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Abstract 

 

Despite the progress made in the study of collocations, their use in 

specialised languages by and large continues to be underresearched. 

The present article attempts to go some way towards filling this gap by 

looking at variation in collocations of a single term (evidence) as ex-

tracted from a general corpus and a legal one, and by exploring the 

implications of such variation for the retrieval of legal collocations. In 

particular, the study looks at a) the overrepresentation of collocations 

in the legal corpus, b) the underrepresentation of collocations in the 

legal corpus, and c) the potential of both corpora for collocation re-

trieval. The findings suggest that there are striking differences be-

tween the use of collocations in each corpus and that such differences 

can radically affect the lists of collocations obtained from each corpus. 
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Specyfika łączliwości wyrazowej terminu:  

Kolokacje terminu evidence 

w korpusie ogólnym oraz prawniczym 

Abstrakt 

 

Pomimo postępu, jaki dokonał się w badaniach nad kolokacjami, ich 

użycie w językach specjalistycznych jest w znacznej mierze nadal nie-

wystarczająco zbadane. W niniejszym artykule podjęto próbę częścio-

wego wypełnienia stwierdzonej luki w badaniach poprzez analizę zróż-

nicowania kolokacji pojedynczego terminu (evidence) pozyskanych  

z korpusu języka ogólnego oraz języka prawniczego. W szczególności  

w badaniu zanalizowano: a) zwiększony udział niektórych kolokacji  

w korpusie prawniczym, b) zmniejszony udział niektórych kolokacji  

w korpusie prawniczym, c) potencjał obu korpusów jako źródła do po-

zyskiwania kolokacji. Uzyskane wyniki wskazują na istnienie zdecydo-

wanych różnic pomiędzy użyciem kolokacji w obu korpusach, co w sp-

osób radykalny wpływa na listy kolokacji otrzymane na ich podstawie. 

 

Słowa kluczowe 

 

język ogólny, język prawa, język specjalistyczny, kolokacja, korpus, 

terminologia 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Much of today’s research into collocations owes a debt to the 

work of Firth, who is often recognised as the father of collocation. 

Not only did he propose collocation as a linguistic term, but he 

also succeeded in drawing the attention of numerous scholars 

to the habitual company that words keep. His often-quoted sen-

tence “You shall know a word by the company it keeps” (1968: 
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179) captures the essence of his approach: collocations are seen 

as being unique to individual words and as a key aspect of  

a word’s meaning. Following in his footsteps, many linguists 

have investigated the phenomenon of collocations by adopting  

a variety of approaches, pursuing a range of different purposes, 

and producing a body of literature that is impressively vast.  

The motivation behind exploring collocations is at least two-

fold. First, they are of theoretical interest and can be invoked to 

explain the fact that certain words tend to habitually occur in 

the company of other words (see e.g. Firth 1957, Sinclair 1991, 

Hoey 2005). Seen from this perspective, collocations appear to 

be a perfect illustration of the non-random nature of language 

(Kilgarriff 2005). Consequently, they need to be studied as an 

important subject in and of themselves, but also one that con-

tributes to our understanding of how language works in general. 

Second, and related to the first, the centrality of collocations in 

language and the concomitant challenges that they pose for 

speakers act as a driving force behind undertaking more prac-

tically-oriented investigations that aim to explore the nature of 

the problem and contribute to overcoming it (for an overview see 

Boers and Webb 2017). 

The challenges related to the use of collocations are by no 

means limited to the context of general language. Saber et al. 

(2020: 106) have found that problems with collocations account 

for the largest proportion of errors made in scientific abstracts 

written by low-proficiency doctoral students. Their findings tally 

with opinions about the difficulty of using collocations ex-

pressed by a group of professional and non-professional trans-

lators (i.e. physicians) of medical texts in a study by Badziński 

(2019: 167-168) who, with the use of a questionnaire, estab-

lished that it was collocations that his respondents considered 

to be the most challenging aspect of medical translation. Some 

scholars also point out that, outside general language tasks, na-

tive speaker competence may be of limited use as far as colloca-

tions are concerned (Benson 1989: 4, Frankenberg-Garcia 

2018). Citing her own experience as a legal translator trainer, 

Giczela-Pastwa (2021: 191) opines that when “starting a course 
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in legal translation, students are usually not familiar with legal 

discourse in their native tongue”. This lack of familiarity with 

legal discourse encompasses legal collocations. 

Given the importance of collocations in specialised language 

and the problems related to their use, it is perhaps regrettable 

that there is a clear imbalance in the attention paid by scholars 

to collocations in general language (i.e. language for general pu-

rposes, or LGP) and those in specialised language (i.e. language 

for special purposes, or LSP). In contrast to the wealth of in-

sights produced by studies into collocations in LGP, until rela-

tively recently there had been few studies into collocations in 

LSP. Exceptions include: Picht 1987; Martin 1992; Meyer and 

Mackintosh 1994; Gledhill 2000; L’Homme 2000; Heid 2001; 

Michta 2007; and Ward 2007. In the particular case of legal 

English, research by Kjaer (1990a, 1990b), Goźdź-Roszkowski 

(2011) and Biel (2012, 2014) merits special attention. Com-

menting on the state of research into legal phraseology, Goźdź-

Roszkowski and Pontranfoldo (2015: 130) note: “The legal do-

main and its phraseology has also received scant attention”. 

However, although this statement was true when made, the sit-

uation has since started to improve.  

Also regrettable is the fact that precious few specialised dic-

tionaries actually contain word combinations (L’Homme and 

Leroyer 2009: 260), while those lexicographic resources that do 

deign to provide them often do so inconsistently (Montero-Mar-

tinez and Buendia-Castro 2012) and may prove wanting, espe-

cially as far as their treatment of verb + term combinations is 

concerned (Buendia-Castro Faber 2015). The problem of inade-

quate lexicographical treatment of specialised collocations is 

further compounded by the fact that there is only a handful of 

dictionaries and glossaries of specialised collocations.  

