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ABSTRACT. N+N structures are defined as those sequences of nouns which are taken to fill a 
gap on the spur of the moment and which consequently may not be used again for future applications. 
However, some of these constructions remain as useful owing to reasons like their frequency of use, 
relevance, or prestige.  In that case, they may undergo a gradual change through time and become 
lexical items. 

The main aim of my investigation is based on the assumption that the process of lexicalisation 
many N+N structures undergo is actually a continuum. A corpus of English written texts has been used 
and samples taken from it have been employed to explain my reasons.  Following Bauer (1978) and 
Giegerich (2004), there are various criteria which have been employed in order to classify those more or 
less lexicalised N+N structures, namely stress placement, coordination and modification criteria, 
semantic compositionality or demotivation, and orthographic realisation. 
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RESUMEN. Las estructuras de S+S se definen como aquellas secuencias de sustantivos a las que 

se recurre momentáneamente y que consecuentemente pueden no ser utilizadas más en futuras 
aplicaciones. Sin embargo, algunas de estas construcciones se mantienen útiles debido a razones tales 
como su frecuencia de uso, relevancia o prestigio. En ese caso, pueden verse sometidas a un cambio 
gradual que finalmente las convierta en unidades léxicas. El principal objetivo de esta investigación se 
basa en la idea de que el proceso de lexicalización al que muchas estructuras de S+S se ven sometidas 
es realmente un continuo. Para explicar las razones de esta hipótesis, se ha utilizado un corpus de textos 
ingleses escritos. Siguiendo a Bauer (1978) y Giegerich (2004), se han utilizado varios criterios para 
clasificar las estructuras nominales más o menos lexicalizadas, a saber, colocación de la acentuación, 
coordinación y modificación, composicionalidad semántica y realización ortográfica.  

PALABRAS CLAVE: estructuras de S+S, lexicalización, unidad léxica, continuo. 
 
 
1. INTRODUCTION  
 

The present investigation makes reference to a phenomenon which has been the object 
of study of various investigations, among others in the works by Roeper & Siegel (1978); 
Bauer (1983, 2001); Haspelmath (2002); Portero (2004). Different approaches have been 
given which have made lexicalisation to be related to concepts such as petrification (Leech 
1981) or idiomatisaton (Blank 2001). Lexicalisation may be defined, however, as a process 
by which some items acquire such a special relevance within a given speech community that 
they become part of the everyday vocabulary of that speech community, taking at the same 
time special features that confer them the new status of lexical item. 

On the other hand, N+N structures may be defined as those sequences of nouns which 
are taken by speakers and writers to fill a gap on the spur of the moment, among some other 
reasons, and which consequently may not be used again for future applications. However, 
some N+N structures may remain in the vocabulary of a given speech community owing to 
reasons like their prestige or relevance, for instance air hostess, or drug addiction. May be 
the case, they can undergo a gradual change through time and become lexical items, loosing 
all the features which used to characterise each of their component parts as single and 
independent syntactic units. 
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2. AIMS 
 
The main aim of my investigation is based on the assumption that the process of 

lexicalisation many N+N structures undergo is actually a continuum by which those nominal 
sequences, which have indeed special distinctive features, become lexicalised. There are 
several criteria, which will be fully explained further on, that may or may not be fulfilled by 
nominal sequences. The results derived from the application of these criteria will serve to 
characterise a given N+N structure as more or less lexicalised. 
 
 
3. METHODOLOGY 
 

In order to achieve my goal, I have made use of the FROWN and FLOB Corpora of 
English Written Texts, a corpus of texts from 1992 that allows me to work with two different 
speech communities (British and American English) and four different genres (press, science, 
fiction and essays). The selection of genres and speech communities is based on the 
assumption that the behaviour N+N structures undergo in each of them is different as far as 
their level of lexicalisation is concerned. A previous research, based on a total of 200,000 
words analysed, has proved that informational genres (i.e. press and science) and American 
English texts as a whole contain more examples of non lexicalised N+N structures, whereas 
British English texts and specially non informational genres (i.e. fiction and essays) contain 
more examples of lexicalised N+N structures. Thus, these differences may also be 
appreciated in the samples I have taken for the present investigation. Furthermore, a 
fieldwork based on interviews with several native English speakers has been very useful for 
the fulfilment of the stress criterion (cf. section 4). 

 
 
4. DEFINITION OF LEXICALISATION AND CRITERIA APPLIED 

 
Hagège (1993:171-172) defines the lexicalisation of N+N structures as the process by 

which “two elements that (…) were in the past or are today free units (…) are associated 
trough compounding (…) and yield a new complex unit.”  Thus, a nominal sequence enters a 
process that carries it from a syntactic to a lexical level through a process of lexicalisation (cf. 
also Liberman & Sproat 1992). In order to characterise those new lexical items, a reference 
should be made to several criteria that may be used to define a compound and thus 
distinguish it from a free syntactic group. From the point of view of morphology, and 
following Bauer (1978: 54), a compound is a complex morphological unit made up of two 
lexemes acting as a single word. Therefore, N+N compounds do not allow the modification 
or the coordination of one of their elements as single units: 

