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Abstract
Intensifiers are known for their dynamic nature, due in part to the expressive function they
serve. However, while the quantitative patterning of English intensifiers has been studied
extensively, the intensifier system of French has yet to be well documented. This study
therefore examines intensifier use from a variationist sociolinguistic perspective in the
ESLO corpus of spoken Hexagonal French. The quantitative distributions of adjective
intensifiers are compared across two corpora collected in 1970 and 2010. Results show a
significant decrease in intensification rate over time. Analysis of individual intensifiers
show some to have decreased in use over time (e.g. très, tellement), others to have increased
(e.g. vraiment, tout), and others to appear only in the later sample (e.g. super, hyper).
Longitudinal change is also found in the adjectival function (predicative vs. attributive) and
collocational width of intensifiers. Relating to social factors, no significant gender
difference is found between female and male speakers’ intensification rate over time.
Furthermore, très dominates as the preferred intensifier among older generations, while
younger speakers favour more varied intensifiers. Analyzing such changes in the use of
intensifiers over the past half century contributes to a better understanding of the structure
and development of the French intensifier system.

Résumé
Les intensificateurs se caractérisent par leur nature dynamique, due à la fonction expressive
qu’ils remplissent. Néanmoins, le système d’intensification du français n’a pas encore été
profondément étudié de manière quantitative. Cette étude examine donc l’usage des
intensificateurs d’un point de vue sociolinguistique variationniste dans le corpus ESLO du
français hexagonal parlé. Les fréquences d’utilisation des intensificateurs sont comparées à
travers deux corpus recueillis en 1970 et 2010. Les résultats montrent une diminution
significative du taux d’intensification au fil du temps. L’analyse des intensificateurs de
manière individuelle montre que l’utilisation de certains d’entre eux ont vu leur utilisation
diminuer au fil du temps (p. ex. très, tellement), que d’autres l’ont vu augmenter
(p. ex. vraiment, tout), et que d’autres n’apparaissent que dans l’échantillon le plus récent
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(p. ex. super, hyper). Quant aux facteurs sociaux, aucune différence significative n’a été
constatée entre le taux d’intensification des locuteurs féminins et masculins au fil du temps.
Alors que très domine comme intensificateur de choix parmi les générations plus âgées, les
locuteurs plus jeunes montrent plus de variation dans les intensificateurs qu’ils emploient.
L’analyse de ces changements contribue à une meilleure compréhension de la structure et
de l’évolution du système des intensificateurs en français.

1. Introduction
Intensifiers are a special class of adverbs that amplify or emphasize the meaning of
another word (1–2). Intensifiers have been said to serve a function of expressiveness
by emphasizing a speaker’s position towards a referent (Lorenz, 2002). Because
speakers often seek new ways of expression, intensifiers are characterized by
frequent renewal and innovation with newer intensifiers layering on top of older
ones (Bolinger, 1972; Peters, 1994).

(1) ça serait très compliqué (ESLO1_ENT_026)1

‘It would be very complicated’2

(2) tu as des mouvements bien spécifiques en natation (ESLO2_ENT_1026)
‘you have very specific strokes in swimming’

Although intensifiers have been under the scope of linguistic analysis for more
than a century, with studies such as Stoffel (1901) and Borst (1902) initially
spearheading this effort, the last two decades have shown a wave of interest in
intensifiers, particularly from a variationist sociolinguistic perspective (e.g. Ito and
Taglimonte, 2003; Tagliamonte and Roberts, 2005; Tagliamonte, 2008). This is due
in large part to the fact that the rapidly changing nature of intensifiers allows for
examination of processes of language change that otherwise occur much slower for
other types of linguistics variables (e.g. phonetic or syntactic change). Through the
analysis of intensifiers in digitized language corpora, past studies have constructed a
thorough understanding of the naturalistic patterning of intensifiers and
documented the intra- and extralinguistic variables shaping intensifier use in
spontaneous speech. In particular, diachronic studies charting intensifier use across
multiple time points have revealed nuanced trajectories of change in the
grammatical and sociolinguistic patterning of intensifiers (Barnfield and
Buchstaller, 2010; Fuchs, 2017). However, while recent research has contributed
to a solid understanding of the English intensification system, relatively little
attention has been given to the quantitative patterning of intensifiers in other
languages. One language for which this is the case is French, which is perhaps
surprising given the wealth of linguistic resources available for quantitative analyses
of this language. As Armstrong (2001: 2) argues, “[t]he interest of studying French
lies in the attempt to establish whether or not its socio-stylistic patterns bear
fundamental similarities to languages that are comparable in being spoken in
countries that have a fairly similar social, economic and industrial organization; that

1Tags on example utterances correspond to identifiers for recordings in the ESLO corpus.
2All translations are those of the author.
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is Western industrial societies.” This study advances this goal in using the case of
intensification in French to test claims about fundamental patterns of variation in
intensifier use across languages. This is done by analyzing data from the Enquêtes
Sociolinguistiques d’Orléans (hereafter, ESLO; https://eslo.huma-num.fr), a
longitudinal corpus of spontaneous French speech.

This article proceeds as follows: Section 2 gives an overview of past research on
intensifiers, describing these lexical items i) as relating to mechanisms of language
change, ii) as constrained by the sociolinguistic variables of gender and age, and iii) as
they have been documented to occur in French. Section 3 describes the ESLO corpus
and methods used for collecting, coding, and analyzing the data. In section 4, the
results of these analyses are discussed. Section 5 concludes by situating the main
findings of this study within the larger body of sociolinguistic research on intensifiers.

2. Background
2.1 Intensifiers and language change

The intensifier system has been said to constitute one of the most dynamic and
rapidly changing areas of a language (Brinton and Arnovick, 2006). Frequent
innovation in the intensifier paradigm has been attributed to speakers’ search for
creative means of expression and emphasis (Lorenz, 2002: 146). For example, Fagyal
et al. (2006: 283) describe how the use of novel intensifiers such as furieusement
(‘furiously’) was common in the seventeenth-century court system, and particularly
among women. Intensifiers have also been observed to undergo cycles of rapid
renewal and recycling, as older intensifiers “do not fade away [but rather] stick
around for a very long time” (Ito and Tagliamonte, 2003: 277). An example of such
dynamic change is found in D’hondt and Defour’s (2012) diachronic description of
vraiment. Using historical corpus data from the Dictionnaire du Moyen Français
(DMF) and the Frantext corpora (Table 1), these authors show vraiment to have
first been attested as an intensifier in the 16th century, only to increase in this
capacity in the two centuries following and then decrease in this function thereafter.
This relatively rapid pattern of fluctuation in the frequency of use of vraiment
typifies the trajectory of intensifiers over time.

That intensifiers develop and change relatively rapidly compared to other parts
of the lexicon means that they offer valuable insights into the mechanisms of
language change (Ito and Tagliamonte, 2003). As intensifiers constitute an open
grammatical class, new intensifiers may enter into a language at any given time

Table 1. Diachronic use of vraiment as an intensifier vs. other lexical capacties, e.g. as an adjunct,
emphasizer, disjunct (adapted from D’hondt and Defour, 2012:177)

DMF Frantext

1330–1500 1500–1600 1600–1700 1700–1800 1800–1900 1900–2000

Intensifier tokens 0 3 46 75 69 24

Other lexical functions 40 32 154 125 131 176

Total 40 35 200 200 200 200
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(Partington, 1993); this occurs via processes of delexicalization, by which words lose
their original semantic value and acquire novel lexical meaning (Lorenz, 2002). For
example, vraiment derives from Old French veraiement by way of the Latin adjective
veracus, meaning ‘true, honest’, but has since become delexicalized to include uses
irrelevant to truth value (3).

(3) En ce moment bon c’est vraiment terrible (ESLO2_ENT_1004)
‘At the moment well it’s really terrible’

More delexicalized intensifiers tend to be used more frequently and, in turn, the
more frequent an intensifier is, the less expressively marked it is (Lorenz, 2002:
144–145). It has been argued that the extent to which an intensifier has undergone
delexicalization can be observed through analysis of its grammatical patterning.
For instance, delexicalization of an intensifier has been claimed to function in relation
to the frequency with which it modifies attributive vs. predicative adjectives
(Mustanoja, 1960: 326–327). Whereas attributive adjectives appear adjacent to the
noun they modify (4), predicative adjectives are separated from the modified noun by
a verb (5).

