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Abstract

The present study attempts to contribute to the research of collocations in both general and specialized language. 
Thus, it fits into Trajectory 1 of research in corpus­based studies in legal language carried out by Biel (2010) that 
explores how legal language differs from general language or other languages for special purposes. Specifically, it 
aims at looking at variation in candidate collocations of the two selected terms, i.e. sex and gender, as extracted from 
a general corpus and a legal one. We investigated the senses the items carry in the specialized and general corpora, 
the overlap of candidate collocates, and their ranks in frequency lists generated for each corpus. The findings suggest 
that the two terms in question display considerable differences in their collocational profiles and their combinatory 
potential. We offer an explanation for the observed significant variations in the way the collocations are represented 
and conclude that the type and nature of corpora affect the collocational profile of a lexical item. We also discuss the 
implications this may have for conducting research into terminology or lexicography and for devising resources for 
language learning and teaching.

Keywords: corpus studies, equal opportunities, legal English, general English, gender, sex, EU regulations

1. Introduction

Research into collocations, and the term collocation itself, goes back to Firth and his often­quoted 
statement “You should know a word by the company it keeps” (1968: 179), which inspired numerous 
scholars to investigate the area. This interest has resulted in a vast number of publications applying various 
methodologies and aiming to reach individual objectives. These varying methodologies and objectives 
have resulted in a situation where researchers find it difficult to adopt a uniform, widely accepted definition 
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of collocation which will cover all the linguistic features of the phenomenon1. However, we may attempt 
to compile a list of criteria of collocability based on characteristics appearing across various studies on 
collocations. The features which will allow us to classify a given phraseological unit as collocation are as 
follows:

a) frequency of co­occurrence;
b) combinatory restrictions;
c) degree of compositionality;
d) degree of transparency;
e) span of words between node and collocate, or collocational window. (Patiño 2014: 122–124)

Initially, research into collocations focused on general language word combinations and took 
advantage of large corpora, e.g. The British National Corpus – BNC, The Corpus of Contemporary 
American English – COCA. The advent of widely­available information and communication technology 
(ICT) and computer­based tools opened up new opportunities allowing researchers to harvest huge 
amounts of data, create customized databases, and conduct more in­depth analyses of corpora of a size 
and on a scale never seen before. Thus, researchers became able to actively collect word combinations 
and organize them in lexical and terminological resources such as general language and specialized 
dictionaries, word lists, glossaries or other reference works, printed and more and more often online.

As L’Homme and Azoulay (2020: 150–151) argue, culling word combinations from corpora 
may yield varying results due to a number of factors such as the adopted definition of collocation and 
consequently types of word combinations accepted, the nature of a reference work (e.g. general or 
specialized one), methods and tools used for retrieving word combinations and, last but not least, the 
nature of the corpus used. It may be worth noting that the results may also differ because of the perspective 
a researcher takes; a lexicographer, a terminologist or a language teacher devising teaching resources will 
analyze and consider the same language material from different angles.

In this study, we make an attempt to examine the variation in word combinations caused by the 
nature of the corpus used and its effect on the collection of collocations. For the purpose of this study, 
two types of corpora are used, i.e. a general language corpus (the readily available BNC) and a specialized 
corpus containing legal texts dealing with equal opportunities and published by the EU.

The EU English corpus constitutes an interesting area for research as EU legal English is unique. 
On the one hand, it demonstrates the qualities of a legal English genre such as lack of transparency and 
obscurity, frequent use of formal words, complex syntactic structures, deliberate use of expressions with 
flexible meanings or the opposite, i.e. attempts at extreme precision (Northcott 2012: 215)2, and on the 
other hand, the EU law and the EU legal English, one of the 24 official languages, habitually used for 

1 An in­depth discussion of research frameworks regarding collocations is beyond the scope of this study as the phenomenon 
has been widely investigated in linguistic literature on numerous occasions. The readers who are less familiar with the topic 
are referred to Sinclair (2004), Kjellmer (1994) or Lehecka (2015) for details of a frequency­based approach, to Cowie 
(1994), Mel’čuk (1998), Hausmann (1997) or González­Ray (2002) for a semantic­oriented view, and to Siepmann (2005, 
2006) for a relatively new, pragmatically­driven approach. A concise overview of various approaches is offered in Michta, 
Mroczyńska (2022).

2 For further discussion of characteristics of the legal English genre see among others Melinkoff (1963), Danet (1980), and 
Maley (1987).



