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Abstract. This article examines selected key theoretical approaches to neology in contemporary
European linguistics, with particular emphasis on the French and Catalan traditions, as
well as complementary perspectives from the Anglo-German framework. Rather than
treating neology as a self-evident linguistic category, the study argues that the concept of
neology is fundamentally theory-dependent, with its definition and scope varying according
to underlying epistemological assumptions. The analysis focuses on how different approaches
conceptualise the notion of neologism and how they classify lexical innovation. Adopting a
qualitative meta-theoretical approach, the study compares five representative frameworks
selected for their historical relevance, theoretical complementarity, and academic impact.
The comparison is structured around four analytical dimensions: theoretical
scope, conceptualization of neologism, functions of neology, and typological criteria.
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The findings reveal both significant convergences and notable divergences. The selected
approaches broadly converge on the dynamic, context-dependent nature of neology and
the inadequacy of single-criterion definitions. However, they differ substantially in their
delimitation of what counts as a neologism, their analytical focus — ranging from product
to process to discourse — and their typology models. The evolution of neological studies
is interpreted as a gradual shift from structurally oriented and product-based models
toward more dynamic, usage-based, and discursive perspectives. This shift reflects a broader
tendency in linguistics to integrate cognitive, social, and pragmatic dimensions into the
analysis of language. The article concludes that a comprehensive understanding of neology
requires an integrative framework capable of accommodating its multidimensional and
evolving nature.

Keywords: neology, lexical innovation, neologism, neological typology, theoretical approaches

1. Introduction

Far from referring to a self-evident linguistic reality, neology is deeply theory-
dependent: its definition, scope, and units of analysis vary according to the
framework that determines what counts as “new,” for whom, and under which
conditions. As Jean-Francois Sablayrolles (2019: 9) aptly observes, “It is strange to
reflect that language studies have taken so long to invent terms designating the concepts of
neology.” (o.t.) This remark not only points to the relatively recent consolidation
of neology as a field, but also highlights the persistent terminological instability
that continues to shape it. In this sense, neologism is best understood not as a
fixed category, but as an interpretative lens through which lexical innovation is
observed and systematised.

At the same time, most contemporary approaches converge on a key
assumption: neology is a dynamic, usage-based phenomenon intrinsically
linked to the ongoing renewal of the lexicon. From this perspective, neologisms
are not anomalies at the margins of the system, but natural and necessary
manifestations of linguistic vitality. They emerge from actual language use,
circulate within discourse, and contribute to the continuous updating of the
lexicon in response to communicative, social, and cultural needs.

However, the attempt to describe and classify neologisms reveals important
methodological tensions. Classifications designed for applied purposes often
prove insufficient: on the one hand, the fluid and complex nature of neological
phenomena tends to challenge rigid taxonomies; on the other, the multidimensionality
of lexical innovation contrasts with the largely unidimensional character of
most typology models, which prioritise usage productivity over theoretical
completeness. It is precisely within this context that initiatives such as ENEOLI”
(European Network on Lexical Innovation, COST Action 22126) emerge. ENEOLI
builds on the need to clarify and systematise the conceptual and terminological
foundations of the field, developing a program that seeks to provide a glossary®

7 https://www.cost.eu/actions/CA22126/; https://eneoli.eu/
8  https://eneoli.wikibase.cloud/wiki/NeoVoc/
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of neological terms — where no fully unified multilingual framework has yet
been established — and to account for the terminology of neology across a wide
range of languages. By doing so, it aims to reduce ambiguity, foster comparability,
and support cumulative research in neology.

Against this background, this article compares the selected theoretical
approaches that have played a particularly influential role in European neology
studies, with particular attention to the traditions developed in France and
Catalonia over recent decades, and, to a lesser extent, in the Anglo-German
context. Rather than proposing a new typology of neologisms, this article maps
the epistemological assumptions underlying selected theoretical approaches
and examines how they define, delimit, and classify neological phenomena. The
article first reviews the selected approaches, then presents the comparative
methodology, and finally discusses convergences and divergences across the
analytical dimensions proposed.

