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All languages exist as complex systems governed by rules which native speakers acquire and use
intrinsically; despite this, languages are also constantly undergoing changes. Productivity of language
demonstrates a speaker’s ability to create neologisms and other novel parts of speech that remain
intelligible to other speakers of the language—English speakers often rely on derivational morphology for
this. However, very little research has been done on synonymous derivational suffixes and the choices
speakers must make when selecting one for the purpose of creating neologisms. The goal of this study is to
investigate the linguistic aspects which influence speaker distinction between the synonymous
derivational suffixes -(i)fy and -ize.

Initially, phonetic and phonemic analyses were conducted using existing English verbs containing the two
suffixes: 30 containing -(i)fy and 30 containing -ize. Using the preliminary findings from these analyses, an
online survey was developed in Google Forms to test speaker judgements of affixation using the suffixes.
The participant pool was comprised of 173 adults who self-identified as proficient in English. Participants
were then provided a list of 20 English stems, both real and nonce. For each stem, participants were given
three options of novel verbs to choose from: one ending in -ify, one ending in -fy, and one ending in -ize. A
subsequent qualitative analysis consisted of creating phonetic analyses of each novel verb presented
within the survey. These findings were then paired with a quantitative analysis of the frequency of
participant responses for each individual stem. A comparison of these results with those from the
phonetic analyses prior to the survey helped determine which aspects of language primarily affect speaker
distinction between the use of the two suffixes.

Using the phonetic and phonemic analyses of 60 existing English verbs, I found differences in syllabic stress
placement between words containing -(i)fy or -ize (Figures 1 & 2). With this information, the stems selected for the
survey primarily varied in syllabic stress. Upon completion of the collection process, all data points were separated
into separate frequency tables for each word. Afterwards, these data points were combined into four categories
based on the stress patterning of the included stems: (1) monosyllabic, (2) multisyllabic with a stressed final syllable,
(3) multisyllabic with an unstressed final syllable and ending in a vowel, and (4) multisyllabic with an unstressed final
syllable and ending in a consonant. The frequencies within each category demonstrated a clear preference for -ize
only in category 4 (Figures 3 & 4). A Chi-Square test was completed in SPSS to test for statistical significance of the
data; the P-Value is <0.0001, thus making the results significant (Figure 5). These findings confirm a distinction
between the usage of -(i)fy and -ize, as determined by the variable phonemic stress patterns of English. It appears
that there are three conditions that must be met to make this distinction. For a stem to take the suffix -ize, it must (1)
be multisyllabic, (2) end in an unstressed syllable, and (3) end in a consonant. In all other environments, roots take
the alternate suffix -(i)fy. However, there also appear to be exceptions to this conclusion; as evidenced in both the
phonetic/phonemic analyses and the survey responses, there are stems that meet the three conditions which still
take -(i)fy. Notably, though, these words typically demonstrate a shift in stress from the first syllable to a secondary
syllable. The exact reason for this particular phenomenon requires further research.
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*Note: Although the included multisyllabic nonce words have no set precedent for exact pronunciation or stress placement, English stress patterns for
nouns and adjectives often dictate primary stress on the first syllable.

Figure 1: English Verb Transcription -(i)fy Figure 2: English Verb Transcription -ize
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Figure 3: Frequency of Responses Relative to Syllable Structure Figure 5: Chi-Squared TestFigure 4: Structure * Suffix Crosstabulation
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