143

Collocations of sex and gender in legal and general corpora

drafting proposals, can be viewed as “a melting pot for national legal systems, languages and cultures” 
(Biel 2015: 142). Taking all that into consideration, it may be argued that the EU law is a multilingual 
result of hybrid translator­mediated communication and it affects the language of the EU law when it 
comes to its conceptual structure, lexis, grammar, stylistics, creating a hybrid construct of some sort (Biel 
et al. 2018: 251–252). The English language used in EU institutions is not standard English as used in 
the UK or Ireland but a “Europeanized” variety of the national legal and administrative English language 
which is transformed to meet the linguistic needs of the European Union as a supranational organization 
(Biel 2020: 478).

At this point, it may also be worth mentioning that the concept of collocation does not only refer to 
textual statistics, but it reflects a mental representation of the lexicon, as collocations are formed through 
the cognitive process of priming. We may distinguish three elementary types of priming: collocation, 
colligation, and semantic preference/association, with the priming of collocations in this psycholinguistic 
sense being the foundation of language structure in general (Hoey 2005: 8–9). Considering these 
findings, it may be assumed that the knowledge of how words collocate forms an integral part of knowing 
a language or a genre with a speaker’s ability to adhere to collocational conventions demonstrating his/
her mastering of the language within a given specific genre. Moreover, collocations, or word patterning, 
illustrate the non­random nature of language (Kilgarriff 2005) and as such offer a way to gain insight into 
how language works and reflect a language conceptual structure. Corpus linguistic research has shown 
that language is highly patterned and more importantly this pattern is cognitively motivated (Stubbs 
2004: 111).

The paper is structured as follows: Section 2 describes the aims, scope and methodology of the 
contrastive analysis undertaken as part of this project; in Section 3, we analyze the collected language 
material by comparing lists of collocates extracted from the two corpora under review; and in Section 4, 
concluding remarks are presented along with some suggestions for further research.

We believe that a contrastive analysis of the combinatory potential of lexical items may contribute 
significantly to the improvement of knowledge of the legal language and of the workings of the law itself.

2. Aims, Scope and Methodology

2.1. Aims and Scope

The present work aims to make a contribution to the study of specialized legal collocations by offering a 
comparative analysis of collocations of sex and gender retrieved from specialized legal and general corpora. 
The purpose of this study is two­fold, and can be described as follows:

(1) to analyze the combinatory potential of sex and gender as employed in specialized legal corpora 
of EU documents regarding non­discrimination issues as compared to the combinatory 
potential of the two lexical items in a general language corpus (the BNC);

(2) to analyze different facets of collocational behaviour such as polysemy and synonymy of the 
lexical items, characteristics of collocates, their ranks, and overlap.
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For the purpose of this study, two language corpora have been selected: one general and one legal. 
The legal corpus contains documents regarding equal treatment of men and women. It comprises a set of 
legal documents of various genres ranging from the EU primary and secondary legislation (such as the 
Treaty on European Union, the Treaty on Functioning of EU, the European Convention on Human Rights, 
the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union, and EU Directives), ancillary documents 
(e.g. proposals for directives, strategies, recommendations, action plans, a handbook on European non­
discrimination law or other guidelines regarding equal opportunities in the EU) to judgements of the 
Court of Justice dealing with non­discrimination.

A supranational organization, the European Union, has always felt strongly about non­
discrimination on any grounds and equal treatment of men and women was one of the main principles 
the European Community was founded on. The body of legal regulations in this area has grown 
considerably over time to supplement the primary legislation that did not always cover the issue in an 
explicit manner3. Consequently, subsequent revisions of the treaties that emphasized human dignity, 
freedom, democracy, equality, the rule of law and respect for human rights were introduced and led to 
the Union recognizing them as founding values. These values are embedded in the treaties as well as 
mainstreamed into all EU policies and programmes. Moreover, new bodies have been established within 
the EU such as the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) or the European Institute for 
Gender Equality (EIGE) with the aim of safeguarding and promoting fundamental rights and equality 
(Council of Europe: European Court of Human Rights 2018: 21–23). This heavy institutional emphasis 
put on non­discrimination and equal treatment resulted in a relatively vast body of documents regulating 
the issue and a significant number of new phrases and concepts being introduced.

It seems that the most important developments in the human rights area are happening under 
the EU auspices and the EU is at the forefront of safeguarding equal treatment (see: Buzmaniuk 2023). 
Moreover, the way EU legislation is adopted in member states may lead to a situation in which some 
concepts appear, and consequently terms are coined first in Eurolect and later in national languages. As EU 
institutions can determine their working languages, a common practice is to resort to the most frequently 
spoken languages. Therefore, in most institutions there are three procedural languages: English, French, 
and German, with English having a dominant role in most institutions since the 2000s (Biel 2020: 481). 
The translation of regulations into all official EU languages is the next stage of the process. Thus, we 
believe that the English corpus of EU documents regarding equal treatment may represent concepts and 
reflect tendencies in the language used in this area.

