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If you — out of the blue — ask someone to “Give me a sentence!”, you will most likely receive a transitive,
active, declarative, positive statement. If you ask someone to “Ask a question!”, it is not obvious whether
you will receive a yes/no-question or a Wh-question. But the preferene is a relevant linguistic point
comparable to questions of whether —and when — one uses an active or a passive statement, or whether
one uses oblique alternation or not. This study discusses the linguistic, demographic and other social
factors that pertain to one’s choice of whether to ask a yes/no-question or a Wh-question; and what the
parameters are that affect such a choice.

In a large-scale survey, we asked international experts on linguistics (n = 538) what — in their opinion —
the general public should ideally know about language. We furthermore asked them to formulate their
responses as questions that everyone should know the answer to. We received 3,349 suggestions for
questions; many of the linguists’ questions were in the form of yes/no-questions, like Are some
languages better than others?, others were in the form of wh-questions like Why are some languages
not better than others? We report our findings from content analyses (themes and topics) of the
responses in Lehecka & Ostman (2022, 2023, submitted). Here we examine the responses from a
constructional point of view.

So, do linguists’ different sociocultural backgrounds influence what types of questions they prefer to
formulate? And if they do, should such preferences for question formation be taken into account in a
constructional description of language, and how could this best be done? Theoretically, the study is a
contribution to discourse-level constructional analyses (cf. Fillmore 1982 on interactional frames,
Ostman 2005 on Construction Discourse, Hollmann 2013 on socio-cognitive linguistics, and Enghels &
Sol Sansifiena 2021.)

Of the 3,349 questions we received, 74% were formulated as Wh-questions (e.g. What is a dialect?);
22% were yes/no-questions (e.g. Are some dialects better than others?); and 3% were imperatives (e.qg.
Explain the difference between a language and a dialect). Here we concentrate on the Wh- vs. yes/no-
question alternation. We find that linguists from the Nordic countries in Europe use Wh-questions
significantly more often than what linguists from the Anglosphere do (encompassing the U.S.A., the
U.K., Australia etc.), and that respondents from the U.S.A., in particular, prefer to use yes/no-questions.
In our presentation, we will also deal with different types of Wh-questions and different types of yes/no-
questions.

In evaluating the significance of our results, it is important to note that we did not find any difference in
the use of specific question words or verbs, and we controlled for the effects of age, gender and
linguistic-subfield affiliation. We also controlled for the amount of time respondents took to give their
suggestions. All in all, we are thus confident in claiming that the results we do find are truly a reflection
of preference for one question type rather than the other. That is, at some level of abstraction, the two
alternative question constructions — the YES-NO QUESTION CONSTRUCTION and the WH-QUESTION
CONSTRUCTION — are equally accessible, at least to linguists.

We can thus say that the respondents’ choice between the YES-NO QUESTION CONSTRUCTION and the
WH-QUESTION CONSTRUCTION is not only semantically governed, but also contextually governed: people
with different demographic backgrounds favor different ways of posing questions, at least general
questions about language. This kind of preference needs to be incorporated in a full description of the
construction grammar of a language, and will thus add to previous work that shows that context needs
to be made part of construction grammatical descriptions, e.g. in the form of discourse attributes in
Construction Discourse, where variation is described as an interplay between discourse attributes and
internal attributes of a construction (e.g. Ostman 2015). The study discusses the extent and manner in
which constructional approaches to language need to deal with preferences of this kind, the preference
for asking a yes/no vs. a Wh-question.
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