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Project Summary  

In his book Lass mal sitzen, Reinhard Wolff (2010) describes a variety of different, but all very funny 

German sentences that he heard people in the Netherlands say. In one of his anecdotes, he talks 

about a Dutch bus driver who said Ich verführe jeden Tag 200 Menschen, undoubtedly based on the 

Dutch word vervoeren (to transport). However, although the German verführen sounds very similar, 

its meaning is very different. In fact, the bus driver had actually said that he was seducing 200 people 

a day, probably leading to a few raised eyebrows in his German interlocutors. This phenomenon, 

using words or constructions from one language in another, is referred to as transfer, and it 

frequently occurs in second language acquisition (Cook, 2003; N. C. Ellis, 2006; R. Ellis, 1994).  

In this project, we explore transfer in the other direction, that is transfer from the speakers’ 

second language to their native language. This transfer often happens to speakers who are 

thoroughly bilingual (Schmid & Köpke, 2018). Figure 1 shows an exchange in a Facebook group 

specifically aimed at (native) German speakers living in the Netherlands. One speaker introduces 

herself to the other members. She writes that her German has become increasingly ‘lousy’ over the 

years that she has lived in the Netherlands. Other members comment that they have very similar 

experiences (marked in blue). There are also cases of actual transfer in the text itself (marked in red), 

such as zu dem punkt wo based on Dutch op het punt dat, hier kommt in kürze ein ende dran based 

on hier komt binnenkort een einde aan, or the Dutch spelling ideaal instead of ideal. At some points, 

the speaker switches to Dutch completely (marked in green). Overall, this exchange shows that 

speakers who frequently use another language can experience quite far-reaching changes in their 

native language and, importantly for this project, speakers are often quite aware of these changes. 

By far the majority of research on transfer, including our own, has focused on what kinds of 

transferred constructions commonly occur (Ribbert & Kuiken, 2010; Schmid & Köpke, 2018) or how 

social factors affect the extent of transfer (e.g., Steinkrauss & Schmid, 2016). This privileges 

‘cognitive’ research questions, about aspects of language use that are produced as the automatic 

outcome of a process in which the speaker’s mind activates words and grammatical constructions 

that are easy to retrieve because they are well entrenched, thanks to extensive previous activation of 

the same units. However, this psycholinguistic bias in transfer research leaves unexamined what the 

consequences are of the fact, established for many domains of language use, that people’s verbal 

behavior is also the product of intentions, and of conscious reflection on language, especially on 

what speakers consider salient (Schmid & Günther, 2016). Some studies indeed do show that 

bilinguals are aware of transfer. Sevinç and Backus (2017) report that third generation Turkish 

immigrants in the Netherlands feel anxious over the negative feedback they receive about the 

Dutchisms in their Turkish but often feel powerless to avoid them. Similarly, participants in our 

previous study on transfer in the speech of native German speakers who live in the Netherlands, 

reached out to us to tell us more about their experiences, their German language use, and how other 

German speakers react to signs of transfer in their German. Facebook groups like the one mentioned 

above also contain regular discussion about these topics. The aim of this project is to give voice to 

bilingual speakers, listen to what they find important, and discuss language transfer with them, and 

to explore the degree to which salience, intentionality and reflection play a role in facilitating or 

combating transfer. It does so from two perspectives, a communicative one and a social one.  

 

 



Communication perspective  

One trainee will focus on communicative aspects of language transfer, such as speakers’ 

metalinguistic awareness and their transfer strategies. Participants will discuss when they are aware 

of transfer, whether this has changed over the years that they have lived in the Dutch environment, 

and how they deal with transfer. One possible strategy is exemplified in Figure 2. When a speaker 

asks whether a German expression is also possible in Dutch, others reply that when they are unsure 

about whether an expression is possible in the other language, they just ‘tinker the two languages 

together’. These speakers clearly do not try to avoid transfer, but rather use it as a tool to express 

themselves in an effective way. Other speakers are likely to use different strategies, especially if their 

attitudes towards transfer are less positive. The trainee will also look at the actual language transfer 

that occurs in the discussions, analyzing which constructions are commonly transferred, whether 

there are differences across speakers, whether speakers who try to avoid it indeed produce less of it, 

and whether the transfer seems to depend on the topic that is being discussed at that moment.  