Although we acknowledge that the corpus compiled in such a manner is relatively small, we do 
hope that our approach will ensure that the language material for the study will be reliable and up­to­
date4. As the topic the corpus refers to, i.e. equal opportunities, is a narrow, specialized area, the number 
of available relevant texts is also somewhat limited5. After all, we need to bear in mind that any corpus 
is a kind of compromise between what is planned and desired by the designer and what is possible, for 

3 [At:] https://www.europarl.europa.eu/factsheets/en/sheet/59/equality­between­men­and­women [date of access: March 
16, 2025].

4 The decision which texts to include in the corpus was based on the summaries of EU legislation in the area of equal oppor­
tunities found [at:] https://eur­lex.europa.eu/EN/legal­content/glossary/equal­opportunities.html [date of access: March 
16, 2025].

5 For a more detailed discussion of building and using small specialized corpora see: Koester (2010).

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/factsheets/en/sheet/59/equality-between-men-and-women
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/EN/legal-content/glossary/equal-opportunities.html
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example in terms of available language input or time restrictions (Hunston 2008: 156–157). It should be 
emphasized that the corpus in question does not lay a claim to be exhaustive. Therefore, it should not be 
assumed that a collocation is definitely invalid in a legal or paralegal text covering equal opportunities if 
it does not occur in our corpus. In terms of size, the corpus contains 75 documents, 467,472 words, and 
594,449 tokens.

As the general corpus used for comparative purposes, the British National Corpus (BNC) was 
chosen as a source of linguistic data. It is a large, balanced corpus (Baker, Hardie, and McEnery 2006: 18) 
available freely online and integrated with the Sketch Engine corpus linguistic tool. At this point, it may 
be worth noting how the corpus is made up. The BNC is composed of written texts (books, periodicals, 
and miscellaneous sources; in total 90% of the corpus) and spoken material (10%) and contains in 
total 112,338,376 lemmas (Sketch Engine BNC Corpus Description). Summing up, the corpus size, its 
balanced nature, availability, and functionality (integration with the Sketch Engine tool) were arguments 
supporting the decision to use it as a reference corpus. However, we need to admit that the BNC is 
no longer updated and the texts it contains cover the period from 1960 to 1993, with approximately 
96% of the content from the period 1984–1993 (calculated based on the statistics available via Sketch 
Engine). That constitutes a drawback, especially, in view of the fact that the legal corpus used in the 
study comprises mostly more recent documents drafted mainly at the end of the 20th and in the first 
two decades of the 21st century. Having considered the advantages and disadvantages, a decision was 
made to use the BNC as a reference corpus in the absence of another available more relevant source of 
linguistic material. The two other large corpora, i.e. the COCA and EnTenTen were not chosen as the 
former comprises American English language material which makes it a less desirable candidate for our 
contrastive analysis due to two main reasons, i.e. a language variety which is more distant from the EU 
English variety than UK English and the fact that the US is not tied to the EU as the UK used to be; thus, 
we may expect some of the concepts to be absent from the American legal system. When it comes to 
EnTenTen, another Sketch Engine integrated corpus, it meets linguistic requirements for the corpus to be 
large, clean, and duplicate­free. It also has rich metadata and offers wide coverage. However, it comprises 
language material extracted only from websites from different English­speaking geographic areas, which 
again may not yield representative enough results.

2.2. Methodology

The two aims introduced above require the application of a mixed methodology, i.e. corpus linguistics 
quantitative methods for aim 1 and the mixed quantitative/qualitative methodology of corpus linguistics 
and discourse studies for aim 26.

Having chosen the corpora for analysis, we uploaded these documents to Sketch Engine to allow 
their investigation. Sketch Engine offers a range of sophisticated functionalities that are useful for retrieving 
collocations based on selected criteria, including the word sketch, i.e. a condensed description of a word’s 
grammatical and collocational behaviour and the word sketch difference (Kilgarriff et al. 2014: 9). 
The minimum frequency threshold for retrieving word combinations and potentially identifying them as 

6 A study of sex and gender collocational profiles in the EU equal opportunity corpus was the subject of investigation presented 
in Mroczyńska (2024). The methodologies applied in Mroczyńska (2024) and in the present study are very similar as rese­
arch involves the same two lexical items, the difference being the two corpora used to compare LSP and LGP occurrences.
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collocations was set at five occurrences, i.e. a collocation needs to occur at least five times to be included 
in the study. This was done to eliminate potentially invalid word combinations7. In the subsequent 
step, the results produced by Sketch Engine were subject to manual verification. In this step, candidate 
collocates suggested by Sketch Engine were removed from further analysis if they turned out not to act as 
modifiers in the corpus. The results were then sorted according to the grammatical pattern in which they 
appear. Moreover, sketch difference functionality, which compares the behaviour of two selected words 
or lemmas, broken by their collocational patterns, proved extremely helpful in this study as it allowed for 
the comparison of LSP and LGP uses. The results obtained were the point of departure for the analysis 
presented in Section 3 below.

