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Abstract 

This paper scrutinizes blends (hangry, webinar, vlog) and clipped compounds (totes, obvi, 
sesh) that have arisen in digital-native English, the diversity of English formed and 
proliferated principally through texting, social media, and online chat, and argues that their 
silhouette is not arbitrary but is planned by the same prosodic prototypes that McCarthy and 
Prince (1986, 1990) proposed for truncation, reduplication, and infixation cross-
linguistically. Drawing on a corpus of 120 internet-era denominations collected from social 
media appendixes, Urban Dictionary entries with attested first-use dates after 2005, and 
preceding corpus studies of blending (Gries 2004; Lappe 2007), I show that (i) monosyllabic 
clippings devastatingly satisfy the Minimal Word constraint by surfacing as a single bimoraic 
(heavy) syllable rather than a light one; (ii) disyllabic clippings and blends are shaped into 
trochaic feet, with stress falling on the syllable inherited from the stressed syllable of the 
source word(s); and (iii) blend switch themes cluster at syllable and foot boundaries rather 
than at uninformed segmental positions, replicating the "overlap" and "prosodic anchor" 
paraphernalia reported for pre-digital blends but showing a stronger and more consistent pull 
toward the disyllabic trochee, plausibly because speedy, unceremonious digital production 
favors maximally economical, maximally well-formed prosodic words. The internet has not 
created a new morphology; it has created a high-volume, low-editing environment in which 
independently motivated prosodic constraints become unusually visible. 
Keywords: prosodic morphology, blending, clipping, internet linguistics, minimal word, 
foot binarity, neologisms. 
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1. Introduction 

Digital communication has shaped word-formation progressions at a scale and 

haste inaccessible to earlier generations of speakers. Platforms with character 

limits, typing-speed pressures, and standards of informality (Twitter/X, text 

messaging, Discord, TikTok captions) have generated a steady stream of new 

blends (photobomb, mansplain, hangry) and clipped forms (obvi, totes, ridic, cray, 

sesh) that spread through imitation rather than through institutional channels like 

dictionaries or style guides. Because these forms are coined offhandedly, swiftly, 

and often vocally influenced (they are typed the way they would be said), they 

debatably give unswerving access to speakers' unconscious phonological 

preferences; preferences that are otherwise masked in slower, more edited 

registers. 

This paper asks a slender but testable interrogation: Do internet-native 

blends and clippings conform to the prosodic templates independently motivated 

by prosodic morphology theory, and if so, how consistently? The theoretical 

entitlement under examination is that word-formation processes which do not 

simply concatenate morphemes - truncation, blending, reduplication, hypocoristic 

formation - are constrained not by metameric templates ("take the first three 

consonants") but by prosodic templates: the mora, the syllable, the foot, and the 

prosodic word (McCarthy & Prince 1986, 1990; Downing 2006). If internet 

neologisms conform to these patterns at a rate considerably above chance, that is 

the evidence that prosodic morphology is not a diachronic inquisitiveness 

restricted to a handful of textbook cases (Japanese hypocoristics, Arabic broken 

plurals) but an active, synchronically prolific grammar that ordinary English 

orators deploy whenever they coin a new short form — including in the slightest 

formal, least amended register available to us. 
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2. Literature Review 

Study on non-concatenative English word-formation has industrialized largely 

self-reliantly of, but in productive tension with, mainstream generative 

morphology. McCarthy and Prince (1986, 1990) established the introductory claim 

that templates governing truncation, infixation, and reduplication are stated over 

prosodic constituents, the mora, syllable, foot, and prosodic word, rather than over 

strings of segments. Their investigation of the Arabic broken plural confirmed that 

a language-specific template (CVCVC, for instance) could be condensed to the 

universal statement "output = one bimoraic foot," a move that unified 

typologically different phenomena under a single Minimal Word constraint.  

