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Lexicon Literature Review: Cross-Linguistic Influence in the Multilingual Lexicon 

 In my language classes here at SIT, I often find more cross-linguistics transfer from 

Swahili, my L2, than from English, my L1. While learning Turkish, this transfer was often 

positive, due to the cognates that come from both languages’ shared Arabic roots. In contrast, 

during my French classes, I experience more interference. I regularly find myself having to 

censor out Swahili substitutions for words or phrases I haven’t yet acquired in French. These two 

phenomena led me to undertake my research on the various manifestations of cross-linguistic 

influence in multilingual learners. 

 In their book Crosslinguistic Influence in Language and Cognition, Scott Jarvis and 

Aneta Pavlenko provide an overview of the processes of lexical and semantic transfer, focused 

on learners’ errors. They emphasize that knowing a word entails mapping it to mental concepts, 

which may not transfer neatly between languages, and note that there is a large difference 

between knowing a word in a language and knowing many words in a language, the latter 

entailing the connections between words as well the components of the individual words 

themselves. Jarvis and Pavlenko differentiate between formal lexical transfer 

(morphophonological errors such as false cognates) and semantic lexical transfer (intending the 

meaning of a word from a different language that does not overlap with the target language 

word), but note that the two can co-occur. They use a three stage map of lexical representation, 

with concepts on the top, the lemma in the middle and lexemes connected to that lemma on the 

bottom, and suggest that crosslinguistic transfer can happen at each of the three levels. They also 



review word choice transfer, which is the way a leaners’ knowledge of additional languages can 

influence which words they produce in the target language. For example, students with an L1 

that does not have phrasal verbs are more likely to choose a one part verb, such as tolerate, 

instead of a multi-part verb with a similar meaning, like put up with (Jarvis and Pavlenko 2008, 

p. 89). Stylometric analysis shows that word choice patterns are widely shared by writers with 

the same L1. 

 Elka Todeva and Jasone Cenoz review some current theories of cross-linguistic influence 

in their 2009 book The Multiple Realities of Multilingualism: Personal Narratives and 

Researchers Perspectives, focusing specifically on multilinguals. They observe that studies have 

found that “in general, speakers borrow more from the language that is typologically closer to the 

target language,” such as when Basque-Spanish-English trilinguals borrow more extensively 

from Spanish when speaking English, regardless of whether it is their L1 or L2 (Todeva and 

Cenoz 2009, p. 8). However, they note that other studies have found that “learners tend to use the 

L2 or languages other than the L1 as the source language of cross-linguistic influence,” which 

they call the “foreign language effect” (p. 8). They also observe that the lower the proficiency in 

the target language, the more likely linguistic transfer is to occur. Frequency of use and recency 

of acquisition can also play a role in determining which languages are the source of transfer. 

 In Kees de Bot’s 2004 article The Multingual Lexicon: Modeling Selection and Control, 

he reviews the research on processing times for bilinguals, and uses it to inform his model of 

multilingual processing. This research covers the neighborhood effect (cross-language minimal 

pairs), interlingual priming, (exposing a subject to a related word in a different language), eye-

tracking (showing objects whose names overlap in different languages and tracking what 



participants look at), picture/word interference studies (asking participants to name a picture 

while being shown words with similar meanings or forms in other languages) and brain imaging 

(which showed a larger brain volume being used to process the second language).  All the 

research, with the exception of brain imaging which was inconclusive, confirmed a non-selective 

access to lexical items. This means that we do not process each language we know separately, 

but rather have access to all our languages at all times, at least to some extent.  

 In his article, de Bot notes that research has shown that bilinguals are slower in 

processing their weaker language, that there are activation costs associated with switching 

languages (which means that words need to have base level of familiarity in order to cause 

interference) and that languages tend to activated or inhibited as sets, rather than item by item. 

However, he notes that is process is imperfect. As he says: 

Activation, and in particular inhibition will never be like an on/off switch. It is more like 
holding down ping-pong balls in a bucket of water: With your hands you can hold down 
most of the balls, but occasionally one or two will escape and jump to the surface (p. 26).  

