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Language attrition, defined as “the nonpathological decrease in proficiency 
in a language that had previously been acquired by an individual” (Köpke 
& Schmid, 2004, p. 5), is understood as resulting from substantial changes in 
language processing (Gallo et al., 2021). Since the 1980s, the issue of language 
attrition has turned into an ongoing line of research inquiry despite the fact that 
its origin dates back to the 16th century (Berko-Gleason, 1982). As a matter of 
fact, synchronically with the exponential advances in language technologies, 
a plethora of first-hand and cutting-edge experimental studies have been 
conducted on language attrition and its various dimensions (e.g., Adamou, 2021; 
Baladzhaeva & Laufer, 2017; Miller & Rothman, 2020). This has resulted in an 
increasing number of worthwhile books being published, including the one by 
Putnam and Natvig (2025). This offers a succinct yet detailed examination of 
language attrition and does an excellent job of explaining factors contributing to 
language attrition and the way it occurs. The authors have succeeded in producing 
a work of scholarship that brings together thematically coherent chapters, each 
offering valuable and engaging insights that push the boundaries and advance 
one’s understanding of the phenomenon.

Structurally, the book is divided into eight chapters, with the first serving as 
an introduction and the last as an epilogue. In the opening chapter, Putnam and 
Natvig provide an overview of the concept of language attrition, outlining the 
various situations in which individuals may experience it, such as emigration 
and learning a new language, among others. They posit that almost all sequential 
bilinguals are likely to undergo this phenomenon over the course of time in their 
lives. The authors also highlight the dynamic nature of this phenomenon, drawing 
an allegorical comparison to the Ship of Theseus (p. 3), which was no longer 
exactly the same ship after being repaired following a battle. Moreover, this 
chapter lists key theoretical factors and theories that address the question of why 
language attrition occurs. These theories propose that language attrition mirrors 
language acquisition in reverse, emphasizing the role of language proficiency 
in language attrition, and examining the influence of the second language on 
the first. They further highlight the impact of reduced input in the previously 
acquired language, the significance of linguistic markedness, and stress the 
inaccessibility of language input rather than the loss of linguistic knowledge.

In Chapter 2, Putnam and Natvig examine the sociolinguistic factors and their 
importance in language attrition, focusing exclusively on macro-level (societal) 
approach, such as the role of social connections as well as individual aspects 
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including age of immigration, length of residence, and aptitude. In addition, 
they address other individual and extra-linguistic factors, such as identity and 
attitudes which could affect the degree of language attrition. Furthermore, 
they introduce the concept of language dominance, illustrating circumstances 
in which an attritor’s L2 becomes more dominant than their L1. Finally, they 
distinguish between language attrition and language shift, emphasizing that the 
former refers to individual-level linguistic changes, whereas the latter denotes 
community-level language changes over time.

Later on, in Chapter 3, the authors shed light on the cognitive factors, 
behavioural and psychological, that possess an inhibitory role in comprehending 
and producing language. Apart from that, they introduce a number of reliable 
experimental and behavioural techniques and tools, such as Acceptability 
Judgment Tasks, Truth-Value Judgements, Lexical Decision Tasks, Self-paced 
Reading, eye tracking, and electroencephalogram used in measuring brain 
activity while processing and comprehending linguistic input.

Explaining the concept of lexical attrition as vocabulary loss and any changes 
in an individual’s lexical skills, such as disfluency markers and words retrieval 
difficulties, Chapter 4 defines the concept of words as a “combination of meaning, 
sound, and structural properties” (p. 75) which are stored in a part of the brain 
known as the mental lexicon. The authors strenuously argue that lexical attrition 
does not represent a permanent loss of words; rather, it involves loosening 
of connections within the complex network of connected forms. Delineating the 
concept of lexical attrition, this chapter makes reference to a number of lexical 
attrition models including The Dormant Language, The Interference Hypothesis, 
The Constant Decay Hypothesis, and Paradis’s Activation Threshold Hypothesis. 
The ensemble of these models not only explains the theoretical aspects of 
the attrition phenomenon but also lays the foundations of doing research in this 
field of study.

In Chapter 5, the authors review grammatical attrition across its major 
domains, including morphology, semantics, syntax, and phonology. Each domain 
is subject to attrition to different degrees and at varying rates. Morphological 
attrition involves changes in both inflectional and derivational morphemes, 
often overlapping each other rather than being completely separated. By the 
same token, semantic attrition is highly affected by syntactic and morphological 
alteration as semantics is expressed through grammatical structure, leaving “no 
pure semantic attrition” (p. 105). On the contrary, syntax is more resilient to 
attrition, that is, basic grammatical structure does not largely undergo attrition. 
However, certain specific aspects of syntax alter more including word order 
variations, shifts in speakers’ preference for certain specific existing structures 
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and a reduced ability to process more complex syntactic dependencies. In the 
same manner, as the authors claim, phonological pattern changes influence one 
another across languages, resulting from “exposure and experience of an L2’’ 
(p. 94).