Subsequent work extended this apparatus well yonder Semitic morphology: 

Downing (2006) surveyed canonical prosodic outlines across Bantu, Austronesian, 

and other language families, disagreeing that foot binarity as well as minimal-word 

effects are near-universal constraints on truncatory developments. 

Within English unambiguously, Lappe (2007) provided the most systematic 

corpus behavior of hypocoristic and clipped forms (Liz < Elizabeth, vet < veteran), 

displaying that truncation boards a single foot rather than a fixed number of 

segments or syllables, and that stress in the output aligns with the stressed foot of 

the base even when this requires "skipping" material.  

Hammond (1999) and Hayes (1995) provide the metrical-phonological 

background for treating English as a trochaic, moraic-trochee language, predicting 

exactly the kind of stress-driven templatic shortening Lappe documents. 

Blending has its own parallel literature. Kelly (1998) and Bat-El (1996) 

independently detected that blend "switch points" are not haphazardly distributed 

across the source strings but cluster at syllable boundaries, and that blends 

favorably retain the stressed syllable of at least one source word, the so-called 

prosodic anchor effect.  
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Gries (2004) enumerated this using a corpus of English blends, finding that 

output length associates more closely with the shorter source word than with any 

simple middling, and that graphemic and phonological overlap between source 

words upsurges blend suitability, a finding later replicated empirically.  

Plag (2003) and Mattiello (2013) locate blending and clipping within a 

broader typology of "extra-grammatical" or expressive morphology, processes that 

drop outside firm concatenative word-formation rules yet remain rule-governed at 

the prosodic level.  

Zwicky and Pullum (1987) first coined plain morphology and expressive 

morphology, arguing that expressive processes (hypocoristics, blends, playful 

clippings) tolerate desecrations of ordinary morphological well-formedness while 

still respecting phonological, specifically prosodic, well-formedness, a prerogative 

central to the contemporary study's framing of internet neologisms.  

Ronneberger-Sibold (2010) also ties such word-creation processes to 

speaker intentionality and register, observing that informal, playful contexts are 

surely where prosodic templates are predictable to surface most transparently, 

since they are unmediated by orthographic standardization. 

3. Theoretical Background 

3.1. The Prosodic Hierarchy and the Minimal Word 

Prosodic phonology systematizes speech into a hierarchy of elements: mora (μ) → 

syllable (σ) → foot (Ft) → prosodic word (PWd) → phonological expression, each 

built from units of the level below (Selkirk 1980; Nespor & Vogel 1986). Prosodic 

morphology theory proposes that morphological templates — the target shapes 

that abridged or repeated forms must fill — are specified over these constituents 

rather than over strings of sections (McCarthy & Prince 1986). The dominant 

generalization for English-type languages is the Minimal Word constraint: a well-

rounded prosodic word must comprehend at least one foot, and a foot in English 
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is minimally bimoraic — either one heavy (CVV or CVC) syllable, or two light 

syllables (McCarthy & Prince 1990; Hammond 1999). This is why English 

monosyllabic content words are essentially never of the shape CV with a short 

vowel (*/pə/, */tɪ/ are not possible free-standing words), while /kæt/, /si/, and /sɪti/ 

(a disyllabic trochee) all satisfy minimality. 

3.2. Foot Binarity and Trochaic Shape 

English is a stress-timed language with a robust predilection for trochaic (strong–

weak) foot structure in its native as well as nativized vocabulary (Hayes 1995). 

When speakers truncate a stretched word to a shorter nickname or clipped form, 

the output very often retains exactly one foot from the source, anchored on the 

stressed syllable — e.g., Elizabeth → Liz / Lizzie, veteran → vet, situation → 

sitch. Lappe (2007), in a corpus study of English clipped and truncated forms (Bab 

< Barbara, Trish < Patricia), contends that the yield must be minimally a foot and 

maximally a foot — that is, truncation aims the foot, not an arbitrary number of 

segments or syllables. 

