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1. 　Introduction
In the present paper, we observe peculiar argument structures 

demonstrated by verbs prefixed with over- demonstrate. That is, two 
over-Vs, overpay and overspend can take numeral cardinals as the 
object, as in ‘New Zealanders overpay $42 million in tax’, and ‘we 
overspend $400,000’. It is presumed that these transitive over-Vs are 
derived from by-comparative expressions such as ‘we overspend by 
$400,000’, and ‘New Zealanders overpay by $42 million in tax’, 
because the ratio in which over-Vs are used in by-comparatives is 
slightly higher than the ratio in which they are used in these transitive 
constructions with the ‘extra money’ object.

However, by-backgrounding normally occurs with pure intransi-
tives2) such as rise, fall (including intransitive phrasal verbs such as go 
up and come down), and unaccusative intransitives such as increase, 
decrease and grow (Huddleston & Pullum 2002), but not with 
zero-complement intransitives. For instance, the intransitive phrasal 
verb go up can be used without by, as in ‘the price went up £2’, and 
the unaccusative intransitive increase can also be used with the prepo-
sition backgrounded, as in ‘. . . and food prices increased 1.1 percent.

Although zero-complement intransitives such as win, lose, and lead 
can be incorporated into by-comparatives, as in ‘To lose by one 
point was the worst feeling’, the preposition by cannot be back-
grounded (‘to lose one point’ is grammatically correct, but it has a 
completely different meaning).3) Whereas the cardinal numbers fol-
lowing common intransitives such as rise, fall, and go up are treated as 
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adjuncts (Huddleston & Pullum 2002: 693), the cardinal number fol-
lowing these zero-complement over-Vs can be seen as the object (or the 
patient). 

The best way to judge whether the cardinal number is regarded as the 
object is to see whether it can be used as the subject referent of the pas-
sive voice. For example, while ‘the number of passengers traveling by 
plane will increase 3 percent’ is acceptable, the cardinal number can-
not serve as the subject referent of the passive voice (*3 percent will be 
increased’), since 3 percent is regarded as an adjunct, not an object, with 
increase as the matrix verb. On the other hand, the cardinal number (extra 
money) after overpay and overspend can serve as the subject referent of 
the passive voice,4) as in ‘nearly $70 million had been overpaid during 
the first nine months of 2020’, since the number is seen as the object of 
the verb.

Table 1 outlines which types of intransitives realizable in by-compar-
atives can be used with by-backgrounding and in passive voice with the 
cardinal number as the subject referent. 

Table 1.　Verbs used in By-comparatives

Used in By-
Comparative

BY-baCk-
grounding

passivity

Pure Intransitives 
(rise, fall, decline,  etc.) ○ ○ ×

Intransitive Phrasal Verbs
(go up, jump up, come down, move 

down, etc.)
○ ○ ×

Unaccusative
Intransitive (grow, increase, 

decrease, etc.)
○ ○ ×

Zero-complement Intransitives 
(win, lose, lead, score,etc.) ○ ○ ×

overpayand overspend 
(Zero-Complement Intransitives) ○ ○ ○

Other intransitive 
over-Vs ○ × ×
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Incidentally, there are many (zero-complement)5) intransitive over-Vs, 
that can be used in by-comparatives, although their verbal stems cannot 
be attested in the comparative structure.6) According to the corpora 
data, overbid, overbuild, overdraw, overeat, overestimate, overperform, 
overproduce, oversell, overshoot, oversleep, overstay and overwork are used 
with by to express the gap between the two values in comparison. It is 
assumed that the prefixation of over- enables various non-degree verbs 
to be used in by-comparatives (In other words, these verbs become ‘degree 
verbs’ with the prefixation [Bolinger 1972]). However, the only two 
zero-complement over-Vs, overpay and overspend can occur without by 
and in passive voice.7) 

The aim of this paper is to examine these transitive constructions 
with the “extra money” object, clarifying how different they are from 
ordinary “scalar change constructions” that Huddleston & Pullum (2002) 
point out. 

2.　Previous Studies
Huddleston & Pullum (2002) analyze how the preposition by can be 

backgrounded with several intransitive verbs such as rise and go up in 
comparative structures. Therefore, this section reviews this study. 
Before the review, it may be helpful to clarify the difference between 
zero-complement and unaccusative intransitive verbs in general, and 
explain why overpay and overspend are categorized into zero-comple-
ment intransitives.

2.1.　Zero-complement and Unaccusative Intransitives
Normally, verbs that can be used both transitively and intransitively 

fall into two main categories: zero-complements and unaccusatives.8) 
The difference between zero-complements and unaccusatives lies in 
which participant (the patient or the agent)9) is backgrounded. To illus-
trate the former, consider the following example in (1a, b), where the 
verbs eat and drink are used intransitively. 