The texts included in the corpus deal with a wide area of equal opportunities as presented in the EU 
legal and paralegal texts. The frequency list generated for nouns shows that equality ranks 6th, woman 13th, 
and man 37th, whereas gender and sex were placed in the 31st and 53rd positions, respectively, in terms of 
absolute frequency, i.e. an actual number of hits in the corpus. When it comes to the BNC, the frequency 
list results for the lexical items were as follows: man ranked 5th, woman 18th, sex was placed in the 596th 
position, as for gender and equality they were not included in the top 1000 items, and consequently they 
were not available in Sketch Engine version intended for academic use. The Sketch Engine wordlist 
functionality may provide frequency lists, absolute frequencies, and relative frequencies of lexical items. 
Absolute (raw) frequency is rarely a useful value, especially with periods or/and corpora of uneven sizes. 
When comparing corpora varying in size, relative frequency seems to be a more reliable and standardized 
measurement than absolute frequency as it refers to the number of occurrences of an item per million 
tokens (i.p.m., i.e. instances per million). Relevant statistics for the lexical items connected with equal 
opportunities are presented in the table below. As we can see, rather unsurprisingly, all of the words 
considered show higher frequencies, both raw and relative ones, in the specialized corpus than in the 
general one, which is the natural consequence of the area the specialized corpus deals with.

Table 1. Sketch Engine Wordlist analysis results for equality, sex, gender, man and woman

Lexical item LSP corpus LGP (BNC) corpus
rank absolute 

frequency
relative 

frequency
rank absolute 

frequency
relative 

frequency
relative 

frequency 
(1994)

equality 6 1,764 2,967.45 n/a 1,535 13.66 47.624
woman 13 1,394 2,345.03 18 58,431 520.13 10.583
gender 31 806 1,355.88 n/a 1,916 17.06 26.458

man 37 655 1,101.86 5 94,645 842.50 111.123
sex 53 500 841.12 596 8,834 78.64 21.166

The aim of the present study was to focus on an analysis of sex and gender acting as collocation 
nodes in our corpora using Sketch Engine. The software allows for the extraction and presentation of 
search results by different collocational patterns, e.g. (1) premodifier + noun, (2) noun + noun, (3) verb + 
noun, (4) noun + verb, (5) preposition + noun, (6) noun + preposition (see: Hausmann 1989).

7 That assumption goes in line with Evert’s (2008: 1244) who recommends that a frequency threshold of ≥ 5 be applied so as 
to “weed out potentially spurious collocations”.
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The patterns above may be analyzed in pairs due to their structural similarity, for example in 
pattern (1) above a modifier may be an adjective, a noun or a participle, whereas pattern (2) allows for 
modifications using a noun only (Michta, Mroczyńska 2022: 40). The results obtained in the Sketch 
Engine search both in the LSP corpus and in the BNC showed that the largest number of collocates may 
be found with sex and gender acting as modifiers for nouns, i.e. as in (1) and (2) above. When it comes 
to the modifier of sex and gender pattern, the LSP search returned only 2 results while the LGP corpus 
revealed more possible collocates. The remaining patterns were only scarcely identified, with the software 
often yielding just a couple of possible word combinations. Therefore, patterns (1) and (2) were the first 
candidates for more in­depth research.

For the purpose of this comparative analysis, the Sketch Engine word sketch difference function 
was used as it allows us to juxtapose collocations of two selected lemmas/words. The list of possible 
collocates returned by the software shows that the collocability of both words rather does not overlap, 
i.e. sex will usually modify a different set of nouns than gender will. We also noticed that the lexical items 
as used in the LSP and the LGP corpora may display various meanings. Consequently, we will be dealing 
with polysemy and there may be different collocate candidates depending on the meaning the analyzed 
word carries. The analysis and its findings are presented in Section 3 of the present study.

3. Collocational Profiles of Sex and Gender in the Specialized and 
General Corpora

3.1. Different Meanings of Sex and Gender in the LSP Corpus Versus the 
LGP Corpus

While analyzing the combinatory potential of sex and gender as used in the EU documents regarding 
equal treatment of men and women in the earlier study, we focused only on their meanings referring 
to being male, female or neutral as these were the only meanings these terms adopted in the EU equal 
opportunities corpus (see: Mroczyńska 2024). The terms deal with the issue of being male or female from 
different angles – the biological or psychological and socio­cultural ones, respectively. Consequently, they 
represent different concepts and we do not expect them to act as synonyms and be used interchangeably. 
In the present comparative study of the terms in question as used in the specialized corpus and in the 
general one we will also attempt to investigate other senses of the lexemes. A good starting point may 
be a brief overview of definitions of sex and gender extracted from selected dictionaries and presented in 
Table 2.
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Table 2. Selected dictionary definitions of sex and gender

Source Sex Gender
Oxford English Dictionary 

(online)8
1a. a1382 Either of the two main 

categories (male and female) into 
which humans and many other 
living things are divided on the basis 
of their reproductive functions; 
(hence) the members of these 
categories viewed as a group; the 
males or females of a particular 
species, esp. the human race, 
considered collectively.