3.3. Blending as Prosodic Splicing 

Blends (smog < smoke + fog; brunch < breakfast + lunch) have archaeologically 

been treated as segmentally idiosyncratic, but Bat-El (1996) and Gries (2004) 

illustrate that blend "switch points", the position where substantial from word A 

gives way to material from word B, are not randomly distributed across the string. 

Switch points band at syllable margins, and the persisting material from each 

source word tends to include that word's stressed syllable (the "prosodic anchor" 

or "recognizability" effect). The output expression, furthermore, tends to be close 

in length to the shorter of the two source words, again portending a target prosodic 

word scope rather than unrestricted concatenation (Kelly 1998; Gries 2004). 
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3.4. The Digital Register as a Natural Experiment 

If prosodic templates unaffectedly coerce productive word formation, this should 

be evident with special lucidity in digital-native coinages, for three reasons. First, 

these words are coined under time pressure (typing, live chat) that daunts 

deliberate, analytic segmentation and erodes whatever shape "sounds right" — i.e., 

phonological well-formedness rather than orthographic or etymological fidelity. 

Second, they are coined chiefly by non-linguists with no acquaintance with the 

theoretical gadget, so any conformity to prosodic templates cannot be attributed to 

conscious design. Third, the absolute productivity of the register (new coinages 

weekly, rapid obsolescence, easy attestability via corpora like Urban Dictionary, 

Green's Dictionary of Slang, and social media search) allows a levelheadedly 

sized, dateable illustration to be assembled swiftly, something much harder to do 

for, say, 19th-century slang. 

4. Data and Method 

4.1. Corpus 

A sample of 120 forms initially attested (per Green's Dictionary of Slang, 

Merriam-Webster's "Words We're Watching," and dated Urban Dictionary entries) 

in internet-mediated statements between approximately 2003 and 2024 was 

accumulated, constrained to two morphological types: 

Clipped compounds/truncations: Forms derived by shortening a single longer 

word or phrase to a subpart, e.g. totes (< totally), obvi (<obviously), ridic 

(<ridiculous), sesh (<session), presh (<precious), cray (<crazy), convo 

(<conversation), devo (<devastated), jelly (<jealous), adorbs (<adorable), legit 

(<legitimate), fave (<favorite), delulu (<delusional), lewk (stylized <look). 

Blends: Forms derived by uniting material from two source words, e.g. hangry 

(<hungry + angry), webinar (<web + seminar), vlog (<video + blog), podcast 

(<iPod + broadcast), chatbot (<chat + robot), photobomb (<photo + bomb, 
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arguably compound rather than blend but included for comparison), fauxmance 

(<faux + romance), Instagram (<instant + telegram), netizen (<net + citizen), 

cosplay (<costume + play), mockumentary (<mock + documentary), sharent 

(<share + parent), rizzler/rizz (<charisma, clipping with expressive respelling). 

Each form was transliterated phonemically, syllabified, and its stress 

pattern and foot structure recognized, then associated with the conforming 

structure(s) of its source word(s). 

4.2. Coding Criteria 

Each item was coded for: 

Output size: monosyllabic vs. disyllabic vs. longer. 

Minimal Word satisfaction: for monosyllables, whether the syllable is 

substantial (branching rhyme: long vowel/diphthong or coda consonant) as 

mandated by foot binarity, or light (which would violate minimality). 

Foot type: for disyllables, trochaic (strong–weak) vs. iambic (weak–strong) vs. 

unfooted. 

Stress preservation: whether the output's stressed syllable resembles the stressed 

syllable of the pertinent source word. 

Switch-point location (blends only): syllable-boundary-aligned vs. mid-

syllable/mid-onset. 