2. Theoretical framework
2.1. General considerations

Any attempt to define neology necessarily presupposes an underlying conception
of language and, consequently, of what counts as a legitimate object of linguistic
analysis. A central issue concerns the scope of the phenomenon: should neology
be restricted to the study of newly formed lexical items that conform to the
regular patterns of a given word-formation system, or should it also encompass more
marginal, creative, or less system-bound manifestations of linguistic innovation? As
Crystal (1990: 13) points out, “linguistic strangeness is, in fact, a perfectly normal,
everyday occurrence.” From this perspective, phenomena such as scat singing,
glossolalia, expletives produced in sudden emotional states, or forms of “baby
talk” used in intimate interaction (Crystal 1990: 15) illustrate that deviations
from standard norms are not peripheral anomalies but inherent features of
language use. Similarly, encoded varieties such as Cockney rhyming slang, Pig
Latin, leet speak, or more recent forms like algospeak demonstrate the extent to
which linguistic creativity operates beyond canonical systems. These examples
are not all neological in the strict sense, but they illustrate the difficulty of
drawing stable boundaries around linguistic innovation.

Literary language further expands the boundaries of neology. In genres
where nonsense or language play is central, the possibilities of stretching and
reshaping linguistic forms are limitless. Literary creations also anticipate
conceptual innovations, as authors coin terms for entities or ideas that may not
yet have an extralinguistic counterpart. This observation reinforces the need to
consider neology as a phenomenon that cannot be fully circumscribed by strictly
formal or system-internal criteria.



52 ONORINA BOTEZAT et al.

Despite this apparent heterogeneity, not all aspects of neology pose the
same degree of theoretical difficulty. A preliminary survey of recent studies in
French neology (Salgado, Silva, Humbley 2025) suggests that a large proportion
of the terminology employed and validated by experts is inherited from general
linguistics. Fundamental notions such as affixation, compounding, blending,
metaphor, or metonymy belong to well-established domains such as morphology
and semantics. While these concepts may themselves be subject to debate,
particularly with regard to boundary cases such as the distinction between
derivation and compounding, such discussions fall within the scope of general
linguistic theory rather than neology as a distinct field.

This does not imply, however, that these notions can be taken for granted
in neological research. On the contrary, their explicit definition is essential to
ensure analytical consistency. For instance, studies dealing with blends require
a shared understanding of what constitutes a root or a stem, as divergences at
this level may lead to incompatible analyses. In this sense, neology relies on the
conceptual apparatus of linguistics while simultaneously testing its limits,
especially when confronted with complex or borderline phenomena.

A further source of variation lies in the diversity of analytical perspectives
adopted within neology. Different approaches may focus on distinct dimensions
of the phenomenon, which in turn leads to divergent classification frameworks.
Some typologies aim to account for the formal and semantic mechanisms
involved in the creation of neologisms, emphasising processes such as derivation,
compounding, or semantic shift. Others prioritise the study of their diffusion,
stabilisation, and eventual integration into the lexicon. Consequently, apparent
inconsistencies between classifications often stem less from incompatible theoretical
assumptions than from differences in scope and analytical objectives. Recognising
this distinction is essential for any meaningful comparison of theoretical models.

The following section outlines the principal approaches to neology considered
in this study and provides the basis for their subsequent comparison.

2.2. Theoretical approaches to neology revisited
2.2.1 The French tradition

Though only theorised relatively recently, the subject of neology has been a topic
of reflection on language in France at least since the eighteenth century. The
various approaches adopted over the years have left their mark on how neology
is approached today by both linguists and French speakers in general. It may be
argued that francophone contexts display a particularly strong awareness of
neology, often framed in relation to linguistic normativity and to the question of
which innovations are considered acceptable.

In recent times, since the end of the Second World War, several sometimes-
conflicting initiatives regarding neology can be noted, in particular political and
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academic. On the one hand, a large-scale language-planning organisation was
set up in the framework of what is now known as the Délégation générale a la langue
frangaise et aux langues de France (DGLFLF) with the task of finding new words in
French to replace or even anticipate borrowings from English (Humbley 2025).
This was termed neology in vitro by the sociolinguist Louis-Jean Calvet (1993),
in contrast to neology in vivo, new words in the wild. This push towards a
dynamic language policy, promoting neology, led to strong collaboration with
other French-speaking communities, in particular with Quebec, where the Office
(québécois) de la langue francaise (OLF; later OQLF) was responsible for restoring
French as the language of the workplace, entailing pro-active term creation, known as
néonymie. This vast language planning project had several repercussions concerning
neology: on the one hand the OLF served as a model for Maria Teresa Cabré’s
conception of TERMCAT, and on the other the activities stimulated linguistic
research in neology, as international conferences were organised in the 1970s
and language planners from the OLF took up positions at university level, in
particular Jean-Claude Boulanger, who devoted much of his academic career to
the subject of neology?®.