 

Social perspective 

The other trainee focuses on the social implications of transfer, on how bilingual speakers feel about 

transfer. Around the world, communities tend to hold rather negative attitudes towards both the use 

of foreign words and the use of constructions that betray transfer, though not all transfer gets 

noticed. Negative views often seem linked to ideologies about purism and the idea that somehow it 

is a sign of laziness if you allow foreign interference into your language, or that you just do not care 

enough. However, this outsider perspective limits our view of how speakers themselves evaluate 

transfer in their everyday contexts. Note, for instance, how the speaker in Figure 1 laments that her 

parents often criticize her German. Trainee 2 will investigate how speakers define their identity as 

German-Dutch bilinguals, how they interpret community discourse about transfer, whether they feel 

any anxiety about their language use, and what can be done to raise awareness of unintended 

negative side-effects of having your language use criticized for features that would be hard to avoid 

even if you wanted to. 

 

 

Project timeline 

Preparing and conducting focus groups (months 1-3):  

The trainees conduct focus groups with native German speakers living in the Netherlands. This group 

was chosen because (a) there is a large group of German speakers living in the Netherlands, and (b) 

speakers tend to experience quite of lot of transfer from Dutch to German1 (Brons-Albert, 1994; 

Ribbert & Kuiken, 2010). Besides, as evidenced by the regular discussions on Facebook (see Figure 1 

and Figure 2), these speakers are motivated to discuss their experiences. The focus groups take place 

in an online environment. Participants are provided discussion prompts to start the discussions about 

their experiences with language transfer (see Tates et al. (2009) for a similar set-up).  

• Milestones: designing discussion prompts based on a literature review (trainee 1 focusing on 

the communicative perspective, trainee 2 focusing on the social perspective), ethical 

clearance, setting up the online environment, initiating and monitoring discussion groups.  

 

 

 

 
1 This means that the two trainees have to be proficient in German, one of them enough to conduct the focus 
group discussions. If it is not possible to find a suitable trainee who is proficient in German, it would also be 
possible to switch to a different population, for example, Dutch speakers living in Germany.  



Coding the data (months 4-6): 

The two trainees will code the focus group discussions for content based on the communicative 

perspective (trainee 1) and social perspective (trainee 2). Importantly, as (most of) the discussions 

are in German, the discussions will also be coded for actual language transfer. This makes it possible 

to compare speakers’ perceptions of transfer and the actual language transfer that they experience 

during language production.  

• Milestones: coding focus group discussions for content and transfer. 

 

Results and write-up (months 8-10): 

The two trainees will perform a content analysis based on the coding in the previous step (trainee 1 

focusing on the communicative perspective, trainee 2 focusing on the social perspective). Besides, 

connections between the two perspectives (e.g., do different attitudes lead to different transfer 

strategies?) and the actual language transfer (e.g., do speakers’ attitudes/transfer strategies 

influence the extent of transfer?) will be explored. 

• Milestones: content analysis, analysis transfer; writing first draft of an article for a relevant 

peer-reviewed journal.  

 

 

Research Trainee Profile 

Project 1 focuses on communication and Project 2 on identity issues. For this reason, we will look for 

trainees with complementary expertise, for instance students from the MA programs in 

Communication and Information Sciences and Online Culture, respectively. Research Master 

students with expertise in any or both fields will also be attractive candidates, but BA students with 

excellent grades or proven research skills will also be considered. The trainees will be trained on the 

job in how to conduct focus group research; any experience with qualitative research will be a plus. 

An overall goal of the project is to show how phenomena are often fruitfully studied from various 

perspectives, and for that reason an open attitude towards various ways of doing research, including 

those common in current DCC and DCU research, will be something we look for in prospective 

trainees. Candidates can apply for the job by sending a motivation letter by email to 

m.barking@tilburguniversity.edu, including as attachment an up-to-date resumé. 

  



Figure 1: Example discussion about changes in the speakers’ native language German.  

 
 

Figure 2: Example transfer strategies and perceptions 
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