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RESEARCH ARTICLE

It’s been a while since I’ve been to church: The use of the
Present Perfect after the conjunction since
Patrick Duffley and Gabrielle Morin

Université Laval

ABSTRACT
Previous research on the Present Perfect suggests that the latter is
acceptable in since-clauses only if the situation expressed by the
subordinate clause extends in time up until the present, as in
Tony has been happy since he has been taking Prozac, i.e. if the
Present Perfect in the since-clause is a Universal Perfect whose
predication is true at all subintervals in the time-interval
delimited by since and not an Existential Perfect whose
predication is true only at a certain moment therein, as in *Tony
has been happy since he has visited Cape Cod. The present study
puts the implications of this claim and others found in the
literature to the empirical test through an examination of all of
the 2,621 occurrences of the Present Perfect in since-clauses with
pronominal subjects in the British National Corpus and the
Corpus of Contemporary American English. A significant
proportion of the data is shown to contradict the generalizations
proposed in previous studies. An explanation capable of
accounting for all of the uses of the Present Perfect in since-
clauses is put forward based on the complex meaning of this
verbal structure which involves the notion of present stative
after-phase of a past situation. The Present Perfect is possible in a
since-clause whenever the beginning of the after-phase serves to
mark the beginning-point in the past from which the main-clause
situation unfolds towards the present. The beginning of the after-
phase is argued to be interpretable in two ways: either as the first
moment after the end of the prior situation or as the first
moment in the process of accruing the after-phase itself.
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1. Introduction

While there have been a number of studies on the use of the Present Perfect in main
clauses with the temporal adverb since (e.g. Fuchs et al., 2016; Werner, 2013, 2014), its
occurrence in subordinate clauses after the conjunction since is rarely mentioned in the
grammatical or linguistic literature. One may therefore applaud the publication in 2019
of a study by von Fintel and Iatridou dedicated to the occurrence of the Present
Perfect Progressive in since-clauses of the type illustrated in (1) below:

(1) Tony has been happy since he has been taking Prozac.
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These authors describe the interpretation exemplified by (1) as the “Simultaneous
Reading”, since the time spans of the two Present Perfect clauses coincide completely
with one another. As for the Present Perfect itself, they define its semantics as locating
the situaction1 it expresses within a “Perfect Time Span”, i.e. a stretch of time whose right-
hand boundary is defined by the tense of the auxiliary and whose left boundary can be
defined by implicit reference to context or by a time-adverbial such as a since-clause.
For its part, a clause introduced by since denotes the beginning of the most informative
time-interval over which the verbal predication is true in the set of intervals situated to the
left of utterance time. Thus, if Tony started taking Prozac in 2008 and utterance time is
2022, “2008 is the most informative interval because all the intervals to the right [i.e.
2009, 2010, 2011, etc.] are entailed to be in the set of intervals since which he has
been taking Prozac” (von Fintel & Iatridou, 2019, p. 327). Von Fintel and Iatridou dis-
tinguish between Universal Perfects, as exemplified in (2) below, and Existential Perfects,
as illustrated in (3), according to whether the predication is true at all subintervals in the
time-interval delimited by since or only at a certain moment or moments therein:

(2) Tony has been living on Cape Cod since 1990.

(3) Tony has visited Cape Cod once/twice since 1990.

They hold the Existential versus Universal distinction to be the result of the value of the
aspectual operator (Imperfective/Perfective) in the relevant verb phrase2 (von Fintel &
Iatridou, 2019, pp. 309–311), which determines how the Perfect Time Span functions
with respect to Topic Time. Perfective Aspect of that operator signals that Situation
Time (the time corresponding to the verbal situaction itself) is a subinterval of Topic
Time, which means that the Perfect of the Perfective signals that Situation Time is a sub-
interval of the Perfect Time Span, a construal that corresponds to the Existential Perfect.
On the other hand, the Perfect of the Imperfective signals that Situation Time is a super-
interval of Topic Time, which means that this construction construes Situation Time as a
superinterval of the Perfect Time Span, a construal that corresponds to the Universal
Perfect. The Existential Perfect can be diagrammed as seen in Figure 1. The Universal
Perfect can be visualized as in Figure 2.

Von Fintel and Iatridou maintain that, in order to obtain the Simultaneous Reading
illustrated in (1) above, the Present Perfect inside the since-clause must be a Universal
Perfect; whence the contrast in grammaticality between (4) and (5) below:

(4) * Tony has been happy since he has visited Cape Cod.

(5) Tony has been happy since he has been living on Cape Cod.

The Universal Perfect in (5) is fine because Since when has Tony been living on Cape Cod?
is grammatical, due to the conjunction being able to “pick out the time at which the living
on the Cape started”. The structure in (4), on the other hand, is postulated to require as a

1Due to the fact that the term ‘event’ is used by many authors to denote only actions and the term ‘situation’ naturally
suggests a state, we have coined the term ‘situaction’ to replace these two terms so as to have a word that covers both
states and actions at the same time.

2The meaning of Perfective is that the VP is true at some interval t_ which is a subinterval of the time of evaluation t (e.g.
Bill insulted Tony). Conversely, the meaning of Imperfective is that the VP is true at an interval t_ which is a superinterval
of t (e.g. Bill was insulting Tony).
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necessary ingredient for its syntactic derivation the ungrammatical *Since when has Tony
visited Cape Cod?, and so is itself ungrammatical, because the conjunction cannot pick out
the time at which the period containing the visit started. While von Fintel and Iatridou
only apply their framework to actions expressed by the Non-Progressive Present
Perfect versus the Progressive Present Perfect, the claims that they make about the
type of context in which the Universal and Existential Perfects are grammatical/ungram-
matical are framed as general principles extendable to all other uses of the Present Perfect
in since-clauses.

The only other comments on the use of this type of construction in the literature come
from Close (1992), Declerck (2006) and Quirk et al. (1985). Quirk et al. (1985, pp. 1017–
1018) note that:

When the whole construction refers to a stretch of time up to (and potentially including) the
present, the general rule for the temporal since-clause is that the simple past is used when
the clause refers to a point of time marking the beginning of the situation referred to in
the matrix clause and the present perfective [i.e. the Present Perfect] is used when the
clause refers to a period of time lasting to the present.