Academic activity in France on neology was intense and varied, in particular
in the 1970s. On the one hand, neology was one of the components of the largest
language project of the post war era, the flagship being the heritage dictionary,
Le Trésor de la langue frangaise. This 16-volume work was originally intended to
have a neology section, and to complement an already existing stock of neologisms.
A team of language engineers, under the direction of Bernard Quemada, created
card indices with neologisms culled systematically from the press. This was the origin
of the neology observatories both in France and abroad, supervised by Gabrielle
Quemada. These provided the model for Maria Teresa Cabré’s neology observatories
some twenty years later. The linguistic orientation of these initiatives can be
fairly placed in the framework of lexicography. The assumption was that new
words that turned up in discourse (here the press) were candidates to enter the
lexicon of the language at some later stage. Words counted as new if they did not
figure in the latest dictionary, the so-called exclusion corpus (corpus d’exclusion).

Opposing this lexical stance was a group of linguists from the Université
Paris X Nanterre. Under the leadership of Louis Guilbert (1975), a team of
linguists, working in close cooperation with sociolinguists (notably Jean-Baptiste
Marcellesi) approached neology from two very different angles, one being
generative grammar (which posited neology as an expression of the generative
capacity of language) and the other the history of technologies as mirrored by
the new terms that expressed them, in Guilbert’s case aviation (Guilbert 1966)
and space engineering (Guilbert 1967). Neology was also characterised in this
framework by deviation from the dominant norm, that of a particular social
class. This entailed some detailed discourse analysis putting evidence of neology in
an interpretive context (Gardin 1989). These linguists (Gardin et al. 1974) also

°  https://boulanger.recherche.usherbrooke.ca/
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explored the notion of the “feeling of neology” (sentiment néologique) taken up
later and refined by Jean-Frangois Sablayrolles (2013). The Nanterre approach
to neology was intended to contrast with official language planning initiatives
and was adopted when many of the linguists took up postings in Rouen and
created socioterminology.

What is termed here the French approach is essentially the work of Jean-
Frangois Sablayrolles, who revitalised neology studies on completing his thesis
in 1996 (Humbley 2021). It should be pointed out that at this time, neology had
been marginalised by linguists who did not recognise it as a useful concept in
language theory. The linguist who first may have qualified neology as a pseudo
concept was Bernard Gardin (1974), one of the most active members of the
Nanterre group. This challenge was taken up by lexicographer Alain Rey (1976),
who argued that neology is a pragmatic concept to be defined in relation to
surrounding concepts (language, word, novelty...). This pragmatic understanding
was later developed in Sablayrolles’s work.

The best-known feature of Sablayrolles’s research is his typology of what
he terms lexicogenic matrices (Sablayrolles 2019: 85-97). This concept is taken
from Jean Tournier (1985) who developed a grid of matrices to account for
word formation in contemporary English. Sablayrolles (ibid.) adapted this to
French and included it in a review of more than 100 typologies which he
analysed and compared. This matrix system is generally what is highlighted in
the contemporary context when mention is made of the “French” approach. It
should therefore be understood as the latest phase of development of what is a
continuously evolving analytical framework.

2.2.2 The Catalan tradition

Research on neology in Catalonia, while sharing certain affinities with the French
tradition, has developed its own distinctive orientation, characterised by strong
empirical grounding and sustained methodological rigour. This tradition began
with the creation of the Observatori de Neologia in Barcelona by Maria Teresa
Cabré in 1988. During its initial phase, the Observatory focused on establishing
systematic methodologies for detecting neologisms in the press, with the explicit
aim of contributing to lexicographic updating and language planning. As a
result, early work was predominantly descriptive, though it already engaged
with the theoretical and epistemological foundations of the field (Cabré 1989,
1990). This line of research developed in parallel with the work carried out by
TERMCAT, the Catalan terminology centre, which, since its creation in 1985, has
played a central role in terminological neology. While the Observatory adopted a
corpus-based and descriptive approach, TERMCAT has focused on the standardisation
and dissemination of new terms in specialised domains, contributing to the
normalisation of Catalan in scientific and technical communication. This complementary
development — descriptive and prescriptive — has become a defining feature of
the Catalan tradition.



