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Verbal periphrases are a common type of complex verbal constructions, especially in Romance
languages (as compared to e.g. Germanic languages). Broadly defined as a combination of two (or
more) verbs — sometimes joined by a preposition or conjunction — forming a single predicative unit, they
are considered a central characteristic of all Romance languages, expressing temporal, aspectual,
modal and diathetic values (e.g. Pusch & Wesch 2003, Gomez Torrego 1999). Due to their high (formal
and functional) variability as well as their reduced compositionality, different approaches have already
been proposed to tackle this phenomenon (e.g. Laca 2004, Bertinetto 2001, Olbertz 1998; recently also
from a constructivist perspective, e.g. Garachana 2020, Fureder 2021, Fiureder in press). A cognitive
account, however, is still missing. The present paper thus sets out to fill this gap by suggesting a model
based on experimental psycholinguistic data.

Various studies show that experimental methods can prove very valuable in theory building and
shaping (e.g. Boye & Harder 2012, Boye & Bastiaanse 2018, Hennecke & Wolf 2021, Van Lancker Sidtis
2004). Methods such as self-paced reading, eye-tracking or ERPs have been found highly insightful in
psycholinguistics, particularly with respect to multi-word units (e.g. Siyanova-Chanturia 2013, Schmitt &
Underwood 2004, Siyanova-Chanturia & Van Lancker Sidtis 2019), of which verbal periphrases are also
a part. In order to investigate how periphrastic verbal constructions in Romance are processed by native
and non-native speakers, a self-paced reading study is being administered to a L1 German experimental
group and a L1 Romance control group. To this end, a selection of verbal periphrases in Spanish, French
and ltalian is presented in a hon-cumulative reading paradigm on a computer screen, followed by an
acceptability rating and a comprehension question.

First results from Spanish (12 participants, 80 experimental items) suggest a divide into three broad
groups of periphrastic verbal constructions: (i) highly grammaticalised units with rather low
compositionality (such as compound tenses; e.g. fr. venir de + inf. ‘have just done’, sp. ir a + inf. ‘be
going to’); (ii) fairly free combinations with high compositionality (such as modal verb constructions; e.g.
it. dovere + inf. ‘must’); (iii) constructions between the extreme ‘poles’ (i) and (ii) with position or motion
verbs (e.g. it. stare + ger. ‘be doing’, sp. irfandar/venir + ger. ‘do gradually’) and with semi-auxiliaries
(e.g. fr. se mettre & + inf. ‘begin’, sp. dejar de + inf. ‘stop’). Highest acceptability ratings and lowest
reaction times were found for constructions of type (i) and (ii), lower acceptability ratings and higher
reaction times for constructions in between. Hence, these groupings appear in favour of a ‘continuum
model’ spread between the ‘poles’ morphosyntax (i) and lexicon (ii). Despite the preliminary character
of these results, they might serve as an indicator for the constructional status of the individual
periphrastic constructions and allow (at least cautious) predictions about a possible cognitive
representation. Taking into account the psycholinguistic and cognitive reality of language as well, the
model aims to add to a fuller understanding of periphrastic verbal constructions in Romance.
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