(4) c’est un langage très propre (ESLO2_ENT_1009)
‘it is a very neat language’

(5) le magasin était très étroit (ESLO2_ENT_1006)
‘the store was very narrow’

Nearly all studies considering attributive vs. predicative position of intensifiers
have shown a general preference for intensifiers to appear in predicative vs.
attributive contexts (e.g. Ito and Tagliamonte, 2003; Macaulay, 2006; Tagliamonte,
2008; Barnfield and Buchstaller, 2010; Romero, 2012; Tagliamonte, 2016).
Nonetheless, this trend has been shown to vary for different intensifiers (e.g.
Alshaboul et al., 2022; Stratton and Sundquist, 2022). Intensifiers have also been
found to change over time in terms of their preference for modifying predicative vs.
attributive adjectives. For instance, Barnfield and Buchstaller (2010) found that
newer intensifiers in British English tend to modify predicative adjectives and then
spread to attributive positions as they increase in frequency over time, whereas older
intensifiers appear relatively more often in attributive contexts.

Past studies have also analyzed intensifiers’ collocational width as an indicator of
its degree of delexicalization (e.g. Tagliamonte, 2008). Generally speaking, more
delexicalized intensifiers tend to collocate with a wider array of adjectives compared
to intensifiers less far along in the delexicalization process (Partington, 1993: 183).
Collocational width is also thought to relate to how recent and/or dynamic an
intensifier is, with Tagliamonte (2008: 376) arguing that “incoming intensifiers can
be expected to collocate with a small set of specific lexical items, older ones can be
expected to appear widely across a broad range of adjective types and those that are
falling away retreat to particular collocations or restricted registers of the language”.
Given the extent to which adjectival position and collocational width have been
studied in past research as grammatical correlates of intensifier change, these two
aspects are likewise examined here as they relate to French intensifiers.
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Changes in intensifier use are often studied through apparent time analyses
(e.g. Tagliamonte, 2008; Stratton, 2020), which assume that conclusions about
diachronic language change in a community can be drawn by comparing linguistic
forms used by speakers of different generations at a single point in time (Bailey et al.,
1991). Such analyses presuppose that language use is largely fixed in adulthood and,
thus, that the speech of older speakers is reflective of older linguistic forms and the
speech of younger speakers of more recent forms. Furthermore, this view argues
that, by comparing older and younger speakers, one can deduce the nature and
direction of changes in a language. In contrast, real-time analyses rely on
comparisons of data collected from the same speakers or speaker community at two
different time periods to draw conclusions about language change (Tillery and
Bailey, 2003). Two past intensifier studies have incorporated both of these
approaches: i) Barnfield and Buchstaller (2010), who look at intensifier use in
Tyneside, England, comparing data collected in the 1960s, from 1994–1995, and
from 2007–2008, and ii) Fuchs (2017), who considers intensifiers in data from
Spoken British National Corpus collected in 1994 and in 2014. The present study
also incorporates both apparent- and real-time analyses to better understand how,
in the case of intensifier use, individual linguistic change over the lifespan may occur
alongside larger, generational changes in a community (see Sankoff, 2019).

2.2 Sociolinguistic factors

Intensifier use has also been shown to co-vary with a number of sociolinguistic
factors, among which the most frequently studied are speaker gender and age.
Gender has long been evoked as a correlate of intensifier use, with female speakers
being claimed to use more intensifiers than male speakers (e.g. Stofel, 1901;
Jesperson, 1922). Support for this claim has been found in studies on intensifiers in
English (e.g. Bradac et al., 1995; Xiao and Tao, 2007; Fuchs, 2017) and other
languages such as German (Stratton, 2020) and Norwegian (Stratton and Sundquist,
2022). Female speakers have also long been claimed to lead in the use of fashionable
new intensifiers (e.g. Jespersen, 1922), as previously mentioned to be the case with
furieusement in the 17th-century French court system. Nonetheless, this finding is
not ubiquitous, as some studies have failed to find a large difference in
intensification rates between female and male speakers (e.g. Ito and Tagliamonte,
2003). Some research has also shown male and female speakers to show differing
preferences for individual intensifiers. For instance, Precht (2008) finds that, while
the English intensifier so is used more by female speakers, totally shows the opposite
pattern in being used more by male speakers. Additionally, this observation extends
beyond English-language studies, as gendered preferences for different intensifiers
have been reported in Korean (Kwon, 2012) and Ammani Arabic (Alshaboul
et al., 2022).

Regarding age, apparent-time analyses have generally shown younger speakers to
use higher rates of intensifiers than older speakers (e.g. Stenström et al., 2002; Ito
and Tagliamonte, 2003; Macaulay, 2006; Roels and Enghels, 2020; Stratton, 2020;
Stratton and Sundquist, 2022). This trend is due in part to the fact that intensifiers,
and particularly newer ones, can serve as shibboleths for indexing group
membership and identity of speakers (Lorenz, 2002: 143). This has been said to
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be the case with the French intensifier grave, which is used most often by French-
speaking teenagers and young adults in France, Switzerland, and Belgium (Zribi-
Hertz, 2015). Like for gender, speakers of different ages have also been shown to
hold varying preferences for different intensifiers (e.g. Tagliamonte, 2008). Some
studies have also shown gender and age to be correlated as they relate to intensifier
use. For instance, Fuchs (2017) finds that younger speakers show larger gender-
based differences in intensifier use as compared to older speakers. The fact that
gender and age have been shown by past research to be important social factors in
studying intensifier variation and change motivates their consideration in the
present study.

2.3 Past variationist research on French intensifiers

Although much research has looked at the general semantic properties of
intensifiers in French (e.g. Lenepveu, 2007; Gaatone, 2013; Kleiber, 2013; Labelle,
2022), quantitative data-driven analyses of French intensifiers are scarce.
Nonetheless, a few studies have empirically documented the sociolinguistic
properties of specific French intensifiers. For example, as previously mentioned,
Zribi-Hertz (2015) describes the semantic and syntactic properties of the intensifier
grave, using data collected from internet sources to explore this intensifier among
young European French speakers. Another example comes from, Corminboeuf and
Avanzi (2020), who investigate the regional intensifier monstre, drawing on large-
scale, crowdsourced data to situate the use of this intensifier in French-speaking
Switzerland and neighboring regions of France, particularly by young speakers.

Other studies have used quantitative methods to compare and contrast the
patterning of a range of French intensifiers. The most comprehensive study of this
kind is Dostie (2018), who details the usage-based properties of twelve intensifiers in
Quebec French, using examples taken from the contemporary Corpus de français
parlé au Québec. In another relevant study from Krištofíková (2012), sixty French
speakers from Lyon (comprising young adult, middle-aged and elderly speakers)
were asked to report how often they used different intensifiers. Among the fourteen
intensifiers considered, seven were found to be used most by the young adult
speakers (trop, grave, carrément, cher, méchant, super, mega), whereas five
(vachement, très, sacrément, absolument, fort) were found to be used most by the
elderly speakers. Participants in the middle-aged group reported lower use than
both of the other two groups for méchant, fort, cher, absolument, and grave, and
higher overall use than the other two groups for the intensifier hyper. These results
are informative in revealing an effect of age-grading in the use of different
intensifiers in French. However, because speakers’ self-reports of language use are
known to deviate from their spontaneous production patterns (e.g. Trudgill, 1974),
this study is limited in its reliance on self-reported data as a window into French
intensifier use.

Several other recent studies have analyzed how variation in the French intensifier
system patterns and changes, albeit by drawing from written data sources. For
instance, Cartier and Huyghe (2021) examine change in the use of intensifiers super,
hyper, extra, ultra, archi, méga, and supra from 1800 to 2010 using the French
Google Books corpus, finding a notable rise in the use of these intensifiers in writing
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between 1900 and 1970 (see also Kamber and Huyghe, 2023, who analyze
intensifiers méga, giga, and hypra in a written corpus of online French collected in
2017). A similar study comes from Hendrikx et al. (2017), who use the Frantext
coprus to quantify the use of a variety of intensifiers in texts written between 1980
and 1992. The most frequent intensifiers found by these authors are très (accounting
for 41.1% of sampled intensifiers), tout3 (18.4%), si (12.2%), purement (2.5%), and
parfaitement (2%). Nonetheless, these authors find a relatively low intensification
rate (i.e. the percentage of adjectival heads that are intensified vs. those that are not)
of only 3.9%, which is unsurprising given that intensification is primarily found in
spoken language (e.g. Paradis, 1997; D’Arcy, 2015). More generally, written and
spoken French are typically understood as occupying separate linguistic registers,
each characterized by a distinct set of linguistic norms and tendencies (see Batchelor
and Offord, 2000; Bourns, 2017), thus making comparison of data collected across
these registers difficult.