Mapping neology: a comparative analysis of theoretical approaches ... 55

Over time, this perspective was expanded by incorporating sociolinguistic
considerations, emphasising the role of neology as an indicator of the internal
vitality of languages (Cabré 2000). This shift led to a more comprehensive
understanding of neology as a phenomenon situated at the intersection of
linguistic structure, social use, and communicative needs. A multidimensional
approach to the classification of neologisms was later proposed, integrating
formal, semantic, pragmatic, and sociolinguistic criteria (Cabré 2006), and
further work consolidated neology as both a theoretical and applied discipline
(Cabré 2015). Within this framework, contributions from the Observatori de
Neologia have been decisive. Judit Freixa refined criteria for identifying and
classifying neologisms and explored their relationship with linguistic norm and
codification (Freixa 2002), while Llopart and Freixa advanced the empirical
analysis of lexical innovation and neological categorisation (Llopart & Freixa
2014). Freixa’s later work on the neological process will be discussed separately
below, since it represents a more explicitly process-oriented development
within this broader tradition. Taken together, this body of work reflects a shift
toward an integrated framework in which methodological precision, theoretical
reflection, and applied objectives are closely intertwined.

2.2.3 Complementary theoretical approaches

Alongside these two major traditions, additional lines of research provide
complementary perspectives that broaden the theoretical landscape of neology.
A first such line may be identified in selected Anglo-German contributions to
word formation, usage-based linguistics, and neological conventionalisation,
including the work of Bauer (1983, 2004), Schmid (2008), and, more recently,
Kerremans (2015). Within this framework, Schmid’s socio-cognitive model
provides a particularly preeminent account of how lexical innovations become
established. His concepts of entrenchment and conventionalisation describe the
processes through which new forms are first internalised by individual speakers
and subsequently adopted by the speech community. This perspective shifts the
focus from the formal properties of neologisms to the cognitive and social
mechanisms that govern their diffusion and stabilisation. Kerremans complements
this approach with an empirical methodology based on web-corpora, which
allows for the real-time monitoring of the life cycle of lexical innovations. By
tracking their frequency, distribution, and contexts of use, her work provides
valuable insights into the dynamics of neological diffusion in contemporary
digital environments. Together, these contributions promote a process-oriented
and usage-based understanding of neology, in which the success of a lexical
innovation depends both on its cognitive uptake and on its circulation within
communicative networks.

Within the broader Catalan tradition, Freixa’s later work deserves separate
consideration because of its explicit focus on the neological process and on the
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perception of neologicity. Her research can be organised around three main
axes. The first focuses (Freixa 2010) on the factors that influence the perception
of neologicity, referred to as the sentiment néologique in the French tradition. This
line of inquiry highlights the subjective and context-dependent nature of neologism
identification, challenging the assumption that neologicity can be determined
solely on formal or chronological grounds. The second axis explores the interface
between neology and lexicography, with particular attention to the criteria that
guide the inclusion of neologisms in dictionaries (Freixa, Torner 2020). This
work underscores the practical implications of theoretical choices and the need
to balance descriptive accuracy with lexicographic usability. In her more recent
work, Freixa (2022) advocates a shift from the static notion of the neologism as a
discrete unit towards the dynamic concept of the neological process. In line with
authors such as Renouf (2013), she argues that observing the different stages between
the emergence of a lexical innovation and its eventual institutionalisation or
disappearance offers a more comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon.
This process-oriented perspective addresses some of the inherent difficulties in
defining neologisms, particularly their temporal and relative nature, and aligns
with broader trends in usage-based and dynamic approaches to language.
Finally, the work of Cécile Poix (2018) in literary neology introduces a
functional perspective that further enriches the study of neology. In this framework,
lexical innovations are not necessarily coined to convey meaning or to respond
to a communicative need. The purpose is not to enrich the lexicon but to enrich
the text. Following the principle of poetic licence, authors may play with
linguistic conventions, distort lexical units, and disregard morphological or
semantic constraints in ways that are not fully captured by standard lexicogenic
typologies. Neology therefore serves an aesthetic value. Through the analysis of
occasionalisms in children’s literature, Poix also demonstrates the need to enhance
existing typologies with rhetorical devices, namely categories of change involving
the deformation — or the encrypting — of existing lexical units or phrases. Her
multidimensional typology proposes processes in four categories: word creation,
word formation, word deformation and borrowing. This perspective shows the
importance of integrating a pragmatic dimension into the analysis of neology.
Theoretical models are shaped by their underlying assumptions and objectives.
This highlights the need for a comparative approach that considers the formal
aspects of neology as well as its cognitive, social, and functional dimensions.

