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Abstract. The article explores the fundamental principles of lexicographic representation of 

colloquial units in modern English. Special attention is paid to the theoretical challenges associated 

with defining colloquialism as a lexicographic object, as well as to methodological approaches used 

in contemporary English dictionaries. The study aims to identify key criteria for the selection, 

description, and classification of colloquial lexical units, taking into account their stylistic, 

pragmatic, and sociolinguistic characteristics. The findings contribute to the development of a more 

consistent framework for the lexicographic treatment of colloquial language. 

Key words: colloquialism, lexicography, spoken register, stylistic marking, English language. 

 

Introduction. In recent decades, colloquial vocabulary has increasingly attracted sustained scholarly 

attention as one of the most dynamic, heterogeneous, and theoretically complex subsystems of the 

lexical system [1, 5]. This heightened interest is not incidental but reflects profound transformations 

in communicative practices brought about by globalization [26, 338], digitalization [23, 203], and the 

rapid diversification of discourse types [13, 193]. The emergence and expansion of online 

communication platforms, social media environments, and hybrid genres have fundamentally altered 

traditional patterns of language use, leading to an unprecedented convergence of spoken and written 

modes of communication. As a result, lexical units previously confined to informal oral interaction 

are now widely attested in written texts, including journalism, public and political discourse [2, 23], 

institutional communication, and educational materials [18, 20]. 

From a theoretical perspective, these developments challenge classical models of language 

stratification that rely on a clear-cut opposition between standard and non-standard varieties. 

Colloquial vocabulary is characterized by high functional flexibility [9, 10], pragmatic density [25, 

29], and stylistic mobility [20, 22], which makes it resistant to rigid normative classification. Unlike 

codified standard units, colloquialisms are often context-dependent [6, 18], interactionally motivated 

[], and semantically underspecified outside concrete communicative situations. These properties 

complicate their treatment within lexicography, a discipline historically oriented toward codification, 

stability, and the systematic description of lexical meaning. 

Traditional lexicographic models presuppose a relatively stable lexical inventory, clearly demarcated 

stylistic boundaries, and a primacy of denotational meaning. However, such assumptions are 

increasingly incompatible with the fluid and gradient nature of colloquial usage. Colloquial units 

frequently undergo rapid semantic change, pragmatic reanalysis, and stylistic diffusion, processes 

that challenge the notion of a fixed lexical norm. Consequently, their lexicographic representation 

requires methodological flexibility and a reconsideration of long-established descriptive principles. 
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Despite the fact that contemporary English dictionaries actively record colloquial and informal units, 

the principles underlying their lexicographic representation remain conceptually fragmented and 

theoretically underarticulated. Colloquialisms are often characterized as stylistically reduced, 

marginal, or ephemeral, which directly affects decisions concerning their selection, labeling, and 

definitional treatment. The absence of a unified theoretical framework results in terminological 

vagueness, inconsistent stylistic markers, and heterogeneous descriptive strategies across 

lexicographic sources. This situation points to a broader theoretical issue: the insufficient integration 

of colloquial vocabulary into general models of the lexical system. 

The aim of this article is to provide a theoretically grounded analysis of the core principles governing 

the lexicographic representation of colloquial units in English. The study seeks to systematize the 

criteria applied in their inclusion, classification, and description, with particular emphasis on the 

interaction between semantic, pragmatic, and functional-stylistic factors. By addressing these issues, 

the article contributes to the refinement of lexicographic theory and to a more adequate representation 

of colloquial language in contemporary dictionaries. 

Research methods. The research is based on an integrative methodological approach that combines 

descriptive, comparative, and analytical procedures in order to account for the multidimensional 

nature of colloquial vocabulary. The empirical material is drawn from modern English explanatory 

dictionaries, learner’s dictionaries, and corpus-based lexicographic resources, which together reflect 

both prescriptive and descriptive tendencies in contemporary lexicography [27, 356]. This 

combination makes it possible to compare normative lexicographic practices with usage-oriented, 

corpus-driven descriptions. 

Special emphasis is placed on dictionary entries explicitly marked as colloquial, informal, or spoken, 

as these labels provide insight into the lexicographer’s interpretation of register, stylistic value, and 

usage constraints. Semantic analysis is employed to examine processes of meaning extension, 

metaphorization, generalization, and semantic bleaching that are particularly characteristic of 

colloquial units [15, 541]. For instance, verbs such as to dump or to mess up illustrate a shift from 

concrete, action-oriented meanings toward abstract, evaluative, or interactional functions [3, 71]. 

These semantic developments are frequently accompanied by pragmatic enrichment and stylistic 

marking, demonstrating the close interrelation between semantic change and discourse-driven usage 

[16, 5]. 

