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1. Lexical ambiguity: definition, 
types, viewpoints. 
2. My research: three approaches 
to lexical ambiguity.
3. Other (interesting) questions



One single linguistic expression

Multiple meanings
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Banco
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*Bank: institution / of a river

Banco



1. Lexical ambiguity
1.1. Definition
1.2. Types
1.3. Viewpoints

Homonymy

Polysemy

flamma

llama

llama

pluma 
(de ave)

pluma 
(estilográfica)
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1. Lexical ambiguity
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2. Synchronic approach



Why I choose synchrony:
- I am interested in what speakers think and the interpretation they 

make of ambiguity, not in what the dictionary says. 
- As speakers, when communicating, we access to our own 

information about words, not to dictionary knowledge. 
- Speakers are normally ignorant of the etymology: it is therefore 

irrelevant when studying the language processing.



1. Lexical ambiguity
1.1. Definition
1.2. Types
1.3. Viewpoints

Homonymy

Polysemy

llama

pluma pluma

llama

not related meanings

related meanings/senses



 

My research



2. Approaches to 
lexical ambiguity

1.1. Theoretical 
1.2. Experimental

-What is the linguistic 
difference between homonymy 
and polysemy?

- What is the limit between 
homonymy and polysemy?



2. Approaches to 
lexical ambiguity

1.1. Theoretical 
1.2. Experimental CORPUS

- Data classified according 
to the psychological 
interpretation of ambiguity

- Basis for a theoretical and 
an experimental study.

- 300 words



2. Approaches to 
lexical ambiguity

1.1. Theoretical 
1.2. Experimental

Psycholinguistics is the 
discipline that investigates and 
describes the psychological processes 
that make it possible for humans to 
master and use language. 
Psycholinguists conduct research on 
speech development and language 
development and how individuals of 
all ages comprehend and produce 
language. (Ratner & Gleason, 2004)
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2. Approaches to 
lexical ambiguity

1.1. Theoretical 
1.2. Experimental

conscious

unconscious



2. Approaches to 
lexical ambiguity

1.1. Theoretical 
1.2. Experimental

conscious

questionnaires
-information about the interpretation of 
ambiguous words





Pluma: 
polysemy

Pluma: 
homonymy



2. Approaches to 
lexical ambiguity

1.1. Theoretical 
1.2. Experimental unconscious

experimental tasks
-information about the processing
 of ambiguous words



Lexical decision tasks

Does this word exist in 
Spanish? 



Lexical decision tasks

The time it takes to 
recognise the word and 
press YES

The time it takes to access 
lexical information in the 
mental lexicon



Lexical decision tasks and ambiguity

Words with multiple 
meanings are accessed 
faster than words with one 
single meaning

Ambiguity 
advantage



Lexical decision tasks and ambiguity

Polysemous words were 
accessed faster, but 
homonymous word were 
accessed slower



Lexical decision tasks and ambiguity

Polysemy
advantage

Homonymy
disadvantage



Lexical decision tasks and ambiguity

Ambiguity advantage

No effects of the 
relatedness of meanings 



Lexical decision tasks and ambiguity

Ambiguity advantage

No effects of the 
relatedness of meanings 



Eye-tracking

Reading 
tasks



Eye-tracking

The more movements
and fixations you make

The bigger your pupil
gets 

The harder it is to process
linguistic information



Eye-tracking and ambiguity

When an ambiguous 
word is inserted in a 
context, is it still 
easier to process? 



How are ambiguous
words stored in the
mental lexicon?



Homonymy: 
different entries

llama

llama



Homonymy: 
different entries

Polysemy:
single entry 

llama

llama

pluma  



3. Other (interesting) 
questions

● How and why words 
started to have more 
than one meaning?

● Why is language 
ambiguous? Does 
ambiguity have any 
cognitive advantages?
 



3. Other (interesting) 
questions

● PNL & Computational 
Linguistics

● Design of dictionaries
 

● Language teaching



Thank you
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