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This research investigates subject-verb agreement variation in contemporary English, focusing on
complex nominal subjects (i.e. involving post-head dependents, as in (1)-(2)) in unmarked subject-
verb constructions in inner-circle varieties of English.

(1) The group who actually owe the public the onting is USADA. [GloWbE:AU B roadgrime.com.aul]
(2) Some media in Southern Sudan is isolated and vulnerable [GloWbE:GB B odi.org.uk]

In previous research (Fernandez-Pena 2020), a preliminary analysis of sentences comprising
complex noun phrases headed by collective nominals (e.g. @ host of ideas) revealed that explicitly
marked plural nouns (e.g. factors (3)) in the postnominal prepositional phrase correlated with a
higher incidence of plural verbal patterns. This effect was even stronger for irregular plurals (e.g
women (4)), likely due to their inherent contrastiveness. Also, as the distance between the head noun
and the verb increased — both in terms of word count and number of modifiers — only explicitly-
marked plural nouns (e.g. #opies (5)) maintained a relatively stable rate of plural agreement. In
contrast, non-overtly-marked nouns (e.g. people (6)) showed a progressively stronger preference for
singular agreement.

(3) A host of underlying factors appear to be at the root of its woes [GloWbE:CA G cmaj.ca]

(4) A host of women have since backed the revelations [GloWbE:GB G thesun.co.uk]

(5) A host of topics, including pension resources, falling fertility, projections of increased life expectancy, and the
perceived health and long-term care needs of older people, have recently focused attention upon the
consequences of our ageing societies.

(6) a host of peaple calls for a return to the gold standard [GloWbE:GB B cobdencentre.org]

This study examines a large database of sentences containing complex nominal subjects other than
those headed by collective nouns and investigates the significance of intralinguistic
morphosyntactic factors that were contended to be strong predictors of number (singular versus
plural) variation in the previous investigation — explicitly- versus non-overtly-marked plural head
nouns, structural complexity of the subjects, proximity between subjects and verbs, syntactic
category, order and length of the postnominal dependent(s). The data were retrieved from the
Corpus of Global Web-based English (GloWbE; Davies 2013), a corpus of written texts on the web —
both websites and blogs — from 20 varieties of English. Multivariate statistical methods will
determine the weight and significance of the predictors, and will evaluate the plausibility of
hypotheses drawn from the relevant literature on the role that linguistic regularisation,
simplification (see,amongothers, Bock & Miller 1991; Franck etal. 2002) and Rohd enburg’s (19906)
‘Complexity Principle’ (the most explicit verb number choice in English — singular — facilitates the
processing and integration of long complex subjects) play for subject-verb number variation in
English.

A further predictor identifying the six inner-circle varieties of GloWbE surveyed in this study (i.e.
British, Irish, American, Canadian, Australian and New Zealand English) will reveal that, despite



clear differences in overall agreement patterns, our results confirm that regional variation is not a
major determinant of subject-verb number agreement with complex collective subjects. Instead,
agreement variation has been found to be primarily governed by the intralinguistic factors already
mentioned.
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