(1) a. Have you eaten yet? (Huddleston & Pullum 2002: 303)
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 b. Do you drink? (Quirk et al.1985: 723)

In both examples, the objects are backgrounded. ‘What you have eaten’ 
is omitted in (1a), and ‘what you drink’ is not mentioned in (1b) either. 
The objects of these verbs are backgrounded because they are easily 
inferred from the meaning of the verb. 

For example, when we see or hear eat used as an intransitive verb, we 
construe that the agent eats some kind of solid food, that is, non-specific 
food, which can be unnecessary information in describing the situation, 
or not worth mentioning in context. The verb drink in (1b) can also be 
used intransitively. When it is realized as an intransitive verb, we con-
strue what the agent drinks is some sort of alcoholic beverage (Fillmore 
1986: 97). Therefore, (1b) is interpreted as ‘Do you drink alcohol?’.

Again, what kind of beverage you drink is not specified in context, 
because we can infer what the missing object is. Besides, we do not take 
what she drank as water or soda when we hear the verb used intransi-
tively, since the implicit object of the intransitive verb drink normally 
implies alcoholic beverage, which is conventionally determined and 
inferred from the meaning of the verb. In sum, with zero-complement 
intransitives, the inferable object (the patient) of the verb is back-
grounded.10) On the other hand, as for unaccusative intransitives, the 
agent is backgrounded and the patient serves as the subject referent. To 
illustrate, consider the following examples in (2a, b).

(2) a. His family drove a car into the city and are bringing him 
back home. (Wordbanks)

 b. . . . they watched as a small car drove fast over a barricade 
and into Lake Michigan. Moreno called 911, which he said he 
knew how to do from watching American movies.  
 (US 2018 / News on the Web Corpus) 

The agent indicates “the animate instigator of a situation denoted by a 
predicate” (Aarts 2011). In (2a), the agent, his family, as the subject is 
specified in this context, because who drove the car to bring him back is 
necessary information for describing the situation. Their involvement is 
salient and fully incorporated in the event structure. Therefore, his fam-
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ily cannot be backgrounded.
However, in (2b), the agent is backgrounded. In contexts like this, 

who was driving the small car is not considered important and can be 
deleted. The focal point in (2b) is that the car drove over the barricade 
and plunged into a lake. Neither they, the witnesses of the accident, nor 
the speaker might know who the driver is. The agent, the driver who 
caused the accident, is not as salient as the accident, hence it is back-
grounded. ‘The small car’, the patient, functions as the subject, in turn.

In short, with unaccusative intransitives, the patient is used as the 
subject referent with the non-salient instigator backgrounded in the 
context. Another important point to note is that when a verb like drive 
is used as an intransitive verb, the subject referent must look autono-
mous. In other words, in this event, the vehicle must be described as if 
it drove autonomously. The same observation can be applied to the 
transitive alternation with the verb open, as exemplified in (3).

(3) a. She opened the door.
 b. The door opened. (Swan 2016: 9)

When the normally transitive verb open is used intransitively, the sub-
ject the door is described as if it opened autonomously, as in (3b). On the 
other hand, when the speaker directly sees her opening the door, it is 
not appropriate to describe it as an autonomous entity, as in (3a). It is 
suggested that in the case of (3b), the speaker did not see the young 
woman opening the door, so that the door was more salient to him than 
the young woman (the agent). That is why the door is depicted as if it 
opened autonomously, and why the door serves as the subject referent of 
the intransitive open. In sum, with unaccusative intransitives, the event 
is described from a different angle, that is to say, from the point of view 
of the patient, rather than the agent, since the patient is more salient 
than the agent.11)

2.2.　Overpay and overspend as Zero-complement Intransitives
Clarifying the difference between zero-complement and unaccusative 

intransitives, we discuss why overpay and overspend are categorized as 
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zero-complement intransitives. Several previous studies (Lieber 2004, 
Iwata 2008, Bauer et al. 2013) indicate that some verbs prefixed with 
over- are predominantly used as zero-complement intransitives, while 
specific entity can occasionally appear as the object. 

(4) a. Yoshika overate {*apples/*lunch}.
 b. Yoshika overate {fruit/sweets/fatty foods}.
 (Iwata 2008: 167)

While the objects of overeat such as apples and lunch in (4a) are not 
acceptable, fruits, sweets and fatty foods in (4b) are occasionally accept-
able as objects. What differentiates the noun phrases in (4b) from those 
in (4a) is that the direct objects denote some particular type of food, 
whose consumption in a large amount is harmful to one’s health,  
irrespective of whether the person becomes full (Iwata 2008: 167). In 
other words, non-specific food, food in general such as apple and lunch 
cannot normally occur as the object of overeat. Using corpora data Iwa-
miya (2019) confirmed that overpay and overspend, which are predomi-
nantly used intransitively, are also categorized as zero-complement 
intransitives. 