 

2. Aims and scope 

 

The present work is of an exploratory nature and seeks to make 

a contribution to the study of specialised (here: legal) colloca-

tions by looking at variation in collocations that feature a single 
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term between a general corpus and a legal one, and by exploring 

the implications of such variation for the retrieval of legal collo-

cations. More specifically, the article sets itself a three-fold aim 

that consists in: 

 

(a) establishing and exploring the most overrepresented colloca-

tions of the noun evidence in judgments handed down by the UK 

Supreme Court as opposed to general English; 

(b) establishing and exploring the most underrepresented colloca-

tions of the noun evidence in judgments handed down by the UK 

Supreme Court as opposed to general English; 

(c) investigating the potential of two different corpora (a legal one 

and a general one) for the retrieval of legal collocations, which is 

carried out with a view to including such collocations in lexico-

graphical resources. 

 

Thus this study represents another addition to the line of re-

search presented in the recently published book chapter by 

L’Homme and Azoulay (2020), which compared sets of collocates 

for 15 lexical items retrieved from a) a specialised corpus on the 

theme of the environment and b) a general language corpus, and 

found marked differences between the sets retrieved from each 

corpus. Simultaneously, the article fits into what Biel (2010: 4) 

classifies as the first trajectory of research in corpus-based 

studies of legal language, a trajectory which focuses on external 

variation and investigates how “legal language differ[s] from gen-

eral language and other languages for special purposes”.  

Several motivations have informed the choice of the term ev-

idence for the present analysis. First, the word is reasonably 

frequent in both corpora, occurring in them a total of 8,224 (the 

legal corpus) and 20,336 (the general corpus) times. This means 

that even though the word can act as a legal term, it may be 

claimed to be part of general vocabulary. Second, its significa-

nce for the field of law is unquestionable and it was felt that 

priority should be given to a key legal term rather than one of 

marginal importance. Third, its sense structure is relatively 

straightforward. By way of example, the Oxford Learner's Dic-

tionaries website only distinguishes between two senses of the 
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word: 1. “the facts, signs or objects that make you believe that 

something is true” and 2. “the information that is used in court 

to try to prove something” (OLD 2021). Clearly, both senses are 

related to each other. The second is the more legal one, although 

its connection to law is not indicated with a label, which in turn 

suggests that is not perceived as being particularly technical in 

general language contexts. In the legal corpus chosen for the 

purposes of this study, the technical meaning overwhelmingly 

dominates and it is captured by a definition that foregrounds its 

field-specific character: ”[t]estimony and production of docu-

ments and things relating to the facts into which the court en-

quires and the methods and rules relating to the establishing of 

those facts before the court” (Richards and Curzon 2011: 181). 

Importantly, evidence does not acquire a range of new senses1 

in the legal corpus. The existence of a single dominant meaning 

thus prevented the analysis from being compounded by prob-

lems of polysemy, which legal English is notorious for (Matilla 

2012: 30). 

 

3.  Data and methods 

 

3.1. Data 

 

For the purposes of this study, two language corpora have been 

selected: one general and one legal. The legal corpus comprises 

judgments handed down by the Supreme Court of the United 

Kingdom (UKSC), which acts as “the final court of appeal for all 

United Kingdom civil cases, and criminal cases from England, 

Wales and Northern Ireland” (UKSC 2021a). Originally compiled 

by the present author and Katarzyna Mroczyńska as part of  

a joint project aiming to provide a lexicographic description of 

collocations in the judgments of the UKSC (Mroczyńska 2020, 

 
1 One may of course split the meaning captured by the quoted definition 

into a few senses. Black’s Law Dictionary (Garner 2004: 595), for example, 
lists 5 senses in its entry for evidence. The differences between them, albeit 
important whenever a high degree of precision is required, represent various 
focus points rather than wildly dissimilar concepts. 
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Michta and Mroczyńska 2022), the corpus (heireinafter: UKSCC) 

is intended as a reliable foundation for corpus studies of legal 

English. Featuring 636 actual judgments handed down by the 

UKSC, totalling 9.5 million tokens, and spanning a ten-year pe-

riod from the Court’s inception in 2009 to 2018, it represents  

a complete collection of UKSC judgments for the time frame 

mentioned. Arguably, its focus on a single text type and the ra-

ther small number of justices (12 at any one time (UKSC 2021b)), 

who contribute to the linguistic variety of the corpus, might be 

seen as a potential drawback. Yet, UKSC judgments are un-

doubtedly legal in nature and seem sufficiently suitable for the 

purpose of the study despite any linguistic peculiarities that 

they show compared to other legal English texts types.  

As the general language corpus, the British National Corpus 

(BNC) was chosen to serve as a source of linguistic data. There 

are a number of arguments for making this particular choice. 

As its very name suggests, the corpus focuses on British English, 

thus matching the legal one in terms of the language variety it 

represents. Since collocations do vary between geographical lan-

guage varieties (Mair 2007), ensuring this correspondence was 

seen as a priority. To match the legal corpus in terms of register 

(written), only the written subcorpus (hereinafter: WBNC) was 

selected for analysis. Another important consideration support-

ing the choice of the WBNC was its reasonably large size. Its 

number of tokens stands at 100.5 million (as calculated by 

Sketch Engine), which was considered sufficient given the stu-

dy’s objectives. The WBNC can also be described as balanced as 

it “contains texts from a wide range of different language genres 

and text domains” (Baker, Hardie, and McEnery 2006: 18), in-

cluding a selection of academic and non-academic texts that are 

concerned with law. Last but not least, the WBNC is readily 

available online and can, for example, be downloaded free of 

charge or consulted via Sketch Engine. All the arguments cited 

so far weigh heavily in favour of using the WBNC, yet a certain 

drawback must also be mentioned. No texts were included in 

the WBNC after the release of the BNC in 1994. In fact, about 

96 % of its content is comprised of texts from the period 1984-
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1993.2 This slightly diminishes the value of the WBNC as a ref-

erence point for the legal corpus, as the latter draws on more 

up-to-date texts. It was nevertheless decided that the benefits 

of relying on the WBNC outweigh this drawback, and any others, 

and it was therefore chosen as a reference corpus. 