2. Quality in respect of being male 
or female, or an instance of this; 
the state or fact of belonging to 
a particular sex; possession or 
membership of a sex.

2.a. c 1475 With regard to persons or 
animals. […]

4.a. a1631 The distinction between 
male and female, esp. in humans; 
this distinction as a social or cultural 
phenomenon, and its manifestations 
or consequences; (in later use esp.) 
relations and interactions between 
the sexes; sexual motives, instincts, 
desires, etc.

4.b. 1899 Physical contact between 
individuals involving sexual 
stimulation; sexual activity or 
behaviour, spec. sexual intercourse, 
copulation. to have sex (with): to 
engage in sexual intercourse (with).

5. 1664 slang or euphemistic. A person’s 
genitals.

1.Grammar.
1.a.c1390 In some (esp. Indo­

European) languages, as Latin, 
French, German, English, etc.: each 
of the classes (typically masculine,  
feminine, neuter, common) of nouns 
and pronouns distinguished by the 
different inflections which they have 
and which they require in words 
syntactically associated with them 
[…]

3.a. (1474) gen. Males or females 
viewed as a group; = sex n.1 1. Also: 
the property or fact of belonging to 
one of these groups.

3.b. (1945) Psychology and Sociology 
(originally U.S.). The state of being 
male or female as expressed by 
social or cultural distinctions and 
differences, rather than biological 
ones; the collective attributes or 
traits associated with a particular 
sex, or determined as a result of one’s 
sex. Also: a (male or female) group 
characterized in this way.

8 Due to the limitations of space, obsolete uses, phrases including head words or additional comments were left out.
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Source Sex Gender
Cambridge Dictionary 

(online)9
1a the physical state of being either 

male, female, or intersex
1b all males considered as a group, or 

all females considered as a group
2 physical activity between people 

involving sexual organs

1a a group of people in society who 
share particular qualities or ways 
of behaving which that society 
associates with being male, female, 
or another identity

1b the condition of being a member 
of a group of people in a society 
who share particular qualities or 
ways of behaving which that society 
associates with being male, female, 
or another identity

1c used to refer to the condition 
of being physically male, female, 
or intersex (= having a body 
that has both male and female 
characteristics)

2 the grammatical arrangement of 
nouns, pronouns and adjectives into 
masculine, feminine, and neuter 
types in some languages

Collins English Dictionary 
online10

1 The two sexes are the two groups, 
male and female, into which people 
and animals are divided according to 
the function they have in producing 
young

2 The sex of a person or animal is their 
characteristic of being either male or 
female.

3. the physical activity between people 
that involves the sexual organs

1 Gender is the state of being male or 
female in relation to the social and 
cultural roles that are considered 
appropriate for men and women

2 You can use gender to refer to one 
of a range of identities that includes 
female, male, a combination of both, 
and neither

3 Some people refer to the fact that a 
person is male or female as his or her 
gender

4. Some people refer to all male people 
or all female people as a particular 
gender.

5. In grammar, the gender of a noun, 
pronoun, or adjective is whether it 
is masculine, feminine, or neuter. 
A word’s gender can affect its form 
and behaviour. In English, only 
personal pronouns such as ‘she’, 
reflexive pronouns such as ‚itself ’, 
and possessive determiners such as 
‚his’ have gender.

 

9 Cambridge Dictionary online [at:] https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english [date of access March 16, 2025].

10 Collins English Dictionary online [at:] https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english [date of access March 16, 
2025].