(1a) a bank note  
(1b) *a bank red note/ *a [red bank] note 
(1c) *a bank and an office note 

Phonologically, morphological structures show stress on the left-hand element (´bank 
note), whereas syntactic constructions show stress on the right-hand element (stone ´wall) (cf. 
Giegerich 2004). From the semantic point of view, the meaning of a compound is not the 
result of the meaning of each of the words that are part of it. This implies that the meaning of 
a compound is not purely compositional: “the meaning of (…) expressions (in particular 
sentences) can be reconstructed form the meanings of their individual elements and their 
syntactic relationship to one another” (Bussmann 1996). Thus, a lexicalised N+N structure 
may show a degree of semantic demotivaton, that is, a loss of that semantic compositionality.  
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This is the case of letter box, which can be found in dictionaries defined as “a box in which 
letters are kept”, or “one in which they are deposited for transmission by post or on delivery.” 
(OED), a definition that does not adjust to the concept of box we all have. Finally, the 
orthographic realisation of N+N structures can also serve as a guideline for their 
consideration of lexical or syntactic units. In general, we can say that there are no free 
syntactic groups written as one word and that many compounds are written hyphenated or as 
one word, for instance letterbox. 

To sum up, there are five different criteria, which may define a compound and thus 
distinguish it from a syntactic structure. Those are morphosyntax (coordination and 
modification), phonology (stress placement), semantics (compositionality vs. demotivation), 
and orthography (orthographic realisation). The application of these criteria to the samples 
taken from the corpus allows deciding whether those nominal sequences are lexicalised and 
also the extent to which they are so. 
 
 
5. THE CORPUS ANALYSIS 

 
In view of the fact that lexicalisation is understood as a cline, not all criteria are going 

to be fulfilled for an N+N structure to be considered lexicalised. Thus, it can be more or less 
rooted in the language depending on the answers to each of the questions deriving from the 
application of the criteria. Therefore, those nominal groups, which do not fulfil most of the 
requirements, are elided from the list of lexicalised structures, some other groups fulfil the 
entire requirements and thus they are considered fully lexicalised. Besides, other nominal 
groups are considered to be lexicalised despite the fact that they do not fulfil all the 
requirements (but rather most of them). The number of positive answers I have thought 
necessary for the consideration of a nominal group as a lexicalised N+N structure depends on 
the following reckoning. As there are five criteria, a nominal group will be considered to be 
lexicalised if the number of positive answers to the application of the different criteria is that 
of three or more (which entails that it can only have two negative answers). 
 
5.1. Phonological criterion 

 
Regarding stress, those nominal groups that are stressed on their first constituent 

receive a positive answer, whereas those sequences of nouns that have right-hand stress 
receive a negative answer. In order to reach this conclusion, several native speakers of 
English have been asked to tell whether each of the N+N structures from the list received the 
stress on the left-hand or right-hand element. The answers provided by them are especially 
divergent sometimes and therefore, whenever this is so, the reader will be informed that the 
final results frequently depend on the majority given by the native speakers asked. The 
following table gathers a compilation of some of the nominal groups under analysis: 

 
LEFT-HAND STRESS RIGHT –HAND STRESS 

‘Air-raid Bank ac‘counts 
‘Bank-notes Beer ‘cans 
‘Book case Bottle ‘tops 

‘Coffee shop Desk ‘jobs 
‘Desk lamp Family ‘name 
‘Gun crew Gas ‘stations 
‘Ice sheet Heart at‘tack 

‘Street-lamp Post ‘office 
‘War horses Sea ‘water 

Table1. Classification of N+N structures according to stress 



 654

5.2. Orthographic criterion 
 
As far as orthography is concerned, it must be noted that these results belong to the 

1990’s, which implies that they can have evolved towards a different status.  Actually, some 
of the nominal groups appearing in the corpora as two different words or hyphenated are now 
written as one word2: 

 
RESULTS FROM THE 

CORPUS 
CURRENT 

SITUATION 
RESULTS FROM THE 

CORPUS 
CURRENT SITUATION 

Bull frog Bullfrog Sea water Seawater 
Gold-mines Goldmines Street-lamp Streetlamp 
Party-goers Partygoers Will power Willpower 

Table 2. List of N+N structures found in the corpora that can be written as a single word nowadays 
 
5.3. Semantic criterion 

 
As regards the semantic criterion, it is interesting to note that there are some N+N 

structures that, despite the fact that they are semantically transparent3, and therefore have a 
negative answer for the semantic criterion, are listed in dictionaries. This is an unequivocal 
symptom of the fact that dictionaries do not always list semantically opaque compounds. On 
the contrary, many compounds are listed just because they are widely used or familiar to 
speakers despite they are semantically transparent. The following table may serve as an 
illustration since it gathers a compilation of N+N structures that, in spite of the fact that they 
are semantically transparent, are listed in dictionaries4: 

 
Bank notes Book case Dance floor Football field 
Heart attack Hunger strike Ice sheet News agency 
Parish priest Place-names Poet laureate Poison ivy 
Police station Press agency Press conference Railway station 

