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Abstract: 
Conversion, or zero-derivation, is one of the most productive word-formation processes 

in English. It involves the creation of a new lexical item without any change in form, 

typically by shifting a word from one part of speech to another. This article examines 

the historical development, types, functional roles, and peculiarities of conversion in 

English. Special attention is given to its syntactic, semantic, and stylistic characteristics, 

as well as its practical implications for language learning and translation. 
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Introduction 

Conversion, or zero-derivation, is a distinctive feature of English word formation that 

allows words to shift categories without morphological modification. For example, the 

noun “email” can function as a verb (“to email someone”) without any affixation. This 

process is particularly productive in modern English, reflecting the language’s flexibility 

and adaptability to new communicative needs. 

The study of conversion is essential for linguists, lexicographers, and language teachers 

because it highlights the interplay between syntax, semantics, and pragmatics in English. 

Unlike languages with extensive inflectional morphology, English relies heavily on 

syntactic context and stress patterns to indicate word class, making conversion a 

prominent mechanism of lexical expansion. 
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Historical Background of Conversion 

The phenomenon of conversion in English has deep historical roots. Old English (OE) 

demonstrated limited conversion, mostly involving nouns and verbs derived from the 

same root. Over time, particularly during the Middle English (ME) and Early Modern 

English (EModE) periods, conversion became increasingly productive due to the 

simplification of inflectional endings and the growing influence of French and Latin 

lexicon. 

The industrial and technological revolutions of the 18th and 19th centuries contributed 

to the emergence of numerous new nouns and verbs through conversion, as there was a 

need to describe novel inventions, concepts, and processes. For instance, the noun 

“access” became a verb in technical and commercial contexts, reflecting the functional 

and semantic shift inherent in conversion. 

Types of Conversion 

Conversion in English, also known as zero-derivation, is a highly flexible word-

formation process. It allows words to change their grammatical category without any 

overt morphological marker, relying instead on syntactic context and semantic shift. 

Scholars classify conversion into several main types, each with its own characteristics, 

productivity, and stylistic implications. Understanding these types is crucial for 

linguists, language learners, translators, and lexicographers. 

Noun-to-Verb Conversion 

Noun-to-verb conversion is one of the most productive types in contemporary English. 

It involves using a noun as a verb to denote actions or processes associated with the 

noun’s referent. This pattern is especially common in business, technology, and social 

communication contexts. 

Examples: 

 “to email” – to send an email 

 “to host” – to organize or provide an event 

 “to chair” – to preside over a meeting 

 “to bottle” – to put a liquid into a bottle 

Characteristics and Peculiarities: 

 Often signifies the performance of an action related to the original noun. 

 Highly productive in modern English due to technological innovation (“to 

Google,” “to Facebook”). 

 Stress patterns generally shift to indicate verb usage, e.g., noun: ‘record (first 

syllable), verb: re‘cord (second syllable). 

 Common in headlines, advertising, and informal registers due to conciseness and 

stylistic economy. 
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Historical Note: 

Noun-to-verb conversion has roots in Old and Middle English but became especially 

widespread during the Industrial Revolution and the digital era, reflecting the need for 

concise linguistic forms to describe new activities and technologies. 

Verb-to-Noun Conversion 

Verb-to-noun conversion, also called nominalization, transforms verbs into nouns, often 

indicating the action, process, or result. This type is highly frequent in academic, 

technical, and formal English, and it is particularly prominent in American English. 

Examples: 

 “a run” – an instance of running 

 “a hit” – a successful act or event 

 “a walk” – the action of walking 

Characteristics: 

 Produces event nouns or result nouns. 

 Can create polysemy, as some verbs generate multiple noun meanings depending 

on context (“run” can mean a physical activity, a managerial action, or a 

sequence of events). 

 Often requires pluralization and other noun inflections, e.g., “two runs”, “several 

hits”. 

Stylistic Functions: 

 Adds nominal density and formality in scientific or technical writing. 

 Facilitates concise expression in headlines, reports, and business communication. 

Adjective-to-Noun Conversion 

Adjective-to-noun conversion typically occurs to denote a group of people, a quality, or 

an abstract concept. This type of conversion is highly productive in both formal and 

literary English. 

Examples: 

 “the poor” – people in poverty 

 “the brave” – courageous individuals 

 “the unknown” – that which is not known 

Characteristics and Peculiarities: 

 Often involves the definite article “the” to signal noun usage. 

 Can denote a collective class, abstract quality, or social group. 
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 Common in political, journalistic, and philosophical contexts. 

Historical Note: 

Adjective-to-noun conversion has been actively used since Middle English, often 

appearing in literary texts and social discourse to express abstraction and generalization. 

Noun-to-Adjective Conversion 

Though less common, some nouns function as adjectives, mainly in attributive positions. 

This pattern allows for economy of language and precise description. 