(5) a. Can I pay by credit card? (“Pay,” def. 1. Longman Dictionary 
 of Contemporary English Online)
 b. I don’t need to pay money to join a gym. The world is my 

gym. The hills, the trees, the rivers.
 (Peep Show, 2007 / The TV Corpus)
 c. They will certainly overpay for a business that is virtually 

worthless, . . . (Wordbanks)
 d. The SEC itself, within days of the DOL private equity guid-

ance, issued a risk alert that warned of deficiencies the staff 
had identified among private equity advisers that may have 
caused investors to overpay fees and expenses.

 (US 2020 / News on the Web Corpus) 

The verb pay can be used both transitively and intransitively, as exem-
plified in (5a, b). When pay is used intransitively, the missing object is 
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non-specific money, which can be easily inferred from (5b). With over-af-
fixation, however, pay (overpay) in (5c) is predominantly realized as an 
intransitive. In other words, while the inferable object related to money 
is optionally backgrounded with its verbal stem pay, the inferable object 
is almost obligatorily backgrounded with overpay. Similarly like the 
verb overeat is used transitively, a specific type of money tax or fees can 
occur in context as the object of overpay, as exemplified in (5d). There-
fore, overpay serves as a zero-complement intransitive. 

(6) a. I like to spend money. (Wordbanks)
 b. When the price of oil goes up, they spend money on fusion; 

. . . (GB / news, Corpus of Online Register of English)
 c. The researchers were surprised to find that despite perceptions 

that people always overspend, chronic under-spending was 
far more widespread than thought with tightwads outnumber-
ing spendthrifts by a 3 to 2 ratio. (Wordbanks)

 d. I propose to make it illegal for a department to overspend its 
budget. (CA 2017 / News on the Web Corpus) 

A similar observation can be applied to overspend, which is also pre-
dominantly used intransitively. Whereas the inferable object related to 
money is optionally backgrounded with its verbal stem spend, the infer-
able object is almost obligatorily backgrounded with overspend. When it 
is used transitively, money for specific purposes like budget can occur as 
the object, as in (6d). Therefore, overspend is also categorized as a 
zero-complement intransitive. This study presents the corpora data that 
shows how frequently some over-Vs are used intransitively compared 
with their corresponding verbal bases, as shown in Table 2.12)

Table 2　Zero-complement intransitive rate/ the verbal stems VS. over-Vs

Corpus of Online Register of English. 
<news>

Wordbanks (600 million)

eat (31.19%). [146/ 468] overeat (99.04%). [207/209]

pay (46.25%). [981/ 2,121] overpay (84.97%). [373/439]

spend (13.93%) [74/531] overspend (93.63%). [133/142]
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2.3. Huddleston & Pullum (2002)
Huddleston & Pullum (2002) indicate that the preposition by can be 

backgrounded with several intransitive verbs such as rise and go up in 
comparative structures. The preposition by is used to express the differ-
ence in comparative structures, as indicated by several dictionaries and 
grammar books. This is illustrated in (7a-c).

(7) a. Food prices increased by 10% in less than a year. (“Increase,”  
 def.1. Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English Online)
 b. Tourist trips of all kinds in Britain rose by 10.5% between 

1977 and 1987. (“Rise,” def.9. Collins Cobuild Dictionary 
 Online) 
 c.  They extended the grounds by 5 acres.
 (Huddleston & Pullum 2002: 691)
 d. She’s younger than me by a year, . . . though you wouldn’t 

know it.
 (The Suspicions of Mr Whicher. 2014 / The Movie Corpus)

The number following the preposition by, 10 per cent, indicates how 
much the food price increased in a specific time-span (less than a year), 
as exemplified in (7a). In this example, by is used to mark the difference 
between food prices in the past and those at the relevant time (specified 
by the phrase ‘in less than a year’). 

Next, let us examine the example in (7b), where the intransitive verb 
rise is used with by and the following cardinal number, 10.5%, which 
also shows the difference between two values in a comparative struc-
ture. The example is quoted from a dictionary, so that we are not sure 
how many tourists traveled around the Great Britain in 1977. The only 
thing we can learn from the context is that the number of tourists in 
Britain had increased to 110.5 percent over the decade. 

