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Our talk deals with the creation of new constructional idioms (CIs) in German 

through modification. By CIs we mean partially lexicalized patterns (e.g., X will 

gelernt sein [Argumentieren/richtiges Heizen etc. will gelernt sein]). By modifica-

tion (in terms of phraseology research) we mean the occasional variation of multi-

word expressions (e.g., Liebe auf den ersten Knick, Ritter Sport commercial). Var-

ious studies show that CIs can emerge via an increase in modification of fully lex-

icalized multi-word expressions, “especially through the process of lexical substi-

tution” (Mellado Blanco 2022: 9) (e.g., X oder Nicht-X / Y, das ist hier die Frage, 

Stumpf 2016: 317–318). This process can be described as delexicalization/con-

structionalization (Traugott/Trousdale 2013). In our talk, we ask how the develop-

mental processes from lexically fixed idioms via modification to CIs, a develop-

ment which happens over a shorter period of time, can be empirically determined 

and theoretically explained. The main goal of our talk is to conduct a corpus-based 

and diachronic analysis of German CIs, providing an adequate account of the in-

terplay of routine, variation and creativity. Methodologically, virtual corpora com-

posed of temporally separated sub-corpora of the German Reference Corpus 

(1990–2000; 2001–2010; 2011–2020) as well as the tool Lexical Pattern Analyzer 

(lexpan) are used. On the basis of the slot analyses provided by lexpan, the scale 

of productivity, and, consequently, of the degree of fixedness of a (partially lexi-

calized) pattern will be examined. Using case studies, we will show how the form 

and meaning of lexicalized multi-word expressions change over a 30-year period. 

In doing so, our approach yields insights into the formal and semantic changes in 

the filling of slots and into the emergence and dynamics of CIs. Based on the em-

pirical results, we will discuss the extent to which “[f]requent modifications of 

substantive idioms can function as a real engine of change, as a trigger for the 

emergence of new semi-schematic constructions” (Mellado Blanco 2022: 12). 

Thus, we investigate the tension between creativity and routine, the role of creativ-

ity in the emergence, usage and distribution of CIs in German, and the question 

how modifications may develop into productive patterns. 
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