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english
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From the definitions provided above we may infer that the senses sex revolves around may be 
broken into two broad categories, i.e. the first one generally referring to the fact of being male or female (in 
a physical sense) and the other one regarding physical activity, whereas gender may convey the meaning 
referring to the state of being male or female (in relation to social and cultural roles) or the grammatical 
concept. Usually, the order in which dictionaries list the meanings is supposed to reflect the frequency 
of use of a given meaning, with the first one presented being the most frequent or the logic, i.e. the first 
one carrying a literal meaning, and other ones having a more metaphorical sense a word may convey. 
Unlike the Cambridge Dictionary and Collins Dictionary, The Oxford English Dictionary Online (The 
OED) presents senses a lexeme may have in chronological order as they entered the language. Thus, it 
offers valuable insight in terms of a diachronic perspective. The lexeme sex originally entered the language 
in the 14th century and meant “either of the two main categories (male or female) into which humans 
[…] are divided based on their reproductive functions” (OED online). About a hundred years later, it 
acquired the meaning of “quality in respect of being male or female […]; the state or fact of belonging 
to a particular sex with regard to persons and animals”. However, around the 1960s, this sense of sex 
started to be replaced by gender in situations when speaking about humans. Referencing sex to “physical 
contact between individuals involving sexual behaviour” (meaning 4b) dates back to 1899 and as the 
authors of OED argue, meaning 4b is now the most common general sense of the lexeme. As far as gender 
is concerned, it started as a word referring to a grammatical category (around 1390). Later, this sense 
was extended in general language to “males or females viewed as a group” (1474) and the specialist 
psychological and sociological sense we attribute to gender most commonly nowadays, i.e. “the state of 
being male or female as expressed by social and cultural distinctions […]” was originally used in the US 
in 1945. Having considered sense 2 for sex and sense 3a for gender, respectively, it seems that for a period 
of time there was an overlap of senses that sex and gender carried.

Moving on to the present study of occurrences of sex and gender in the two corpora, lists of 
modifiers of sex/gender and nouns modified by sex/gender were generated using Sketch Engine to conduct 
the analysis. The first observation that can be made about the lists produced from each corpus is that the 
collocations from the specialist corpus include collocates where sex and gender refer only to the fact of 
being male and female, whereas in the BNC there are also collocates encompassing other senses of the 
two words in question. Actually, in both of the analyzed categories in the BNC, the majority of collocates 
of sex refer to physical activity, and not the fact of being male or female, which may suggest that this is the 
most frequent sense in which the lexeme is used. When it comes to gender, the LSP corpus provides more 
instances of collocates of gender than the BNC, with all of them falling only into one category, namely 
nouns modified by gender. The BNC also offers a small number of collocates of gender in its grammatical 
sense, whereas in the LSP corpus there are none. The statistics are presented in the table below.
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Table 3. Collocates of sex and gender in the LSP and general corpora

Lexeme Meaning LSP corpus BNC LSP corpus BNC
modifiers of sex/

gender
nouns modified by 

sex/gender
sex 1 (male/female) 2 13 2 19

2 (physical 
activity)

­ 28 ­ 49

gender 1 (male/female) ­ 2 20 14
2 (grammar) ­ 3 ­ 2

The data presented in Table 3 above may suggest that the LSP corpus regarding equal treatment of 
men and women focuses on social and cultural differences rather than biological ones. Hence, we attest 
greater combinatory potential of gender than of sex in the specialized texts as compared to the general 
language, where the situation is the opposite. What is more, the specialized corpus comprises documents 
which put emphasis on human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, the rule of law, and the respect 
for human rights. Consequently, we may assume that the legislator may not have intended to infer and 
regulate the intimate sphere of sexual life. As a result, sex in the sense of physical contact is not attested in 
this corpus, and the lexeme meaning a biological distinction is also hardly ever used.

3.2. Common Collocates for the Two Lexemes

For our analysis, we singled out only the occurrences of sex and gender in the sense referring to being male 
or female, as these are the senses that are attested both in the LSP and the LGP corpora. An observation 
that can be made here is that collocates of the two lexemes vary significantly as we can see in Table 4 
below11.

11 The section of the study concerning collocate candidate overlap and their ranks was inspired by research conducted by 
L’Homme and Azoulay (2020) regarding collocate candidates of selected items extracted from the specialized corpora re­
garding environment protection as compared to the general corpora. Also, an interesting contrastive study of collocational 
behaviour of the term evidence in legal and general corpora was conducted by Michta (2022).
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Table 4. Collocates of sex and gender in the specialized and general corpora

Lexeme LSP corpus The BNC 

sex Modifiers of the lexeme other opposite 
same same

own
female
other
male
fair

different
separate

single
weak

biological
mixed

Nouns modified by the 
lexeme

discrimination difference
characteristic ratio

discrimination
hormone

role
cell

determination
organ

distribution
group

chromosome
equality

segregation
structure

pheromone
inequality

composition
rate
bias
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Lexeme LSP corpus The BNC 

gender Modifiers of the lexeme different
natural

Nouns modified by the 
lexeme

equality difference
gap relation

identity role
directive identity
balance bias

reassignment inequality
stereotype division
inequality issue

strategy politics
surgery stereotype

mainstreaming imbalance
perspective study

bias neutrality
role discrimination

expression segregation
dimension consciousness

impact line
schema 
equality

dimension
order
group

Collocates in the table above are presented by their (raw) frequency (starting from the most 
frequent ones), and the overlapping candidates are marked with greyish cell shading. As we can see, 
some candidates were suggested for both corpora; for instance same and other appear as modifiers of 
the lexeme sex in both lists. Actually, these are the only collocates found in the specialized corpora. The 
BNC, on the other hand, suggests a wider range of possible modifiers such as opposite, female, male, fair, 
or different. When it comes to nouns modified by sex, the specialized corpus offers just two candidates, 
i.e. characteristics and discrimination, whereas the general corpus lists more options, e.g. determination, 
chromosome, distribution, or war. 