In Chapter 6, Putnam and Natvig assert several approaches that inform the 
development of a unified research programme of language attrition, including 
usage-based, generative, Universal Grammar-based, and eclectic approaches. 
Drawing on Chomsky’s (2005) three factors of language design including 
biological endowment, linguistic experience, and general cognitive principles, 
the authors point out elements of linguistic structures, features, links, and 
constructions that contribute to formulating a unified approach to language 
attrition. The authors further maintain an overview of the Attrition via Acquisition 
Model formulated by Hicks and Domínguez (2020).

Chapters 7 and 8 are a recapitulation and a comprehensive summary of the 
book. The authors take stock of the main points of each chapter and sketch out 
predictions for future directions, such as the difference between divergent and 
incomplete language acquisition, and developmental language disorders and 
attrition-related changes, which could help researchers better understand where 
these two conditions overlap and where they diverge.

Overall, this book is a timely and essential contribution to the field. The value 
of this book consists of the fact that it covers a wide range of perspectives from 
various factors and theories to a unified language attrition research programme, 
making it an essential resource book for researchers and seasoned readers of 
bilingualism, psycholinguistics and sociolinguistics. Another area of strength of 
the book lies in its further and extensive explanation on eye-trackers and EEG 
tools used in attrition research. In the same vein, this book provides curious readers 
with further suggestions at the end of each chapter, enabling them to extend their 
horizons in each topic. This inclusivity ensures that readers are exposed to both 
foundational concepts and cutting-edge developments in the field, providing a 
thorough snapshot of the current state of language attrition research.

Having said that, some parts of the book could be improved. While it offers 
many valuable theoretical ideas, it may inadvertently risk readers’ interest and 
engagement as the book repeated inclusion of many summary sections, both at 
the end of each chapter and again at the end of the book. Considering the rigour 
of the content, this book does not target undergraduate students and early-career 
researchers. For readers who already know the basics of language attrition, 
though, it provides plenty of valuable insights and raises interesting questions.

Sepideh Javdani Esfahani



Reviews

151

References
Adamou, E. (2021). The adaptive bilingual mind: Insights from endangered languages. 

Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108884266
Baladzhaeva, L., & Laufer, B. (2017). Is first language attrition possible without second 

language knowledge? International Review of Applied Linguistics in Language 
Teaching, 56(2), 103–136. https://doi.org/10.1515/iral-2016-0066

Berko-Gleason, J. (1982). Insights from child language acquisition for second language 
loss. In R. D. Lambert & B. F. Freed (Eds.), The loss of language skills (pp. 13–23). 
Newbury House Publishers.

Chomsky, N. (2005). Three factors in language design. Linguistic Inquiry, 36(1), 1–22. 
https://doi.org/10.1162/0024389052993655

Gallo, F., Bermundez-Margaretto, B., Shtyrov, Y., Abutalebi, J., Kreiner, H., Chitaya, T., 
Petrova, A., & Myachykov, A. (2021). First language attrition. What it is, what it isn’t, 
and what it can be. Frontiers in Human Neuroscience, 15(686388), 1–20. https://doi.
org/10.3389/fnhum.2021.686388

Hicks, G., & Domínguez, L. (2020). A model for L1 grammatical attrition. Second 
Language Research, 36(2), 143–165. https://doi.org/10.1177/0267658319862011

Köpke, B., & Schmid, M. S. (2004). First language attrition: The next phase. In 
M. S. Schmid, B. Köpke, M. Keijzer, & L. Weilemar (Eds.), First language attrition: 
Interdisciplinary perspectives on methodological issues (pp. 1–43). John Benjamins. 
https://doi.org/10.1075/sibil.28.02kop

Miller, D., & Rothman, J. (2020). You win some, you lose some: Comprehension and 
event-related potential evidence for L1 attrition. Bilingualism: Language and 
Cognition, 23(4), 869–883. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1366728919000737

Sepideh Javdani Esfahani is currently pursuing her Ph.D. in English and Digital 
Linguistics at Chemnitz University of Technology. She has been awarded the 
scholarship Sächsisches Landesstipendium (Saxon State Scholarship) to support 
her doctoral research on foreign language attrition, employing eye-tracking 
methodology. Her research interests lie primarily in psycholinguistics, applied 
linguistics, and corpus linguistics.
ORCID ID: https://orcid.org/0009-0004-3458-6596

Address: Sepideh Javdani Esfahani, Chemnitz University of Technology, 09126 
Chemnitz, Germany. [e-mail: sepideh.javdani-esfahani@phil.tu-chemnitz.de]




