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T h e Ne ighborhoo d Characteristic s o f  Ma lap rop i sm s 

Michae l  S .  Vitevitc h 
Languag e Perceptio n Laborator y 

Departmen t  o f  Psycholog y 

and Cente r  fo r  Cognitiv e Scienc e 
Universit y  a t  Buffal o 
Buffalo ,  N Y 1426 0 

m i k e v @ d e u r o . f s s . b u f f a l o . e d u 

Fay an d Cutle r  (1977 )  examine d severa l  linguisti c 
factor s o f  malapropisms .  The y defme d a  malapropis m a s a 
rea l  wor d tha t  erroneousl y intrude s o n a n intended ,  o r 
target ,  word .  Th e targe t  an d erro r  word s ar e no t 
semanticall y relate d bu t  shar e a  clos e relationshi p i n thei r 
pronunciations . 

Althoug h Fa y an d Cutle r  (1977 )  foun d man y interestin g 
result s regardin g th e stres s pattern ,  grammatica l  category , 
number  o f  syllables ,  an d severa l  othe r  characteristic s tha t 
malapropism s share d wit h th e intende d word ,  thei r  wor k 
provide d littl e informatio n tha t  coul d predic t  whic h word s 
migh t  b e likel y t o b e malapropisms .  Th e curren t  analysi s 
was undertake n t o examin e othe r  characteristic s o f  th e 
intende d word s tha t  migh t  b e usefu l  fo r  predictin g whic h 
word s migh t  b e likel y t o b e malapropisms . 

Evidenc e suggest s tha t  wor d frequency  affect s bot h wor d 
recognitio n an d wor d productio n (Dell ,  1990 ;  Stemberge r 
and MacWhinney ,  1986 )  i n demonstrabl e ways .  D o othe r 
factor s tha t  influenc e speec h perceptio n als o influenc e 
speec h production ? Mor e specifically ,  d o th e 
characteristic s o f  phonologicall y simila r  neighborhood s 
(Luce ,  Pisoni ,  an d Goldinger ,  1990 )  --wor d frequency, 
neighborhoo d frequency  (th e frequenc y o f  th e word s i n a 
neighborhood) ,  an d neighborhoo d densit y (th e numbe r  o f 
word s i n m e m o r y tha t  ar e simila r  t o a  targe t  word) -
influenc e wor d production ? T o examin e thi s possibility , 
th e curren t  analysi s o f  a  malapropis m erro r  corpu s wa s 
conducted . 

138 word s fro m Fa y an d Cutle r  (1977 )  wer e foun d i n a n 
on-lin e versio n o f  th e 20,00 0 wor d Webster' s Pocke t 
Dictionary .  Th e neighborhoo d characteristic s fo r  thes e 13 8 
word s wer e the n calculated .  Th e computation s wct e 
performe d o n th e phoneti c transcription s containe d withi n 
th e computerize d lexicon . 

Word frequency  wa s assesse d b y usin g th e log-frequenc y 
of  eac h word .  A  wor d wa s considere d t o b e a  lo w frequency 
wor d i f  th e valu e o f  it s  frequency  wa s belo w th e valu e o f 
lo g 10 .  A  wor d wit h a  valu e abov e lo g 1 0 wa s considere d 
t o b e a  hig h frequency  word .  Neighborhoo d frequenc y wa s 
assesse d i n a  simila r  fashion .  Neighborhoo d densit y wa s 
assesse d b y fmdin g th e media n valu e o f  th e data .  Value s 
abov e th e media n wer e classifie d a s havin g dens e 

neighborhoods .  Value s belo w th e media n wer e classifie d 
as havin g spars e neighborhoods . 

Th e result s sho w tha t  hig h frequency  word s from  dens e 
neighborhood s tende d t o b e ver y prevalen t  i n errorfii l 
productions .  Also ,  lo w frequency  word s from  spars e 
neighborhood s tende d t o b e ver y prevalen t  i n errorfu l 
productions .  Additionally ,  mor e targe t  word s tende d t o 
"slip "  t o word s tha t  wer e o f  a  highe r  frequency  tha n o f  a 
lowe r  frequency  compare d t o th e frequency  o f  th e targe t 
word . 

Th e curren t  result s m a y bes t  b e accounte d fo r  wit h a 
sligh t  modificatio n t o a n activatio n base d mode l  o f  speec h 
productio n (se e Dell ,  1986 ,  1988 ,  1990) .  A  hig h 
frequency  wor d tha t  i s normall y highl y activate d m a y b e 
relativel y les s activate d tha n anothe r  wor d du e t o th e 
densel y populate d neighborhoo d i t  i s foun d in .  A  resul t  o f 
a hig h frequency  wor d bein g "hidden "  b y it s  man y 
neighbor s m a y b e th e selection ,  o r  mis-selectio n i n thi s 
case ,  o f  a n alternat e wor d tha t  i s relativel y mor e frequent. 
Th e selecte d wor d wil l  mos t  likel y resembl e th e intende d 
wor d du e t o th e organizatio n o f  th e lexicon .  Thes e factor s 
m ay conspir e t o m a k e a  different ,  mor e frequent  word , 
eve n mor e likel y t o b e selecte d b y th e speec h productio n 
system ,  resultin g i n th e syste m producin g a n error . 

Conversely ,  low-frequenc y word s m a y no t  hav e enoug h 
activatio n o n thei r  o w n t o b e selecte d b y th e speec h 
productio n system' s criteri a o f  "pic k th e mos t  activ e 
candidate. "  Low-frequenc y word s m a y nee d th e supportiv e 
activatio n o f  thei r  neighbor s i n orde r  t o b e selecte d b y th e 
speec h productio n system .  Thus ,  low-frequenc y word s i n 
spars e neighborhood s d o no t  receive  enoug h supportiv e 
activatio n fro m thei r  fe w neighbors .  Consequently ,  thes e 
word s m a y b e overlooke d b y th e speec h productio n 
system ,  an d b e involve d i n mor e speec h errors .  Thes e 
"conspirac y effects' '  (se e Taraba n an d McClelland ,  1987 ) 
among word s an d thei r  neighbor s m a y accoun t  fo r  th e 
differentia l  effect s o f  frequency  an d neighborhoo d densit y 
on th e speec h productio n system . 
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