Figure 1. The Existential Perfect.

Figure 2. The Universal Perfect.
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They add however that the Present Perfect is “used occasionally for other since-clauses
that refer to a point in time, e.g., I’ve been lonely since you’ve left”. No description is
given of the type of occasion in which this use occurs, which makes it look like an arbitrary
exception to the general rule. Close (1992, p. 73) offers a similar formulation to Quirk
et al.’s – the Present Perfect is acceptable in a since-clause only if the situaction expressed
can extend in time up until now, as in:

(6) Since he has been in the army, we have seen him only twice.

Declerck (2006, p. 608) agrees with the two previous authors that “in the since-clause,
the present perfect is used when the since-clause situation lasts throughout the entire
period-up-to-t0”,

3 but notes that “the present perfect can be used in since-clauses invol-
ving verbs like start, begin, become, which would seem to have an inchoative meaning and
thus to refer to a situation that marks the beginning of the pre-present period”, as in:

(7) We’ve been feeling better since we have started taking more exercise.

Declerck also discusses the it-cleft structure exemplified by It’s been five years since I’ve
seen him, which he describes as “a special specificational construction”, in which “the
speaker specifies the length of the pre-present and at the same time says that a situation
has not actualized in that period”. He claims this construction to be subject to the con-
straint that the situation referred to in the since-clause must be “potentially repeatable”,
which excludes utterances such as *It’s been five years since I’ve had that accident (vs. It’s
been five years since I’ve had an accident).

2. Aims and methodology

The present study aims to test the implications deriving from the above claims on a corpus
of attested data extracted from the Corpus of Contemporary American English (600 million
words4 – henceforth COCA) (Davies, 2008–) and the British National Corpus (100 million
words – henceforth BNC) (BNC Consortium, 2007). One reason why such testing is requisite
is that grammaticality judgments made outside of real communicative situations may fail to
accurately reflect actual usage. Thus, for instance, while von Fintel and Iatridou (2019,
p. 331) asterisk the sequence given in (8) below, cursory internet searches turned up a
number of perfectly natural examples of this type of structure, e.g. (9)–(11):

(8) *Since when have you visited Cape Cod?

(9) Since when have you been to confession? (books.google.ca)

(10) Since when has it snowed like that in Atlanta? (billgrandi.ovcf.org)

(11) Since when have you last eaten? (fanfiction.net)

This raises the empirical question as to whether there actually are restrictions like those
alleged by von Fintel and Iatridou on the type of situaction that can be expressed by a
Present Perfect in a since-clause or on the type of situaction associated with the

3“The temporal zero-point is the time from which all the temporal relations expressed by a tense ultimately take their
starting point. It is usually speech time” (Declerck, 2006, p. 97).

4The Corpus of Contemporary American English now contains one billion words; at the time of the data collection for this
study, it only had 600 million.
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Simultaneous Reading, as well as whether there might be other contextual or situational
constraints bearing on this construction. More specifically, the previous literature on this
construction gives rise to the following research questions:

i. Is it true that in order to obtain the Simultaneous Reading illustrated in Tony has been
very happy since he has been here the Present Perfect in the since-clausemust be a Uni-
versal Perfect denoting a situaction that extends in timeupuntil thepresentmoment?

ii. Under what conditions can the Present Perfect be used in since-clauses that refer to a
point in time such as I’ve been lonely since you’ve left?

iii. Is this type of use restricted to contexts with inchoative verbs like start, begin and
become?

iv. Is the it-cleft structure exemplified by It’s been five years since I’ve seen him a special
construction which specifies the length of the pre-present and at the same time says
that the situaction has not been actualized in that period?

v. Is it really the case with the it-cleft that the situaction referred to in the since-clause
must be potentially repeatable?

Such queries can only be answered by an examination of attested usage, which is why
this study is based on a database composed of all of the actual occurrences of the Present
Perfect in since-clauses with pronominal subjects in the COCA and the BNC (2,621 attes-
tations in total).5 While these two corpora are not identical in composition, they are close
enough to be comparable as reflections of overall usage. In the BNC, approximately 10%
of the texts come from spoken sources, 16% from fiction, 15% from magazines, 10% from
newspapers and 15% from academic publications, with the balance coming from other
genres; in the COCA, texts are evenly divided between spoken (20%), fiction (20%),
popular magazines (20%), newspapers (20%) and academic journals (20%) (see Davies,
2009, p. 161). We chose to restrict the investigation to since-clauses with pronominal sub-
jects in order to reduce the dataset to manageable proportions, since including all poss-
ible subject forms would have doubled the number of examples to be analyzed manually.
This restriction also allowed us to limit possible variables in the context by eliminating
variability in the lexical content of the subject of the verb.

A basic search in the BNC and the COCA was conducted for the strings ‘since +
pronoun + all forms of have + past participle’6 and ‘since + pronoun + verb ending in
-ed’.7 The former turned up 3,712 results in the COCA and 512 in the BNC; the latter pro-
duced 32,365 results in the COCA and 4,403 results in the BNC. The 3,712 COCA and 512
BNC results included Past Perfects, along with Perfect Progressives, as well as contexts
involving the causal sense of since (e.g. Since I have already seen the movie, I think I’ll go
home).8 These were analyzed manually so as to retain only the contexts containing the
Present Perfect in temporal clauses – this gave 2,369 cases of the Present Perfect in

5Since the Present Perfect Progressive has already been dealt with by von Fintel and Iatridou, it is not investigated in this
study. Consequently, the aspectual opposition between Perfective and Imperfective is not relevant to the present
investigation.