2.4 Present study

From this literature review, it is apparent that past research on French intensifiers
has yet to comprehensively document the quantitative patterning of intensifiers in
spontaneous, spoken French. Without such research, a fuller understanding of how
French intensifiers vary and change, let alone how this variation compares to that
found in other languages, cannot be gained. This study therefore addresses this gap
by analyzing intensifiers as they occur in a corpus of spoken Hexagonal French (i.e.
the French of continental France) across two timepoints over the past half-century.
In doing so, this study also contributes to a recent body of research serving to
expand the variationist study of intensifiers beyond an Anglocentric purview (e.g.
Kwon, 2012; Roels and Enghels, 2020; Stratton, 2020; Alshaboul et al., 2022; Stratton
and Sundquist, 2022). This investigation is underpinned by three general questions:

1. How do intensifiers pattern quantitatively in spontaneous, spoken Hexagonal
French?

2. How has the intensifier system in spoken Hexagonal French changed
grammatically over the past half-century?

3. What role does speaker gender and age play in this change?

The first question is operationalized through an analysis of intensification rates
and proportional distributions of variable intensification use between 1970 and
2010. The second question is explored through an investigation of adjectival
function and collocational width as grammatical correlates of intensifier change.
Lastly, the third question is examined through an analysis of speaker gender and age
as social correlates of overall intensification rate and individual intensifier use across
time. Observations from the following confirmatory analyses are expected to align

3Intensifier tout(e)(s) agrees with the gender and number of the noun modified by the intensified
adjective (e.g. des maisons toutes mignonnes). For the sake of simplicity, all iterations of gender and number
agreement of this intensifier are represented in this article as tout.
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largely with cross-linguistic trends observed in a majority of past variationist
intensifier studies. Namely, intensifiers are expected i) to show significant
quantitative differences in use over time, ii) to show evidence of grammatical
change alongside changes in frequency of use, and iii) to be used most innovatively
by younger and female speakers. The following section outlines the methods used
for testing these predictions.

3. Data and methods
3.1 Corpus

Data were taken from the ESLO, a corpus of spoken French collected from habitants
of the city of Orléans (about 75 miles south of Paris). The ESLO comprises recorded
speech data reccorded four decades apart: the initial ESLO corpus (the ‘ESLO1’) was
collected from 1968 to 1974 and contains 274 hours of transcribed speech. Work on
the second corpus (the ‘ESLO2’) began in 2008 and currently consists of roughly
432 hours of transcribed speech. The ESLO corpus was selected for use in this study
for several reasons. First, it is one of the largest collections of transcribed, spoken
French currently available to the public, containing more than 10,000,000 words of
spoken French (Baude and Dugua, 2016), and thus lending itself to relatively large-
scale linguistic analyses. Second, the ESLO is exceptionally diverse in its
representation of speakers (Blanc and Briggs, 1971: 23), allowing for analysis of
socially stratified speaker samples. Third, and most importantly for this study, the
ESLO is unique among other spoken French corpora in its longitudinal scope (see
Fonseca-Greber, 2023: 519–528 for a review of spoken French corpora).

While some recent studies (e.g. Stratton, 2020; Stratton and Sundquist, 2022)
have used random sampling of adjectives to study the quantitative distribution of
intensifiers in speech corpora, the present study follows more traditional methods
(from e.g. Ito and Tagliamonte, 2003; Tagliamonte, 2008; Barnfield and Buchstaller,
2010) by considering all relevant data from a pre-determined sample of speakers.
Although this method yields imbalanced representation of tokens for each speaker
in the sample, it allows for more in-depth analysis of individual intensifier use.
Hence, a sample of forty-eight speakers from the ESLO corpus was selected for
analysis, with a balanced representation of female and male speakers across age
categories (Table 2). Data were drawn from semi-directed, face-to-face
sociolinguistic interviews ranging from 45 to 128 minutes in length and
conducted from 1969-1970 (for the ESLO1) and in 2010 (for the ESLO2), with
all tokens of possible adjectival intensification coded for each speaker (see the
following section). While speakers were selected based on the criterion that they
contributed a relatively large amount of interview data to the ESLO corpus, some
older speakers had less transcribed data than other speakers but were included
nonetheless to allow for a socially balanced sample. Additionally, to allow for
balanced representation of age and gender across samples, two researchers were
included (speakers ‘ch_OB1’ and ‘ch_CD2’) in the ESLO2 sample. While this
potentially risks introducing complicating effects of speech style on intensifier use,
these two speakers were found to have intensification rates within the range of other
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speakers in the ESLO1 and ESLO2 (9% and 18.3%, respectively; see Section 4.1) and
were thus retained in the sample.4

Speakers born across a ninety-year period were represented in the study, with
ESLO1 speakers born between 1899 and 1950 (mean= 1943) and ESLO2 speakers
born between 1930 and 1989 (mean= 1963). Three to five speakers were chosen to
represent each decade from the 1900s to the 1980s, determined by their respective
birthyears. Exceptionally, temporal overlap in when the corpora were collected
meant that eleven speakers born in the 1940s (five from the ESLO1 and six from the
ESLO2) were included in the sample. This allowed for examination of how speakers
with similar birthyears may show different intensifier use in the ESLO1 vs. the
ESLO2, thus potentially reflecting individual linguistic change across the lifespan
(see Sankoff, 2019).

3.2 Data coding

Intensifiers are typically grouped into two categories consisting of ‘amplifiers,’
which “scale upwards from an assumed norm,” and ‘downtoners,’ which “scale
downwards from an assumed norm” (Quirk et al., 1985: 455). Although downtoners
(e.g. c’est assez grave ‘It’s pretty serious’) are sometimes included in analyses of
intensifiers (e.g. Stratton, 2020; Stratton and Sundquist, 2022), the present study
only considers amplifiers, as they occur more often (D’Arcy, 2015) and have been
argued to be more linguistically complex than downtoners (Ito and Tagliamonte,
2003: 258). These claims are supported by the fact that only three downtoners
(i.e. assez, plutôt, and légèrement) occur in the ESLO sample, as compared to the

Table 2. Balanced sample of speakers from the ESLO corpus

Age groups M F Total

ESLO1 18–24 2 2 4

25–34 2 2 4

35–44 2 2 4

45–54 2 2 4

55–64 2 2 4

65� 2 2 4

ESLO2 18–24 2 2 4

25–34 2 2 4

35–44 2 2 4

45–54 2 2 4

55–64 2 2 4

65� 2 2 4

Total 24 24 48

4It is also worth mentioning that the significance of the statistical results presented in Section 4 do not
change when these two speakers are removed from the ESLO2 sample.
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twenty-five unique amplifiers found in the same sample (see Dostie, 2018: 185–187
for further description of how downtoners such as assez pattern differently than
French amplifiers). Nonetheless, for the purposes of comparability, downtoners are
included in analyses relating to overall intensification rate (section 4.1).

Moreover, this study, like most past quantitative studies on intensifiers (e.g.
Lorenz, 2002; Ito and Tagliamonte, 2003; Barbieri, 2008; Fuchs, 2017; Stratton,
2020), limits its purview to intensifiers in adjectival heads, as more than 70% of
intensifiers have been found to occur in this context (see Bäcklund, 1973: 269;
Rickford et al., 2007: 8 for studies on English intensifiers). To allow for observations
about intensification rates across speakers, as well as to increase comparability with
previous studies, both intensified and potentially intensifiable (yet non-intensified)
adjectives were collected, thus satisfying the Principle of Accountability (Labov,
1973). To facilitate this process, transcripts of participants’ interviews were
downloaded from the online ESLO website and part-of-speech tagged using the
software TagAnt (Anthony, 2022). Words with the part-of-speech tag “_ADJ” were
then checked manually to verify that they fit the criteria for being intensifiable.
Additionally, many adjectives that were known to be intensifiable were also hand-
checked in case they had been erroneously tagged as something other than an
adjective (e.g. bien ‘good’ used in an adjectival function). Contexts in which
adjectives were deemed non-intensifiable were determined based on criteria of past
studies (e.g. Ito and Tagliamonte 2003); these included adjectives in fixed
expressions (6), those in superlative/comparative structures (7), those deemed
non-scalable (8), those in contexts in which they functioned grammatically as
adverbs (9), those already modified by another adverb grammatically blocking a
following intensifier (10), and those not fully realized due to false starts (11):

(6) on l’accueille les bras ouverts (ESLO2_ENT_1031)
‘he is welcomed with open arms’

(7) tu seras peut-être mieux compétente que moi (ESLO1_ENT_045)
‘you will perhaps be more competent than me’

(8) ils ont un petit peu évolué sous le régime actuel (ESLO1_ENT_046)
‘they have evolved a bit under the current regime’

(9) je vois clair (ESLO1_ENT_024)
‘I see clearly’

(10) ils sont facilement abordables (ESLO1_ENT_026)
‘they are easily accessible’

(11) j’étais b– j’ai pas vécu loin (ESLO2_ENT_1029)
‘I was b– I didn’t live far’

In terms of intensifiers, those in negative constructions (12) were excluded as it has
been argued (by e.g. Ito & Tagliamonte 2003 ), that they serve an inherently different
function (closer to that of downtoners) compared to those with positive polarity (13).

