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Abstract

Titel: Mainly the same or mostly different? A corpus study of the level of synonymity 
between the adverbs mainly, mostly chiefly and principally

Författare:  Persson, Christina

Engelska C, 2009

Antal sidor: 28

Abstract:  The purpose of this paper is to examine the adverbs mainly, mostly, chiefly and 
principally for their level of synonymity. Dictionaries commonly lists synonyms to 
their main entries without providing information about commonality, contexts or 
level of formality or even sample sentences. More often than not this is done in 
a circular fashion, one main entry is listed as synonym to another which in turn 
is listed as a synonym to the first. This is confusing to persons not knowing what 
word to use and when to use it. The adverbs mainly, mostly, chiefly and 
principally are listed as synonyms to each other in several dictionaries in this 
circular fashion. By using corpus research I have shown that these adverbs are 
not the absolute synonyms dictionaries indicate, but differ greatly in usage, 
context and level of formality. I have investigated real samples of how mainly, 
mostly, chiefly and principally are used in a British newspaper. From the results 
I have obtained, I have analyzed the usage of the adverbs and suggested new and 
improved definitions.

Nyckelord: synonyms, adverbs, corpus research, word usage, collocation
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1. Introduction

"I believe the road to hell is paved with adverbs. To put it another way, they're like 

dandelions." (Stephen King, author)1

This statement from author Stephen King clearly shows how many authors feel about adverbs 

and the use of them. Many authors are wary of adverbs of any kind, where others are quite 

generous with them in their works. Adverbs are possibly the most controversial lexical class 

in the English language; nevertheless, the fact remains that, despite what opinions might be 

expressed, adverbs do perform a valuable role in the English language. Adverbs are the 

modifiers of the English language. They modify verbs, adjectives and/or other adverbs. In 

many dictionaries adverbs such as mainly, mostly, chiefly and principally, which I will 

examine in this study, are considered synonymous.

Synonymity refers to the interchangeability of two or more words in all contexts 

(Jackson 1988:65). Dictionaries usually give words considered synonymous as alternatives to 

the main entry. However, as linguist Howard Jackson states, synonymity is more a question of 

“degree” of interchangeability. If two or more words are interchangeable in all possible 

contexts without altering the meaning, the words are considered absolute synonyms. Absolute

synonyms are, however, according to Jackson, rare or even non-existent, “a luxury which a 

language can afford to do without”. (Jackson 1988:66) Therefore synonymity has to be 

considered in a  sense of overlapping meanings rather than absolute interchangeability

(Jackson 1988:67).

Since synonymity is more or less a question of overlapping meaning the 

dictionary practise of giving synonyms for main entries without examples and without 

indicating levels of formality or appropriate contexts is quite confusing. To make matters 

worse, dictionaries give circular definitions, that is, when one looks up a word synonyms are 

given and when one looks up these synonyms, the original word is referred back to in a 

circular pattern (Goddard 1998:29). This kind of circular definition appears with the adverbs 

mainly, mostly, chiefly and principally. Trying to determine which term is appropriate in 

                                               
1 King, Stephen. 2000. On Writing. Adapted from http://grammar.about.com/od/ab/g/adverbterm.htm (accessed 
090331).
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which context simply by consulting a dictionary is impossible. A person not knowing what 

word to use and when to use it has to choose either by guessing or according to what word 

“sounds” the best. Because this is clearly both confusing and annoying non-circular 

definitions should be provided.

So how to do we tackle the problem of confusing definitions? To quote two 

important contributors to linguistics W. Haas and J.R. Firth: “Don’t look for the meaning -

look for the use” (Haas) and “Words shall be known by the company they keep” (Firth) (both 

quotes from Cruse 2004:99). So, the solution to the problem of deficient definitions will be to 

look for how the words in question are used in the real world and to investigate the linguistic 

contexts in which they occur.

Corpus-based research has been shown to be useful for this purpose. Corpus 

studies do not give definitions, but investigate the usage of each word in a real context. If 

everybody used the English language as defined by grammar books and dictionaries, corpus-

based research would be unnecessary and redundant. However, since language evolves along 

with the individuals using it, corpus-based research is valuable when finding out how words 

and phrases are used in the real world, away from grammar books and dictionaries.

In this paper I will examine the adverbs mainly, mostly, chiefly and principally

from a usage perspective and focus on the degree of synonymity that exists between them. For 

my investigation I will use the Guardian/Observer corpus to determine how these terms are 

used in journalism. I will be working with the hypothesis that the dictionaries are right and 

that these terms are absolute synonyms until I find evidence to the contrary.

2. Background
Palmer (1981:1) defines semantics as “the technical term used to refer to the study of 

meaning, and, since meaning is a part of language, semantics is a part of linguistics.”  

Semantics is then a branch of linguistics devoted to the study of meaning. Both the meaning 

of words and of whole sentences is studied. Historically, meaning has been considered

impossible to study by influential linguists such as Bloomfield and Chomsky, due to the fact 

that they did/do not think that it was/is possible to study meaning in a scientific way

(Wierzbicka 1996:3-4). However, as Hofmann (1993:6) points out using electricity as an

example: we do not have to see what we study, we just have to develop suitable methods and 

procedures to measure it. There is no debate regarding the existence of chemistry as a science 

just because we cannot see molecules. Until very recently, molecules and atoms were 

invisible to the eye even with microscopes. Just like molecules have been invisible to the eye, 



3

meaning has been invisible to linguists for a long time. Nevertheless, according to Hofmann 

(1993:6) the study of semantics started to gain more and more followers during the early 

eighties. Although semantics is currently considered to be a young branch of linguistics, 

Palmer observes that  M. Breal published his book Semantics: studies in the science of 

meaning as early as in 1897 (Palmer, 1981:1).