 

3.2. Methods 

 

To achieve its aims, the study adopted an understanding of col-

locations that involves both frequency-based and syntactic cri-

teria. In order for a word combination to potentially qualify as  

a collocation, the minimum frequency threshold in either of the 

corpora was set at 5. This rather liberal approach resulted in 

a rather long initial list of collocations, but all of the collocations 

that were subjected to closer inspection, and are discussed later 

in this paper, occurred more frequently in the corpus. As a safe-

guard against idiosyncratic collocations, another requirement 

was introduced so that a word combination had to appear in at 

least two texts in order to be considered for inclusion. Again, the 

approach adopted here as to what should count as a collocation 

contributed to the rather liberal character of the list of colloca-

tions. The final criterion was that constituents of a collocation, 

i.e. evidence (the node) and the collocate, had to be syntactically 

related. Only one such relation was analysed, i.e. modifier + 

noun. Several scholars (Bergenholtz and Tarp 1994; Michta et 

al. 2009: 93; L’Homme and Azoulay 2020: 154) have noted that 

focusing on this relation may also yield combinations that are 

terms, but distinguishing between collocations on the one hand, 

and terms on the other, was not the main focus of the study. 

Hence both terms and collocations were included in the analysis 

of collocates of evidence. Whenever the terminological status of 

certain combinations was deemed worthy of mention, the Long-

man Dictionary of Law (Richards and Curzon 2011) was con-

sulted to establish whether a given combination typically acts 

 
2 The percentage was calculated using the BNC available via Sketch En-

gine.  
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as a term. This method, which involved taking recourse to legal 

resources, was felt to be a good heuristic vis-a-vis the fact that 

no universally agreed criteria exist that allow a clear-cut divid-

ing line to be drawn between terms and collocations (see also 

Heid 2001: 791). To retrieve collocations, Sketch Engine was 

used since it offered all the necessary tools to ensure that all the 

requirements of collocations were met. In particular, the study 

relied heavily on Sketch Engine’s word sketch functionality, 

which provides a condensed description of a word’s grammati-

cal and collocational behaviour (Kilgarriff et al. 2014: 9). The 

results produced by Sketch Engine were not accepted blindly. 

When a word was suggested as a potential collocate and it 

turned out not to act as a modifier in the corpus, the word was 

removed from further analysis. 

In order to establish the most overrepresented collocations of 

the noun evidence in the UKSCC as opposed to WBNC, a list of 

key collocations was produced using the word sketch function, 

with the UKSCC acting as a focus corpus and the WBNC acting 

as a reference corpus. These key collocations were identified by 

Sketch Engine, which uses the simple maths method (Kilgarriff 

2009). This approach calculates the keyness score according to 

the formula below (Lexical Computing 2015 : 3): 

 

𝑓𝑚𝑝(𝑓𝑜𝑐) +  𝑛

𝑓𝑚𝑝(𝑟𝑒𝑓) +  𝑛
 

 

where fpm(foc) is the normalised (per million) frequency of the 

collocation in the focus corpus, fpm(ref) is the normalised (per 

million) frequency of the collocation in the reference corpus, and 

n is the smoothing parameter (n = 1 is the default value). 

What follows from this formula is that, in general, a value of 

1 indicates that a given collocation has the same normalized 

frequency in both the focus and the reference corpora. If it is 

higher than one, in general it indicates that a given collocation 

has a higher normalised frequency in the focus corpus (i.e. it is 

overrepresented there). By contrast, a value lower than 1 indi-

cates that a given collocation has a lower normalised frequency 
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in the focus corpus (i.e. it is underrepresented there). It is worth 

noting at this point that a consequence of adopting the simple 

maths formula for keyness scores is that a score of 0.5 repre-

sents the same degree of underrepresentation as does a score of 

2.0 regarding overrepresentation. 

In order to establish the most underrepresented collocations 

of the noun evidence in the UKSCC as opposed to the WBNC, 

the same procedure was used. The only difference lay in the fact 

that the roles of the corpora (focus and reference) were reversed 

in Sketch Engine and the keyness score was calculated by the 

author using the formula mentioned earlier.3 This modification 

enabled a list to be produced that also included cases where the 

UKSCC did not contain a single occurrence of a given collocation 

but the WBNC did. These cases would have been absent, had 

the reversal not taken place as Sketch Engine removes from  

a list of key collocations those candidates in the focus corpus 

that are not featured in it. However, collocations that are at-

tested in the WBNC and not in the UKSCC also merit inclusion 

in the analysis as they constitute a prime example of variation 

in collocation use between corpora. 

In order to investigate the potential of the WBNC and the 

UKSCC for the retrieval of legal collocations, two word sketches 

were generated: one for the UKSCC and one for the WBNC. The 

resulting lists of collocates were sorted according to the fre-

quency4 of the collocates and then compared. Unlike in the pre-

vious two stages, certain candidate collocates suggested by 

Sketch Engine were removed from the analysis. Such exclusion 

concerned (semi-)determiners (first, other, own, and such) as 

well as the adjective only. All of them exhibit low informative 

value and are typically omitted from dictionaries, terminological 

 
3 For the sake of consistency, when calculating the keyness score, the orig-

inal roles of both corpora were left unchanged, i.e. the UKSCC acted as a focus 
corpus and the WBNC acted as a reference corpus. 