The example (7c) illustrates that the transitive verb extend can be 
incorporated into the by comparative structure. In this example, the 
entity the grounds as the object serves as the standardized value13) to 
express how much it is extended. Lastly, we analyze the example in (7d) 
from a famous movie, where younger, the comparative form of the adjec-
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tive young, serves as the subject-oriented complement of be along with 
by in the comparative. The example illustrates the age difference 
between the subject referent she (her age) and the standardized value 
represented by the pronoun me (my age). According to the corpora data, 
adjectives in the comparative form such as taller, shorter, older, heavier, 
and faster are commonly used with by to express the difference in com-
paratives.

As confirmed above, various verbs and adjectives can be incorporated 
into by-comparatives. However, when the cardinal number expresses 
the “extent of change”, even the preposition by can be backgrounded 
(Huddleston & Pullum 2002: 692). Consider the following examples in (8).

(8) a. The temperature fell {10° / by 10°}.
 (Huddleston & Pullum 2002: 692)
 b. The price went up {£2 / by £2}. (Ibid: 693)

The meanings of (8a-b) are the same with or without the preposition by. 
Huddleston & Pullum (2002) claim that as long as the noun phrases (10 
degrees Celsius and £2) indicate the “scalar change”, the preposition by 
is not necessarily required, although they also note that by-comparatives 
are more commonly used than what they call “scalar change construc-
tions” (Huddleston & Pullum: 693). 

Ten degrees Celsius in (8a) illustrates how much the temperature went 
down from the temperature in the past, while two pounds in (8b) marks 
the difference between the price in the past and that in the relevant time. 
Let us examine other examples of “scalar change constructions” derived 
from different verbs in (9a-c). Skyrocket, creep up (phrasal verb), and 
increase are all synonyms for the intransitive phrasal verb go up, indicat-
ing an increase in the number of the subject referents.

(9) a. Musk’s surge in wealthy surpassed the previous one-day 
record, held by China’s Zhong Shanshan who saw his wealth 
skyrocket {$32 billion / by $32 billion} in a single day when 
his beverage company went public, according to Bloomberg 
News. (US 2021 / News on the Web Corpus)
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 b. The rent for a three-bedroom home in Avonhead had crept 
up {$30 / by $30} from last year, . . .

 (NZ 2012 / News on the Web Corpus)
 c. . . . the number of passengers traveling by plane will increase {3 

percent / by 3 percent} . . .  (Wordbanks)

According to the corpora data, by-backgrounding occurs with intransi-
tive verbs such as decline, drop, fall, rise, rocket, shrink, skyrocket and 
intransitive phrasal verbs such as bulk up, creep up, go up, heat up, jump 
up, move up, perk up, come down, go down, move down, tick down14) and 
unaccusative intransitives such as increase, decrease, and grow. These 
verbs typically imply the increase or decrease of the ‘number’ or ‘amount’ 
represented by the subject referent (wealth, rent, and passengers).

Even if by can be backgrounded with intransitives and unaccusative 
intransitives, the noun phrase that consists of a cardinal number and a 
unit noun (such as dollars and per cent) differs quite sharply from gram-
matical objects (ibid: 693). Though ‘the number of passengers traveling by 
plane will increase 3 percent’ is grammatically correct, the passive voice 
with the cardinal number as the subject referent such as ‘*3 per cent 
will be increased’ is not acceptable, 

In addition, whereas zero-complement (simplex) intransitive verbs 
such as win, lose, score, lead, and trail can be incorporated into by-com-
paratives, backgrounding the preposition cannot be allowed. Consider 
the examples in (10a-c).

 (10) a. The Tigers lost the game by one point – to extinguish any 
chance of playing finals . . . 

 (AU 2016 / News on the Web Corpus)
 b. To lose by one point was the worst feeling. (Wordbanks)
 c. And that is no exaggeration. If I had my way, instead of 

higher level math students getting an extra 25 points, the 
people who claim they do no study and then do well lose 25 
points.  (IE 2017 / News on the Web Corpus)

Both the transitive lose and the zero-complement lose can be used in 
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by-comparatives, as illustrated in (10a, b). The verb lose can be used 
intransitively, when the missing object, game or competition, is easily 
inferred from the context (Fillmore 1986: 100). However, whereas the 
inferable object can be deleted, by-backgrounding is unacceptable with 
zero-complement intransitives.

Incidentally, when a cardinal number comes immediately after a 
zero-complement intransitive verb, it is often interpreted differently. 
Consider the example in (10c), where the cardinal number 25 points is 
used as the object (the patient) of lose. The verb phrase in the example 
implies “not to gain 25 points” in the math exam, which is totally differ-
ent from the meaning of “to lose by 25 points”, which indicates that you 
lose the game or competition 25 points behind your competitor. 

