralc en hurtig  kop  kaiFe.
(P eter  drank  a  qu ick  cu p  o f  coffee) 

b . P eter drak  hurtigt en  k op  kaffe.

(P eter  drank qu ick ly  a  cu p  o f  coffee)

bu t is n ot p ossib le  w ith ou t changing the m eaning w hen the full verb is follow ed 
b y  a  p red ica tive  noun:

(2 9 ) a. P eter om ta lte  et hurtigt overfa ld  p å  M arie.
(P eter  m en tioned  a  qu ick  attack  on  M arie)

b . P eter om ta lte  hurtigt et overfald  på  M arie.
(P eter  m en tioned  qu ick ly  an a ttack  on  M arie)

6 Aspectual Variants
A  given  p red ica tive  noun o ften  has the possib ility  o f  bein g  ‘ su p p orted ’ b y  dif­
ferent verbs as e .g .:

(3 0 ) P eter har ansvaret for  rapporten

(P eter has the responsib ility  for  the rep ort)

(3 1 ) P eter tager ansvaret fo r  rapporten

(P eter takes the respon sib ility  fo r  the rep ort)

(3 2 ) P eter beh o ld er ansvaret fo r  rapporten  

(P eter keeps the respon sib ility  for  the rep ort)

T h e  different sentences a b ove  express d ifferences w ith  respect to  aspectual 
values. A sp ectu a l variants are ca lled  V asp. In (3 0 ) the V asp is ‘neutral’ , in (31) 
‘ in ch oa tive ’ , in (3 2 ) ‘d u ra tive ’ . T y p ica lly  a  pred icative noun does not have all 
aspectu a l com bin ation s. T h u s a  pred icative  noun such as ‘an greb ’ (a ttack ) is not 
likely to  have an aspectu a l variant expressing an ‘ iterative ’ aspect o r  a  ‘ term i- 
n a tive ’ aspect.

I f  the sentences (30 ) to  (3 2 ) are transform ed in to  relative clauses w here the 
pred icative  noun  is the antecedent o f  the relative pronoun  as in:

(33 ) A nsvaret, som  P eter har for  rapporten

(T h e  respon sib ility  that P eter has for  the rep ort)

(34 ) A nsvaret, som  P eter får for  rapporten

(T h e  respon sib ility  that P eter gets for  the rep ort)

(3 5 ) A nsvaret, som  P eter beh o ld er for  rapporten

(T h e  respon sib ility  that P eter keeps for  the rep ort)
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a  difference appears. O n ly  (33 ) renders fu lly  the m eaning expressed  b y  th e  ac­
tive nom inal grou p , ‘P eters ausvar for  ra p p orten ’ (P e te r ’s responsib ility  fo r  the 
rep ort). A n d  this is w hat distinguishes a  V su p  w ith  V a sp = n eu tra l from  a V su p  
w ith V asp different from  ‘ neutral’ .

6.1 W hich Factors Decide the Choice of Vasp?

O n  the on e  hand it is the pred icative noun that selects its su p p ort verb . O n  
the oth er hand the su pport verb w ith  V asp =  neutral decides w hich  aspectu al 
vziriants a given su p p ort verb con stru ction  can  have.

7 How to Represent Support Verb Construc­
tions?

A s poin ted  ou t in section  2, the fo llow in g  IS (interface stru ctu re) representation  
o f  e.g. ‘ Jean fait une estim ation  des ddgats ’ is likely to  cause severe problem s:

(36) cat = S, tense=present

gov argl arg2
cat=v

1
cat=np

1
cat=np

1

faire cat=n gov arg2
Pierre cat=n cat=n

I
estimation d6g&t

as there is n ot on ly  on e possib le  translation  in to  D anish  o f  th e  French verb 
‘fa ire ’ . Let us assum e that we have fou r different translation  possib ilities (see the 
exam ples ( l ) - ( 4 ) )  o f  ‘fa ire ’ in the transfer lex icon  betw een  French and D anish. 
T h e  con sequ ence w ill b e  that we get fou r results in D anish  that are n ot all co rrect 
translations o f  the input sentence.

I f  instead as in (37 ) the pred icative n oun  (the fram e bearin g  elem ent) becom es 
governor o f  the sentence:

(37) cat = S, tense=present

gov
cat=n

I
estimation
VBup=faire
vasp.incho=none
vasp_iter=none
vasp_dur=none
vasp.tem^one
aspect=neuter

argl arg2
cat=np

1
cat=np

1

cat=n cat=n
Pierre ddg&t
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a  sim ple tran slation  —  from  F R :estim ation  to  D A ivu rderin g , from  F R :P ierre  
to  D A :P eter , e tc . —  can  take p lace  in the transfer m odu le betw een the tw o 
languages.

N ext, on  IS synthesis the noun ‘vurdering ’ is look ed  up  in the D anish m on o­
lingual lex icon  w here the d iction a ry  entry  for ‘vu rderin g ’ contains in form ation  
a b ou t w hich  su p p ort verb (s ) the pred icative noun can  b e  con stru cted  w ith. T h e 
D anish  IS representation  will be  the follow ing:

(38) cat = S, tense=present

argi
cat=np

I
cat=n
Peter

arg2
cat=np

I
cat=n

ødelæggelse

gov
cat=n

I
vurdering
vsup=foretage
vasp_ incho=none
vasp_iter=none
vasp_dur=none
vasp_term=none
aspect=neuter

F in ally  betw een  IS synthesis and  E R S (i.e. E u rotra  R elational Structure) an 
insertion  o f  the D anish  su p p ort verb as govern or o f  the sentence takes place 
w ith  the result that on  E R S  and E C S  (i.e . E u rotra  C onstituent S tructure) the 
stru ctu re o f  the su p p ort verb  con stru ction  is the sam e as the structure o f  a 
sentence w ith  any o th er verb.

8 Final Remarks
W e have now  dem on strated  that the n otion  o f  su p p ort verb con stru ctions is also 
a p p licab le  to  D anish . M oreover we have show n that the n otion  is also useful in 
m ach ine translation  becau se  it can  b e  left to  the target language to  generate and 
insert the correct su pport verb  in a  sentence.
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