4 As pointed out by several authors (e.g. Łukasik 2017: 53, Michta 2018: 
50, Rzepkowska 2021: 280), frequency may not be the ideal criterion for re-
trieving words and collocations from corpora for pedagogically-oriented publi-
cations. It is, however, an important one and provides a good starting point 
for analysing collocations. 
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glossaries or pedagogically-oriented lists of collocations. Their 

exclusion seemed all the more uncontroversial as, to all intents 

and purposes, they are unlikely to be what a user hopes to find 

in such resources. 

 

4. Analysis and results 

 

The structure of this section follows the order of aims presented 

earlier. First, the results of the analysis of the most overrepre-

sented collocations of the noun evidence as opposed to the 

WBNC are presented, followed by the study’s findings as to the 

most underrepresented collocations of the same term. Finally, 

the potential of both corpora for legal collocations retrieval is 

evaluated.  

An initial list of potentially overrepresented collocations in 

the UKSCC featured 105 candidate collocates. The list was re-

fined manually following the procedure described in the meth-

ods section. For reasons of space, a complete list of candidate 

collocates will not be presented here.5 Instead, only those parts 

are provided that are key to the analysis.  

The first observation that can be made is that the UKSCC 

shows a marked tendency to overrepresent certain collocates. 

As many as 41 received a keyness score of 2 or more. The data 

concerning them are included in Table 1.  

 

Table 1 

The most overrepresented collocates of evidence 

in the UKSCC as opposed to the WBNC 

No Collocate 

Raw 

fre-

quency 

in the 

UKSCC 

Raw 

fre-

quency 

in the 

WBNC 

Normal-

ised fre-

quency 

in the 

UKSCC 

Normal-

ised fre-

quency 

in the 

WBNC 

Key-

ness 

score 

1  expert 188 56 19.79 0.56 13.70 

2 oral 158 72 16.63 0.72 10.28 

3 fresh 123 52 12.95 0.52 9.19 

 
5 The complete list is available from the author upon request. 
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4 relevant 78 24 8.21 0.24 7.44 

5 hearsay 56 30 5.90 0.30 5.31 

6 such 123 178 12.95 1.77 5.04 

7 other 121 178 12.74 1.77 4.96 

8 cogent 33 3 3.47 0.03 4.34 

9 new 87 161 9.16 1.60 3.91 

10 medical 66 116 6.95 1.15 3.69 

11 live 23 1 2.42 0.01 3.39 

12 credible 21 3 2.21 0.03 3.12 

13 
anony-

mous 
20 0 2.11 0.00 3.11 

14 reliable 27 26 2.84 0.26 3.05 

15 admissible 25 20 2.63 0.20 3.03 

16 criminal 21 7 2.21 0.07 3.00 

17 
documen-

tary 
46 100 4.84 0.99 2.93 

18 statistical 26 31 2.74 0.31 2.86 

19 
inadmissi-

ble 
19 6 2.00 0.06 2.83 

20 opinion 19 6 2.00 0.06 2.83 

21 prima facie 25 29 2.63 0.29 2.82 

22 additional 25 30 2.63 0.30 2.80 

23 
unchallen-

ged 
17 2 1.79 0.02 2.74 

24 sufficient 53 144 5.58 1.43 2.71 

25 factual 19 14 2.00 0.14 2.63 

26 objective 24 35 2.53 0.35 2.62 

27 false 19 15 2.00 0.15 2.61 

28 material 18 15 1.89 0.15 2.52 

29 character 15 3 1.58 0.03 2.50 

30 only 28 65 2.95 0.65 2.40 

31 general 14 4 1.47 0.04 2.38 

32 conclusive 34 93 3.58 0.92 2.38 

33 DNA 13 0 1.37 0.00 2.37 

34 own 17 20 1.79 0.20 2.33 

35 compelling 16 21 1.68 0.21 2.22 
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36 
post-pu-

blished 
11 0 1.16 0.00 2.16 

37 written 18 35 1.89 0.35 2.15 

38 insufficient 24 70 2.53 0.70 2.08 

39 further 65 279 6.84 2.77 2.08 

40 available 33 118 3.47 1.17 2.06 

41 primary 12 13 1.26 0.13 2.00 

 

In Table 1, it can be seen that the overwhelming majority of col-

locates which are overrepresented in the UKSCC are constituted 

by lexical words (also called content words). This is in line with 

the word sketch algorithm, which prevents grammatical words 

(also called function words) from being displayed as collocates. 

Yet some of the candidate collocates may also be classified as 

grammatical words. The word such, for instance, which is one 

of the most overrepresented collocates, may be more suitably 

described as a semi-determiner (Biber et al. 1999: 281). Other 

and own are also grammatical words and may be classified as 

determiners (Biber et al. 1999: 258, 271). Determiners and 

semi-determiners are unlikely to be counted as collocations in 

pedagogically-oriented resources and theoretically-oriented an-

alyses (especially within the phraseological strand of collocation 

research, see e.g. Nesselhauf 2004: 11-18) as the fact they are 

used with a noun is more easily explained by referring to gram-

matical rules than to the phenomenon of collocations. While 

such could be dismissed as being largely irrelevant for the study 

of collocations, the fact it placed sixth in the list seems unlikely 

to be accidental. Rather, it appears to reflect a tendency ob-

served in the UKSCC to employ such particularly often. This 

word can be used to mean “of a particular of similar type” (CD 

2021), as it often does in general English as well. But it can also 

be used to mean “this specific person/thing”, in which case it is 

typical of legalese (Garner 1995: 849) and is sometimes de-

scribed as an anachronism (Tiersma 2000: 91) together with 

aforementioned, same and said, when used before a noun to 

serve deictic purposes. A concordance search revealed that it is 

clearly the first use that dominates in the UKSCC and con-
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tributes most to its increased frequency.6 A particularly im-

portant function of such, as used in the UKSCC, is that it ena-

bles discussions of legal matters to abstract away from aspects 

of particular evidence to the more general aspects of categories 

of evidence, thus also facilitating a link between legal norms and 

their application to particular cases.  