Examples: 

 “chicken soup” – soup made from chicken 

 “stone wall” – wall constructed of stone 

 “gold medal” – medal made of gold or awarded for achievement 

Characteristics: 

 Usually occurs in compound nouns or noun phrases. 

 Maintains noun semantics while modifying another noun. 

 Frequently found in everyday speech, technical descriptions, and media language. 

Other Minor Patterns 

Conversion can occasionally involve adverbs, prepositions, and other parts of speech, 

although these cases are rare and often idiomatic. 

Examples: 

 Adverb-to-verb: “up” in “to up production” 

 Preposition-to-noun: “before” in certain fixed expressions (“the before and 

after”) 

Peculiarities: 

 These minor conversions highlight the overall flexibility of English syntax. 

 Often context-dependent and idiomatic, making them challenging for non-native 

speakers. 

Productivity and Contemporary Trends 

Conversion is extremely productive in modern English, especially in response to social, 

technological, and cultural innovations. Digital communication platforms and social 

media generate numerous neologisms via conversion: 

 “to tweet”, “to hashtag”, “to friend”, “to meme” 
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These examples illustrate how zero-derivation allows speakers to rapidly create and 

adapt vocabulary without morphological changes, maintaining communicative 

efficiency and stylistic conciseness. 

Conclusion of Section: 

Understanding the types of conversion is crucial for analyzing English word formation. 

Each type has specific syntactic, semantic, and stylistic characteristics, reflecting the 

adaptability of English to new communicative needs. Conversion not only enriches the 

lexicon but also provides speakers with flexible tools for expression across registers and 

contexts. 

Semantic Peculiarities 

Conversion often entails a semantic shift, either generalization, specialization, or 

functional transfer. For example, “text” as a noun refers to a written message, whereas 

“to text” denotes the act of sending a message via electronic means. Similarly, “google” 

shifted from a proper noun to a verb, reflecting technological innovation and cultural 

impact. 

Semantic nuances often determine whether a word is readily accepted in a new category. 

Contextual constraints, collocations, and frequency of use influence the semantic 

acceptability of conversion. Polysemy can facilitate conversion, as words with multiple 

meanings provide flexibility in functional adaptation. 

Syntactic and Morphological Features 

Conversion relies on syntactic cues rather than overt morphological markers. Word 

order, stress patterns, and functional context are critical in identifying the part of speech 

of a converted word. For example, stress in English often differentiates noun and verb 

usage: 

 Noun: ‘record (emphasis on first syllable) 

 Verb: re‘cord (emphasis on second syllable) 

In addition, some converted words may acquire secondary morphological markers over 

time, such as plural endings for nouns (“a run → runs”) or progressive forms for verbs 

(“to run → running”), illustrating the dynamic interaction between conversion and 

inflectional morphology. 

Stylistic and Functional Roles 

Conversion is widely used in journalistic, scientific, and business registers. It provides 

conciseness, flexibility, and economy of expression. For example, headlines often 

employ conversion to reduce word count: “Officials Inspect Bridge” instead of 

“Officials Are Inspecting the Bridge”. 
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In technical writing, conversion allows verbs and nouns to carry precise, context-

dependent meanings, as seen in “to monitor a system”, “a monitor for the process”, 

or “to install software”. Marketing and advertising also exploit conversion for 

creativity, as in “Google it”, “Uber your way”, or “Netflix and chill”. 

Conversion in Language Learning and Translation 

For non-native speakers, conversion poses both opportunities and challenges. Learners 

must recognize contextual cues to identify word class and meaning. Dictionaries often 

mark conversion cases explicitly, but practical exposure and usage are critical for 

acquisition. 

In translation, conversion can require adaptation to target languages with different 

morphological or syntactic norms. For instance, while English can freely convert nouns 

to verbs, Russian often requires explicit verbalization through derivational morphology 

(“email → отправлять электронное письмо”). Effective translation thus demands 

awareness of both semantic and functional equivalence. 

Modern Trends and Productivity 

Conversion continues to be a productive mechanism in contemporary English. The 

digital age, social media, and technological innovation introduce numerous neologisms 

that rely on zero-derivation. Examples include “to tweet”, “to hashtag”, “to friend”, 

and “to meme”. 

The productivity of conversion is enhanced by English’s analytic nature, reliance on 

word order, and relatively low inflectional complexity. This allows speakers to expand 

vocabulary creatively, efficiently, and intuitively. 

Conclusion 

Conversion in English is a dynamic, productive process that exemplifies the language’s 

adaptability and efficiency. Its historical development, semantic flexibility, syntactic 

cues, and stylistic versatility make it essential for understanding English word 

formation. Conversion not only enriches the lexicon but also facilitates communication, 

creativity, and efficiency in both spoken and written discourse. Awareness of its 

peculiarities is vital for linguists, language learners, translators, and educators. 
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