(12) je suis pas très vieille (ESLO1_ENT_010)
‘I’m not very old’

(13) il y a de très jeunes femmes (ESLO2_ENT_1061)
‘there are very young women’
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As noted above, intensifiers modifying words other than adjectives or serving
grammatical functions other than intensification were excluded (14–15).

(14) c’était vraiment le désert aujourd’hui (ESLO2_ENT_1029)
‘It was really deserted today

(15) y a tellement de nouveaux métiers maintenant (ESLO2_ENT_1029)
‘there are a lot of new professions nowadays’

Making this latter judgment proved more difficult for some intensifiers than for
others. For instance, since the word trop can express either a sense of quantitively
excess (16) or of intensity (17) (see Dostie, 2018: 36), only tokens of trop that
unambiguously served the latter function were included in analyses.

(16) elle me trouve trop bavard (ESLO1_ENT_001)
‘she finds me too talkative’

(17) vous êtes trop aimable (ESLO1_ENT_002)
‘you are too kind’

In several cases, adjectives were deemed intensifiable (19) in contexts in which
they would otherwise be non-scalable (20).

(19) les Lyonnais constituaient un cercle très fermé (ESLO1_ENT_018)
The Lyonnais were very closed off (lit. ‘the Lyonnais formed a very closed
circle.’)

(20) les écoles ont étés fermées pendant six semaines (ESLO1_ENT_005)
‘the schools were closed for six weeks’

The reduplication of intensifiers can also be used in French for stylistic purposes,
and is particularly characteristic of casual speech (e.g. Kamber and Huyghe, 2023;
Torreira et al., 2010). In instances of reduplication in the ESLO sample (21), each
intensifier was counted as an individual token. The percentage of reduplicated
intensifiers was nearly identical across the samples, with 15.7% (n= 126) of all
intensifiers being reduplicated in the ESLO1 compared to 15.9% (n= 121) in
the ESLO2.

(21) Marine était vraiment très très petite (ESLO2_ENT_1002)
‘Marine was really very very small’

Lastly, exclamative constructions serving a function of intensification in French
(see e.g. Marandin, 2010) were not considering in this study, as their pre-posed
syntactic nature made their comparison to adverbial intensifiers challenging (22).

(22) ce qu’elle est riche (Marandin 2010: 35)
‘how rich she is’, i.e. ‘she is very rich’

After accounting for these criteria, a total of 8,109 adjectival heads (or 8,463
including downtoners) were coded as intensifiable and subject to further analyses.
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3.3 Statistical analysis

To test statistical significance of results relating to intensification rate, a generalized
logistic mixed-effects regression model was fit to the data using the lme4 package
(Bates et al., 2017) in R (R Core Team, 2023). This model included as a binary
dependent variable the presence vs. absence of an intensifier in each adjectival head
(see Fuchs, 2017; Stratton, 2020), with corpus (ESLO1 vs. ESLO2), speaker gender
(female vs. male), and speaker age (centered around zero) tested as fixed factors, and
interactions tested between all fixed factors. Speaker and adjective were included as
random intercepts to account for variation in intensifier use across individual
speakers and lexical items in the sample. Corpus was included as a random slope
within speaker and adjective to account for variation in the effect of corpus across
these grouping factors.

To test change within the intensifier system, a second generalized logistic mixed-
effects regression model was run on only the intensified adjectives in the sample. In
this model, the use of très vs. all other intensifiers was tested as a binary dependent
variable. This decision was motivated by the fact that très accounts for the vast
majority of intensifiers observed in the ESLO (as will be shown in Section 4.1.1), thus
making running statistical tests on these intensifiers as individual factors infeasible.
Additionally, testing très vs. all other intensifiers allowed for statistical analyses to be
run on the overall change in intensifier use over time while still ensuring adequate
statistical power. This model also included adjectival function (attributive vs.
predicative), corpus, speaker gender, and speaker age as fixed factors, with
interactions tested between all these factors, and random intercepts included for
speaker and adjective. As in the first model, corpus was initially tested as a random
slope within speaker and adjective, but dropped when the model failed to converge.
For both logistics regressions, competing models were compared using ANOVAs,
with the model of best fit selected according to reduction of the AIC value (Burnham
and Anderson, 2004). Significance of correlations between variables was tested using
Spearman’s rank-correlation (to test ordinal variables in non-linear relationships), via
the stat_cor() function in the ggpubr R package (Kassambara, 2023).

An inherent limitation of studies on spoken corpora is corpus size, an important
consideration when interpreting the statistical and descriptive results to follow.
Full results and specifications of both mixed-effects regression models can be found
in Appendix A. All linguistic data and analysis scripts from this study are available
as online supplementary materials at https://osf.io/tkc4r/?view_only=1d6e6f
1ab99e40b8b01a4b5381957070.

4. Results and analyses
4.1. Distributional results

Of the sampled intensifiers, 1,921 (or 22.7% including both amplifiers and
downtoners) were in fact intensified. Including only amplifiers, 1,567 (or 19.3%)
adjectives were found to be intensified. These intensification rates are both lower
than those found in past studies on other languages (Figure 1); assuming
comparability in the coding schemes across these studies, this finding suggests
that intensification is less common in French than in languages such as English,
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German, and Norwegian. Individual speakers’ intensification rates in the ESLO
sample ranged from 8.8% to 39.1% (SD= 6.8%).

Table 3 shows the rank order (from most to least frequent) of different
intensifiers in the ESLO.

These results reveal a Zipfian distribution of intensifier types in the ESLO, with
the high-frequency intensifier très accounting for more than three-fifths (64.3.%) of
all intensifiers in the sample and occurring nearly ten times as often as the second
most frequent intensifier vraiment. The preponderance of très, as well as the fact
that it holds majority usage in both written and spoken French (cf. Hendrikx et al.,
2017), corroborates the claim that this intensifier is neutral in terms of its indexical
stylistic properties (Dostie, 2018: 173). Other relatively frequent intensifiers in this
corpus include tout, bien, extrêmement, tout à fait, complètement, and tellement.
Notably missing from this sample are intensifiers carrément and énormément, as
well as other more recent intensifiers such as grave, cher, méchant, sacrément, and
extra (see Krištofíková, 2012), which is perhaps due to the relative low-frequency
of these intensifiers and/or the relative formality of the interview setting in the
ESLO data considered.

4.1.1 Longitudinal analyses
Comparing intensification rates longitudinally, speakers in the ESLO1 show a
slightly higher intensification rate of 21.6%, compared to a rate of 17.4% in the
ESLO2. Results from the first mixed-effects regression reveal this difference in
intensification rate across the corpora to be statistically significant (β=−0.395,
SE= 0.103, p= 0.016). If taken to reflect an overall trend in Hexagonal French
towards less intensification over time, this finding would contrast with Fuchs

Figure 1. Comparison of intensification rates across intensifier studies (Ito and and Tagliamonte, 2003;
Tagliamonte and Roberts, 2005; Tagliamonte, 2008; Stratton, 2020; Stratton and Sundquist, 2022). On the
‘Hexagonal French’ bar, the pink portion shows the intensification rate for only amplifiers, while the pink
and red portion together show the intensification rate for both amplifiers and downtoners.
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(2017), who shows intensification in British English to have increased over time.
While it is likely that these results stem from differences in data sources and
methodological approaches (e.g. different timespans) between these two studies,
these contrastive longitudinal trends in English and French may also reflect more
systematic disparities between these two languages.

Differences are also found in the frequency with which individual intensifiers are
used at each time point. Table 4 shows for each sample the percentage of total

Table 3. Distribution of all amplifiers in ESLO1 and ESLO 2 samples by overall frequency

Intensifier % n

très 64.3 1008

vraiment 7.3 114

super 4.3 67

tout 4.3 67

bien 4 63

extrêmement 2.4 38

tout à fait 2.3 37

complètement 2 32

tellement 2 32

absolument 1.5 23

vachement 1.2 19

trop 1 16

hyper 0.8 13

parfaitement 0.8 12

totalement 0.4 7

particulièrement 0.3 5

fort 0.2 3

affreusement 0.1 2

archi 0.1 2

si 0.1 2

épouvantablement <0.1 1

extraordinairement <0.1 1

méga <0.1 1

profondément <0.1 1

ultra <0.1 1

N intensified adjectives 1,567

Ø intensification 6,542

Total 8,109
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intensifiers represented by each intensifier (e.g. 594 tokens of très out of 805 total
intensifiers in the ESLO1= 73.7%). Such percentages both allow for comparison of
the relative frequency of individual intensifiers in each sample and provide a
measure of how much each intensifier has changed in frequency across the samples.