As regards the lexical collocates included in the table, it 

seems clear that a substantial number of the resulting word 

combinations with evidence exhibit different degrees of termino-

logical character. The following are given entry status in the 

Longman Dictionary of Law (Richards and Curzon 2011): expert 

evidence, oral evidence, relevant evidence, hearsay evidence, 

documentary evidence, opinion evidence, prima facie evidence, 

character evidence, conclusive evidence, insufficient evidence, 

and primary evidence. The list of terms could also be extended 

by adding sufficient evidence, which unlike insufficient evidence 

is not included in the dictionary, as well as admissible evidence 

and inadmissible evidence, as these are related to admissibility 

of evidence, which appears as an entry.  

The presence of so many terms in the list can be explained 

by the nature of the two corpora used for comparison. It is only 

natural to expect a specialised corpus intended to represent  

a special language known for its rich terminology (legal English) 

to differ from a general corpus by containing a particularly high 

proportion of terms, which a general corpus by definition cannot 

exhibit. It may be, however, no easy task to pinpoint exactly 

which combinations function as terms in a particular LSP and 

what they actually mean since this is an area where general 

language competence may not suffice. 

The legal terms included in Table 1 differ both with regard to 

their transparency and their recognisability as terms. The word 

 
6 The UKSCC contains sporadic instances of the construction such evi-

dence as (there) is/was, some of which are found in quotes used in the judg-
ments, e.g. “She did, however, observe that ‘such evidence as was before the 
Judge’ suggested that the expenditure would not have enhanced the value of 
the property, albeit without identifying what evidence she had in mind.” [2017] 
UKSC 21. In cases like this the use of such comes close to the second function 
of such described in the text and can be seen as replacing “the”. 
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oral, with the second highest keyness score, forms a term with 

the word evidence. The Longman Dictionary of Law (Richards 

and Curzon 2011: 184) states that this is evidence: “given in 

court by word of mouth. It may be testimony (i.e., what the wit-

ness perceived through his senses) or hearsay”. The resulting 

meaning, as captured by the definition, is not so far removed 

from the meanings of its constituents used in general language 

so as to make the term incomprehensible. It could therefore be 

assumed to be relatively transparent. At the same time, it 

should be noted that while the meaning of a term might appear 

simple after it has been explained, it is often more challenging 

to guess the exact meaning by relying only on the knowledge of 

its constituents. A number of possible meanings could be sug-

gested for the combination of oral and evidence based on what 

they mean in general language (or in special language for that 

matter). Such predictions may prove of limited use in special-

ised fields such as law, where there is a marked tendency and 

a considerable need to ensure a high level of precision by care-

fully delineating a concept from similar ones (Tiersma 2008: 21). 

In the specific case of oral evidence, one might be tempted to 

speculate as to what it means in law and since this is a term 

that is relatively transparent, the results of such speculation 

could even be close to the definition quoted earlier. However, it 

seems implausible that a person uninitiated with legal English 

terminology would be able to suggest that the term “includes 

evidence which, by reason of any disability, disorder or other 

impairment, a person called as a witness gives in writing or by 

signs or by way of any device” (Criminal Justice Act 2003, 

s. 140). In this regard, the example of oral evidence shows that 

terms might be deceptively simple.  

Full transparency of meaning cannot be assumed for any of 

the terms in Table 2 (or any other terms), as it is in the nature 

of combinations of words acting together as terms to show at 

least a certain degree of opacity – something which, in fact, is 

part of what makes them terms. Certain terms, however, can at 

least more easily be recognised as such. A good example is pro-

vided by prima facie evidence, which ranks 21 in the table and 
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may be immediately suspected of being a term due to its Latin 

constituent, even if its meaning may be impossible to guess by 

a person unfamiliar with Latin. Rather confusingly, the term 

can be employed in two different senses. While it can be used to 

refer to “evidence adduced by a party [which] is so weighty that 

it could reasonably justify a finding in his favour” (Keane and 

McKeown 2012: 30), it can also mean “evidence adduced by  

a party which is, in the absence of contradictory evidence, so 

weighty that it does justify a finding in his favour” (Keane and 

McKeown 2012: 30). Even for a person familiar with the Latin 

phrase, it may be a challenge to predict that the term is used in 

both of these meanings.  

The fact that quite a few terms appear in the list underscores 

the key role that they play in legal English as an inherent aspect 

of its lexicon. Underlying this fact is the need to categorise dif-

ferent varieties and types of evidence. Although a general defi-

nition for evidence can be given, a particular item of evidence is 

perceived differently depending on whether or not it can be qual-

ified by oral, hearsay, sufficient, documentary, etc. Most im-

portantly, by classifying an item of evidence using one of these 

modifiers important legal implications follow. While in general 

English the need to classify evidence may not be acute, in legal 

English it seems to be a major driving force behind term for-

mation.  

Table 1 also includes a number of adjectives that serve either 

evaluative or descriptive functions, e.g. fresh, new, cogent, live, 

credible, reliable, general, further, and available. With the excep-

tion of cogent, live, credible and general, they all appear fairly 

frequently in the WBNC. It is worth noting in passing that the 

words fresh and new can be considered as (near)-synonyms, for 

example here: “If the fresh evidence were always evidence of pri-

mary fact, or new expert evidence , the test might be satisfactory” 

[2011] UKSC 18. Additionally, each of the words can potentially 

be subject to terminologisation, e.g. by being defined for the pur-

poses of a given legal act. For instance, the Criminal Justice Act 

2003, s. 78(2) states that: “Evidence is new if it was not adduced 

in the proceedings in which the person was acquitted (nor, if 
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those were appeal proceedings, in earlier proceedings to which 

the appeal related)”, thus severely restricting the meaning of 

new when used before evidence.  