He also suggests that it is easier to inhibit the native language than an additional language 

because the native language is more completely mastered. Drawing on these data, de Bot 

proposes a multilingual processing model. His model adds an additional “language node” to 

Levant’s 1993 speaking model. The language node interacts with lemmas, syntactic processes 

and form elements (sounds, syllables and gestures) in a bi-directional way. This means that 

communicative intent is processed both through the lexical concepts and the language node, 

which “inform[s] all relevant components, that is those components in which syntactic or form 

information needs to be selected, about the subset to be activated.” (de Bot 2004, p. 28). 

 In their 2004 study Three Languages, One ECHO: Cognate Effects in Trilingual Word 



Recognition, Kristin Lemhöfer, Ton Dijkstra and Marije C. Michel expanded upon the idea of 

non-selective access for multilinguals. They researched whether the “cognate effect,” where 

bilinguals recognized cognates (words that were identical or orthographically and semantically 

similar in both languages) faster than non-cognates would hold true for trilinguals. They tested 

Dutch-English-German trilinguals on their word recognition in German, their L3. The text 

contained German words, nonsense words that follow the rules of German, German-Dutch 

cognates and German-English-Dutch triple cognates. The study showed that while the two-

language cognates had faster processing times as compared to the non-cognates, the triple 

cognates were processed the fastest of all. This effect held true whether the participants were 

primed by reading an English text (which would pre-activate English and set their language 

expectations) or not. A control group of monolingual German speakers proved that the effects 

shown were in fact caused by the words’ cognate status.  

 Graham Burton used de Bot’s multilingual processing model as the foundation for his 

2013 study Cross-Linguistic Influence in Non-Native Languages: Explaining Lexical Transfer 

Using Language Production Models. This study found that Italian teenagers who were studying 

both English and German as foreign languages were much more likely to have cross-linguistic 

influence (CLI) on their English production from German than from Italian. Content words were 

the most likely to be substituted unintentionally, representing 69% of all CLI errors. 56% of all 

errors were nouns being transferred, followed by conjunctions at 14% and auxiliaries at 8% 

(Burton 2013, p. 53). Cognates were especially likely to be transferred, with German-English 

cognates representing 43 of 82 transferred words. 19 of those cognates were exclusively 

German-English and 24 were trilingual. A further 6 words were German-Italian cognates, and 4 



were homophones but not cognates (Burton 2013, p. 54). These findings are consistent with de 

Bot’s idea that it is easier to inhibit the native language, since “if the search for a lexeme in the 

target language is unsuccessful, a non-native language translation equivalent is more likely to be 

selected than the L1 equivalent.” (Burton 2013, p. 56). Burton suggests that languages being 

mentally tagged as “foreign” or “non-foreign” could also contribute to this type of transfer.  

 Collectively, these studies help me understand the processes behind my language learning 

experience. In accordance with de Bot’s hypothesis, I do find it easier to suppress English than 

Swahili. This also confirms Burton’s idea that I have tagged Swahili as “foreign” and use it to 

substitute when I do not know a word I want to express in another foreign language. This 

interference happens due to the non-selective access I have to all my languages, meaning that I 

can’t “switch off” my knowledge of Swahili when trying to produce French. Cognates also help 

speed my recall of specific lexical items. While there are very few triple cognates between 

English, French and Swahili, those that do exist (such as weekend/le week-end/wikiendi or radio/

la radio/redio) are incredibly easy to remember, in keeping with Lemhöfer, Dijkstra and Michel’s 

findings. While Burton found that cognates were more likely to transfer unintentionally, the 

typological distance between Swahili and French is great enough that most of the time I am able 

to stop myself from actually producing the Swahili words in French. As a teacher, I think 

teaching my students the metalanguage to talk about cognates and increasing their awareness of 

them might help lessen the likelihood of unintentional transfer while keeping the benefits in 

terms of recall speed. Differentiating between formal and semantic lexical transfer and 

conceptual transfer, like Jarvis and Pavlenko do, can also help me to understand my students’ 

errors more clearly.  
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