6Here is the search string that was used: since _p* has/have/’s/’ve _v?n*.
7Search string = since _p* _v?d*.
8It should be noted that there was also a risk of some cases being missed by POS-tagging errors, since the two corpora
were tagged automatically and not manually. In addition, the query did not retrieve interpolated adverbs, as in It has
been a while since I have truly trained for one.
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since-clauses in the COCA and 319 in the BNC. Further manual analysis eliminated 62
occurrences in the COCA and five in the BNC of a nominal modification pattern exem-
plified by uses like In the few years since they have been in existence, the colleges of
higher education have had little or no guidance, in which the since-clause was a modifier
of a noun and not a clausal circumstantial. This left 2,307 attestations from the COCA
and 314 from the BNC. To provide a statistical basis for weeding out the causal since’s
in the Simple Past contexts, a 200-hit random sample of Simple Past contexts was exam-
ined in each corpus, which was found to contain 69% temporal since in the COCA and
60.5% in the BNC. Based on the random sample drawn from the COCA, the prevalence
of temporal since in the American corpus was calculated to be 69% ± 6.91% (with a confi-
dence level of 95%). Based on this, it can be estimated that between 8.58% and 10.30% of
the verbs that follow temporal since in the COCA are instances of the Present Perfect.9 The
same calculations led to the estimate that between 9.58% and 11.71% of the verbs that
follow temporal since in BNC are instances of the Present Perfect. These results are sum-
marized in Table 1.

The article is structured as follows. First, the situaction-type classification system used in
the study is described (§3). After that, the meanings proposed for the two crucial com-
ponents of the configuration under investigation – the conjunction since and the Present
Perfect – are presented (§4.1 and §4.2). Then the hypotheses to be investigated, based
on the claims made in the literature, are formulated (§4.3). The results of the corpus
study are then confronted with the hypotheses (§5). The discussion and conclusion
argue that it is the complexity of the Present Perfect’s meaning that allows it to be con-
strued with the conjunction since so as to produce a greater variety of readings than
hitherto observed (§6).

3. Framework used for the classification of situaction-types

Since the present study is concerned with the use of the Present Perfect with the tem-
poral conjunction since, we only utilize situaction-type categories that involve different
construals of duration. This includes three of Vendler’s (1957) categories: activities,
accomplishments and achievements. Activities involve change over time but no
endpoint:

Table 1. Comparison of Present Perfect and Simple Past in since-clauses.

Search terms
Raw
hits

Margin of
error

Results and
estimates

% of usage of in
since-clauses Noise

COCA
since _p* has/have/
’s/’ve _v?n*

3,712 2,307 8.58%–10.3%

since _p* _v?d* 32,365 6.77% 22,332 ± 6.77% 89.7%–91.42% 31% (manual analysis of 200
random exs)

BNC
since _p* has/have/
’s/’ve _v?n*

512 314 9.58%–11.71%

since _p* _v?d* 4,403 6.91% 2,664 ± 6.91% 88.29%–90.42% 39.5% (manual analysis of
200 random exs)

9See the Appendix for a detailed explication of these calculations.
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(12) He was pushing a cart.

Achievements involve change leading to an endpoint and are punctual:

(13) He reached the top of the mountain at noon.

Accomplishments also involve change leading to an endpoint, but are durative:

(14) He drew a circle around the tree.

We divided Vendler’s fourth category of states into four subcategories proposed by Croft
(2012) which concern the way their duration is viewed, as illustrated in (15):

(15) Inherent permanent: She is French.

Acquired permanent: The window is shattered.

Transitory: The door is open.

Point: The sun is at its zenith.

Our classification schema thus corresponds largely to that of Vendler, but, unlike him,
we will be applying it on the utterance and not on the lexical level. This decision is based
on the observation made by a number of authors (e.g. Bach, 1986; Dowty, 1979; Verkuyl,
1993) that contextual factors have a determining influence on the identification of situac-
tion-types. Thus, if we assume that being an activity is a lexical property of the verb drink,
we expect this property to be preserved when this verb is combined with a noun to form a
complex verb phrase such as drink wine, as indeed it is in the phrase just cited. If, however,
we combine the verb drink with the noun phrase a glass of wine, we turn an activity into
an accomplishment. The converse problem arises if we assume that being an accomplish-
ment is a lexical property of drink. While assigning a verb to a lexical Aktionsart class may
be important for building a lexicon, the study undertaken here concerns the interaction in
discourse between the components of actual utterances. Consequently, it will focus on
the situaction-type expressed by the verb phrase in context and not on the verb’s poten-
tial for expressing various situaction-types or its preferential use for expressing some par-
ticular type.10

Themain difficulties encountered in applying the classification schema to the data con-
cerned drawing the distinction between accomplishments and achievements. For
example, the use in (16) below was classified as an accomplishment, as the seeing pre-
sumably involved meeting and talking with the addressee, but one could also arguably
construe it in some situations as a punctual achievement involving merely crossing
paths with the other person:

(16) It’s been so long since we’ve seen you.

For the purposes of our study, however, this distinction did not turn out to be relevant,
as accomplishments and achievements are both bounded actions.

10For this reason, we have certain reservations concerning the concept of ‘coercion’, as it implies that the context in which
a verb is used may force the latter into a lexical Aktionsart class that it does not naturally belong to. We return to this in
more detail at the end of §4.2.
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4. Description of the meanings of since and of the Present Perfect

4.1 The meaning of the conjunction since

The form since is defined by Merriam-Webster’s (2012, p. 1163) as follows:

1. from a definite past time until now < has stayed there ever since >
2. at a time in the past after or later than < has held two jobs since he graduated > : from

the time in the past when < ever since I was a child >
3. in the period after a specified time in the past: from a specified time in the past.

Other sources concurwith this characterizationof itsmeaning. Swan (2005, pp. 184–185)
describes since as depicting a situaction as starting at somepoint in thepast and continuing
up to the present; Moens (1987) as delimiting the beginning of a stretch of time during
which some situaction occurs and having the present moment (present of speech) as its
final point; Huddleston and Pullum (2002, pp. 702, 708) as marking the “durational start-
ing-point” of a situation whose endpoint is “obligatorily left implicit”. The thrust of these
descriptions is that since denotes the initial (lefthand) boundary of a time-interval whose
righthand boundary is the time of the utterance if the sentence is in the present tense,
or some other past or future point in time if themain clause denotes the past or the future.