In the next step, the study also looked at the most un-

derrepresented collocations of the noun evidence in the UKSCC 

as opposed to the WBNC. Given its restricted nature, it was nat-

ural to assume that a number of collocations would be 

overrepresented in the UKSCC. Yet, a number of collocations 

received a keyness score below 1, suggesting that they might 

constitute cases of underrepresentation. The data on the 39 col- 

locates with the lowest keyness scores have been summarized 

in Table 2. 

 

Table 2 

The most underrepresented collocates of evidence 

in the UKSCC as opposed to the WBNC 

No Collocate 

Raw 

fre-

quency 

in the 

WBNC 

Raw 

fre-

quency 

in the 

UKSCC 

Normal-

ised fre-

quency 

in the 

WBNC 

Normal-

ised fre-

quency 

in the 

UKSCC 

Key-

ness 

score 

1  Little 358 10 3.56 1.05 0.45 

2 historical 84 0 0.84 0.00 0.54 

3 
archaeo-

logical 
74 0 0.74 0.00 0.58 

4 Research 70 0 0.70 0.00 0.59 

5 
conside-

rable 
81 1 0.81 0.11 0.61 

6 first 54 0 0.54 0.00 0.65 

7 early 50 1 0.50 0.11 0.74 

8 more 118 6 1.17 0.63 0.75 

9 clinical 33 0 0.33 0.00 0.75 

10 
contem-

porary 
27 0 0.27 0.00 0.79 

11 indirect 39 1 0.39 0.11 0.80 

12 physical 22 0 0.22 0.00 0.82 

13 much 112 7 1.11 0.74 0.82 
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14 less 21 0 0.21 0.00 0.83 

15 fossil 19 0 0.19 0.00 0.84 

16 recent 68 4 0.68 0.42 0.85 

17 scant 16 0 0.16 0.00 0.86 

18 definite 15 0 0.15 0.00 0.87 

19 internal 14 0 0.14 0.00 0.88 

20 
overwhel-

ming 
37 2 0.37 0.21 0.88 

21 visible 13 0 0.13 0.00 0.89 

22 sound 13 0 0.13 0.00 0.89 

23 abundant 36 2 0.36 0.21 0.89 

24 vital 24 1 0.24 0.11 0.89 

25 flimsy 12 0 0.12 0.00 0.89 

26 molecular 11 0 0.11 0.00 0.90 

27 current 22 1 0.22 0.11 0.91 

28 
wide-

spread 
10 0 0.10 0.00 0.91 

29 
reasona-

ble 
10 0 0.10 0.00 0.91 

30 
labora-

tory 
10 0 0.10 0.00 0.91 

31 geological 10 0 0.10 0.00 0.91 

32 dramatic 10 0 0.10 0.00 0.91 

33 previous 9 0 0.09 0.00 0.92 

34 
irrefuta-

ble 
9 0 0.09 0.00 0.92 

35 
observa-

tional 
9 0 0.09 0.00 0.92 

36 
consi-

stent 
9 0 0.09 0.00 0.92 

37 computer 9 0 0.09 0.00 0.92 

38 firm 20 1 0.20 0.11 0.92 

39 hard 100 8 0.99 0.84 0.92 

 

The first observation that can be made about Table 2 is that 

most of the scores are not particularly low, especially in com-

parison with the previous table which contained the data for the 
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most overrepresented collocations. In fact, if the same keyness 

threshold had been applied to the analysis of both the most 

overrepresented and the most underrepresented collocations, 

the table would include a single record for little. The reason for 

this lies in the nature of the WBNC and its size. As a general 

corpus, the WBNC comprises a wide range of texts encompass-

ing a multitude of topics. It can therefore be expected to include 

a large pool of collocations (including legal collocations) that re-

flects its diverse composition. By contrast, the legal corpus can 

give prominence to a smaller group of collocations which are 

frequently employed in it.7 As a result and partly due to the size 

of the WBNC, for a collocation to meet the keyness threshold of 

0.5, it would have to, for instance, appear at least 101 times in 

the WBNC and not a single time in the UKSCC. Such frequency 

requirements were considered too strict. Since the keyness 

score was employed only as a helpful tool for identifying cases 

of over- and underrepresentation, it was decided to discuss 

a similar number of collocates in both cases and, especially in 

the case of underrepresentation, place particular focus on gen-

eral trends rather than individual examples. 

Table 2 includes a small number of grammatical words that 

are common in general language, yet in the UKSCC are infre-

quent collocates of evidence. All of them are determiners: much, 

more, little, less, and first. Additionally, the first four can also be 

classified as quantifiers (Biber et al. 1999: 278). Little has the 

lowest keyness score (0.45) but the scores for the remaining four 

are also low. This is rather surprising. One might expect – given 

the high frequency of these words in general English – that the 

same pattern would also occur in the UKSCC. Yet, only sporadic 

instances of much/more/little/less/first + evidence are attested 

in the UKSCC. Closely related to much and little, albeit by no 

means synonymous, are the adjectives sufficient and insufficient, 

which by contrast occur in the UKSCC with a markedly higher 

 
7 A similar explanation is offered in the study by L’Homme and Azoulay 

(2020: 160-161), who used a specialised corpus on the theme of the environ-
ment. 
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frequency than in the WBNC. This fact could be interpreted as 

testament to the role that the concept of (in)sufficient evidence 

plays in the legal system, which also justifies the inclusion of 

insufficient evidence as an entry in the Longman Dictionary of 

Law (Richards and Curzon 2011). The high keyness scores for 

sufficient/insufficient evidence on the one hand, and low ones 

for little/much evidence on the other, suggests that sufficiency 

of evidence is accorded greater importance in law than its mere 

quantity.  