Hence, it can be assumed that by-backgrounding normally occurs 
with pure intransitives (including intransitive phrasal verbs), and unac-
cusative intransitives, but not with zero-complement intransitives. 
However, two verbs prefixed with over- do not conform to Huddleston 
& Pullum’s (2002) generalization. In other words, by-backgrounding 
can occur with overpay and overspend, even though they are categorized 
as zero-complement intransitives.

3. Transitive Constructions with the ‘Extra money’ Object
We observe in the present section that the cardinal number immedi-

ately after two over-Vs, overpay and overspend, are seen as the grammat-
ical object of the verbs. Accordingly, they can serve as passive voice 
subjects. 

3.1.　Transitive Constructions with overpay and overspend
These over-Vs are realized in by-comparatives, as illustrated in (11a, b).

(11) a. Opening up the market was supposed to ensure consumers 
got a better deal from energy companies after a Competition 
and Markets Authority investigation found that customers 
overpaid by 1.4 billion pounds on their bills in the three 
years to 2015. (US 2021 / News on the Web Corpus)
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 b. Canadians gave Justin Trudeau a pass on pledging “modest 
deficits” on the campaign trail, only to get a bait-and-switch 
budget post-election that saw his government overspend by 
$29.4 billion. (CA 2016 / News on the Web Corpus)

Overpay and overspend are categorized as zero-complement intransi-
tives with human agents (including a group or an organization) as the 
subject referents (customers and government). Although overpay and 
overspend are much more likely to be used as intransitives than their 
verbal stems (see, Table 2), they are still categorized as zero-comple-
ment intransitives (see, Section 2.2). 

In the previous section, we confirmed that by-backgrounding is nor-
mally allowed with intransitives and unaccusative intransitives, but not 
with zero-complements such as win, lose, and lead.15) Although overpay 
and overspend are used as zero-complement intransitives with animate 
human agents (New Zealanders and Canadians [we]) as the subject refer-
ent, the preposition by can be optionally deleted, as in (12a, b).

(12) a. New Zealanders overpay {$42 / by $42} million in tax. 
 (NZ 2019 / News on the Web Corpus)

 b. “We overspent {$400,000 / by $400,000} last year and we 
weren’t told, we weren’t even warned about that as the year 
progressed,” he said. (CA 2018 / News on the Web Corpus)

More intriguingly, these numerical expressions following overpay and 
overspend are seen as the object of the verbs, though the following cardi-
nal number after intransitives such as rise, go up, and increase are 
regarded as an adjunct, not an object (Huddleston & Pullum 2002). We 
can confirm that the cardinal number (extra money) after each verb is 
seen as the object, because these numbers ($70 million & 13bn [pounds]) 
can serve as the subject referent of the passive voice, as illustrated in (13a, 
b). 

(13) a. Pryor Gibson, who leads the Division of Employment Secu-
rity, described how nearly $70 million had been overpaid 
during the first nine months of 2020.
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 (US 2021 / News on the Web Corpus)
 b. . . . 13bn is overspent every year on dealing with the physi-

cal health consequences of this unmet need.
 (GB 2020/ News on the Web Corpus) 

There are 33 examples16) in the corpora data, where the cardinal number 
(extra money) serves as the subject referent of the passive voice with 
overpay as the matrix verb, whereas 6 instances are found, where “cost 
difference” serves as the subject referent of the passive clause with over-
spend (overspent). In contrast, the expressions like ‘*£2 was gone up’ 
(Huddleston & Pullum 2002: 693) and ‘*3 percent will be increased’ are 
semantically inappropriate. 

Therefore, the linguistic phenomenon, that only cardinal numbers 
after overpay and overspend are seen as the object, should be recognized 
as unpredictable characteristics of these verbs, which should be repre-
sented as independent constructions, following the concept of “con-
structions” presented by Goldberg (1995, 2006).

3.3. Transitive Constructions with the ‘Extra money’ Object 
In this study, we observed that the cardinal number following 

zero-complement intransitives overpay and overspend can be seen as the 
object (or the patient), so that they can serve as the subject referent of 
the passive voice. These comparative structures are quite unpredictable 
and should be recognized as individual comparative constructions (I 
would call this “transitive constructions with the ‘Extra money’ 
Object”), because the cardinal number after common intransitive verbs 
such as rise, go up, and increase are typically observed as adjuncts, which 
cannot be realized as the subject of the passive voice (Huddleston & 
Pullum 2002).