4.2 The meaning of the Present Perfect

McCawley (1971) and many other scholars distinguish four main uses of the Present
Perfect, which are described and illustrated in (17):

(17) a. Universal perfect (∀-perfect): the situaction holds throughout some time-interval
beginning at a certain point preceding speech time up until speech time: John has lived
in Toronto since 2009 implies that John still lives in Toronto at the present moment.

b. Existential perfect (∃-perfect): the situaction has occurred at least once before speech
time: John has read this book; John has lived in Toronto.

c. Perfect of result (R-perfect): the situaction has led to a change of state of the theme
argument, and the resultant state holds at speech time: John has arrived in New York
implies that John is in New York at speech time.

d. Perfect of recent past (Hot-news-perfect): the situaction has occurred shortly before
speech time and the speaker is making the addressee aware of this fact: The Buccaneers
have won the Super Bowl!

The terminology found in the literature is variable: the terms used in (17a–b) are taken
from McCawley, while those in (17c–d) come from Comrie (1981), who uses “experiential
perfect” for (17b). Iatridou et al. (2001) use “existential perfect” as a cover term for all three
cases in (17b–d), thereby reducing the Perfect’s uses to the universal/existential opposi-
tion. Huddleston and Pullum (2002) and Portner (2019) follow the same binary distinction
but prefer to call the universal “continuative” and the existential “non-continuative”.

We adopt an approach here that treats the Present Perfect as having a single basic
meaning. This is somewhat controversial: Iatridou et al. (2001), for example, argue that
the distinction between the ∀-perfect and the ∃-perfect reading is semantic, as it is
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based on distinctions in Logical Form deriving from the value assigned to the aspectual
operator embedded in the Perfect. This distinction is logical rather than linguistic
however: on the linguistic level, it is widely recognized that the four uses identified in
the literature rely heavily on contextual information, which indicates that we are not
dealing with distinct linguistic meanings but with different contextually-determined
interpretations of the same basic meaning. Huddleston and Pullum (2002, p. 141) claim
that the ∃-perfect (which they term the “non-continuative”) reading of the Present
Perfect can be regarded as the default meaning (as in (18a) below), since the ∀-perfect
(“continuative”) reading requires the presence of specific adverbials (such as since 2009
in (18b)), or other contextual clues, in order to be conveyed:

(18) a. John has lived in Toronto. [default; ∃-perfect or non-continuative]

b. John has lived in Toronto since 2009. [marked; ∀-perfect or continuative]

The position taken in this study is that all four major discourse readings described in the
literature are the product of the application of the same linguistic tool to different types of
context. McCawley (1981) has argued for a pragmatic origin of the recent past or hot news
reading, since its availability depends on the knowledge-state of the reader/hearer: the
information provided by the utterance has to be new (a fact which can be highlighted
by adverbs of recency such as just) and unexpected. The Universal Perfect reading, for its
part, requires the presence of specific adverbials like since 2009 or for 12 years, and so is
clearly conditioned by contextual factors. Mittwoch (1988, p. 209) observes that ∃-perfects
arise mainly with achievements and accomplishments, whereas states tend to receive the
∀-perfect reading, which indicates contextual conditioning with these readings too. And
the fact that the result perfect is only found with achievements like John has arrived in
New York and accomplishments like John has eatenmy last cookie indicates contextual con-
ditioning in the production of this reading as well.

Concretely, we will be working here with the hypothesis adopted by a number of
authors that the Present Perfect denotes a special kind of present state (cf. Hirtle, 2007;
Michaelis, 2004; Nishiyama & Koenig, 2010; Parsons, 1990; ter Meulen, 1995). This state
is subsequent to the situaction expressed by the past participle or to a subpart thereof
(cf. Nishiyama & Koenig, 2010, p. 619) and owes its existence to the fact of this situaction’s
having occurred. Declerck (2006, p. 314) observes that “because the present perfect links a
bygone situation to t0, as relevant to ‘now’, there is usually an assumption that some sort
of result of the bygone situation is relevant at t0”. Nishiyama and Koenig argue that the
perfect requires a state to hold at reference time, but which particular state actually
holds must be filled in via pragmatic inferencing. We take the inferability of the sub-
sequent state to indicate that its nature is conditioned by the type of situaction upon
which it ensues. Hirtle (2007) uses the term “result-phase” to evoke the situation that
ensues in time upon the transcending of the endpoint of a situaction; we prefer to
speak of the situaction’s after-phase. The uses of this construction described in the linguis-
tic literature can all be derived from this basic meaning. In the R-perfect, the after-phase
corresponds to something very concrete, as in:

(19) I’ve lost my keys.
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Whereas the Simple Past could be used to describe an unlucky incident that hap-
pened 10 years ago, the Present Perfect denotes the after-phase of the losing as cur-
rently existent, which depicts the keys as still being lost. Analogously, the Existential
Perfect in Bill has been to Africa denotes present possession of firsthand knowledge
about the African continent, of bragging rights about one’s travelling curriculum as a
result of having been to Africa, or the fact that Bill has at least one trip to Africa
under his belt; the continuative perfect in We’ve lived here for 10 years denotes an accu-
mulated duration of 10 years at present in an ongoing state – i.e. the result of the con-
tinued existence of ‘living here’ over a 10-year stretch of time; and the perfect of recent
past or hot news in I have just learned that the game is going to be postponed denotes a
new state that has just come into existence, in this particular case as a result of the
change in information-state that we call learning.

The description of the meaning of the Present Perfect proposed above has the advan-
tage of obviating the need to have recourse to a coercion-based explanation for certain
uses that occurred in our data such as We’ve had a spotless reputation since I’ve been with
the company. A coercion-based account such as that set out in De Swart (1998, p. 359)
would argue here that the stative Present Perfect in the since-clause is coerced by its
occurrence with the time-point conjunction since into the inchoative meaning ‘since I
came to the company’. There is no need to invoke coercion in such a case however if
one is working with the description of the meaning of the Present Perfect utilized here:
in this use, the after-phase corresponding to the accumulation at the present moment
of a certain amount of time spent with the company has a beginning-point in time,
which serves to mark the beginning-point of the after-phase corresponding to the
accumulation of a certain duration of the state of having a spotless reputation. In other
words, since the after-phase of the Present Perfect in the since-clause has a beginning-
point, this component of the Perfect’s meaning can provide a punctual lefthand boundary
for the after-phase expressed by the main clause. No strong-arming of the verb’s meaning
by a coercion mechanism is required.