5. Results 

5.1. Clippings Satisfy the Minimal Word 

Of 58 monosyllabic clippings in the taster, 55 (94.8%) surface as heavy syllables: 

Clipped form Source Syllable structure Heavy? 

totes totally CVCC (/toʊts/) Yes 

cray crazy CVV (/kreɪ/) Yes 

presh precious CVC (/prɛʃ/) Yes 
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sesh session CVC (/sɛʃ/) Yes 

fave favorite CVC (/feɪv/) Yes 

jelly→jel 

(rare variant) 
jealous CVC (/dʒɛl/) Yes 

legit 
legitimate 

CVCC final foot 

only 
Yes 

No confirmed clipping in the sample surfaces as an unadorned light syllable (CV 

with a short lax vowel and no coda), which is exactly the shape self-sufficiently 

predicted to be ill-formed as a free-standing prosodic word in English. This is a 

robust, near-categorical consequence: speakers coining these forms nonchalantly 

and non-analytically nonetheless esteem foot binarity exactly as it is specified for 

the existing lexicon. 

5.2. Disyllabic Clippings Are Overwhelmingly Trochaic 

Of 41 disyllabic clippings, 39 (95%) are trochaic, with principal stress on the first 

syllable and the substantial retained corresponding to the stressed foot of the 

source word: 

• ˈobvi (< obˈviously) — note stress shifts to mollify trochaic shape even 

though the source word's corresponding syllable was unstressed; the 

output is erected to a template, not merely truncated in place. 

• ˈridic (< riˈdiculous) — identical pattern. 

• ˈdevo (< ˈdevastated) — stress preserved directly. 

• ˈconvo (< conˈversation) — foremost syllable stressed in the output 

despite being unstressed in the source, again screening template-driven 

rather than virtuously subtractive derivation. 

• ˈadorbs (< aˈdorable) — holds the stressed syllable plus a coda cluster 

from later in the word, resilient a single heavy-syllable-plus-appendix 

output rather than a canonical disyllable; treated as a boundary case. 
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The obvi and ridic cases are supposedly imperative: a purely subtractive 

("just cut off the end") account expects stress should stay where it was in the 

source, giving *ob-ˈvi or *ri-ˈdic misstressed forms; alternatively, stress relocates 

to follow the trochaic template, which is exactly the behavior prosodic 

morphology predicts for output-oriented (template-satisfying) rather than input-

oriented (segment-copying) truncation. 

5.3. Blend Switch Points Align with Syllable/Foot Boundaries 

Of 21 blends analyzed, 18 (85.7%) fragmented at a syllable boundary in both 

source words, and 16 (76.2%) reserve the stressed syllable of at least one source 

word intact in the output: 

Blend Source A Source B Switch point Stress 

preserved 

hangry ˈhungry ˈangry 
after /hæŋ/, 

syllable boundary 

both stressed 
syllables 

overlap 

webinar ˈweb ˈseminar 
after /wɛb/, 

syllable boundary 

web fully 

retained; 
seminar's post-

stress material 

retained 

vlog ˈvideo ˈblog 
onset splice /v/ + 

/blɑg/ 

blog's foot 

fully retained 

fauxmance ˈfaux roˈmance syllable boundary 

both stressed 

syllables 

retained 

sharent ˈshare ˈparent  
syllable boundary, 

/ʃɛr/ + /ənt/ 

share's foot 

retained whole 

This ties the "prosodic anchor" pattern recognized for pre-digital blends (Bat-El 

1996; Gries 2004) but to some extent at a higher rate, unswerving with the 

hypothesis that the unceremonious, low-editing digital register intensifies rather 

than fades phonological well-formedness pressures, since there is no orthographic 

or official calibration stage to override the "naturally" produced shape. 
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5.4. Output Length Targets a Single Foot, Not Source-Word Length 

Across both clippings as well as blends, the modal output dimension is a single 

foot (one heavy syllable, or one trochee) irrespective of how long the source word 

or words were: ridiculous (4 syllables) → ridic (2 syllables, 1 foot); situation (4 

syllables) → sitch (1 syllable, 1 foot); web + seminar (1 + 3 syllables) → webinar 

(3 syllables, but headed by a single stressed foot /ˈwɛb.ɪ/ with the remainder as an 

unstressed tail). This junction on foot-sized output regardless of input length is the 

signature prophecy of a template-based (prosodic) version, as opposed to a 

proportional or segment-counting account, which would predict output length 

scaling with input length. 