Stylistic analysis focuses on the system of labels and register markers used in dictionaries, evaluating 

their scope, internal consistency, and explanatory adequacy. Comparative analysis is applied to 

identify divergences in lexicographic strategies across different dictionary traditions, especially with 

regard to the treatment of borderline cases situated between neutral and colloquial usage. Contextual 

and corpus-based analysis provides quantitative and qualitative data on frequency, distribution, and 

genre sensitivity, enabling a more nuanced assessment of functional variability and pragmatic 

conditioning [14, 129]. 

This multi-layered methodological framework allows for the investigation of colloquial vocabulary 

both as a set of individual lexical items and as a structured subsystem shaped by semantic, pragmatic, 

and stylistic factors. 

Results. The analysis indicates that the lexicographic representation of colloquial units is structured 

around several interrelated principles that jointly determine their descriptive treatment. 

First, selection criteria emerge as a fundamental factor in lexicographic decision-making. Colloquial 

units are generally included in dictionaries on the basis of frequency, communicative relevance, and 

diffusion beyond restricted social or regional groups. However, corpus evidence suggests that 

frequency alone does not guarantee lexicographic relevance. Discourse markers such as kind of or 

sort of, for example, display exceptionally high frequency but primarily fulfill pragmatic functions, 

including hedging, approximation, and mitigation, rather than contributing stable referential meaning. 

This observation underscores the necessity of incorporating pragmatic salience and functional load 

into selection criteria [10, 13]. 
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Second, stylistic labeling constitutes a central mechanism of lexicographic interpretation. Colloquial 

units are typically accompanied by markers indicating register, degree of formality, and expressive 

or evaluative coloring. At the same time, the analysis reveals substantial variation in the use and 

interpretation of labels such as colloquial, informal, and spoken [4, 47]. The noun kid, for instance, 

may be labeled informal in one dictionary while being treated as stylistically neutral in another, 

reflecting divergent theoretical assumptions regarding its degree of normalization. Such discrepancies 

point to the absence of standardized stylistic taxonomies and weaken cross-dictionary comparability 

[12, 73]. 

Third, definitional strategies reflect the pragmatically oriented nature of colloquial vocabulary. 

Definitions often go beyond denotational meaning to include information about speaker attitude, 

emotional intensity, or interactional purpose [17, 63]. The verb to freak out is commonly defined not 

merely as a state of fear or agitation, but as an uncontrolled emotional reaction, with usage notes 

specifying typical communicative contexts such as surprise, anger, or anxiety [11, 101]. This 

tendency highlights the explanatory, rather than purely referential, character of definitions for 

colloquial units. 

Finally, illustrative examples are shown to play a crucial role in conveying usage constraints and 

discourse functions. Authentic examples drawn from spoken or semi-spoken contexts reveal 

collocational patterns, degrees of informality, and pragmatic effects that cannot be fully captured 

through abstract definition alone. 

Discussion. The findings demonstrate that colloquial units pose a significant challenge to traditional 

lexicographic models grounded in the primacy of written standard language. Their context-

dependent, interaction-oriented, and pragmatically saturated character necessitates a flexible, usage-

based approach that integrates semantic description with pragmatic and functional-stylistic analysis. 

The observed inconsistency in stylistic labeling reflects deeper theoretical disagreements concerning 

the position of colloquial vocabulary within the lexical system and its relationship to the standard 

norm. 

From a functional-stylistic perspective [19, 24], colloquial units should be viewed not as peripheral 

anomalies but as integral components of a lexical continuum characterized by gradience rather than 

rigid binary oppositions [7, 41]. Many colloquialisms undergo processes of normalization and 

stylistic diffusion, gradually losing their marked status and entering broader usage. Lexical items such 

as okay or guy exemplify this shift [28], illustrating the dynamic interaction [5, 49] between colloquial 

and neutral layers of the lexicon [21, 102]. 

Although corpus linguistics has significantly strengthened the empirical basis of lexicographic 

analysis, corpus data [8, 10] alone cannot fully account for pragmatic nuance, speaker intention, or 

sociolinguistic conditioning. Quantitative evidence [24, 46] must therefore be supplemented by 

qualitative, theory-driven interpretation to ensure lexicographic descriptions that are both empirically 

grounded and theoretically coherent. 

Conclusion. The study confirms that the lexicographic representation of colloquial units in English 

is governed by a complex set of interdependent principles encompassing selection, stylistic marking, 

definitional strategy, and illustrative support. The lack of unified criteria and terminological 

consistency highlights the need for a more theoretically coherent and methodologically standardized 

approach to the description of colloquial vocabulary. 

Further research may focus on developing refined typologies of colloquial units based on semantic, 

pragmatic, and functional-stylistic parameters, as well as on elaborating more precise and 

hierarchically organized systems of stylistic labeling. The integration of corpus-based evidence with 

functional, pragmatic, and sociolinguistic analysis appears particularly promising for advancing 

lexicographic theory and improving the academic rigor of colloquial language representation in 

contemporary English. 
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