As far as gender and its collocates are concerned, we find no modifiers of gender in the specialized 
corpus while the BNC offers just two, namely different and natural. We attest many more nouns modified 
by gender in both corpora. Interestingly, the relatively small specialized corpus yields a large number of 
collocate candidates as compared to results extracted from the much larger general corpus, 17 in the 
specialized corpus and 22 in the BNC. On the one hand, that may be linked to the fact that EU institutions 
place gender and equality very high in their agenda, and hence the term gender is used extensively in official 
publications. On the other hand, the BNC contains less recent language material than the specialized 
corpus used in the present study. The collocations occurring in the small specialized corpus maybe the 
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reflection of the changing values and beliefs in societies, which in turn affect the language used. As Kjær 
(2007: 508) argues, the legal language and consequently its typical word combinations are inextricably 
intertwined with a particular legal system, in this case with the European Union legal regulation system 
common for all member states.

Table 5. Common collocates of sex and gender extracted from the BNC

Sex
Frequency

Gender
Modifiers of the lexeme different 14 8

Nouns modified with the 
lexeme

difference 164 104
discrimination 61 8

role 37 52
group 19 5

equality 13 5
segregation 11 7
inequality 6 33

bias 5 38

Also, it may be worth noting that in the specialized corpus, there is a clear­cut division between 
collocates used with sex and gender, no candidates appear with both, which suggests that the lexemes 
are not used interchangeably and each of them carries its own different meaning. This division may 
reflect the legislator’s intention to make a distinction between individual’s biological role and the socio­
cultural one. What is more, the results of the study indicate that in the LSP corpus gender has a much 
greater combinatory potential appearing in a wide range of collocations whereas sex appears only in two 
collocations, namely sex characteristics and sex discrimination, the latter actually being a well­established 
term featuring in most dictionaries12. Table 5 shows that in the general corpus, we attested a number 
of collocates which appear with both sex and gender. The fact that the two lexical items have common 
collocates may suggest that, in these instances, they act as synonyms.

When we look more closely at Table 4, we notice that the degree of overlap between collocates 
for sex and gender is rather low. As we already mentioned, there are two modifiers of sex found in both 
corpora, namely same and other, and only one noun modified by the lexical item (i.e. discrimination) is 
found in the two lists. As far as gender is concerned, we may investigate only nouns modified by gender 
as there are no modifiers of the term found in the specialized corpus. The candidates suggested for both 
corpora include gender dimension, role, bias, inequality, stereotype, identity, and equality. However, the BNC 
shows that some of the candidates appear interchangeably with sex and gender, with varying frequencies. 
Sex is attested more often than gender in such word combinations as sex group, sex discrimination, sex 

12 That is in line with what some researchers point out, namely the fact that modifier + noun combinations may cover not only 
collocations but also terms. See among others Bergenholtz and Tarp (1994), Michta et al. (2009), L’Homme and Azoulay 
(2020). Distinguishing between collocations and terms may constitute an interesting line of research though it is not the 
main focus of this study.
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difference, sex equality, and sex segregation, whereas gender features more often in combinations such as 
gender role, gender inequality, or gender bias.

Summing up, we attested 2 modifiers of sex in the specialized corpus and 13 in the general one, 
the overlap being 15% (2 items). We also found 2 nouns modified by sex in the LSP corpus and 19 in the 
BNC; here the overlap is just 5% (only 1 item). When it comes to gender, there are no modifiers of the 
lexeme in the specialized corpus and in the general one we attested two instances. The highest degree 
of overlap of 32% (7 items) may be found in the group of nouns modified by gender, with 17 candidates 
in the specialized corpus and 22 in the general one. That may lead us to the conclusion that a sizeable 
number of collocates are specific to each corpus and consequently, the collocational behaviour of the 
analyzed lexemes displays large differences.

3.3. Ranks of Collocates

As it was shown in Section 3.2, the lists of collocates extracted from the specialized corpus and from 
the general one do not tend to show a large degree of overlap. Let us take a closer look at how common 
collocates of sex and gender, respectively, rank in the two corpora. Candidate collocates presented in the 
table below were retrieved from the corpora for a window size 1. The order collocates are presented in 
Table 6 is based on the rank of collocates of the gender attested in the corpora. 