The “scalar change constructions” with common intransitive verbs 
and “over-Vs” transitive constructions with the ‘extra money’ object’ can 
be represented in the following schemata, as in (14). In the round brack-
ets, what kind of standards are used in the specific construction is 
described. 
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(14) a. [NP
1
 V

i
 (by) Numeral P

j
] ↔ [Numeral P

j
 {increases / 

decrease} from X
1
]

  (X: a standard represented by an entity in the subject refer-
ent)

  grow, increase, rise, rocket, skyrocket / bulk up, creep up, go 
up, heat up, jump up, move up, perk up . . .

  decrease, decline, drop, fall, shrink / come down, go down, 
move down, tick down . . .

  [Scalar Change Constructions (Pure Intransitives, 
unaccusative intransitives, and Intransitive  
phrasal verbs with ‘value’ adjunct)]

 b. [NP
1
 over-V

i 
(by) Numeral P

j
]17) ↔ [X

1
 SEM

i 
the amount of 

money
j 
more than Y]

  (X: a human agent / Y: a contextually-determined standard)
  overpay, overspend
  [Transitive Constructions with ‘extra money’ 

Object]

The two comparative constructions above are strikingly different, since 
the cardinal number (extra money) after over-Vs is regarded as the 
object, so that it can serve as the subject referent of the passive voice, as 
in ‘$4.6 billion was overpaid’.18)

Note that the base verbs of phrasal verbs (bulk up, creep up, go up, heat 
up, jump up, move up, perk up, come down, go down, move down, tick 
down), and the verbal stems of overpay and overspend cannot be incor-
porated into these comparative constructions without particles or the 
prefix over-, because these verbs (bulk, creep, come, go, etc. and pay, 
spend) do not have scalar meanings (or they are not “degree verbs”, 
according to Bollinger 1972). Constructions are generated only when 
the base verbs are combined with the particles (up and down) or the pre-
fix over-.

In addition, the transitive constructions with overpay and overspend 
in (14b) semantically differ from normal transitive constructions, 
because the object refers to “extra money”, not “cost” or “expenditure”.
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(15) a. Oh, and Lil Baby is mad because he spent $400,000 on a fake 
watch. (US 2021 / News on the Web Corpus)

 b. We overspent $400,000 last year and we weren’t told, we 
weren’t even warned about that as the year progressed, . . .

 (CA 2018 / News on the Web Corpus)

Whereas $400,000 with spend as the matrix verb implies ‘expenditure’ 
of the subject referent (he) as in (15a), $400,000 with overspend as the 
matrix verb in (15b) refers to “extra money”, which means the subject 
referent (we) already spent the expenditure they were supposed to spend 
(the cost represented by ‘a contextually-determined standard’) and 
$400,000 is regarded as the extra cost (extra money). Furthermore, we 
can observe innovative linguistic patterns probably related to this 
“Transitive Constructions with the Extra money Object”. Consider the 
examples in (16).

(16) a. He said Centrelink overpaid him $440 in sickness benefits 
in 2013 but he forgot about it after he did not receive the 
promised Centrelink letter asking him to repay it.

 (AU 2017 / News on the Web Corpus)
 b. A Colorado woman has been struggling for months to get a 

refund from a restaurant after they overcharged her $5,700 
for a cup of coffee. (CA 2021 / News on the Web Corpus)

 c. The government had underspent $1.6 billion on the NDIS, 
Mr Shorten added, before promising to put $40 million 
towards improving the scheme’s workforce.

 (AU 2019 / News on the Web Corpus)

Overpay and overcharge can be used as if they were incorporated into 
ditransitive constructions,19) as in (16a, b). By contrast, by-background-
ing can occur with underspend, the antonym of overspend, as exemplified 
in (16c). These linguistic patterns can be considered sub-schematic con-
structs, which can be derived from the construction in (14b), as Gold-
berg (2006:101) confirms that a linguistic pattern can be extended to 
create new innovative forms when learners have witnessed the pattern at 
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a certain frequency. We are not sure whether these examples in (16) 
should be categorized as true ‘transitive constructions’, because ‘money 
amount’ as the direct object in these instances are not allowed to serve 
as the subject of the passive voice (in other words, expressions like 
*$440 was overpaid to him, *$5,700 had been overcharged to her, and *$16 
had been underspent are not acceptable). It may be the case that these 
sub-constructs are innovative extensions that are not yet entrenched 
enough in the knowledge of the native speakers to induce the structural 
complexities brought about by the syntactic change into the passive 
voice.

4.　Concluding remarks
We can confirm that transitive constructions with “extra money” 

object is strikingly different from “scalar change” constructions with 
common intransitives that Huddleston & Pullum (2002) propose, 
because cardinal numbers after overpay and overspend are seen as the 
grammatical object. Furthermore, we have also observed that the lin-
guistic patterns are productive enough to create the sub-schematic con-
structs seen in (16). With the unpredictable characteristics and produc-
tivity, these comparative expressions should be recognized as 
independent constructions, following the concept of “constructions” 
presented by Goldberg (1995, 2006).