2.1 Synonyms
This is the definition of a synonym given by the Oxford English Dictionary online:

1. Strictly, a word having the same sense as another (in the same language); 
but more usually, either or any of two or more words (in the same language) 
having the same general sense, but possessing each of them meanings 
which are not shared by the other or others, or having different shades of 
meaning or implications appropriate to different contexts (Oxford English 
Dictionary Online)

According to Jackson (1988:65-66) there are no such things as strict/absolute synonyms, that 

is, two words that are mutually interchangeable in all contexts. For clarity, the word absolute

will be used to refer to this kind of synonymity throughout the rest of the paper. Synonyms 

that have the same general sense and are interchangeable in some contexts, but not all

contexts are what Jackson calls “loose synonyms” (Jackson 1988:67). Figure 1 illustrates how 

the meanings of synonyms overlap. The circle illustrates all possible contexts a word can 

occur in. Figure 1 shows that both word 1 and word 2 can be used in some contexts, but not 

all.

Fig.1 The overlap in contexts where two words are interchangeable

   

       

It is the size of the overlap in meaning that determines the level of synonymity between 

words. Some pairs of words overlap more than others. One example is find and discover

which  are interchangeable the sense of “Lisa found/discovered the ball in the garden” but not 

in the sense of “Fleming discovered penicillin in 1928”. Fleming did not find penicillin in the 

Word 1      
Over-                           
lap in           Word 2
meaning



4

same sense as Lisa found the ball but discovered penicillin, that is, unveiled something new 

which Lisa did not do when she found the ball because its existence was already known when 

she found it (Jackson 1988:65). Synonyms are found in the content word classes: noun, verb, 

adjective and adverb. 

Cruse (2000: 156-160) distinguishes between three types of synonymity: 

absolute synonymity, propositional synonymity and near-synonymity. He agrees with Jackson 

that absolute synonyms are very rare or non-existent. The term ‘absolute’ is used in the same 

way as Jackson uses ‘strict’ when talking about synonyms. The next type of synonymity is 

propositional synonymity. Propositional synonymity has to do with entailment and truth 

conditions. If one word in a sentence is replaced by a synonym and the truth conditions are 

not violated, then the two words are propositional synonyms. The differences between the 

propositional synonyms, according to Cruse, can be due to “(i) differences in expressive 

meaning, (ii) differences of stylistic level (on the colloquial-formal dimension), and (iii) 

differences of presupposed field of discourse” (Cruse 2000:158). The example he gives on 

this is the differences between fiddle and violin, and shin and fibula. Where fiddle is the more 

colloquial word, violin is more neutral and where shin is the more neutral word, fibula is 

almost exclusively found in medical contexts (Cruse 2000:158).

The third type of synonymity is near-synonymity. With near synonymity, the 

differences between the near-synonyms are considered minor or backgrounded (Cruse 

2000:159). Cruse admits that this is not a very good definition, but that it will do for now. His 

examples of minor differences are:

(i) ajacent position on scale of ‘degree’: fog:mist, laugh:chuckle, 
hot:scorching, big:huge, disaster:catastrophe, pull:heave, weep:sob, etc.;
(ii) certain adverbial specializations of verbs: amble:stroll, chuckle:giggle, 
drink:quaff;
(iii) aspectual distinctions: calm:placid (state vs. disposition);
(iv) difference of prototype centre: brave (prototypically physical): 
courageous (prototypically involves intellectual and moral factors). (Cruse 
2000:160)

Cruse continues to give the example of pretty and handsome as having the same propositional 

meaning as “good-looking” but having the backgrounded major difference of gender. Pretty is 

considered female while handsome is considered male (Cruse 2000:160).

2.2 Dictionaries
Dictionaries are generally seen as collections of all the words in a language listed in 

alphabetical order. When a dictionary is consulted, either online or as a printed book, it is 

often considered to be the authority regarding questions about spelling, grammar, 



5

pronunciation or definitions (Jackson 1988:35). However, when one consults several 

dictionaries one often realizes that they are not in agreement on how to define words. Jackson 

(1988:35) discusses whether or not dictionaries can be trusted as authorities when it comes to 

word definitions and arrives at the conclusion that they cannot.

Synonyms are usually listed in dictionaries for each main entry. Although it is 

good to have several alternative words to use, a learner of English will find it confusing when 

s/he encounters circular definitions. 

A circular definition, as observed above, results when several main entries refer 

to one another as synonyms. Moreover, such definitions are normally presented without  

information as to which context to use which word in (Goddard 1998:28-29). Example 1 

shows definitions from Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary  which are clear cases of circular 

definitions.

Ex. 1 Definitions showing a circular pattern

Mainly: for the most part : CHIEFLY

Mostly: for the greatest part : MAINLY

Chiefly: most importantly : PRINCIPALLY , ESPECIALLY 2 : for the most part :
MOSTLY , MAINLY
Principally: most important, consequential, or influential : CHIEF <the principal ingredient>
<the region's principal city>

It is clear that each of these main entries refers to the others as synonyms without providing 

information regarding usage in appropriate contexts or what the level of formality is 

compared with that of the synonyms. For this purpose sample sentences are valuable 

additions. It was only for principally a sample sentence was provided.

2.3  Collocation and connotation
As the quote from J.R. Firth (in Cruse 2004:99) quoted above suggests, we should look at the 

company a word keeps, i.e., a word’s collocates. 

Collocative meaning consists of the associations a word acquires on account 
of the meanings of words which tend to occur in its environment (Leech 
1974:20 from Partington 1998:16)

Collocations are useful to look at to determine what a word means. As Partington states, if 

people come across a word unfamiliar to them, they look at the words surrounding the 

unfamiliar word to determine meaning (Partington 1998:16). Collocations are not only useful 

for determining meaning, but also for determining register and context. What is the level of 

formality and is there a specialized context which requires specialized words and/or phrases?
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When doing corpus research, the researcher examines both the left and right collocates of a 

word or phrase for patterns.

“Connotation relates to the association a word has over and above its 

denotation” (Jackson 1988:58). This means that a word does not only carry the lexical 

definition listed in a dictionary but also other, non-grammatical associations which influences 

the usage of the word in different contexts. For instance, a word can have emotive overtones 

that can be exploited by for example advertisers or political campaign workers (Jackson 

1988:59-60). Emotive meaning is one out of several parts of connotation. A good example of 

connotation is the sentence He is a pig. Either the subject in the sentence is actually the 

animal pig or it is a human behaving in such a sloppy manner that it would warrant the label 

of pig because of the connotations pig has such as uncleanliness and foul smell (Jackson 

1988:59).