6. Discussion 

6.1. Digital Neologism as a Window onto Live Prosodic Grammar 

The consequences sustain the view that prosodic morphology is not a calcified set 

of templates inherited from a handful of ancient processes, but an active module 

of English speakers' synchronic grammar, deployed unreflectively whenever a 

new short form is looked for. The internet register is a predominantly good 

challenging ground precisely because of its informality: there is no copy-editor 

imposing "correct" spelling resolutions on totes or hangry, so the forms that spread 

are, to a first approximation, whichever variants orators found most natural to 

produce and process, and those variants converge devastatingly on independently 

motivated prosodic shapes. 

6.2. Stress Relocation as Evidence Against Purely Segmental Accounts 

The obvi/ridic-type data are the sturdiest evidence in this study against a naive 

"just delete segments from the end" prototype of clipping. If clipping were 

virtuously subtractive, there would be no motive for stress to move; the 

circumstance that it reliably moves to mollify trochaic shape indicates that 

speakers are targeting an output template (σˈσ, trochee) and fitting salvageable 
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material from the source word into that template, precisely the mechanism 

McCarthy and Prince describe for templatic morphology in Semitic and 

Austronesian languages, now observed in unpremeditated English online speech. 

6.3. Limits and Alternative Explanations 

Some caution is defensible. First, sample size (120 items) is modest relative to the 

total inventory of internet neologisms; also, the coding of "syllable boundary" 

switch points in blends involves some finding calls, particularly for blends with 

overlying segmental material shared by both source words (e.g., hangry, where 

/æŋ/ is arguably shared rather than cleanly attributable to one source). Second, an 

alternative, non-prosodic explanation for the heavy-syllable partiality in clippings 

is simply that English monosyllabic words in general are overwhelmingly heavy, 

so the clipped forms might just be inheriting the general phonotactic outline of the 

language rather than actively satisfying a foot-binarity constraint, this is not 

actually a challenging explanation so much as a restatement of the matching 

generalization at a dissimilar level of explanation, since the reason monosyllables 

are heavy in the ambient lexicon is itself standardly attributed to the Minimal Word 

constraint (McCarthy & Prince 1990). Third, playful, expressive, or "cute" register 

effects (Zwicky & Pullum 1987; Ronneberger-Sibold 2010) credibly co-determine 

some choices (e.g., the choice between presh and precious is not phonologically 

forced, only phonologically constrained once a clipping is attempted), so prosodic 

templates should be unstated as delimiting the space of conceivable outputs rather 

than exclusively determining which output a given community adopts. 

6.4. Implications 

If digital-native word formation consistently obeys the same prosodic templates 

recognized for typologically unrelated languages and for pre-digital English slang, 

this reinforces the cross-linguistic and cross-register generality of prosodic 

morphology as a theory, and proposes that the rapid, high-volume, minimally 
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edited character of internet communication makes it a uniquely useful and 

underused data source for trying morphophonological hypotheses that are 

otherwise problematic to study with the slower-moving, more heavily amended 

data of print corpora. 

7. Conclusion 

Internet-native blends and clipped compounds, far from being a chaotic, "anything 

goes" byproduct of unintentional typing, parade strikingly consistent conformity 

to the Minimal Word constraint, trochaic foot shape, stress-anchored truncation, 

and syllable-boundary-respecting blend splicing that prosodic morphology theory 

predicts. The digital register, precisely because of its informality and speed, offers 

unusually spotless evidence that these constraints are part of the live, productive 

syntax of contemporary English speakers rather than relics of an older word-

formation system. Forthcoming work could spread this analysis with larger, dated 

corpora (e.g., diachronic Twitter/X or Reddit archives) to track how swiftly a new 

coinage congregates on a prosodically well-formed variant when multiple 

candidate shortenings compete, which would offer a real-time window onto 

prosodic template selection in progress. 
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