3. Methodology

This study adopts a comparative theoretical review as its methodological approach.
Rather than an exhaustive bibliographical survey, we have performed a purposive
selection of five representative approaches that illustrate significant shifts in the
field of neology over the last decades. The selection of these frameworks was
guided by the following inclusion criteria: a) institutional and historical weight:
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we included the French and Catalan traditions (represented especially by
Sablayrolles and Cabré) due to their foundational role in establishing neology
as an autonomous discipline and their influence on lexicographic practice; b)
theoretical complementarity: to ensure a multidimensional analysis, we selected
three additional lines of research that address aspects often overlooked by
traditional taxonomies: the socio-cognitive dimension, represented by Schmid and
Kerremans, to account for the processes of entrenchment and conventionalisation;
the process-oriented perspective, represented by Freixa, shifting the focus from
the neologism as a static unit to the “neological process” and the subjectivity of
neologicity; the functional and discursive dimension, represented by Poix, to
integrate the role of expressive intent.

The methodological core of this study is a qualitative meta-theoretical
analysis. To ensure the validity of our comparison, we structured the process
around two pillars: the criteria for bibliographical selection and the definition of
comparative axes. The works analysed for each of the five approaches were
selected based on their representativeness and academic impact within the field
of neology. Specifically, we prioritised: a) Foundational texts: works that established
the epistemological bases of each tradition; b) Citation index and authority: we
selected the most cited and influential papers and monographs, which are considered
reference points by the international scientific community; c) Thematic relevance:
we also included recent publications that represent the latest theoretical shifts
and address the current challenges of the discipline. No primary corpus of
neologisms was analysed; the object of analysis is the theoretical modelling of
neology in selected works.

To ensure a systematic contrast between the five approaches, the analysis
was conducted using a thematic grid based on four fundamental dimensions:
theoretical lens: the underlying linguistic paradigm (structuralist, functionalist,
socio-cognitive, or discursive); conceptualisation of neologism: how each author
defines the boundaries of neologism (formal, chronological, or psychological
criteria); functions of neology: the role assigned to lexical innovation (denominative,
expressive, strategic, or cognitive); and typology: the criteria used for the classification
of neologisms (matrix-based, multidimensional, or process-oriented).

4. Comparison of theoretical approaches to neology

The comparative analysis of the selected approaches reveals differences in the
way neology is described and divergences in the conceptualization of the
phenomenon and in the epistemological assumptions that underpin it. In this
sense, the models under examination reflect different ways of understanding what
a neologism is, what should be analysed, and with which tools. Nevertheless,
these differences do not preclude significant convergences, which form a shared
core within the field. From this dual movement of convergence and divergence,
the evolution of neological studies can be interpreted as a gradual shift from
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approaches focused on the system and the product toward models that privilege
process, usage, and discourse.

4.1. Convergences: the complexity of the phenomenon

A first point of convergence among the selected approaches is the recognition
that defining the concept of neologism is difficult. Far from constituting an
objective and stably delimited category, the neologism is conceived as a relative
and context-dependent reality. This relativity manifests itself at several levels:
temporal (what is new at one moment may cease to be so at another), social (the
perception of novelty varies across speaker groups), and discursive (novelty
depends on contexts of use). Consequently, novelty cannot be understood as an
intrinsic property of lexical units, but rather as an attribution dependent on
cognitive and socio-communicative factors.

This observation leads to a second consensus: the inadequacy of any
single criterion for identifying neologisms. Lexicographic criteria, often used in
applied contexts, are recognised as operational but limited, since they depend
on editorial decisions and do not necessarily reflect actual usage. Likewise,
purely formal or chronological criteria cannot adequately account for complex
phenomena. For these reasons, all approaches point, more or less explicitly, to
the need to articulate multiple analytical dimensions.

A third shared element is the dynamic conception of neology. Whether
the emphasis is placed on the result (as in structural typologies) or on the
process (as in cognitive or functional models), all authors agree in considering
lexical innovation as part of a broader process of language change. In this sense,
neologisms are embedded in trajectories that include emergence, diffusion,
possible stabilisation, and eventual disappearance. This idea is particularly
explicit in the Anglo-German tradition, but it is also present — albeit implicitly —
in more structurally oriented approaches.