2.4 Adverbs
The Oxford English Dictionary online defines adverbs like this:

Name of one of the Parts of Speech: a word used to express the attribute of 
an attribute; which expresses any relation of place, time, circumstance, 
causality, manner, or degree, or which modifies or limits an attribute, or 
predicate, or their modification; a word that modifies or qualifies an adjective, 
verb, or other adverb. Also used attrib. (Oxford English Dictionary online, 
090326)

As stated earlier, adverbs, along with adjectives, are the modifiers in the English language. 

They help to specify the meaning of the word/clause/sentence they modify further when the 

meaning might be too unclear or broad to be effective when communicating. In many contexts 

adverbs are used to intensify or downtone the impact of the word/clause/sentence they 

modify.

Adverbs can be placed in several places in the sentence, although, according to 

the Encyclopedia Britannica Online there are preferred positions for adverbs. 

“Adverbs of frequency tend to come immediately after the substantive verb 
(“You are often late”), before other verbs (“You never know”), and between 
auxiliaries and full verbs (“You can never tell”).... Adverbs of time usually 
occur at the beginning or end of a sentence, seldom in the middle.... An 
adverb of place or direction follows a verb with which it is semantically 
bound: “We arrived home after dark.” Other adverbs normally take end 
positions in the order of manner, place, and time: “Senator Smith summed it 
all up most adroitly [manner] in Congress [place] last night [time].” “ 
(Encyclopedia Britannica Online, 090602)

As the last example in the quote from Encyclopedia Britannica Online shows, there is no 

problem in placing several adverbs in sequence in a sentence.
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2.4.1 Definitions of the adverbs investigated
Below are the definitions of the adverbs I will be examining which are given in three of the 

most prominent dictionaries online. I chose to use the online services, working under the 

assumption that the most recent information will make it to the Internet before it appears in 

any printed dictionary. For reasons of space I also chose only to list the most common senses 

of the words. For a full definition of the adverbs see the Appendix.

Mainly

Dictionary.com
1. chiefly; principally; for the most part; in the main; to the greatest extent: Our success was 
due mainly to your efforts. The audience consisted mainly of students.
Oxford English Dictionary online 
3. For the most part; in the main; as the chief thing, chiefly, principally. Now the principal sense.

Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary
2: for the most part : CHIEFLY

Mostly

Dictionary.com
for the most part; in the main: The work is mostly done.
chiefly; principally.
Oxford English Dictionary online
1. For the most part; on the whole, usually.
Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary
for the greatest part : MAINLY

Chiefly

Dictionary.com
primarily; essentially: He phoned chiefly to let us know he was feeling better.
mainly; mostly: This dish consists chiefly of noodles.
Oxford English Dictionary online
1. In chief, in particular; preeminently; especially, particularly; above all, most of all. 
chiefliest: most particularly.
2. (Relatively to others.) Principally, mainly, for the most part. (Usually with the force of 
‘mainly but not exclusively’.)
Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary
1 : most importantly : PRINCIPALLY , ESPECIALLY 2 : for the most part : MOSTLY , MAINLY

Principally

Dictionary.com
chiefly; mainly.
Oxford English Dictionary online
1. a. In the chief or first place; above all; pre-eminently. 
3. For the most or greater part; in most cases; in the main; mostly. 
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Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary
1 : most important, consequential, or influential : CHIEF <the principal ingredient> <the 
region's principal city>

Looking at the definitions above it is clear that these adverbs are for the most part defined in 

terms of their supposed synonyms. There are definitions for the words also, however short 

and strikingly similar to one another. For example the definition for the most part that occurs 

in all of the adverbs’ definitions in the Oxford English Dictionary. 

Dictionary.com gives only synonyms and sample sentences for chiefly and 

principally but gives somewhat of a definition for mainly and mostly. Merriam-Webster 

Online Dictionary mixes definitions and synonyms and the Oxford English Dictionary gives 

more definitions than synonyms.

The dictionaries are almost in agreement on what the adverbs mean. Mainly and 

mostly are supposed to be used first and foremost to refer to the greatest part and chiefly and 

principally are supposed to  refer to what is most important. However, since the dictionaries 

above list synonyms in a circular pattern, this is not obvious.

2.4.2 Etymology of the adverbs investigated
One way of looking at the meaning of words and the level of synonymity between them is to 

look at their history, their etymology. The following etymologies are taken from the Oxford 

English Dictionary Online:

1. Mainly has been present in the English language since ca 1300. Mainly is derived from the 

adjective main which appeared ca 1275.

2. Mostly appeared in the English language in 1563. Mostly is derived from the adjective more

in superlative form, most. Most has been present in English since ca 1275. 

3. Chiefly as an adverb appeared in English in 1340. Chiefly is derived from the adjective 

chief meaning head, highest in rank, most important. Chief as an adjective appeared in the 14th

century. 

4. Principally appeared in English 1340. Principally is derived from the adjective principal

which has been present in English since ca 1300. 
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Chiefly and principally appeared first in the English language as loanwords from French and 

Latin (by way of French). Mainly and mostly were both influenced by Germanic languages on 

the European mainland as well as Scandinavia.

2.5 Corpus-based research - a background
Corpus-based research is useful and effective in the kind of investigation conducted here for 

several reasons. According to Biber et al. (1998:4), corpus-based research is empirical 

because it relies on large collections (corpora) of texts occurring in everyday life. The large 

amount of data accessible makes for reliable results and since we nowadays have computers 

to rely upon to do all the tedious work of finding and sorting the data of interest, the 

researcher can concentrate on interpreting the data and finding interesting patterns and 

drawing conclusions (Biber et.al. 1998:4).

According to Biber et.al. (1998:6) there are two major kinds of investigation 

when it comes to corpus-based research. Either the researcher concentrates on individual texts 

(or collections of texts) and analyzes them for characteristics, or the researcher concentrates 

on a specific linguistic feature and investigates how this is used in a variety of texts. In the 

present study, the usage of adverbs in journalism is of interest.