The most notable finding among these results is the nearly 20% drop in use of très
between the ESLO1 and ESLO2 (Figure 2), which is substantiated by results from
the second mixed-effects regression model revealing the use of très to show a
significant reduction in use across the two corpora (β=−2.26, SE= 0.546,
p<0.001). Although très holds a monopoly in use at both time points, its decrease in
use between the corpora coincides with a rise of occurrence in intensifiers such as
tout, vraiment, and super, alongside less frequent intensifiers extrêmement and
vachement. In particular, vraiment (the second most frequent intensifier at both
time points) has more than doubled in its relative frequency between the ESLO1 and
ESLO2, and tout (the third most frequent intensifier overall) is used four times as
often in the ESLO2 than in the ESLO1. Other intensifiers such as bien, totalement,
and trop remain relatively stable in terms of frequency of use between the two
samples. Besides très, intensifiers that show a decrease in relative use between the
two time points include parfaitement, absolument, tellement, and tout à fait.

Table 4. Longitudinal change in intensifier use between ESLO1 and ESLO2

Intensifier
ESLO 1

(1969-1970)
ESLO 2
(2010)

très 73.7 (n= 594) 54.3 (n= 414)

vraiment 4.6 (n= 37) 10.1 (n= 77)

tout 1.7 (n= 14) 6.9 (n= 53)

bien 4.2 (n= 34) 3.8 (n= 29)

super 0 (n= 0) 8.8 (n= 67)

extrêmement 1.6 (n= 13) 3.3 (n= 25)

tout à fait 3.6 (n= 29) 1.0 (n= 8)

complètement 1.5 (n= 12) 2.6 (n= 20)

tellement 3.0 (n= 24) 1.0 (n= 8)

trop 0.7 (n= 6) 1.3 (n= 10)

absolument 2.2 (n= 18) 0.7 (n= 5)

vachement 0 (n= 0) 2.5 (n= 19)

totalement 0.3 (n= 2) 0.7 (n= 5)

hyper 0 (n= 0) 1.7 (n= 13)

parfaitement 1.4 (n= 11) 0.1 (n= 1)

fort 0.4 (n= 3) 0 (n= 0)

Other 1.2 (n= 10) 1.0 (n= 8)

Total 805 762
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As shown in Table 4, several intensifiers also show use in one sample but not the
other. For instance, fort is used in the ESLO1 but not the ESLO2 sample, while super,
vachement, and hyper occur in the ESLO2 yet not in the ESLO1 sample. However, it
cannot be claimed that fort had fallen entirely out of use at the time the ESLO2
sample was collected, nor that super, vachement, and hyper were not attested at the
time the ESLO1 was collected (cf. Cartier and Huyghe, 2021). Rather, these
longitudinal frequencies suggest that these intensifiers have, respectively, fallen and
risen in how commonly they are used in spoken French between 1970 and 2010. For
example, although vachement does not appear in the ESLO1 sample considered
here, eight tokens of this intensifier are found elsewhere in the ESLO1 corpus.
Among these intensifiers, super stands out, as it represents 8.8% of all intensifiers in
the ESLO2 sample, making it the third most frequent intensifier in the ESLO2 after
très and vraiment. This steep rise in use suggests that super has become popular in
the interim between when these corpora were collected. This intensifier, alongside
other intensifiers hyper, méga, archi, and ultra (the latter three of which appear only
once in the sample) are unique for two reasons. First, unlike the other intensifiers
considered here, super, hyper, méga, archi, and ultra are typically considered
intensifying prefixes, showing properties of polysemy and morphological
productivity not shared by adverbal intensifiers (see Amiot, 2004; Izert, 2015).
Second, these prefixes are also used as intensifiers in modern-day English (Méndez-
Naya, 2008: 216), raising the question of to what extent English has influenced the
use of these intensifiers in French. While this topic is beyond the scope of this study,
it is relevant for a larger understanding of English lexical influence on French (see
e.g. Saugera, 2017) and merits further investigation in future research.

Figure 2. Percentage differentials of ESLO intensifiers between 1969–1970 and 2010.
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In sum, these results show a considerable amount of change in the French
intensifier system over the past half-century, thus confirming the dynamic nature of
the intensifier system over time. The following sections examines the grammatical
and sociolinguistic dimensions of this change.

4.2 Grammatical change

4.2.1 Adjectival function
Consistent with past studies (e.g. Macaulay, 2006; Tagliamonte, 2008; Barnfield and
Buchstaller, 2010), the majority of intensifiers in the sample modify predicative
adjectives (n= 1,065), with less than a third modifying attributive adjectives
(n= 435).5 Figure 3 shows the extent to which the eight most frequent intensifiers
modify predicative vs. attributive adjectives in the ESLO1 and ESLO2 samples (note
the range of the y-axis). These results show that, apart from extrêmement (which
shows less than 50% predicative use in both samples), the most frequent ESLO
intensifiers are overall used more in predicative than in attributive contexts. This
finding therefore generally corroborates Ito and Tagliamonte’s (2003: 276) claim of
“an overriding constraint such that intensifiers are preferred with predicative
adjectives [:::] regardless of the intensifier.”

Longitudinally, virtually no difference is found in the overall percentage of
intensifiers that appear in attributive vs. predicative contexts between the corpora
(71.1% predicative use in the ESLO1 vs. 70.9% in the ESLO2). This result differs
from that of Barnfield and Buchstaller (2010), who find an overall shift to increased
predicative use over time in intensifiers in British English. However, considerable
variation is found when considering the longitudinal patterning of individual
intensifiers in the ESLO corpus (Figure 3). Intensifiers showing a fall in predicative
use include tellement (by 28.4%), tout à fait (by 42.8%), bien (by 27.2%), and
extrêmement (by 5.5%). Conversely, intensifiers showing a rise in predicative use
include trop (by 23.3%), tout (by 11.2%), très (by 5%), and vraiment (by 3.4%).
These patterns of change are confirmed by a significant two-way interaction found
between corpus and adjectival function in the second mixed-effects regression
model testing change across intensified adjectives (β= 1.35, SE= 0.532, p= 0.01).

Based on previous findings concerning the relationship between diachronic
development and the adjectival function of intensifiers, intensifiers showing a rise in
frequency longitudinally were also expected to show more predicative use over time
(see Barnfield and Buchstaller, 2010). To test this prediction, Figure 4 plots the
correlation between change in frequency of the most common intensifiers and
change in percentage of predicative use over time. Results show those intensifiers
that have fallen in use (tellement, tout à fait, and, to a lesser extent, bien) to also
show a decrease in predicative use over time. However, frequent intensifiers that
have increased in use over time reveal more varied results, with some showing an
increase in predicative use (trop, tout, and, to a lesser extent, vraiment), while others
(extrêmement) show a slight decrease in predicative use. Although this positive

5Sixty-seven intensified adjectives could not be coded for adjectival function, as they appeared in
sentences either missing an explicit noun phrase or else ones in which the noun phrase modified by the
adjective was unclear.
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Figure 3. Change in adjectival function for the eight most frequent intensifiers in the ESLO sample.

Figure 4. Correlation between change in proportional frequency and change in adjectival function for
frequent ESLO intensifiers.
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correlation between change in frequency and percentage of predicative use over
time fails to reach statistical significance in a Spearman’s correlation test (R= 0.75,
p= 0.066), these results nonetheless corroborate the findings of Barnfield and
Buchstaller (2010). It is important to note that the most frequent intensifier très
(which has been removed from this analysis as its proportional decrease by 19.5%
over time makes it difficult to compare to less frequent intensifiers) shows a slight
increase in predicative use from 67.7% in the ESLO1 to 72.7% in the ESLO2. The
fact that très deviates from the general pattern seen in Figure 5 lends credence to
Tagliamonte’s (2008: 389) observation that predicative vs. attributive use as an
indicator of intensifier development may not apply for high-frequency, older
intensifiers (such as very in English).

Turning lastly to super and hyper, intensifiers found in the ESLO2 but not in the
ESLO1 sample, these variants would be expected to seldom modify attributive
adjectives given their apparently recent status in French as compared to other
intensifiers (see Barnfield and Buchstaller, 2010). This prediction is largely borne
out, as 80% (13/52) of super tokens and 76.9% (3/13) of hyper tokens appear in
predicative contexts, providing support for the claim that, compared to older
intensifiers, newer intensifiers tend to modify predicative adjectives more often.