Finally, there is also broad agreement on the importance of usage and
empirical data. Many typology models, particularly those linked to observatories
or lexicographic practice, rely on corpora or systematically collected data and
acknowledge that lexical innovation emerges in specific communicative contexts.
This empirical orientation constitutes a point of convergence among approaches
that otherwise diverge significantly.

4.2. Divergences: object, focus, and scope of the neological phenomenon
If convergences define a shared framework, there are divergences which can be

grouped into three main areas: the definition of the object (what a neologism is), the
focus of analysis (what is actually studied), and the way the phenomenon is classified.
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4.2.1. What counts as a neologism?

One of the most significant divergences concerns the boundaries of the concept
of neologism. In this respect, the selected approaches can be placed along a
continuum ranging from broad and inclusive definitions to more restrictive
conceptions. The French and Catalan traditions tend to adopt relatively broad
operational definitions, according to which any new unit may be considered a
neologism, regardless of its degree of stabilisation. This perspective includes
both forms destined to become integrated into the lexicon and ephemeral or
occasional creations. This option largely responds to descriptive and applied
objectives, especially in lexicography, where the priority is the detection and
documentation of innovation.

Within this broader framework, a further point of divergence concerns
whether words occurring only once — such as occasionalisms, hapax legomena
or nonce words — should themselves be considered neologisms, given their lack
of social validation (Pruvost, Sablayrolles 2012[2003]). While some authors question
their inclusion on these grounds, Sablayrolles (2019) adopts a maximalist stance,
recognising any newly created lexical item as neological, regardless of its
circulation or stabilisation. More recently, Humbley (2026) has also highlighted
the relevance of this issue, arguing that the status of such formations depends
strongly on the theoretical orientation adopted within neology.

By contrast, other approaches introduce finer distinctions. In Freixa’s
perspective, for instance, not all innovations have the same neological status or
the same relevance for the study of lexicalisation. A key criterion is the potential
to initiate a process of lexicalization: only those units capable of entering a
dynamic of diffusion and stabilization acquire analytical centrality (Bueno Ruiz,
Freixa 2020). This implies distinguishing neologisms from other phenomena
such as occasionalisms, which may be innovative but are not necessarily
relevant from the point of view of the system. This distinction also applies in
Poix’s approach (2021), where the very notion of new words and the pragmatic
functions of neologisms are redefined. From a discursive perspective, one-off
creations — including the most ephemeral or playful ones — also reveal the
functional and expressive dimensions of language. Thus, the criterion of systemic
integration ceases to be decisive, and the focus shifts toward interpretation and
discursive effect.

4.2.2. From product to process: the shift in analytical focus

A second line of divergence concerns the focus of analysis itself. Here, a clear
progression can be observed from models centred on the product to those
oriented toward process and, ultimately, discourse. In the French tradition, the
central focus lies on the lexical system and, more specifically, on the forms
resulting from innovation. The typologies developed within this framework,
based on matrices or lexicogenic mechanisms, aim to describe and classify
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neologisms according to their formal and semantic structure. This is therefore a
clearly product-oriented approach.

Cabré’s model maintains this interest in the system but expands it toward
a multidimensional perspective that integrates social and communicative
factors. The neologism is conceived as a phenomenon involving production,
circulation, and reception, and thus cannot be reduced to its form alone.
This broadening of focus reflects an effort to overcome the limitations of
unidimensional models.

In selected Anglo-German approaches, and especially in Freixa’s proposal,
the focus shifts toward the neological process. Innovation is no longer analysed
solely as a result, but as a trajectory. Concepts such as the “life cycle” of words
or the phases of creation, consolidation, and establishment make it possible to
describe the dynamics of innovation and to integrate cognitive and social
dimensions. Finally, Poix’s approach situates the phenomenon at the level of
discourse. What matters is not so much the temporal trajectory of units as their
functioning in specific contexts. The neologism thus becomes an interpretative
event, inseparable from communicative intentions and discursive practices.

This movement — from system to process and to discourse — does not
imply a replacement of models, but rather a progressive expansion of the field
of analysis.

4.2.3. Typologies: from lexicogenic matrices to dynamic continua

The classification of neologisms is perhaps the area where the specific objectives
of each tradition, be they descriptive, applied, or cognitive, become most
tangible. As synthesised in Table 1, the field has evolved from a focus on the
internal structure of the new unit to a broader interest in its functional trajectory
and its relationship with the linguistic system as a whole.