The ability to handle very large amounts of data makes corpus-based research 

interesting when it comes to finding out how specific features of language are used in 

different contexts: literature, philosophy, religion, journalism etc (Biber et. al. 1998:6). Biber 

et. al. also list several disadvantages or, at least, issues to remember when using corpora as a 

research tool. First, there is the issue of size of the chosen corpus. Biber et. al. states that, for 

lexicographical research, corpora containing many millions of words are required because 

some grammatical features are rare (1998:249). For the present study I do not believe the size 

of the corpus I chose will be a problem since it contains the required many millions of words. 

It is a fairly large corpus and thus suitable for the investigation at hand.

Second, there is the issue of representativeness. Biber et. al. (1998:248) reminds 

the researcher to be well informed about how the corpus is put together and to make sure it is 

representative enough to be used for the investigation. In the present case I am aware of the 

fact that my data comes solely from British newspaper articles written by professional 

journalists and edited to fit into the newspaper and also that they are aimed at the 

Guardian/Observer target group. Although the topics of the articles in themselves are diverse 

and contain a variety of vocabulary and language structures, there are similarities between the 

articles since they are edited to fit into a newspaper with specific goals in mind such as profit. 
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There is also a particular register for newspapers that is used by journalists which

differentiates them from other texts such as advertisements or fictional writing. Readers 

should recognize a newspaper article as just that without having to think about it. 

In this study, I do not propose to investigate adverb usage in the general 

population. Needless to say, this would require larger collections of data from more diverse 

corpora than I have chosen here. Also, it would require more time and space than is possible

in this paper. Here my aim is, rather, to examine how the adverbs I have chosen to investigate 

are used in the Guardian/Observer in order to determine whether or not they differ in 

meaning.

3. Method
I chose to use corpora to investigate the adverbs mainly, mostly, chiefly and principally. This 

method had several advantages over other methods such as introspection or evaluating many 

dictionaries. Introspection, which is the most common method for choosing a word when 

writing something, is not appropriate for this kind of research for several reasons. First I 

might not be right in my assumptions as to what word is appropriate. At best it will be an 

educated guess what word to use, at worst it will be a complete shot in the dark. Second, I can 

never prove my hunches to be correct without consulting other people.

The Guardian/Observer corpus from 2004 is my data source for investigating 

the usage of the adverbs mainly, mostly, chiefly and principally in journalism. The search 

engine I used was MicroConcord which enabled me to search for the adverbs, one at a time, to 

find samples of their usage. I limited the number of samples to 100 for each adverb due to 

time and space constraints. For the adverb mainly 99 samples were used due to the fact that 

two of the sample sentences were identical. Using the sorting feature of MicroConcord I 

sorted the samples, according to both left and right collocations. 

I have recorded the two words to the left and the two words to the right of the 

search word, i.e. the adverb. Grammatical dividers like full stops, commas and semi-colons 

were not taken into account.

As for what constitutes a word, I decided to treat all units of alphanumeric 

characters separated by blank spaces as individual words with two exceptions: hyphenated 

words were treated as one word and the phrase “swear words” was also treated as one word 

due to the usage of it in that particular sentence. Abbreviations not spelled out were treated as 

one word. Brackets appearing in the sample sentences were removed along with their content 

if their only function in the sentence was to add information, not change the sentence meaning 
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or structure. When the search word appeared inside a bracket I chose to ignore the bracket and 

just examine the words even if they appeared outside of the bracket.

I have also chosen to treat proper names of persons, places, titles of books, films 

or music albums as one word provided they refer to a specific person, place or work of art. 

Nicknames were treated the same way. The definite article was always treated as a separate 

word.

The collocates were divided up into their respective lexical classes and counted. 

Any word occurring more than once was considered significant and is recorded in Tables 2-5.

The collection of data was then examined for patterns of usage. I divided the 

sample sentences into categories according to the patterns I found. I considered the findings 

significant if there were differences between the usages of the adverbs within each category.

4. Results
Table 1 shows the frequency of the adverbs mainly, mostly, chiefly and principally found in 
the Guardian/Observer corpus.

    Table 1. Frequency of the adverbs investigated
Words counted to 
retrieve 100 samples

Frequency 

Mainly 2,632,771 1/26,377
Mostly 2,887,467 1/28,874
Chiefly 22,395,375 1/223,953
Principally 16,749,713 1/167,497

As Table 1 shows, there is a very small difference between the two most common adverbs, 

mainly and mostly. Chiefly and principally on the other hand are more rare. Mainly and mostly

are about eight to ten times as common as chiefly and principally in this corpus. 

Tables 2 to 5 show the most frequent collocates along with their number of 

occurrences for the adverbs mainly, mostly, chiefly and principally. The words occurring only 

once have been omitted. All percentages given below have been rounded off to the nearest. 

The percentages of the collocates that occur more than once are calculated and shown under

the tables. 



12

Table 2. Mainly with left and right collocates

Mainly

Left 2 Left 1 Right 1 Right 2
6 of 4  are 8  because 11  the
5 to 4  be 6  by 4  by
3  in 4  is 6  of 3  and
3  would 4  the 5  on 3  areas
2  are 3  a 4  to 3  of
2  is 3  but 3  from 2  a
2  the 3  of 3  in 2  on
2  which 2  consists/-ed 2  as 2  people
2  who 2  used 2  Asian 2  their

2  female 2  with
2  focused
2  for
2  motivated
2  Muslim
2  Shia
2  with
2  young

The second left group of collocates that occur more than once with mainly is made up of three

prepositions (of, to, in), one modal auxiliary (would), two forms of be (are, is), one article

(the) and two relative pronouns (which, who). Prepositions occur 14 times and makes up for 

52% of the group.

The first left collocate group is made up of two verbs (consist, use), three forms 

of be (are, be, is), two articles (the, a), one conjunction (but) and one preposition (of). The 

forms of be made up for 41% of the group.

The first right collocate group is made up of nine prepositions (by, of, on, to, 

from, in as, for, with), five adjectives (Asian, female, Muslim, Shia, young), two verbs 

(focused, motivated) and one conjunction (because). The conjunction because was the single 

word that had most occurrences for this group, 14%.

