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The mental lexicon varies in size [1,2] and internal organisation [3]. Vocabulary size is well
documented and tied to cumulative language exposure [4,5,6], but considerably less is known
about individual differences in lexical connectivity — how strongly words and multiword
expressions are associated in the lexicon [cf. 7]. We investigated both dimensions, alongside
idiom knowledge, in 130 native Hungarian speakers aged 19-73 years (median age = 27).
Vocabulary size was assessed using a large-scale familiarity task in which participants
identified familiar words among panels containing both real words and nonce words.
Responses were collected for 500 words varying in frequency. Idiom knowledge was
measured using a similar familiarity task involving 45 lexicalized figurative expressions. To
assess sensitivity to lexical association strengths, participants completed a forced-choice
preference task using 50 semantically transparent adjective—noun combinations. In each trial,
participants selected the most natural-sounding expression among semantically similar
alternatives and a lure item. Association strengths were parametrised using corpus-based [8]
metrics of lexical association, including mutual information and logDice [9].

Results showed a strong positive correlation between vocabulary size and idiom knowledge (r
=.51), which may reflect the influence of cumulative language exposure as a shared underlying
factor, as both measures increased with age across the sample. Furthermore, sensitivity to
lexical associations was positively associated with vocabulary size (r = .35), while a weaker
but still significant relationship was observed for idiom knowledge (r = .18). Importantly, unlike
vocabulary size and idiom knowledge, sensitivity to lexical associations did not show significant
age-related effects. Although individuals with larger vocabularies tend to exhibit stronger
lexical-semantic associations, the relationship is unlikely to be explained solely by cumulative
language exposure. Tentative support for this interpretation comes from the comparison of
different vocabulary measures: vocabulary scores derived from age-balanced lexical items
showed a substantially stronger relationship with sensitivity to lexical associations (r = .35)
than vocabulary scores based on age-skewed lexical items (r = .12). Together, these findings
suggest that the size and structure of the mental lexicon may represent a partly independent
dimension of language ability, motivating future research into the stable individual factors

underlying the dissociation between lexical growth and lexical-semantic organisation.
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