4.2.2 Collocational width
In this section, data are analyzed by tracking the collocational width of intensifiers
in the ESLO corpus across time. While past studies (e.g. Ito and Tagliamonte, 2003;
Tagliamonte, 2008) have used closed-set classification schemes to investigate the
extent to which intensifiers modify adjectives of different semantic types (adjectives
describing, dimension, age, color, etc.), collocational width is operationalized here
by quantifying the number of unique adjectives modified by individual intensifiers,
without grouping them by semantic type. In addition to avoiding imbalanced
distributions of adjectives across different semantic types, this method provides a
measure of collocational width independent from researcher judgement in coding.
Collocational width was calculated by deriving a type-token ratio (TTR; Templin,
1957) of the modified adjectives for each intensifier, allowing comparison across
intensifiers despite their differing frequencies in the ESLO. A common measure of
lexical diversity, TTRs are calculated by dividing the total number of unique words
(i.e. types) by the total number of words (i.e. tokens). This ratio yields a measure
from 0, indicating complete repetition of a single type across all tokens, to 1,
indicating a different type for each token. In other words, a higher TTR indicates
more lexical diversity and greater collocational width.

Figure 5 plots the collocational width of intensifiers appearing ten times or more
in the ESLO sample. The most frequent intensifier très has the lowest lexical
diversity, meaning that it has the most repetition in terms of its adjectival collocates.
120 (or 11.9%) tokens of très are found modifying adjectival bien, 47 tokens (or
4.7%) modify difficile, and 43 (or 4.3%) tokens modify important. Despite showing a
20% decrease in relative frequency between the ESLO1 and ESLO2, très shows little
change over time in terms of its collocational width.

While intensifiers such as trop and bien also show little change in collocational
width across time, other intensifiers show more change between the two timepoints.
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For instance, absolument, tellement, and tout à fait show a higher TTR in the
ESLO2, indicating increased lexical diffusion over time. Lexical diffusion is most
pronounced for tout à fait: in the ESLO1 sample, tout à fait occurred seven times (or
24.1%) with the adjective différent and five times (or 17.2%) with normal, whereas
each token of this intensifier in the ESLO2 sample modifies a unique adjective.
Other intensifiers such as tout, vraiment, and, to a lesser extent, extrêmement all
show lower TTRs, suggesting more lexical restriction over time. One example of this
is seen with tout, which, in the ESLO1, collocates with the adjective petit-e-s five
times (or 35.7%), whereas in the ESLO2, it occurs with this same adjective 22 times
(or 41.5%).

Regarding those intensifiers occurring only in the ESLO2 sample, super and
vachement show relatively low lexical diversity. For instance, ten tokens of super
(or 14.9%) are found to modify sympa and eight tokens (or 11.9%) modify cher.
For vachement, five tokens of this intensifiers (or 26.3%) are found in collocation
with bien. These observations support Tagliamonte’s (2008: 376) claim that
“incoming intensifiers can be expected to collocate with a small set of specific lexical
items.” On the other hand, hyper shows higher diversity in terms of its adjectival
collocates, possibly indicating that this intensifier is more delexicalized compared to
super and vachement and/or that it is presents an exception to the above-stated
tendancy for newer intensifiers’ to show restricted collocation patterns.

Longitudinally, intensifiers having decreased in use over time would be expected
to show more restrained collocation, whereas those having increased would show
wider collocation (cf. Tagliamonte, 2008). This prediction is tested in Figure 6,
where the correlation between change in frequency and change in collocational
width for the most common intensifiers is plotted. These results reveal a positive
correlation between change in use and collocational width, such that those
intensifiers that have increased over time (e.g. vraiment, tout, extrêmement) also
show an increase in collocational width. On the other hand, intensifiers that have

Figure 5. Collocational width of intensifiers (operationalized through type-token ratios) in the ESLO1 and
ESLO2 samples. Higher values on the x-axis indicate more lexical diversity. Intensifiers are organized from
left to right in order of increasing overall lexical diversity.
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decreased in use (e.g. tout à fait, absolument, tellement) have become more lexically
restricted in the range of adjectives they modify. A Spearman’s correlation
coefficient reveals frequency of use and collocational width to show a significant,
strong positive correlation (R= 0.88, p<0.001) for the intensifiers included in
Figure 6. Note that, although très is not included in this figure (as its greater
magnitude of change across the corpora again makes its comparison to the other
intensifiers difficult), a significant positive correlation is still found when très is
included in this rank correlation (R= 0.79, p= 0.004).

Overall, these findings confirm previous claims that decreasing intensifiers tend
to show more restrained collocation and that older, frequent intensifiers collocate
with a wider range of adjective types. Nonetheless, newer intensifiers such as hyper
are not necessarily restricted to collocation with a small set of adjective types, but
can show wider application across adjectival types. Taken together, these results
indicate a close relationship between collocational width, intensifier frequency, and
how far along an intensifier is in the delexicalization process, while also highlighting
the complex link between these factors.

The following section explores the role of sociolinguistic factors, namely gender
(Section 4.3.1) and age (Section 4.3.2), as relating to change in the French intensifier
system.

4.3 Sociolinguistic analyses

4.3.1 Speaker gender
Based on previous literature, female speakers were expected to use more
intensification overall compared to male speakers. Figure 7, showing
intensification rates in the ESLO1 and ESLO2 samples by speaker gender, reveals

Figure 6. Scatterplot showing correlation between change in frequency of use and collocational width (as
a function of the type-token ratio) for individual intensifiers.
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that, at both time points, female speakers show numerically higher intensification
rates, although this gender difference is relatively larger in the older compared to the
more recent corpus. Furthermore, both female and male speakers show on average
lower intensification rates in the ELSO2 than in the ESLO1. Nonetheless, the
relatively large error bars in Figure 7 indicate much individual variation across male
and female speakers at both time points. Statistically, results from the first mixed-
effects regression model show speaker age to not be a significant predictor of
intensifier rate, neither as an individual predictor (β=−0.0276, SE= 0.266,
p= 0.790), nor in interaction with other fixed effects (see Appendix A; Table A1).
This result mirrors the finding of Fuchs (2017), who shows little change in
intensifier rate in British English by speaker gender over time.

Table 5 shows variation in the use of individual intensifiers between female and
male speakers in the ESLO1 and ESLO2 samples. Considering the five most
common intensifiers, male and female speakers in the ESLO1 show comparable
frequency of use for très, vraiment, bien, and extrêmement, whereas female speakers
show relatively higher use of tout. In the ESLO2, however, there is more difference
in the quantitative use of these intensifiers between male and female speakers:
whereas female speakers use bien more at this time point, male speakers show more
use of très, vraiment, and tout. Some gender differences are also found for less
common intensifiers. For example, female speakers use tout à fait, tellement, and
parfaitement more than male speakers in the ESLO1, yet show similar percentages
of use for these intensifiers in the ESLO2 sample. The fact that these three
intensifiers show decreased use over time in the ESLO sample may suggest that
gender differences tend to become less pronounced for intensifiers on the decline,
although more data would be needed to test this speculative claim.

Considering those intensifier that appear in the ESLO2 but not the ESLO1
sample, the use of vachement and hyper differ little in frequency between the female

Figure 7. Percentage of intensified adjectives by speaker gender and corpus. Error bars show the
standard deviation for each group.
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and male speakers. Conversely, super shows a marked difference in use between
genders, with female speakers using this intensifier twice as frequently as male
speakers, which may indicate that female speakers are leading the increasing use of
this intensifier.

These results show that, despite a numerically small and non-significant difference
in overall intensification rates between male and female speakers in the ESLO
samples, nuanced differences are found between male and female speakers in the
frequency of use of individual intensifiers. This finding thereby mirrors past studies
on English (Precht, 2008) and other languages (Kwon, 2012; Alshaboul et al., 2022)
that have shown the relation between intensifier use and gender to vary depending on
the intensifier considered. Taken in sum, these findings provide evidence against the
long-standing claim of intensification as primarily a characteristic of female speech
(e.g. Jesperson 1922), although female speakers may indeed play a role in advancing
the increased use of newer intensifiers such as super. Based on past research, younger
speakers would also be expected to be instrumental in this regard, a prediction which
is considered in the following section.