The second right collocate group is made up of four prepositions (by, of, on, 

with), two nouns (areas, people), one conjunction (and), two articles (the, a)  and one 

possessive adjective (their). The single word that had most occurrences was the definite 

article with eleven occurrences (32%).
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Table 3. Mostly with left and right collocates

Mostly

Left 2 Left 1 Right 1 Right 2
9  the 11  is 8  in 7  the
5  is 6  but 4  about 4  by
5  it 4  are 3  at 3  were
4  of 4  were 3  been 2  and
2  a/an 3  have 2  a 2  as
2  are 3  still 2  by 2  in
2  in 3  the 2  from 2  to
2  they 2  and 2  men 2  was
2  what 2  people 2  small

2  staffed
2  they
2  this

The second collocate group to the left of mostly is made up of two articles (a, the), two 

personal pronouns (it, they), one interrogative pronoun (what), two forms of be (is, are) and 

two prepositions (of, in). The articles makes up for a third (33%) of the group.

The first left collocate group is made up of one auxiliary verb (have), 3 forms of 

be (is, are, were), two conjunctions (but, and), one adverb (still), one uncountable noun 

(people) and one article (the). The verbs combined make up 58% of the group.

The first right collocate group is made up of five prepositions (in, about, at, by, 

from), one verb (staffed), one form of be (been), one personal pronoun (they), one 

demonstrative pronoun (this), one demonstrative adjective (this), one adjective (small), one 

noun (men), and one article (a) The prepositions makes up for 56% of the group.

The second right collocate group is made up of one article (the), two forms of be

(were, was), four prepositions (by, as, in, to) and one conjunction (and). The prepositions 

dominate this group with 42%.
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                 Table 4. Chiefly with left and right collocates

Chiefly

Left 2 Left 1 Right 1 Right 2
7  the 7  is 13  because 10  the
3  be 3  are 7  by 6  for
3  been 2  a 7  the 4  a/an
2  he 2  games 7  to 3  from
2  is 2  problems 5  for 3  I
2  remembered 2  remembered 5  in 3  of
2  this 4  remembered 3 they
2  was 4  that 2  and
2  world 3  a/an 2  be

3  at 2  he
3  from 2  his
3  on 2  Iraq
2  as 2  it
2  celebrated
2  economic
2  over
2  responsible

The second left collocate group of chiefly is made up of one verb (remembered), four forms of

be (be, been, is, was), one article (the), one personal pronoun (he), one demonstrative pronoun 

(this), one demonstrative adjective (this)2 and one noun (world). The verbs make up for 

almost half of the group with 48%.

The first left collocate group is made up of one verb (remembered), two forms 

of be (is, are), two nouns (games, problems) and one article (a). The verbs combined 

dominated with 67% of the group.

The first right collocate group is made up of nine prepositions (by, to, for, in, at, 

from, on, as, over), two articles (a, the), two verbs (remembered, celebrated), two adjectives 

(economic, responsible), one conjunction (because) and one relative pronoun (that). The 

prepositions make up for 50% of the group.

The second right collocate group is made up of  two articles (a, the), three 

prepositions (for, from, of), four personal pronouns (I, they, he, it), one possessive adjective 

(his), one noun (Iraq), one form of be (be) and one conjunction (and). In this group the 

articles dominate with 32% with prepositions as close second with 27%.

                                               
2 In the sample sentences the word this was used once as a demonstrative pronoun and once as a demonstrative 
adjective, therefor it is listed twice
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One interesting aspect of these collocates is that the verb remember occurs several times in 

three out of four groups. It appears only once as right collocate for mainly, twice as a 

collocate for principally. Obviously chiefly is the main adverb to use when someone is 

remembered for something. If we also add the verb celebrate, which is used in the same 

construction as remember in my data, we see that remember and celebrate are more likely to 

occur as collocates to chiefly than to any of the other adverbs in the sense “he is chiefly

rembered/celebrated for...”.

Table 5. Principally with left and right collocates

Principally

Left 2 Left 1 Right 1 Right 2

6  it 9  is 10  because 12 the
5  to 5  was 8  on 6  it
4  the 3  used 8  to 3  a
3  and 2  are 5  by 3  and
2  are 2  be 5  in 3  for
2  be 2  considered 4  for 3  to
2  he 2  depends 4  from 2  get
2  in 2  focus 4  the 2  he
2  is 2  not 3  a 2  in
2  of 2  which 3  at 2  structures
2  other 2  famous
2  was 2  of

2  with

The second left collocate group of principally is made up of three prepositions (to, in, of), two 

personal pronouns (it, he), four forms of be (are, be, is, was), one article (the), one 

conjunction (and) and one adjective (other). About one quarter of the group is made up of 

prepositions (26%). The pronouns (24%) and the forms of be (24%) makes up for about one 

quarter each. 

The first left collocate group is made up of four verbs (used, considered, 

depends, focus), four forms of be (is, was, are, be), one relative pronoun (which) and one 

adverb (not). The verbs combined make up for 87% of this group.

The first right collocate group is made up of nine prepositions (on, to, by, in, for, 

from, at, of, with), two articles (the, a), one adjective (famous) and one conjunction (because). 

The dominant lexical class in this group are prepositions with 68%.

The second right collocate group is made up of  two articles (the, a), three prepositions (for, 

to, in), two personal pronouns (it, he), one conjunction (and), one verb (get) and one noun 
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(structures). The articles dominates with 39% and prepositions and pronouns come second 

with 21% each. 

The collocates show that the single most common left collocate was different 

forms of be. Appearing for the most part in the position of first left collocate in 15% of the

samples for all the adverbs, but also as second left collocate in 7% of all samples. The first 

right collocates are dominated by the conjunction because with 8% of all collocates. As Table 

2 shows, mostly does not have because in the first right group. Because appeared only once as 

an immediate right collocate to mostly. 

5. Analysis
Further analysis revealed that mainly is the only adverb that routinely can be placed between 

the indefinite/definite articles and a noun pre-modified by an adjectivce. This “article-

MAINLY-adjective-noun”-construction was found in 8% of the sample sentences. Mostly

displayed only three examples of this pattern and there were only two instances of chiefly. 

Principally is not used at all in this type of construction.