NOTES
1) This paper is based on Iwamiya (2019), a manuscript for oral presentations of  the 27th Annual 

Conference at The Society of  English Grammar and Usage.

2) “Pure intransitive verbs” refer to the intransitive verbs, which can be only used as intransitives, 

not taking any object (Quirk et al. 1985: 1169). For instance, rise and fall have only been used 

intransitively since OE (Old English), because vowels are used to distinguish between transitive and 

intransitive variants (raise and fell [= cut down] have been used as transitives). 

3) ‘To lose one point’ is typically interpreted as “not to gain one point in a game or an exam”.  

4) There are 33 examples in the corpora data where overpay is used in the passive voice with extra 

money (a cardinal number) as the subject referent.   

5) Most over-Vs that can be incorporated into by-comparatives are zero-complement intransitive over-

Vs, whereas oversleep and overstay are (pure) intransitive over-Vs. 

6) For instance, while ‘Last year, the university oversold the number of  parking passes by 65 per cent 

. . . (CA 2011 / News on the Web Corpus)’ is acceptable, ‘the university *sold the number of  parking 
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passes by 65 per cent’ cannot be attested.

7) It is incorrect to assume that over-Vs which take ‘money amount’ as the post-prepositional element 

can background the preposition by in the comparative, because overbid, overdraw, and overestimate 

can actually take ‘money amount’ as the post-prepositional element, as in ‘As thrilled as people are to 

win, a middle-aged Pittsburgh man recently overbid by just $200 on a trip and a car and looked like he 

was about to cry. (CA 2015 / News on the Web Corpus)’, ‘And even if  they overdraw by more than 

$50, they have more time to fix it’ (US 2021/ News on the Web Corpus), and ‘. . . owner-occupiers 

overestimate by A$840 on average’ (AU 2017 / News on the Web Corpus), but these over-Vs 

cannot be used without by in the comparative structure nor in the passive voices with the cardinal 

number as the referent subject.  

8) For other productive intransitive constructions such as conative intransitives and middle intransi-

tives, see, Huddleston & Pullum (2002: 298–308). 

9)‘The patient’ is a semantic role given to the animate or inanimate ‘undergoer’ of  a situation denoted 

by a predicate (Aarts 2011). For instance, in ‘We replaced everything’, everything is the patient that 

undergoes the event of  being replaced. ‘The agent’ is also a semantic role of  the animate ‘instigator’ 

of  a situation denoted by a predicate’ (Aarts 2011). For example, as in ‘The police arrested him’, 

the police is identified as the agent, which performs the action represented by the matrix verb arrest. 

The agent often occurs as the subject. However, it is frequently backgrounded in the passive voice, 

as in ‘He was arrested (by the police)’.   

10) The intransitive verb eat and drink are often categorized as prototypical zero-complements. A 

number of  scholars have discussed these verbs when they explain zero-complement intransitives: 

see e.g., Fillmore (1986), Levin (1993) and Taylor (2012).

11) In the passive voice, the Agent is also backgrounded. However, there is a syntactic difference 

between the passive voice and unaccusative intransitives (Yoshimura & Taylor 2014: 300). The 

agent can occasionally be salient in the passive voice, because it can occur with the preposition by, 

as in ‘the door was opened by him’. In unaccusative intransitives, though, by and the agent are not 

allowed to occur together (e.g., *The door opened by him.).

12) The linguistic data presented in this paper was collected from February2 to February 9 in 2022.The 

data upon which this paper is based were mainly retrieved from the 600 million-word Wordbanks 

Corpus, the News on the Web (NOW) Corpus (this study extracted the data from English-speaking 

countries: the United States, Great Britain, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and Ireland), and 

Corpus of  Online Register of  English. As for Corpus of  Online Register of  English, the data in 

‘news’ register was collected, because both Wordbanks and News on the Web Corpus mainly extract 

the data from ‘news’ register. As for the data in Table 2, the following approaches were employed 

to collect to compare over-Vs and their verbal stems in this paper. (i). The number of  intransitive 

vs. transitive uses of  each verb in the present simple and the third person singular was calculated. 