4.3 Main hypotheses to be investigated

Given the meanings of since and of the Present Perfect, the notional characteristics of
the various situaction-types described above, and the claims made in the literature
regarding this construction, we formulated five hypotheses to be investigated in the
corpus data regarding the use of the Present Perfect in since-clauses. These are set
out below:

i. The Simultaneous Reading should not be found with an Existential Perfect in a since-
clause (as claimed by von Fintel and Iatridou (2019) and implied by Close (1992)). This
entails that accomplishment and achievement predicates should not allow the Present
Perfect in since-clauses, as the bounded nature of these situactions precludes them
from extending throughout the entire stretch of time leading up to the present.

ii. Activity and state predicates should allow the Present Perfect only in contexts
where the situaction extends throughout the stretch of time leading up to
the present (as implied by Close (1992), Quirk et al. (1985), and von Fintel
and Iatridou (2019)).
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iii. When the since-clause situaction does not last throughout the entire period up to
the present, the verb in the since-clause must have inchoative meaning and mark
the beginning of the Perfect Time Span (as implied by Declerck (2006)).

iv. The it-cleft structure (It’s been five years since I’ve seen him) should not occur when
the situaction has been actualized in the period of time denoted by the since-
clause (as implied by Declerck (2006)).

v. With the it-cleft structure the situaction referred to in the since-clause must be
potentially repeatable (as claimed by Declerck (2006)).

Another aspect of usage that we hoped to checkwas Fuchs’s (2016, p. 223) observation that

while it is decreasing in frequency in both British English and American English, the Present
Perfect continues to be more frequent in British English than in American English. The higher
frequency of the Present Perfect in British English goes hand in hand with its use in a higher
number of contexts than in American English. (See also Elsness, 1997, 2009a, 2009b; Hundt &
Smith, 2009)

5. What the corpus data show

5.1 Overview of the frequency of the Present Perfect in since-clauses and the
proportion of situaction-types

The overall frequency of Present Perfect and Simple Past in since-clauses has already
been summarized in Table 1 in §2 above. The most significant fact emerging from
this table is that the Present Perfect represents between 9.58 and 11.71% of British
usage and between 8.58 and 10.30% of American usage of verb forms found in
since-clauses. This highlights the need for a study such as ours, as a construction
which represents approximately 10% of usage in since-clauses in the two major var-
ieties of English deserves more attention from researchers of English grammar than
it has received to date.

When the corpus attestations of the Present Perfect in since-clauses were separated
into situaction-types, the proportion found was that detailed in Tables 2 and 3 and sum-
marized in Table 4 below. Since all stative predicates except two – see the footnote below
for the examples11 – fell into the transitory category, all states were lumped together for
statistical purposes.

Table 2. Situaction-types found with the Present Perfect in since-clauses in the COCA.
Situaction-type No. of occurrences with since Relative frequency

ACCOMPLISHMENT 566 24.5%
ACHIEVEMENT 342 14.8%
ACTIVITY 141 6.1%
STATE 1,258 54.5%
Total 2,307

11The following were classified as acquired permanent states:

(i) Since they have known that their condition was capable of improvement, their progress in useful knowledge has been
rapid and uniform. (BNC)

(ii) Every Saturday morning he took her shopping with him, and this ritual became very important to her. Since she has
been grown-up she has told me how she remembers those Saturday mornings and how she loved them. (BNC)
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5.2 Testing Hypotheses i, ii and iii

That achievements and accomplishments represented 40% of the uses of the Present
Perfect in since-clauses clearly contradicts Hypothesis i that the Simultaneous Reading
should not occur with Existential Perfects but rather only with Universal Perfects
whose predication is true at all moments in the time-interval delimited by since. This
hypothesis predicts only states and activities to be allowable in the construction and
entails that bounded situactions like achievements and accomplishments, whose dur-
ation does not extend throughout the Perfect Time Span up to the present, should
be excluded. Here are illustrative examples of the type of data that are at variance
with Hypothesis i:

(20) Letterman thinks that he is falling in love with her but he has the impression that she is using
his cosseted and lineamented body in some sinister fashion. (…). He congratulates himself,
however, on auditioning successfully for a part in this Parisian cinema. Since he has
offered her the role of Claudia Cohn-Casson, she has introduced him to journalists, script
writers and directors. (accomplishment-BNC)

(21) The girls and their families agree that testifying against the widely beloved gym teacher has
been a nightmare. But since they’ve come forward, they say they’ve discovered, to their
relief, that they are not the first to claim a problem with Mr. Gordon. (achievement-COCA)

Table 3. Situaction-types found with the Present Perfect in since-clauses in the BNC.
Situaction–type No. of occurrences with since Relative frequency

ACCOMPLISHMENT 69 22%
ACHIEVEMENT 52 16.6%
ACTIVITY 17 5.4%
STATE 176 56%
Total 314

Table 4. Relative frequency (in %) of situaction-types found with the Present Perfect after
temporal since in the BNC and the COCA.
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Hypothesis ii was also invalidated by the data, as in 24.4% (401/1,641) of the contexts
with states or activities in the corpus the situaction did not extend in time up until the
present. This is illustrated by the two examples below:

(22) I’ve had little hopes of her – I consider what I write – since she has been half a year old.
(state-BNC)

(23) Tish – how long has it been since we’ve waltzed? (activity-COCA)

Hypothesis iii (that when the since-clause situaction does not last throughout the entire
period up to the present, the verb in the since-clause must have inchoative meaning)
fared even worse: inchoative verbs were found in only 7.5% of such contexts (10/133).
The American variety had 0% (0/75), almost all usage of this type (93% thereof) involving
the transcended states of being a certain age (63% – 47/75), being absent (23% – 17/75) or
being in a certain location (7% – 5/75):

(24) I’m a transplant from the North. I’ve lived here for 16 years and have been going to the laser
show for as long as I can remember. We’ve taken our children since they’ve been babies in
strollers and now they’re teenagers. (COCA)

(25) I’m really appalled by the way things have gone funny since I’ve been away. You can’t trust
anybody anymore. (COCA)

(26) Yes. And let’s hope the citizens, you know, have a little change of perspective in the big D [Dallas].
And I worked there for two years. And it’s changed a lot since I have been there. (COCA)

The BNC contained only 15% (9/58) of the above three types of context. Besides
inchoative verbs (17%), the majority of other predicates in the BNC denoted achievements
or accomplishments, the first moment of whose after-phase (in the sense of the new
phase ushered in on the heels of the occurrence of the achievement/accomplishment)
marked the beginning of the period leading up to the present, as in:

(27) He used to be a right paunch. (laugh) He’s er, since he’s had his heart attack he’s slimmed
down. (BNC)

So while there seem to be varietal differences in usage where the since-clause situac-
tion does not last throughout the entire period up to the present, with the BNC containing
a higher percentage of inchoative verbs, in neither variety do inchoatives represent any-
where near a majority of usage. In all cases nevertheless, the situaction ushers in a new
phase that ensues upon its occurrence/existence and lasts up until the present.