Table 6. Ranks of common collocates of sex and gender

Lexeme Collocate type Collocate Rank in the 
specialized corpus

Rank in the general 
corpus

sex
modifier

other 1 5
same 2 2

modified noun discrimination 1 3

gender modifier

equality 1 19
identity 3 4

stereotype 7 10
inequality 8 6

bias 13 5
role 14 3

dimension 16 20

As can be seen in Table 6, common collocates rarely appear at the same rank. When we look 
at collocates that were assigned high ranks (from 1 to 3), only same (sex) has an identical rank for the 
specialized and general corpora and identity ranks 3 in the specialized corpus and 4 in the general one. The 
top collocate in the specialized corpus, i.e. equality, appears at much lower ranks in the BNC (rank 19), 
stereotype ranks 7 and 10, and dimension comes 16 and 20, respectively. There are also instances where 
high­ranking collocates in the BNC appear at lower ranks in the LSP corpus, e.g. role ranks 3 in the BNC 
and 14 in the specialized corpus, bias comes 5 and 13, respectively. This observation seems to indicate 
that there are large differences between corpora when it comes to collocational profiles of the analyzed 
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items. That may be connected with the fact that even when discussing the same issues different terms tend 
to be used in the specialized and general texts, which in turn is reflected in the corpora. Accordingly, the 
character of the corpus has an effect not only on the terms selected but also on the words they go with.

4. Conclusion 

Data presented in Section 3 tend to confirm that we are more likely to witness polysemy of lexical items 
in the general corpus than in the specialist one, or looking from a different perspective, we may expect 
higher cohesiveness and less polysemy in the specialized corpus as one of the aims of using specialized 
terminology is to convey the intended meaning clearly. Our specialized corpus comprises legal and 
paralegal texts and as Jopek­Bosiacka claims in such texts authors should follow the “principles of semantic 
accuracy and language consistency,” which are key to avoiding ambiguity and misunderstandings ( Jopek­
Bosiacka 2011: 16)13. That may account for the lack of polysemy of the analyzed terms in the specialized 
corpus, they are used in one sense only, and there is no overlap of collocate candidates of the two lexemes 
in question. Unlike the specialized corpus, the general one contains instances of the uses of sex and gender 
where the items carry meanings other than the one assigned in the LSP corpus. Actually, the meaning sex 
is assigned in the specialized corpus is secondary in the general one. 

What is more, the study appears to confirm what L’Homme and Azoulay (2020: 162) advocate, 
i.e. the fact that “the nature of the corpus and the topics it addresses has consequences on the terms used 
and on their collocates”. General corpora contain texts which deal with a wide range of topics whereas 
a specialized corpus focuses on one area only. Consequently, in the specialized corpus lexical items are 
likely to convey a single meaning, authors avoid polysemy, and lexical variety is rather limited. This in 
turn may lead to a low degree of overlap between collocate candidates extracted from the specialized and 
general corpora, as is the case of sex and gender analyzed in this study. In this specific case, the degree of 
overlap may also reveal some differences between standard English in the general corpus and the EU 
English in the specialized corpus. We would expect that collocations retrieved from the latter reflect the 
EU policies and regulations in the area and the terminology used may also be affected by the so­called 
Eurolect specific to communication in this institution.

Further differences in collocational behaviour of the terms in question are revealed by the ranks 
assigned to collocates in each corpus. Hardly ever were collocates assigned the same ranks, only a few 
ranked close and most of them appeared in different parts of lists extracted from each corpus.

All in all, the study provides further evidence for the claim “You shall know a term by the company 
it keeps” (Firth 1968: 179). While the two words in question may be thought of as sharing a common 
core meaning, our analysis has shown that these may be successfully teased apart by looking at their 
collocates. Investigating whether the findings reported in this study can also be extended to other lexical 
items might be an interesting line of further research.

We are aware that this study was carried out only for two selected lexical items, namely sex and 
gender. Still, we believe that it may provide some valuable insights into the workings of specialized and 
general corpora and reveal some differences that may be of importance for researchers dealing with the 

13 It may be worth noting that using synonymy in legal contexts is rather unwelcome though not absent from legal texts. See 
Góźdź­Roszkowski (2013), Matulewska (2016), and Rzepkowska (2023). 
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area of terminology and lexicography. The findings may also prove useful in native and foreign language 
teaching and learning both in general and specialist language contexts as there is a body of literature 
showing that for both L1 and L2 speakers collocations pose a challenge14. Bearing in mind our research 
findings, it seems advisable that designers of teaching materials have access to appropriate authentic 
language material and corpora, know how to make the best use of them, and be aware of possible 
differences in collocational profiles of words as used in their general or specialized meanings so as to 
guarantee the highest standard of the content they produce.
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