Concordance 1. The ‘article-MAINLY-adjective-noun’ construction
5 is 20s. She took her son by bus every day to a mainly Asian school in Burnley's Stoneyholme 

6 ame an independent councillor, she visited the mainly Asian Daneshouse and Stoneyholme ward 

23 ssels. Poland is by far the largest of the 10 mainly central and eastern European countries 

49 r ago is increasing.  The unrest began in the mainly Kurdish town of Qamishli where fans of 

51 native swing produc ers of crude oil. But the mainly Middle Eastern grouping of the world's 

59 t is hard to recall now that the success of a mainly non-violent strategy in South Africa 

82 ed minor injuries."  Although security in the mainly Shia areas of southern Iraq has been 

Mainly and mostly are used most frequently in dependent clauses to define groups or areas 

mentioned in the main clause. Mainly and mostly add more information to further describe or 

define what is talked about in the main clause. This construction is most common with mainly

and mostly, 24% and 25% of the samples respectively. It is also found in the samples of 

chiefly and principally but to a much lesser degree (16% and 17% respectively).

Concordance 2. Mainly and mostly defining nouns referring to groups or areas

1 n hard, and that there is a group of students, mainly able boys, whose attitudes decline 

26 gh state security court. Twenty-three others, mainly Egyptians, were jailed for between 

37 ilitant groups which send in suicide bombers, mainly Hamas and Islamic Jihad.  As part of 

80  party has fallen.  A few hundred City types, mainly second division corporate financiers 

86 nered. They said that at least 25 militants - mainly Tajik, Chechen and Uzbek fighters -

88 oice. There are also links to other websites, mainly those with a high visual content.  

100 new readers are "lost Independent readers" - mainly young people and women - who had
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22 st. On the main road outside, about 20 people, mostly children, from the Free Presbyterian 

50  the surveillance name Mozart. Friends of his (mostly Iranian, all from ethnic minorities 

52 al an hour later. Eleven others in the street, mostly Libyans, were injured.  The gunman, 

58 ch.  A study of 400 offences and perpetrators, mostly men, discovered that at least 70% of 

76 gime known for its brutality.  Another 70 men, mostly South Africans, are being detained in 

91 i Kolok in Thailand, injuring about 30 people, mostly tourists.  28 March 2004, The 

99 ar.  The charity believes that the youngsters, mostly young teenagers, with many aged 

Chiefly and principally dominated in sentence constructions where dependent clauses defined

the content of the noun in the main clause and where the noun was not referring to a group or 

area. It is the same kind of construction as above with the dependent clause giving more 

information about the noun in the main clause. The new information can also be found in 

brackets as in ex. 50. This is a much smaller category, making up 8% of the samples of chiefly

and 13% of the samples of principally. It is however significant for adverb usage in the sense 

that the construction - adverb introducing extra information about a noun - that does not refer 

to a group or area is almost completely absent from the samples of mainly and mostly. Only 

one instance was found in the samples for mainly and four instances were found for mostly.

Concordance 3. Chiefly and principally defining nouns not referring to groups or areas
69 e with a member. Harry's Bar, as I recall, is chiefly red and deliciously exclusive, the 

86 talked of the threats posed to George junior, chiefly the Iraq crisis and the domestic 

89 y among women, and technological innovations, chiefly the internet, have transformed our 

5 esting in one - off wedding insurance which principally aims to cover the costs of 

32 national copyright convention. Such rights principally comprise a right to be identified as 

48  a person who understands the way of GLC - principally getting caned at Yates' Wine Lodge 

50 itness as well as lectures on "integrity" (principally how a jockey should behave towards 

Another category where chiefly and principally dominated was constructions listing the most 

important reason for why the main clause is true/taking place. This construction occurs

commonly with chiefly and principally (22% and 12% of the samples respectively). It is less 

common for mainly where it occurs only in 8% of the samples. In the samples for mostly, it 

occurred only once.

Concordance 4. Chiefly and principally in sentences listing most important reason

11 ar this summer down to skipping the Olympics, chiefly because he could not bear the thought 

13 ace. The mistakes are ongoing and cumulative, chiefly because America is perceived as 

15 r award ceremony in St Petersburg next month, chiefly because it is the home-town of her 

18 ad of Mankell's last book, The White Lioness, chiefly because I had lost interest in his 

19 nman found a way to break the Karlovic serve, chiefly because his forehand, never the most 

20 l agencies still weren't producing the goods, chiefly because they're still fixated on big 

22 book on the internet, but the venture failed, chiefly because he could not, or would not, 
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13 lf into a terrible lather over the subject, principally because baseball, a sport that has 

15 ich Earl Howe describes as 'deeply flawed - principally because it fails almost wholly to 

16 e.  Exercise is a great way to lose weight, principally because it's hard to eat a tub of 

17 hat the US incursion into Iraq was failing, principally because it feared the chaos would 

18 the first LEA to come out of the woodwork - principally because it never retreated into it. 

19 ecting any suggestion of anything negative, principally because he knew today's fourth-

20 Court of Arbitration for Sport in Lausanne, principally because it did not want to air its 

A smaller, but important number of samples contain passive constructions in which the 

adverb is used to indicate the main causal agent.

Concordance 5. Passive constructions with adverbs used to indicate main causal agent
17 at TB is on the up in southern Africa, fuelled mainly by the Aids epidemic. The WHO says 

19 led 'bastard pop', collages of existing tracks mainly by dead people. Jimi Hendrix with 

20  that the number of these "dead zones", caused mainly by the run-off of nitrogen 

22 hich runs the network, the Rail Regulator and, mainly, by the seven big urban Passenger 

26 n, still at a research stage, is being funded chiefly by the EU, which has committed pounds 

29 t the song itself is extraordinary; propelled chiefly by an insistent repeated note on the 

30 bertines, the band's greatness was proclaimed chiefly by the band themselves, while their 

31  now the phrase middle England has been used, chiefly by right-leaning newspapers, to paste 

25 nties aficionado Bharat Nalluri and written principally by Tony Jordan, a script consultant 

27 n age which, in those days, was considered (principally by men) beyond the limit of a 

28 t home, the Saudis have promoted it abroad, principally by funding hardcore Wahhabi and 

29 is collective and co-operative.  The songs, principally by singer Marina Abad, guitarist 

For three of the adverbs (mainly, chiefly and principally) this construction is at least 

somewhat regularly used. The frequencies were 7% of the samples for mainly, 4% of the 

samples for chiefly, 6% of the samples for principally. This category also includes a few 

samples of the same construction, but with from used instead of by.