5.3 Hypotheses iv and v concerning the it-cleft structure

Besides testing the hypotheses concerning the it-cleft structure, our data also allowed us
to observe that the since + Present Perfect construction manifests a very strong tendency
to occur in this construction, exemplified in (28) and (29):

(28) It’s a long time since I have seen a finer performance than Tom Courtenay is giving at the
Traverse. (BNC)

(29) - If this were your dog, wouldn’t you want the best for him?

- I’ve never even … I mean, it’s been a long time since I’ve had a dog. (COCA)
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This structure represented almost one-third (29.5%) of the totality of uses of the
Present Perfect after since in the corpus; 21.3% in the BNC and 30.6% in the COCA. A
first dialectal observation that can be made about these data is that the construction rep-
resented almost 10% more of Present Perfect usage in since-clauses in the American
corpus than in the British one. Another difference between the two varieties of English
concerned the tense of the verb in the main clause: American usage shows a 95.3% pre-
ference for the Present Perfect, as in (29) above, while British English prefers the Simple
Present in 91% of observed usage, as exemplified in (28). This rectifies Declerck’s claim
(2006, p. 609) that “the present tense is more common than the present perfect in the
head clause of sentences of the type ‘it is + NP denoting a period of time + since-
clause’”, as this affirmation is only true of the British variety of English.

Hypothesis iv, according to which the it-cleft should not occur when the situaction has
been actualized in the period of time denoted by the since-clause, also ran ashoal on the
data. Although the majority of contexts did conform to this hypothesis, 6.6% (24/365) of
them did not. All of these latter contexts involved states, as in (30):

(30) It has been almost three months now since I have been home here in England after spend-
ing three weeks holiday in France. (BNC)

This type of construal was almost twice as frequent in the BNC as in the COCA (10.4%
vs. 5.7%). The type of usage exemplified in (30) is also problematic for Hypothesis v, as the
situaction referred to in the since-clause is not potentially repeatable. This is particularly
clear in the context below, where, once divorced, the couple cannot get divorced again:

(31) I have a sister who was married to this man for eight years and he abused her for eight years.
She finally got out of it and he still – it’s been 10 years since they’ve been divorced and he
has sought therapy and things like that, but he continues to abuse. (COCA)

The corpus data thus allowed the two hypotheses derived from the literature concern-
ing it-cleft structures involving the Present Perfect to be rectified.

5.4 Other observations emerging from the corpus data

Our data also allowed us to go beyond merely testing the five hypotheses discussed
above. As regards the it-cleft structure, two further factors were observed to be relevant
to the use of this construction in both varieties of English – the definiteness and the
length of the duration denoted by the main clause. By far the largest proportion of
uses of this linguistic configuration occurred with durations that were both long and
indefinite, as is the case in (28) and (29) above: these represented 84% of usage in the
BNC (56/67) and 81% in the COCA (573/709). In contrast, there were no cases of short
definite durations at all in either corpus. These data are summarized in Table 5.

The next most frequent type of this construction involved indefinite durations, princi-
pally in questions like (32) where the duration is unknown, but also with short indefinite
time-stretches (cf. a few), as in (33):

(32) How long since you’ve made a mud pie? (COCA)

(33) It’s just been a few weeks since I’ve taken over the books beat frommy friend Mary Ann Gwinn.
And in that short time, my childhood dream of living in a library has almost come true: The books
keep arriving, dozens of them every day. I would like to read every one of them. (COCA)
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The way the timespan was subjectively perceived was taken as the basis of the analysis.
Thus while the duration in the context below is objectively short, the speaker nevertheless
views it as long, as witnessed by the expression of the expectation that the addressee
should have put a stop to the criminal activity by now:

(34) It’s been nearly a week since you’ve arrived and the criminals are still at it. (COCA)

Even four minutes can be perceived as a long stretch of time in a context such as:

(35) GROSS: Now one of Jiminy Glick’s trademarks is that he’s very self-absorbed. So when he is
interviewing a celebrity, he is also talking about himself a lot and talking about his adven-
tures with other celebrities and… Mr SHORT: Right. GROSS: … his wife and his past. Have
you met a lot of interviewers like that where it seems to be more about them than it is
about you? Mr SHORT: I was interviewed once for a show and the – I’m not going to
say who it was because he’s kind of known and you – it seems to me – but he would
end up talking about himself to a degree that in my mind I was thinking, ‘It’s been
about four minutes since I’ve spoken.’ And it was an interview, not unlike this, where
it was just, you know, supposed to be an interview with me. (COCA)

Simply indefinite and short indefinite durations represented 11.9% of usagewith durational
expressions in the BNC and 9.7% in the COCA. The remainder of the uses of the Present Perfect
with since in the BNC corresponded to long definite durations (3/67, or 4.5%), as in (36) below;
in the COCA these represented 8.5% (60/709) of durational usage, e.g. (37):

(36) I mean, I really enjoy Christmas with the children, 15 years since I’ve done it, I’ve forgotten how
I enjoyed myself. (BNC)

(37) It’s been 17 years since I’ve done this, so I’m not quite sure where to start. (COCA)

Overall, short timespans only represented 1.4% of usage with durational expressions
over the two corpora, definite durations, only 8.1%. This suggests that in contexts
where the Present Perfect is combined with an expression of duration, the focus tends
to be on the duration itself and not on its lefthand boundary, the latter being either
fuzzy or remote in time, and often both.