4.3.2 Speaker age
Figure 8 shows intensification rates based on speaker age in the ESLO1 and ESLO2
samples. As seen in the left panel of this figure, speakers’ intensification rates are
widely distributed, with virtually no correlation between intensification rate and

Table 5. Distribution of intensifiers in the ESLO1 and ESLO2 sample by speaker gender

Intensifier

ESLO1 ESLO2

Male (n= 342) Female (n= 422) Male (n= 355) Female (n= 332)

% N % N % N % N

très 73.6 257 73.9 337 55.8 217 52.8 197

vraiment 4.6 16 4.6 21 11.3 44 8.8 33

tout 1.1 4 2.2 10 8.0 31 5.9 22

bien 4.6 16 4.0 18 2.8 10 5.1 19

extrêmement 1.4 5 1.8 8 3.1 12 3.5 13

tout à fait 2.9 10 4.2 19 1.0 4 1.1 4

complètement 2.9 10 0.4 2 3.1 12 2.1 8

tellement 2.3 8 3.5 16 1.0 4 1.1 4

absolument 3.2 11 1.5 7 0.3 1 1.1 4

trop 1.1 4 0.4 2 1.5 6 1.1 4

parfaitement 0.6 2 2.0 9 0.3 1 0 0

totalement 0.6 2 0 0 0.3 1 1.1 4

super – – – – 5.9 23 11.8 44

vachement – – – – 2.6 10 2.4 9

hyper – – – – 1.8 7 1.6 6
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speaker age in the ESLO1 (R= 0.0075, p= 0.97). On the other hand, the right panel
shows a clustering of intensification rates below 20% for ESLO2 speakers under the
age of 55, with a wider distribution of intensification rates for older speakers.
Correlation coefficients reveal a positive, albeit non-significant, correlation between
speaker age and intensification rate in the ESLO2 sample (R= 0.23, p= 0.28).
Numerically, this result seems to suggest a trend towards consistently lower
intensification use overall among younger speakers.

As shown in section 4.3.1, more nuanced patterns of variation and change can be
found when considering intensifiers individually. One of the most striking patterns
relating to speaker age and intensification use concerns the majority use of très.
Despite the fact that très is used by nearly all speakers in both the ESLO1 and the
ESLO2 samples, this intensifier is used markedly less among the youngest ESLO2
than by the other speakers sampled. For the vast majority of ESLO1 speakers and
ESLO2 speakers over the age of 40, trèsmakes up at least 50% of all intensifier tokens
whereas ESLO2 speakers below the age of 40 show a notably lower percentage of très
use. This finding is supported by results from the second mixed-effects regression
model, which reveal a significant interaction between corpus and speaker age in the
use of très vs. other intensifiers (β= 1.207, SE= .531, p= .023). Figure 9 shows a
significant positive correlation between ESLO2 speakers’ proportional use of très and
their age (R= 0.48, p<0.001), whereas the correlation coefficient for the ESLO1
reveals a very weak magnitude of associate between these factors (R= 0.12). This is
consistent with the findings of Krištofíková (2012), who shows that contemporary
younger speakers report using très less than older speakers.

This pattern of age-grading seems to suggest a change-in-progress whereby the
ubiquitous use of très is being supplanted by a wider array of intensifiers.
Extrapolating from this observation, younger ESLO2 speakers would also be
expected to be responsible for the rise in intensifiers such as super, tout, vachement,
and vraiment, which have shown the greatest increase in use over time among the
intensifiers sampled. Figure 10 plots the proportional use of each of these intensifiers
in the ESLO2 by speaker age (for speakers who used one of these intensifiers at least

Figure 8. Intensification rate by speaker age in the ESLO1 and ESLO2.
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once). Correlation coefficients from these plots show a strong negative correlation
between proportional use of super and speaker age (R=−0.76), and weak negative
correlations for tout (R=−0.11) and vraiment (R= −0.2). Conversely, a weak
positive correlation is found between the use of vachement and speaker age
(R= 0.22), although this may be due to the fact that relatively few speakers used this
intensifier compared to super, tout, and vraiment. These results reveal an age effect
to be particularly apparent for super: on average, speakers below 40 show higher
rates of use of this intensifier than those over 40. Moreover, the majority of ESLO2
speakers who use super are under 50. Similarly, for vachement, five out of seven
ESLO2 speakers who us intensifier are below 35, indicating that this intensifier is
particularly prevalent among younger speakers. Lastly, for vraiment, it is shown that
speakers who use this intensifier the most are among the youngest speakers sampled
in this study. Taken together, these results provide some evidence that it is indeed
the youngest speakers in the ESLO2 corpus who are shifting away from a majority
use of très in favor of varied intensifier use.

Lastly, it is worth briefly mentioning how these newer intensifiers may relate to
individual language change across the lifespan. Closer examination of intra-speaker

Figure 9. Percentage of très use out of total number of intensifiers by speaker age and corpus.

Figure 10. Percentage of individual ESLO2 speakers’ use of super, tout, vachement, and vraiment (as a
percentage out of total intensifiers used) by speaker age.
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variation in intensifier use (full details are provided in Appendix B) reveals that the
use of super, hyper, and vachement is attested among ESLO2 speakers born prior to
1950. The fact that these more recent intensifiers are used by the oldest speakers in
the ESLO2, yet not by the youngest speakers in the ESLO1 (all of whom were born
between 1930 and 1950) may suggest that the oldest ESLO2 speakers have adopted
these intensifiers later in life as they have grown more common in spoken French.
It should also be noted that the contemporary use of super, hyper, vachement by
older speakers is not anomalous, as speakers born from 1941–1948 also report using
these intensifiers in Krištofíková (2012). This provides some support for a trajectory
of language change whereby older speakers change in the direction of the speech
community in their use of variants across time, as captured by apparent-time
analyses (see Sankoff, 2019).

5. Conclusions
This study has tracked longitudinal change in the intensification system of
Hexagonal French over the past half-century. Results have shown that, like in
English and other languages, intensifier use in French is highly dynamic and subject
to change across generations. Furthermore, the patterns of language change
propagating these rapid shifts in the French intensifier system are nuanced and
dependent on a number of grammatical and sociolinguistic factors.

Regarding the quantitative patterning of intensifiers in French, the overall
intensification rate in the ESLO sample was found to be lower than rates reported in
past studies (e.g. Ito and Tagliamonte, 2003; Tagliamonte, 2008; Stratton, 2020;
Stratton and Sundquist, 2022), which may reflect cross-linguistic differences in how
prominently intensification strategies feature in the grammars of different
languages. Moreover, longitudinal results showed the intensification rate in the
ESLO samples to have significantly decreased between 1970 and 2010, contrasting
with findings showing intensification to have risen over time in varieties such as
British English (see Fuchs, 2017). Whether this pattern has held in years since the
ESLO2 data were collected, in other French regions and varieties, merits exploration
in future research. Longitudinal change in the use of individual intensifiers was also
found in the ESLO corpus, with some intensifiers showing decreased use (e.g. très,
tout à fait, tellement) and others showing increased use over time (e.g. vraiment,
tout, extrêmement). Among those intensifiers that have increased, several (e.g. super,
hyper, vachement) appear in the ESLO2 but not the ESLO1 sample, therefore
suggesting that their rise in use has occurred relatively recently.

With regard to the grammatical patterning of French intensifiers, an overall
preference was found for intensifiers in the ESLO to modify predicative vs. attributive
adjectives. While little overall difference was found in attributive vs. predicative
patterning between the two samples, the adjectival functions of individual intensifiers
showed much quantitive change over time; in particular, tellement, tout à fait, and
bien were found to have decreased considerably in the degree to which they modified
predicative adjectives. Moreover, some evidence was found to suggest that intensifiers
that rise in frequency over time also tend to be used more in predicative contexts
(see Barnfield and Buchstaller, 2010). Analysis of collocational width showed this
aspect of the grammar to also interact with intensifier change: tout à fait and vraiment
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respectively showed restriction and growth in collocational width between the
corpora. Moreover, frequent intensifiers that had risen in use showed greater
collocational width, while intensifiers that had decreased in use showed collocational
restriction. In sum, these findings provide evidence of a relationship between
grammatical patterning, intensifier frequency, and delexicalization that largely aligns
with the claims of Tagliamonte (2008).

Concerning the social patterning of French intensifiers, female and younger
speakers were expected to show more intensifier use overall. Although female
speakers were found to use slightly more intensification than male speakers at both
time points, no significant gender difference was found within or across samples
(cf. Ito and Tagliamonte, 2003). However, as in past studies, a substantial amount of
variation was found in the use of individual intensifiers by male and female speakers
(see Precht, 2008; Kwon, 2012), thus highlighting the importance of considering
individual intensifiers when investigating speaker gender as a factor in intensifier
use. With regard to speaker age, younger speakers in the ESLO2 were found to show
lower intensification rates overall (numerically though not statistically), compared
to ESLO1 and older ESLO2 speakers. Additionally, an age-grading effect was found
for the use of très, such that ESLO2 speakers below 40 used this intensifier
significantly less compared to other speakers in the ESLO1 and ESLO2. This has
concurrently seemed to give way to increased use of intensifiers such as super,
vachement, and vraiment among the youngest speaker group. Lastly, use of more
recent intensifiers such as super, hyper, and vachement were also attested among
older ESLO2 speakers; this result is potentially indicative of individual language
change across the lifespan, an aspect of intensifier use that should be explored more
in future work.