Concordance 6. Main causal agent stated with adverb+from
35  tombstone, restored a year ago with donations mainly from Guardian readers, was kinder, 

44 rchitects, with private and public funding, principally from the Heritage Lottery Fund and 

46 al context. Iran feels tremendous pressure, principally from the US, over nuclear arms, 

However, mostly is not used in this kind of construction at all. When mostly is used with by

the statement does not reflect causal agency, but rather less powerful agents instead. Since I 

found only two instances of by right-collocating with mostly this cannot be said to be any 

conclusive evidence of the powerlessness of the agents, but since mostly and mainly are the 
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most common adverbs of the four, I would assume that if the mostly+by-construction was to 

be common, it would also be more common in my sample.

Concordance 7. Agents stated with a ‘mostly+by’ construction
18  rich can easily evade the tax, which is borne mostly by middle-income inheritors. Getting 

19 racks, recorded around 1946, he is accompanied mostly by small bands. The beauty of his 

6. Discussion
As discussed earlier, dictionary-makers frequently use circular definitions and list main 

entries as synonyms for each other, when in fact absolute synonymity is very rare or even 

non-existent. This is particularly true in the case of the adverbs mainly, mostly, chiefly and 

principally which are often given as synonyms for one another. The results of the present 

study suggest, however, that the hypothesis that these adverbs are absolute synonyms does not 

hold, at least for the samples I have taken from the Guardian/Observer corpus. 

Following Cruse’s definition of a propositional synonym (2000:158) I believe 

that the adverbs mainly, mostly, chiefly and principally are propositional synonyms rather than 

absolute synonyms. They are related, but have differences. They do not violate the truth 

conditions in a sentence even if they are substituted, but there are changes in expressive 

meaning, level of formality and in what contexts they are used.

Mainly and mostly are used to a much larger extent when the dependent clause 

they head provides more information about groups of people or geographical areas (including 

cyberspace as a geographical area since the metaphor used when talking about cyberspace and 

the Internet is usually the one relating to the spatial domain) and other very concrete nouns 

(things, animals and such) where chiefly and principally are more frequently used when the 

dependent clause describes and defines categories of nouns that do not refer to people or 

areas, or are intangible categories of nouns.

Mostly was the one adverb that surprised me the most. Only one of the 

dictionaries I consulted gave mostly as a synonym to mainly, but in my investigation mainly

and mostly shared more similarities than mostly did with chiefly and principally. However, 

mostly did not occur in several concordance categories. This implies that mainly, chiefly and 

principally share more properties and contexts in which they are interchangeable than mostly

do with any of them.

From a functional perspective, the differences between the adverbs are greater 

than what the dictionaries suggest. Since language evolves, I will assume that dictionaries 

have not kept pace with language evolution. This is strange though, due to all the electronic 
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resources available nowadays. To prove the general opinion of dictionaries as the ultimate 

authority on words and word usage more time and money must be put into research to make 

dictionaries the accurate resource people need.

7. Conclusion
My conclusion is that the adverbs I examined are not absolute synonyms since their usage 

varies. If they were, they should be mutually interchangeable in all possible contexts. I have 

found, however, that they differ as to placement, collocation and level of formality.

The following figure is a rough estimate of the degree of adverb overlap:

Fig 2. The interrelationships between mainly, mostly, chiefly and principally3

As the figure depicts, there are overlaps in usage between all the adverbs, but they are bigger 

between mainly and mostly as well as between chiefly and principally than between mostly

and chiefly or mainly and principally. I chose to make all the circles the same size to make the 

overlaps clearer, but from the sample I retrieved from the Guardian/Observer corpus, the 

circles for chiefly and principally should be smaller in that they occur less frequently than 

mainly and mostly. That would, however, make the figure less clear and the purpose would be 

lost.

                                               
3 The figure is not proportional to overlaps in contexts in reality, but is intended to serve as an illustration only

                 Mainly

                           
Chiefly

                           
            Principally           

                                            

                                  
Mostly         
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For future dictionary-makers I would suggest that they incorporate not only the meaning of 

the word, but also more sample sentences illustrating how they differ in usage. Further, 

perhaps the synonym-feature should be avoided. It is better to suggest alternative words that 

are similar in meaning or near synonyms but not use the misleading term ‘synonym’. Some 

dictionaries rate their main entries according to how common they are in ordinary language, 

but this is not sufficient because in many cases when a person looks up a word he/she needs to 

know not only what the word means but also the level of formality and how it is used in 

sentences as well. 

I suggest that the definitions of the adverbs be updated to something like the 

following:

Mainly: For the most part, the most important part. Related to mostly, chiefly and principally. 

Used routinely with the modified adjective if the adjective is placed between the 

indefinite/definite article and the noun in the sentence. 

Ex: She took her son by bus every day to a mainly Asian school in Burnley's Stoneyholme

      Poland is by far the largest of the 10 mainly central and eastern European countries

Also used in dependent clauses when groups of people or geographical areas in the main 

clause are to be defined. 

Ex: Twenty-three others, mainly Egyptians, were jailed for between one and twenty days.

   A few hundred City types, mainly second division corporate financiers were interviewed.

Used for stating the main agent in by-constructions.

Ex: TB is on the up in southern Africa, fuelled mainly by the Aids epidemic.

      The number of these "dead zones", caused mainly by the run-off of nitrogen have increased.

Mostly: For the most part. Related to mainly, chiefly and principally. Used routinely for 

defining the largest part of something. Used routinely for defining groups of people or 

geographical areas in dependent clauses.

Ex: Taxes are expected to go in the coming year, mostly in Ireland.

             The British soldiers were stationed in Afghanistan, mostly in Kabul.

    

Chiefly: Formal. The most important part, for the most part. Related to mainly, mostly and 

principally. Used routinely for, in a dependent clause, stating the most important reason that 

the main clause is true or taking place with because.