The following type of usage with the accomplishment predicate grow up presented a
particular interest because it involved both the notion of after-phase and beginning-point
of the process in whose after-phase the subject now is:

(38) I was always made fun of, ever since I’ve grown up. There were always groups of people
because I was kind of the outcast kind of kid, you know. There were just like many things
that people made – make fun of me for. (COCA)12

Table 5. Data on Present Perfect in it-cleft durational constructions.
% of uses of Present Perfect after

since
Present Perfect in it-

clause
Long indefinite

durations
Short definite
durations

COCA 30.6% 95.3% 81% 0%
BNC 21.3% 9% 84% 0%

12The example below was from an interview with Swedish jazz pianist Esbjorn Svensson, and so was not an ideal attesta-
tion, although it expresses the same kind of message:

And I guess that was kind of a start, but at the same time, my father has a lot of – he’s a real jazz freak. He’s been
playing Parker, Ellington, Basie, Monk since I’ve grown up. And at the same time, my mother was playing classical
piano. So I’m kind of mixed up with that. Plus, my own music; that was rock’n’roll when I was growing up. (COCA)
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This utterance is equivalent to I’ve grown up being made fun of: the speaker evokes by
means of since the beginning of the process of growing up that they are currently in the
after-phase of, at the same time as they represent themselves by means of the Present
Perfect as currently being in the after-phase of that process, i.e. as being adults at the
present moment. Something similar was observed with Present Perfects in utterances
referring to people’s ages, such as (39):

(39) She excelled in athletics and academics. Dean’s list in high school, dean’s list in college, soccer
player since she’s been five all the way to the premier level. (COCA)

Here the spontaneous interpretation is that the woman’s soccer career started at age
five and not at the moment ensuing upon the end of the state of being five, i.e. at the
point of turning six. As with grow up in (38), the speaker anchors since to the beginning
of the state of being five that the woman is currently in the after-phase of, at the same
time as they represent her as currently being in the after-phase of that state, i.e. as no
longer being five years old at the present moment.

6. Discussion and conclusion

None of the five hypotheses investigated in this study has stood up under the confronta-
tion with the corpus data. Hypothesis i was contradicted by the fact that achievements
and accomplishments represented 40% of the uses of the Present Perfect in since-
clauses, whereas this hypothesis predicts that only states and activities should be allow-
able in the construction and bounded situactions like achievements and accomplish-
ments should be excluded. Hypothesis ii was also invalidated, as in 24.4% of the
contexts with states or activities the situaction did not extend in time up until the
present (e.g. I’ve had little hopes of her since she has been half a year old). Hypothesis iii,
according to which the verb in the since-clause must have inchoative meaning when
the since-clause situaction does not last throughout the entire period up to the present
was also disqualified: inchoative verbs were found in only 7.5% of such contexts. Hypoth-
esis iv, according to which the it-cleft should not occur when the situaction has been
actualized in the period of time denoted by the since-clause, failed to account for 6.6%
of the data (e.g. It has been almost three months now since I have been home here in
England after spending three weeks holiday in France). Hypothesis v, which claimed that
with it-cleft constructions the situaction referred to in the since-clause must be potentially
repeatable, foundered on uses such as It’s been 10 years since they’ve been divorced and he
has sought therapy and things like that.

These results highlight the need to base linguistic generalizations on a sufficiently
extensive observation of linguistic usage. In the case of Declerck (2006), while the pro-
posed generalizations were indeed grounded on a corpus of attested data, our study’s
larger and more focused database of since + Present Perfect sequences allowed us to
rectify certain of his claims that were based on a smaller amount of data of the structure
of interest. In the case of von Fintel and Iatridou (2019), the proposed generalizations
were not based on any corpus data whatsoever, but merely on a small set of examples

Both examples come from the Spoken portion of the COCA, which, it should be noted, uses automated closed captions
rather than manual transcriptions.
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fabricated by the authors themselves and viewed through the lens of the logical oper-
ators corresponding to universal and existential quantification. When measured up to
the totality of the corpus data, von Fintel and Iatridou’s claim that the Present Perfect
inside the since-clause must be a Universal Perfect in order to obtain the Simultaneous
Reading was disconfirmed by a clear majority of the occurrences of the construction
under investigation – 55%.

As regards frequency, one significant finding was that the use of the Present Perfect in
since-clauses is much more common than would have been expected given the little
research that has been devoted to this construction. A grammatical pattern that accounts
for approximately 10% of verb-form usage in since-clauses in the two major varieties of
English certainly seems worthy of more attention than has been accorded it in the litera-
ture to date. The data were inconclusive however regarding Fuchs’s claim that the Present
Perfect is more frequent in British than in American English, as there is only a 1% differ-
ence in favour of the British variety in since-clauses (9.58–11.71% vs 8.58–10.3%). Further-
more, while the two corpora are roughly comparable in terms of the text types
represented in them, they are not fully parallel in terms of the proportions between
types, which mitigates any conclusions based on comparison between them. Further
research is thus required to determine the relative frequency of the construction in the
two major varieties of English investigated here.

A further finding of interest regarding frequency concerned it-cleft constructions – out
of the 2,621 corpus results, a full 29.5% were instantiations of this structure (e.g. Lana,
really, it’s been far too long since you’ve come to visit me). This configuration was found
to be capable of giving rise to two basic types of message according to whether the
beginning of the situaction’s after-phase is interpreted as the first moment at which
the situaction was transcended or as the moment at which the accrual of the after-
phase began. Thus an utterance such as It’s been a while since I’ve been sick can be con-
strued as conveying either ‘I haven’t been sick for a while’ (time elapsed since the begin-
ning of the after-phase of being sick, i.e. since the beginning of the state of no longer
being sick = a while) or ‘I have been sick for a while’ (time elapsed since the beginning
of the after-phase of being sick, i.e. since the beginning of the accumulation of time
within the state of being sick which the speaker has currently racked up at the present
moment = a while). In the first reading, the after-phase whose duration is specified is
the situation that ensues upon transcending the state of being sick, i.e. the state of no
longer being sick; in the second reading, the after-phase whose duration is quantified
is the time accumulated at present within the state of being sick.