As regards lexical collocates that are featured in Table 2, sev-

eral of them are clearly linked to specific fields other than law, 

e.g. historical, archaeological, research, clinical, fossil, molecular, 

laboratory, and geological. Historical is the most underrepre-

sented in the UKSCC, occurring 84 times in the WNBC while 

not being attested in the UKSCC at all. The low frequency of 

collocations of evidence with these words is to be expected in 

view of the fact that historical, archaeological, fossil etc. evidence 

is unlikely to be adduced in court. Undoubtedly important in 

the fields to which they share ties, these collocations in the 

WBNC convey a sense of evidence that is closer to sense 1 in the 

definition quoted earlier.  

Another group of collocates that can be distinguished on the 

basis of Table 2, includes early, contemporary, recent, internal, 

visible, sound, current, widespread, previous, and computer. 

These are of a largely descriptive character and the attributes 

that they denote appear – on the basis of the corpus evidence – 

to be more relevant in contexts other than law. Take the word 

recent, it is typically used with evidence in the WNBC in medical 

texts, as illustrated by the following sentence: “Recent evidence 

has shown that the expression of enzymes participating in bio-

transformation may play a part in tumour” (BNC). It thus places 

evidence at some point in time, while such chronological order-

ing may be considered not to be key in law. 

The table also includes examples of collocates that are eval-

uative in character: considerable, scant, definite, overwhelming, 

abundant, vital, flimsy, reasonable, dramatic, irrefutable, con-

sistent, firm, and hard. Some of them may be felt to be rather 
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strong and emotional (e.g. flimsy, dramatic, irrefutable, definite), 

which may make them unlikely collocates of evidence in a UKSC 

judgment. More importantly, they may seem to be less closely 

linked to important characteristics of evidence as seen in law.  

A good case in point is provided by abundant, whose meaning 

could be expressed as “existing in large quantities; more than 

enough” (OLD 2021), pointing to the fact that it is akin to suffi-

cient but stronger. Based on its meaning one could expect abun-

dant to collocate with evidence in the UKSCC. Stylistically, the 

adjective is rather formal and for this reason too it would blend 

in well with the rather formal style employed in judgments. Nev-

ertheless, it is sufficient evidence that occurs with a markedly 

higher frequency than abundant evidence. A reason for this 

could be the fact that sufficient evidence is related to what is 

known as the evidential burden. As noted by Keane and McKeow 

(2012: 37): “A party discharges an evidential burden borne by 

him by adducing sufficient evidence for the issue in question to 

be submitted to the jury (tribunal of fact)”. Since the require-

ment mentioned in the quote involves only sufficient rather than 

abundant evidence, qualifying evidence as abundant might ap-

pear superfluous to a certain measure and also rather removed 

from the legal requirements that are in place. That is not to say 

that abundant evidence is an impossible combination in a UKSC 

judgment, but merely that it is unlikely as the corpus evidence 

from the UKSCC bears out. One can only agree with Sinclair, 

when he states that there “are virtually no impossible colloca-

tions, but some are much more likely than others” (1996: 411). 

It should be noted here that abundant is not the only adjective 

that has an analogue in Table 1. Scant expresses an idea 

roughly similar to insufficient, while firm and hard are similar to 

compelling, and last but not least definite and irrefutable are 

close to conclusive. The preference for certain collocates over 

others with a closely related meaning (as evidenced by evidence 

in the UKSCC) points to the conventional nature of collocations 

in legal English. 

To achieve its third aim, a word sketch was generated for ev-

idence in both the UKSCC and the WBNC and the candidate 
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collocates were sorted by frequency. The following discussion 

will be limited to the 50 most frequent collocates in each corpus. 

It is plausible to assume that dictionary compilers may want to 

focus on the frequency of a given combination as an important 

criterion for the selection of collocations. Since space is at a pre-

mium in many dictionaries and will prevent many dictionary 

compilers from including more than about 20 collocations, for 

the modifier + word category, a list of the top 50 candidate col-

locates provides a sound foundation for rank comparisons.  

Table 3 displays the first fifty collocates of evidence in the 

UKSCC (listed in the second column) and the WBNC (listed in 

the third column). The first column indicates the rank of a col-

locate in the frequency lists obtained from each corpus. The 

third column, then, for each collocate obtained from the UKSCC, 

gives the rank assigned to it in the top 50 collocates obtained 

from the WBNC. To indicate that a given collocate was not 

among the top 50 collocates of evidence obtained from the 

WBNC, “n/a” has been used. 

 

Table 3 

Comparison of the ranks of collocates 

in the UKSCC and the WBNC 

Rank  

Collocates in the 

UKSCC (sorted by fre-

quency) 

Rank of the 

collocate in the 

top 50 collo-

cates in the 

WBNC 

Collocates in 

the WBNC 

(sorted by fre-

quency) 

1 expert 27 further 

2 oral 21 clear 

3 fresh 29 new 

4 new 3 empirical 

5 relevant 49 sufficient 

6 medical 10 good 

7 further 1 direct 

8 hearsay 44 available 

9 sufficient 5 strong 

10 documentary 12 medical 



Michta: You shall know the term by the company…                                  87 

11 conclusive 14 scientific 

12 available 8 documentary 

13 cogent n/a hard 

14 direct 7 conclusive 

15 good 6 ample 

16 clear 2 historical 

17 reliable 48 considerable 

18 statistical 42 circumstantial 

19 additional 43 experimental  

20 admissible n/a archaeological 

21 prima facie 45 oral 

22 insufficient 22 insufficient 

23 objective 37 research 

24 live n/a recent 

25 credible n/a anecdotal 

26 criminal n/a forensic 

27 anonymous n/a expert 

28 factual n/a convincing 

29 false n/a fresh 

30 inadmissible n/a real 

31 opinion n/a early 

32 material n/a independent 

33 written 39 detailed 

34 strong 9 indirect 

35 unchallenged n/a overwhelming 

36 ample 15 abundant 

37 compelling n/a objective 

38 empirical 4 substantial 

39 character n/a written 

40 detailed n/a conflicting 

41 scientific n/a clinical 

42 general n/a statistical 

43 DNA n/a additional 

44 primary n/a hearsay 

45 conflicting n/a prima facie 
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46 convincing 28 positive 

47 decisive n/a contemporary 

48 experimental 19 reliable 

49 post-published n/a relevant 

50 specific n/a vital 

 

Even a short glance at the table presented above indicates that 

the lists of collocations retrieved from the two corpora are strik-

ingly different. This disparity was amplified in part as a result 

of removing some candidate collocates with the lowest informa-

tive value (e.g. such) from the list. 