Ex: I decided to choose quail, chiefly because I was curious to taste this delicacy

          The studio is considered valuable chiefly because of its library of more than 4,000 films.

Also routinely used with by-constructions indicating a main agent.
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Ex: The band's greatness was proclaimed chiefly by the band themselves

       The research is being funded chiefly by the EU, which has committed pounds to the 

       laboratory.

Used in a dependent clause for defining the noun of the main clause.

Ex: Technological innovations, chiefly the internet, have transformed our everyday life. 
      The press takes on responsibilities: chiefly to be accurate and fair.

Used in formal texts such as obituaries or texts of celebration to denote significant

achievements.

Ex: De Maria is chiefly celebrated for The Lightning Field.

      He will be remembered chiefly for his works on Elgar and Handel.

Principally: Formal. The most important part, for the most part. Related to mainly, mostly

and chiefly. Used routinely in a dependent clause for stating the most important reason that 

the main clause is true or taking place with because. Used in more formal texts than chiefly.

Ex: the US incursion into Iraq was failing, principally because it feared the chaos would 

      destabilize the tentative peace.

     Clijsters and Henin have failed to ignite principally because Clijsters has been consumed by 

     economical difficulties.

Used routinely in a dependent clause for defining the noun of the main clause.

Ex: Since my diet at the time consisted principally of cereal and ice cream, it was a relief to eat 

      normal food again.

     It is a one - off wedding insurance which principally aims to cover the costs of delays.

Also used for defining groups of people or geographical areas in dependent clauses in more 

formal contexts, however to a lesser extent than mainly and mostly.

Ex: Most of the school's pupils come from the sub-continent, principally from Pakistan.

      It depends on migrant workers - principally in the health service.

Since this study is on such a small scale, I suggest that it be replicated on a 

larger scale. Also, further studies of the adverbs I have examined in other genres than 

journalism would be useful in providing more exact definitions. It would be interesting to 

know whether or not the usages of the adverbs differ in literary contexts and/or more formal 

contexts such as legal/medical/technical ones.
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Appendix: Definitions of the adverbs investigated

The full definitions from the online dictionaries. All of them were accessed 090326.

Mainly

Oxford English Dictionary

1. a. Of physical action: with force, vigour, or violence; mightily, vigorously, violently. Obs.
b. Of the production of sound: in a loud voice, loudly. Obs.
c. Of expression, thought: vehemently, strongly; earnestly, eagerly. Obs.
2. a. In a great degree; greatly, considerably, very much, a great deal. Also (occas.): entirely, 
perfectly. Obs.
b. Abundantly, copiously; lavishly. Obs.

c. Used as an intensifier with adjectives and adverbs: very, exceedingly. Cf. MAIN adv. Now 
regional.
3. For the most part; in the main; as the chief thing, chiefly, principally.
  Now the principal sense. As this sense is very little attested in the 18th cent., quot. 1725 may belong to sense
2a.

Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary
Main Entry: 
main·ly
Pronunciation: 
\ˈmān-lē\
Function: 
adverb
Date: 
13th century 
1obsolete : in a forceful manner2: for the most part : CHIEFLY

Dictionary.com

main⋅ly
–adverb 

1. chiefly; principally; for the most part; in the main; to the greatest extent: Our success 
was due mainly to your efforts. The audience consisted mainly of students. 

2. Obsolete. greatly; mightily; abundantly.

Origin: 
1225–75; ME maynliche, maynly. See MAIN 1 , -LY



25

Mostly

Oxford English Dictionary online
1. For the most part; on the whole, usually.
2. In the greatest degree; to the greatest extent; most. Obs.

3. regional (chiefly Sc. and U.S.). Almost, nearly.

Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary
Main Entry: 
most·ly
Pronunciation: 

\ˈmōst-lē\
Function: 
adverb
Date: 
1563 
: for the greatest part : MAINLY

Dictionary.com

most⋅ly
–adverb 

1. for the most part; in the main: The work is mostly done. 

2. chiefly; principally.

3. generally; customarily.

Origin: 
1585–95; MOST + -LY
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Chiefly

Oxford English Dictionary
1. In chief, in particular; preeminently; especially, particularly; above all, most of all. 
chiefliest: most particularly. 
2. (Relatively to others.) Principally, mainly, for the most part. (Usually with the force of 
‘mainly but not exclusively’.)

Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary
Main Entry: 
1chief·ly
Pronunciation: 

\ˈchē-flē\
Function: 
adverb
Date: 
14th century 
1 : most importantly : PRINCIPALLY , ESPECIALLY 2 : for the most part : MOSTLY , MAINLY

Dictionary.com

chief⋅ly
–adverb 

1. primarily; essentially: He phoned chiefly to let us know he was feeling better. 

2. mainly; mostly: This dish consists chiefly of noodles. 

Origin: 
1300–50; ME; see CHIEF, -LY

Synonyms:
1, 2. See ESPECIALLY.
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Principally

Oxford English Dictionary
1. a. In the chief or first place; above all; pre-eminently. 
b. By way of main division; as main parts. Obs.
c. In the first place; first of all; originally. Obs.
2. To a special or marked degree; especially. Obs.

3. For the most or greater part; in most cases; in the main; mostly. 
e chief or first place; above all; pre-eminently. 

Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary
Main Entry: 
1prin·ci·pal
Pronunciation: 

\ˈprin(t)-s(ə-)pəl, -sə-bəl\
Function: 
adjective
Etymology: 
Middle English, from Anglo-French, from Latin principalis, from princip-, princeps
Date: 
14th century 
1 : most important, consequential, or influential : CHIEF <the principal ingredient> <the 
region's principal city> 2 : of, relating to, or constituting principal or a principal
usage see PRINCIPLE

— prin·ci·pal·ly \-sə-p(ə-)lē, -sə-bə-lē, -splē\ adverb

Dictionary.com

prin⋅ci⋅pal⋅ly
–adverb 

chiefly; mainly.

Origin: 
1300–50; ME; see PRINCIPAL, -LY

Synonyms:
primarily. See ESPECIALLY.