The fact that the largest proportion of this type of use occurred with durations that were
both long and indefinite, and that short durations represented only 1.4% of usage and
definite durations only 8.1%, was argued to indicate that in such contexts the focus is on
the duration itself and not on its lefthand boundary, the latter being either fuzzy or
remote in time. This is consonant with the meaning of the sequence, as the pronoun
subject in the main clause functions as a cataphor evoking the duration elapsed since
the beginning of the since-clause situaction’s after-phase, with the durational phrase in
the main clause specifying the length of this duration. This explains quite transparently
why the focus tends to be on the duration itself and not on its lefthand limit.

The substantial frequency of occurrence of the Present Perfect in since-clauses illus-
trates the fact that the complex meaning of this verbal structure, which combines the
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notions of present stative after-phase and past situaction, can serve to mark a beginning-
point in the past from which some situation unfolds towards the present. When the
Perfect is used in a subordinate clause introduced by since, two types of interpretation
are possible. In some cases, the after-phase corresponds to an accumulation of time
within the situaction expressed by the past participle and the beginning of the accumu-
lation of time within the situaction expressed by the since-clause marks the beginning of
the period over which the after-phase expressed by the verb in the main clause was
accrued. Thus in the context below the speaker has accumulated a total number of
two meetings with Marie over the duration in which they have accumulated a certain
amount of time in the state of being in Paris:

(40) I have seen Marie twice since I’ve been in Paris.

This can be diagrammed as in Figure 3. One sees in such cases that there is not only no
contradiction between the meanings of since and the Present Perfect, but rather a seman-
tic harmony such that this is the preferred verbal configuration if the speaker is still in Paris
(if one were marking time since the last occasion that one was in Paris in the past, one
would prefer the Simple Past in the since-clause: I have seen Marie twice since I was in
Paris). Consequently, it is unsurprising that the use of the Present Perfect in since-
clauses should be a fairly regular occurrence.

In other cases the since-clause’s after-phase is construed as the scenario ensuing upon
the end of the situaction expressed by this clause’s verb. In the context below, this corre-
sponds to the point at which the speaker no longer had any hair:

(41) Interviewer: Pastor Rudy, you mentioned that you don’t have hair but you do have an opinion
about this.

Pastor Rasmuss: It’s been a long time since I’ve had hair so, you know, this is kind of a remote
concept for me. But one thing I do know about hairdressers, my wife goes to one, there is a lot
of information shared between client and hairdresser, you know, which really, in many cases,
makes that hairdresser almost part of your family. (COCA)

The conjunction since construes this point as marking the beginning of the accumulation
of a long stretch of time leading up to the present of being in the post-hairiness situation,
which is equivalent to the message expressed by the paraphrase ‘I haven’t had any hair for
a long time’.

The upshot is that there is more to the meaning of the Present Perfect and its interaction
with the conjunction since than has been observed to date. The complex meaning of this

Figure 3. Diagram of I have seen Marie twice since I’ve been in Paris.
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verbal structure evokes the notion of a present stative after-phase of a past situaction, and
the beginning of the after-phase of this situaction can be construed either as the first instant
at which the situaction was transcended or as the first instant at which the after-phase that
holds at the present moment began to be accrued. Either point can serve to mark a starting-
line in the past fromwhich some situation unfolds towards the present, thereby licensing the
use of since. This accounts for the fact that under certain conditions Existential Perfects are
compatible with the Simultaneous Reading, i.e. that the since-clause’s situaction does not
have to extend throughout the stretch of time leading up to the present. Indeed, this
should not be too surprising, as in the majority of its uses the conjunction since is followed
by the Simple Past, which never denotes a situaction that extends throughout the stretch of
time leading up to the present. The crucial factor for since to make sense with the Present
Perfect is that the latter must provide a point in time that defines the initial lefthand bound-
ary of a time-interval whose righthand boundary is the time of the utterance. This study has
demonstrated that the Present Perfect can do this in not just one, but two different ways.
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Appendix: Calculation of prevalence of temporal since + Present Perfect in
the BNC and the COCA

1. BNC calculations

1.1 Input

. Instances of temporal since + Present Perfect: 314

. Raw instances of since + Simple Past: 4,403

. % of temporal since in random sample of 200 examples of Simple Past: 60.5%

. Margin of error for sample of 200 and population of 4,403 with 95% confidence level: 6.77%
(Figure A1)

1.2 Calculation of % of instances in which temporal since is followed by Present
Perfect
Higher bound:

60.5%-6.77% = at least 53.73% of the instances of since with Simple Past are temporal.

= 314/((4403*0.5373) + 314) = 314/(2366 + 314) = 314/2680 = at most, 11.71% of the verbs that follow
temporal since in the BNC are instances of the Present Perfect.

Figure A1 Calculation of margin of error for temporal since + Past in the BNC. Range: 60.5%±6.77% of
the instances of since with Simple Past are temporal
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Lower bound:

60.5%+6.77% = at most, 67.27% of the instances of since with Simple Past are temporal.

= 314/((4403*0.6727) + 314) = 314/(2962 + 314) = 314/3276 = at least 9.58% of the verbs that follow tem-
poral since in the BNC are instances of the Present Perfect.

2. COCA calculations

2.1 Input

. Instances of temporal since + Present Perfect: 2,307

. Raw instances of since + Simple Past: 32,365

. % of temporal since in random sample of 200 examples: 69%

. Margin of error for sample of 200 and population of 32,365 with 95% confidence level: 6.91%
(Figure A2)

2.2 Calculation of % of instances in which temporal since is followed by Present
Perfect
Higher bound:

69%-6.91% = 62.09% of the instances of since with Simple Past are temporal.

= 2307/((32 365*0.6209) + 2307) = 2307/(20 095 + 2307) = 2307/22 402 = at most, 10.298% of the verbs
that follow temporal since in the COCA are instances of the Present Perfect.

Lower bound:

69%+6.91% = 75.91% of the instances of since with Simple Past are temporal.

= 2307/((32 365*0.7591) + 2307) = 2307/(24 568 + 2307) = 2307/26 875 = at least 8.58% of the verbs that
follow temporal since in the COCA are instances of the Present Perfect.

Figure A2 Calculation of margin of error for temporal since + Past in the COCA. Range: 69%±6.91% of
the instances of since with Simple Past are temporal
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