In conclusion, studying the intensifier system of Hexagonal French yields a better
understanding of the language-internal constraints of this part of French grammar,
while also testing the cross-linguistic generalizability of previous claims about
intensifiers. Future research comparing newer speech data to the ESLO data
analyzed here will allow for a more comprehensive understanding of continued
development in the French intensifier system.
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Appendices

Appendix A.

Table A1. Results from glmermodel for intensified vs. non-intensified adjectives (reference levels: Corpus
= ESLO1, Gender=Male). The logistic regression model tested had the following syntax: glmer(intensified
∼ corpus * scale(part_age) * gender � (1 � corpus | participant) � (1 � corpus | word)

Estimate Std. Error z-value p-value Sig.

(Intercept) −1.3104 0.1282 −10.216 < 0.001 ***

Corpus −0.3959 0.1652 −2.396 0.016 *

Speaker age 0.0276 0.1038 0.266 0.790 n.s.

Gender −0.2086 0.1525 −1.368 0.171 n.s.

Corpus : Age 0.2584 0.1570 1.645 0.099 n.s.

Corpus : Gender 0.1335 0.2222 0.601 0.548 n.s.

Age : Gender −0.0286 0.1596 −0.179 0.857 n.s.

Corpus : Age : Gender −0.2573 0.2231 −1.153 0.248 n.s.

Table A2. Results from glmer model for très vs. other intensifiers (reference levels: Syn_position =

predicative, Corpus = ESLO1, Gender = Male). The logistic regression model tested had the following
syntax: glmer(tres_presence ∼ syn_position * corpus * scale(part_age) * gender � (1 | participant) �
(1 | word)

Estimate Std. Error z-value p-value Sig.

(Intercept) 1.666 0.386 4.310 < 0.001 ***

Corpus −2.2669 0.5464 −4.149 < 0.001 ***

Syntactic position (Syn_position) −0.7109 0.3731 1.905 0.0567 n.s.

Speaker age −0.1287 0.3575 −0.360 0.7189 n.s.

Gender 0.4202 0.5609 0.749 0.4538 n.s.

Syn_position : Corpus 1.3513 0.5322 2.539 0.0111 *

Syn_position : Age −0.5852 0.3582 −1.634 0.1023 n.s.

Corpus : Age 1.2072 0.5317 2.271 0.0232 *

(Continued)
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Appendix B.
Values shown in the rows of Tables B1 and B2 show the proportional use of each intensifier (as a percentage
out of 100) for each speaker, allowing comparability of use across speakers despite individuals’ differences in
the total number of intensifiers they contribute to the sample. Rows in grey represent data for female
speakers and rows in white for male speakers. Individual speakers’ percentage totals may be greater or less
than 100 due to rounding.

Table A2. (Continued.)

Estimate Std. Error z-value p-value Sig.

Syn_position : Gender −0.5556 0.5531 −1.004 0.3152 n.s.

Corpus : Gender 0.2208 0.7562 0.292 0.7703 n.s.

Age : Gender 0.3193 0.5576 0.573 0.5669 n.s.

Syn_position : Corpus : Age 0.5077 0.5268 0.964 0.3352 n.s.

Syn_position : Corpus : Gender −0.1821 0.7415 −0.246 0.8060 n.s.

Syn_position : Age : Gender 0.2834 0.5609 0.505 0.6134 n.s.

Corpus : Age : Gender −1.4753 0.7385 −1.998 0.0458 *

Syn_position : Corpus : Age : Gender 0.2720 0.7309 0.372 0.7098 n.s.

Table B1. Distribution of intensifiers used by speakers in ESLO1 sample

Intensifier

�
Speaker ID tr
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t
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t
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t

fo
rt

B
ir
th
ye
ar

UN412 80 4 8 4 – – – – 4 – – – – – – – 1899

FH717 41 – – 35 – 6 – – – – 6 – – – – – 1903

CP7 50 – – 10 – – 10 – – – 20 – – – – – 1904

LS439 86 – – 13 – – – – – – – – – – – – 1904

BP35 77 6 – 4 – 4 6 – 4 – – – – – – – 1908

JI306 81 5 1 3 – 5 – – 1 – – – – – – 1 1910

1134 81 4 – 8 – – – – 8 – – – – – – – 1912

1254 54 4 4 2 – 19 – – 8 2 6 – – – – – 1914

LD386 81 – – 3 – 6 – – – – 10 – – – – – 1915

ES187 75 8 – – – – – – 17 – – – – – – – 1920

JG258 64 13 3 18 – 3 – – 15 9 – – – – – – 1923

UF391 57 9 – 2 5 2 11 – 2 – 9 – – – 2 – 1925

DE744 74 2 5 7 5 2 – – 2 3 – – – – 2 2 1927
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Table B1. (Continued.)

Intensifier

�
Speaker ID tr
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t
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m
en
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B
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th
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ar

JW325 71 14 14 – – – – – – – – – – – – – 1927

FU200 81 4 4 – – 8 – – 4 – – – – – – – 1933

CQ741 57 24 5 – – 5 10 – – – – – – – – – 1934

1299 88 6 – 6 – – – – – – – – – – – – 1938

BU77 98 – 2 – – – – – 2 2 – – – – – 1939

MD461 60 5 5 – – 10 – – – 10 – – 10 – – – 1941

4001 91 – – 4 2 – – – – 2 2 – – – – – 1942

GS117 82 18 – – – – – – – – – – – – – – 1945

KP392 74 – 2 4 – 4 2 – 4 – 4 – – – – – 1945

1268 49 2 2 2 4 13 – – 5 – 4 – – – 16 2 1948

EM229 100 – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – 1950

N of speakers 24 16 12 16 4 13 5 0 13 6 8 0 1 0 3 3

Table B2. Distribution of intensifiers used by speakers in ESLO2 sample

Intensifier

�
Speaker ID tr
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ai
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t
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t
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t
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t
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B
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ar

OS6 36 24 6 9 – – 6 – – 6 – 12 – – – – 1930

FE32 67 8 15 – 17 8 – – – – – – – – – – 1941

NH63 88 8 – – – – 4 – – – – – – – – – 1942

LX10 56 7 – 7 22 – 5 – – – – – – 2 – – 1945

SD14 63 – 20 2 – – – – – – 2 – 2 – – – 1947

AJ61 56 5 4 4 12 4 7 2 2 – – – 2 – 2 – 1948

ZF4 62 7 – – 4 – 2 2 – 2 7 – – 11 – – 1948

CL67 67 11 7 – 4 5 2 – 5 – – – – – – – 1952

WC29 62 4 9 – – 2 7 13 2 – – – – – – – 1956

OG51 77 – 3 3 – 7 3 3 – – 3 – – – – – 1962

RL2 54 4 8 12 – – 4 12 4 – – 4 – – – – 1964
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Table B2. (Continued.)

Intensifier

�
Speaker ID tr

ès
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ai
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t
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bi
en

ex
tr
êm

em
en
t
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B
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AU49 78 4 5 – 5 – 4 2 – – – – – – – – 1964

NX31 67 27 – – – – 7 – – – – – – – – – 1966

RW27 75 13 4 4 – – 4 – – – – – – – – – 1969

UC12 37 15 5 5 – – – 27 3 – – – 10 – – – 1974

HT398 38 25 13 – – – – 19 – 6 – – – – – – 1977

ch_CD2 42 12 15 4 – 4 – 19 – – – 8 – – – – 1979

GK11 43 10 5 5 – – – 19 – – – – – 19 – – 1979

ch_OB1 – 33 – – – – – 11 – 22 – – 17 33 – – –

UI19 21 37 11 – – – – – – 11 – 21 – – – – 1982

LD47 53 11 7 4 – – – 18 4 – – 4 – – – – 1984

YK48 33 58 9 – – – – – – – – – – – – – 1986

OW26 36 – 7 32 – – – 14 – 4 – 7 – – – – 1987

AJ38 14 6 17 – – – – 45 – 3 – 11 6 – – – 1989

N of speakers 23 21 19 12 6 6 12 14 6 7 3 7 5 4 1 0

Cite this article: Kunkel S (2024). Longitudinal change in the adjective intensifier system of Hexagonal
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