For instance, as for the verb eat, the argument structure of  eat (the present simple) and eats (the 

third person singular) in the corpora data were examined. The reason why the past participle (V-ed) 

and present participle (V-ing) were not counted in this research is that it is always difficult to judge 

whether participles are regarded as the passives of  the verb or adjectives, or the continuous form 

of  the verb or nouns. For example, Bolinger (1972: 168) claims that when an intensifier (usually an 

adverb) follows a past participle (e.g., It was done nicely), it is the passive of  the verb. On the other 

hand, when an intensifier is used before a past participle (e.g., It was nicely done), it is ambiguous 

whether it is the passive form of  the verb or an adjective. However, intensifiers are not always 

used in the examples in corpora. Accordingly, we cannot judge whether these participles (V-eds) 
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are passives of  the verb or adjectives. Furthermore, it is also hard to distinguish whether V-ing is 

considered the continuous form of  a verb or a noun. For instance, the number of  instances where 

overeating is used as the post-verbal element of  be-verb is only 12, while the number of  instances 

where it is used with an article and as the possessive case (such as the overeating or his overeating) 

amounts to 22, according to Wordbanks. This corpora data indicates that the present-participle of 

overeat (overeating) tends to be used as a noun. Therefore, it is also hard to judge whether overeating 

is primally used as the continuous form of  the verb, if  it is lexicalized. / (ii). Their verbal stems of 

over-Vs are typically more polysemous than over-Vs. For example, the verb pay has a number of  

meanings, taking various types of  nouns as the patient. We use fixed phrases such as ‘to pay attention 

to something (= to watch something carefully)’ or ‘it pays to do something (= to receive a good result 

by doing something)’. However, we do not use ‘to overpay attention to something’ nor ‘it overpays to 

do something’. In other words, overpay is not polysemous, because the patient of  overpay is limited 

to nouns related to money transactions such as tax, mortgage, income, and loan etc.. For this reason, 

we counted nouns that both over-Vs and their verbal stems could take. For pay and overpay, nouns 

related to money such as tax, fee, bill, cost, mortgage, interest, fare, and money were calculated. / (iii). 

Phrasal Verbs such as pay off  and pay back were not counted neither as intransitive nor transitive 

verbs, even though they take nouns related to money as the patients, because the meanings should 

be distinguished from those as a simplex verb. / (iv). Some words such as much, more, and enough are 

unclear whether they are pronouns or adverbs, when they are used alone (e.g., . . . if  your job doesn’t 

pay enough . . . , / US, news, Corpus of  Online Register of  English). For this reason, examples where 

these words come directly after the verbs were excluded in this research.    

13) Huddleston & Pullum (2002) call this standardized value “the source”, but I rather not use this 

term, because it sounds too abstract. 

14) Kageyama (2001: 22-28) indicates that a phrasal verb can serve as pure intransitive even though 

the head verb is used transitively. For example, while break can be used both transitively and 

intransitively as in ‘the storm broke the window’ and ‘The window broke (the unaccusative 

intransitive)’, the phrasal verb break up is used intransitively as in ‘Sweat broke out on his forehead’.     

15) There are a few examples where by-backgrounding occurs with the zero-complement lead in the 

corpora. For instance, we can find a sentence from Ireland’s newspaper like ‘Gortletteragh looked 

intent on making a quick return to the top grade as they led 12 points after 27 minutes’. However, 

most informants (Americans and Englishmen) argue that the expression is not acceptable, clearly 

indicating that they prefer ‘they led by 12 points’.

16) As for overpay, while 5 examples were seen in Wordbanks (600 million), 28 examples were found in 

the data extracted from English speaking countries in News on the Web Corpus.

17) Overpay occurs 24 times in by-comparatives with money as the unit noun, in the corpora 

data (Wordbanks and News on the Web Corpus), while it occurs 17 times in TRANSITIVE 

CONSTRUCTIONS WITH ‘EXTRA MONEY’ OBJECT (the percentage of  by-backgrounding 

is 41.46%). Overspend occurs 11 times in by-comparatives with money as the unit noun, in the 

corpora, while it occurs 3 times in TRANSITIVE CONSTRUCTIONS WITH ‘EXTRA 

MONEY’ OBJECT (the percentage of  by-backgrounding is 21.43%).    

18) The example was extracted from News on the Web Corpus. The whole sentence is ‘It’s estimated 

that $4.6 billion was overpaid in PUA benefits alone.’(US 2021).

19) According to corpora data and informant checks, by-backgrounding cannot occur with common 

transitives which take ‘human’ as the object. For instance, defeat and beat can be incorporated in by-

comparatives, as in ‘He stood for leader immediately after the election, but some pre-emptive statements 

on the direction he’d like to take as opposition leader upset some MPs and saw Brendan Nelson defeat 
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him by three votes. (AU 2010 / News on the Web Corpus)’. However, ‘. . . *and saw Brendan 

Nelson defeat him three votes’ is far from acceptable.
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