The overall picture that emerges from comparing the top 10 

collocates retrieved from the UKSCC and the WBNC is one of 

vast discrepancies between them. Of the top 10 of the top 50 

collocates of evidence in Table 3, only 3 are shared by both the 

legal and the general corpora (new, further and sufficient). In 

fact, it might be difficult to resist the impression that the lists 

of top 10 collocates in the UKSCC and the WBNC in fact corre-

spond to two different nodes, rather than the same one but in 

different corpora. If the top 20 collocations are considered, the 

number of shared collocates grows to 9, achieving its highest 

overlap rate of 45 %. Expanding the list to the first 30, 40, and 

50 collocates, results in a very slight increase in the number of 

shared collocates, amounting to 10, 14 and 16 respectively, and 

in a gradual decline in the percentage of overlapping collocates 

(33 %, 35 %, and 32 % respectively). As many as 23 collocates 

from the top 50 collocate list obtained from the UKSCC did not 

make the corresponding top 50 list of collocates based on the 

WBNC. An additional comparison between the ranks of the col-

locates in the two lists adds further weight to the claim regard-

ing the wide discrepancies between them. The word expert ranks 

first on the UKSCC list but only 27th on the WBNC list. Fresh 

ranks 3rd and 29th respectively. Relevant is also an extreme 

case, ranking 5th and 49th. These are but a few examples. Many 

others can be found in the table. One conclusion that offers it-

self up from the comparison is that the potential of each corpus 

can be harnessed to produce lists of collocations with evidence, 
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yet the results will be considerably affected by the differences 

between the corpora and the language they are intended to rep-

resent. 

 

5. Concluding remarks 

 

The analysis reported in the previous section set out to establish 

and explore the most over- and underrepresented modifier + 

noun collocations of evidence in a legal corpus as opposed to 

a general corpus, and investigate the potential of the two cor-

pora for the retrieval of such collocations. The main findings can 

be summarised as follows: 

 

(1) The legal corpus was found to exhibit a strongly marked ten-

dency to overrepresent certain collocations. As could be expected, 

a large subset of them was constituted by combinations that dis-

played various degrees of terminological character. However, a not 

insignificant number of combinations were identified whose overre-

presentation could not be put down to their status as terms. Three 

of them were classified as (semi-)determiners. As for the remaining 

ones, it was suggested that what could better explain the promi-

nence of such collocations in the corpus is the particular relevance 

of the attributes that the modifiers of evidence acquire when used 

in legal contexts. 

 

(2) The legal corpus was found to reveal a slight-to-moderate ten-

dency to underrepresent certain collocations, indicating a large 

pool of collocates of evidence that are shared by the two corpora 

and a somewhat limited systematic avoidance of a small group of 

collocates exhibited by the legal corpus. Apart from a significant 

proportion of collocates whose underrepresentation could easily be 

accounted for by pointing to the close link that they share to fields 

other than law, the study also identified 5 determiners and a large 

number of other collocates whose underrepresentation could be ex-

plained by their limited relevance in legal contexts or by the con-

ventional nature of certain collocations, which results in a prefer-

ence for particular collocates over others with a similar meaning. 
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(3) While both corpora were found to provide fertile material for col-

location retrieval, a marked divergence was noted between the lists 

of collocations of evidence obtained from each of them. Many collo-

cates were assigned vastly different ranks in the lists and the over-

lap between the top 50 collocations from both corpora stood at just 

32 %. This figure is strikingly close to the percentage reported by 

L’Homme and Azoulay (2020: 166), despite the differences in scope 

and methodology between their study and the current one. 

 

Based on these findings, several tentative observations can be 

made. Even for a word that is frequently used both in legal (spe-

cialised) and in general language and has a relatively simple 

sense structure, its collocational profile can vary sharply be-

tween a general and a legal (specialised) corpus. This might ex-

plain why a high level of competence in general language does 

not automatically translate into an equally high level of compe-

tence in legal (specialised) language and vice versa, which is a phe-

nomenon that has been observed, among others, by Franken-

berg-Garcia (2018) and Giczela-Pastwa (2021: 191). Due to the 

extent of the differences in collocations retrieved from a general 

corpus and a legal one, linguistic resources offering collocations 

compiled from a general corpus may prove to be of limited use 

when the context calls for legal (specialised) collocations and 

vice versa. As a consequence, this may warrant the need to de-

velop such resources and language materials that target collo-

cations in specific LSPs rather than in general language. Despite 

the insights produced into the nature of collocations, the study 

is not without limitations. It has to be acknowledged that the 

choice of corpora to represent general and legal language may 

have exerted some influence on the number and diversity of the 

collocations retrieved from them. The written component of the 

general corpus covers texts that were produced earlier than 

those in the legal one. Additionally, the UKSCC contains only 

UKSC judgments spanning a limited time frame and cannot 

thus capture the full complexity and wide diversity of legal Eng-

lish as used in the UK. Coupled with the study’s focus on collo-

cations featuring a single term and, to boot, only on the modifier 

+ noun type, all these facts limit the generalisability of the 
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findings, although their combined impact is difficult to estimate. 

It is hoped that future investigations will address some of these 

limitations since much further research into the nature of legal 

(specialised) collocations is needed. 
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