Sea levels Sea water Swing door Telephone calls 

Table 3. Semantically transparent N+N structures which are listed in dictionaries 
 
5.4. Morphosyntactic criteria 

 
As far as the morphosyntactic criteria are concerned, some members of N+N structures 

can be modified and coordinated individually as independent items whereas others show an 
extremely strong attachment to each other. Thus, modification and coordination of each of 
their component parts individually is not possible at all. The attachment of N+N structures 
that are linked through hyphenation is clearly more evident than in the case of two 
orthographic words. Thus, in the instance of bank-notes, none of the elements can be 
modified nor can they be coordinated separately as two individual items, whereas in the case 
of desk chair, each of its elements can be coordinated and modified as a single syntactic 
element. However, instances of N+N structures written as two orthographic words which 
cannot be modified separately can also be found, for instance post office, table salt, heart 
attack, or desk lamp. This is so owing to the fact that they have acquired such a specialisation 
in meaning that modifying or coordinating each of their elements individually would imply a 
loss of that meaning. 
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5.5. Morphological productivity 
 
Furthermore, in the corpus that has been checked we can find more than one N+N 

structure whose first or second element is used in other N+N structures, displaying a variety 
of compositions that only one noun is giving rise to. Therefore it seems that N+N structures 
are a productive device for word formation. Thus, nominal sequences can be classified 
according to the noun that is the leftmost element as in the following table: 
 

BANK Bank-accounts / Bank-notes 

DESK Desk chair / Desk job / Desk lamp 

FOOTBALL Football field / Football team 

GUN Gun crew / Gun battle 

LAUNDRY Laundry boy / Laundry soap 

PRESS Press agency / Press conference 
SEA Sea levels / Sea slugs / Sea water 

TENNIS Tennis club / Tennis-mates 

Table 4. Classification of N+N structures according to the left-hand element  
 

Nominal sequences can also be classified according to the noun that is the rightmost 
element: 

 

Table 5. Classification of N+N structures according to the right-hand element 
 
5.6. Genre and speech community perspective 

 
The number of lexicalised N+N structures found for each speech community and genre 

is different. Thus, we find that there are 67 lexicalised N+N structures in American English 
whereas in British English the number of lexicalised nominal sequences raises up to 89. This 
implies that British English is more conservative from the linguistic point of view; they prefer 
to make use of those nominal groups with which they are more familiarised. On the other 
hand, American English prefers to innovate, giving raise to new N+N structures. As far as 
genres are concerned, fiction and essays use a greater number of lexicalised N+N structures, 
whereas Science and Press prefer to use non institutionalised N+N sequences, that is, those 
who are created for momentary uses or for linguistic economy motivations. 
 
 
 
 

AGENCY News agency / Press agency 

CHAIR Desk chair / Swivel chair 

LAMP Desk lamp / Street-lamp 

NAME Family name / Place-names 

POWER People-power / Will power 

STATION Gas stations / Police station / Railway station 

TREE Cedar trees / Fig-tree / Grapefruit-tree 
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6. CONCLUSIONS 
 

The data analysed throughout this research have served to go deeper into the question 
of the process of lexicalisation. N+ N structures are taken by speakers and especially writers 
to fill a gap and they may not be used again for future applications. However, some of these 
constructions remain as useful. In that case, they may undergo a gradual change through time 
and become lexical items, loosing all the features that used to characterise each of their 
component parts as independent syntactic units. We have also seen that speech communities 
and genres make a different usage of N+N structures. Some of them prefer to employ the 
institutionalised ones while others prefer to innovate using new nominal sequences.  The fact 
that these new nominal sequences may become widely used and thus institutionalised 
depends on factors like their prestige, relevance or frequency of use. The symptoms of this 
change have already been studied, namely semantics, orthography, morphosyntax and stress.  
They allow regarding this process as a cline for which there are no totals but grades of 
lexicalisation. 
 
 
NOTES 
 
1. This study has received the support of the research project Variation, Linguistic Change and 
Grammaticalization, funded by the Spanish Ministry of Education and Science (grant no. HUM2004-
00940/FILO) and the Autonomous Government of Galicia (grant no. PGIDIT05PXIC20401PN). Support from 
the Spanish Ministry of Education and Science through the research fellowship AP 2004-4917 is also gratefully 
acknowledged. 
2. Some examples found in the corpora show that there is no clear criterion as regards the orthography of N+N 
structures at times. This is the case of table talks (FLOB A04 L19) and table-talks (FLOB A04 L24), which are 
found within the same text, even; or people power (FLOB A01 L164) and people-power (FLOB A02 L24) 
found in different texts. In the case of poll tax (FLOB A04 L99) and poll-tax (FLOB A04 L146), the use of 
hyphenation could be justified in order to indicate that the whole N+N structure modifies the noun fiasco within 
the text, i.e. poll-tax fiasco. 
3. Likewise, those N+N structures can be included in dictionaries as a means to get a greater number of entries, 
which would imply, in economic terms, that a given dictionary is comprehensive. 
4. Dictionaries that have been consulted for this research are: Webster’s New Encyclopaedic Dictionary (1994), 
Larousse (1991), and Collins Cobuild English Dictionary (1995). 
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