In the French school, Tournier’s seminal work (1985) introduced the
concept of lexicogenic matrices, a structured framework designed to categorise
neologisms based on the formal outcomes of their creation processes. This model,
later refined and updated by Sablayrolles (2000, 2019), offers an internally coherent
system for analysing how the language exploits its own resources (internal
matrix) or incorporates foreign elements (external matrix). While highly effective
for formal description, these matrices have been characterised by their largely
unidimensional nature, prioritising the “product” over the “process.” Recent
contributions, such as those by Antoine (2021), have attempted to extend this
framework by emphasising the role of reiteration and slang in the creation of series.

Developing in parallel but with a distinct socio-pragmatic orientation, the
tradition led by Cabré and the Neology Observatory has advocated a more
flexible, hierarchical approach. This school’s primary divergence from the
French matrix model lies in its criticism of single dimensionality. As shown in
Table 1, the Catalan typology is explicitly informed by applied language policy
and lexicographic needs. This perspective culminated in recent efforts to define a
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multivariate and functional typology. Within this framework, Cabré, Doménech-
Bagaria and Solivellas (2021) integrate sociolinguistic and pragmatic criteria
alongside traditional formal mechanisms, allowing for a categorisation that accounts
for the neologism’s role in terminology and language planning. By expanding
the “external matrix” to include complex levels of borrowing, this approach
bridges the gap between theoretical description and the practical requirements
of terminological bank management.

A significant shift in perspective is provided by the Anglo-German school,
which interprets neology as a subset of language change. Rather than focusing
on static classification, authors like Bauer (1983) and Schmid (2008) emphasise
the temporal dimension of lexical innovation. The defining feature of this typology
is the metaphor of the “life cycle” — from the “cradle” (creation) to the “grave”
(obsolescence or stabilisation). As noted in the table, this model integrates studies
on word loss and cognitive processes like “entrenchment” and “conventionalisation.”
Here, the typology is less about fixed formal categories and more about the
developmental stages of a new word within the speech community.

The contemporary landscape is increasingly marked by an effort to
harmonise these disparate traditions. Freixa (2022) proposes a Functional-
Cognitive Continuum Model, which moves away from discrete categories
toward a scale of neologicity. Her typology distinguishes between ephemeral,
ideal, logical, realistic, and variable neologisms, effectively mapping the grey
area between a first-time innovation and its full stabilisation in the dictionary.
This model represents an integrative approach that addresses the sentiment
néologique while acknowledging the practicalities of lexicographic usability.

Finally, the work of Poix (2018, 2021) introduces a pragmatic and semiotic
dimension that challenges the traditional boundaries of the field. By focusing on
creative coinages in children's literature, Poix demonstrates that many neological
phenomena — specifically occasionalisms — are not meant for lexical integration
but serve purely expressive or playful functions. This discursive perspective
reinforces the conclusion that a truly comprehensive typology must account for
both the formal structure of the unit and the authorial intention behind its creation.

4.3. Discussion

The comparative analysis conducted in the preceding sections confirms that
neology cannot be understood as a fixed or universal linguistic category, but
rather as a theory-dependent construct shaped by the criteria through which
novelty is identified, classified and interpreted. Far from being a homogeneous
phenomenon, neology reveals itself as a complex and multidimensional field
where structural, cognitive, social, and discursive perspectives converge, and at
times compete. This diversity does not constitute a weakness of the field, on the
contrary, it reflects the richness of the phenomenon itself and its relevance for
understanding how language functions as a living, historically situated system.
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Despite the significant differences in theoretical orientation, scope, and methodology
that characterise the traditions examined here, a core consensus can be identified
across all approaches. The selected approaches broadly converge in recognising
the difficulty of defining the concept of neologism in an objective and stable
manner. Novelty is consistently presented not as an intrinsic property of lexical
items but as a relative quality, conditioned by temporal, social, and discursive
factors. What counts as new depends on who is observing, from which
linguistic community and according to which criteria, a point that has been
central to the field since the formulation of the sentiment néologique.

Equally shared is the recognition that no single criterion — be it formal,
chronological, or lexicographical — is sufficient on its own to delimit the
phenomenon, which necessitates a multidimensional approach that combines
several axes of analysis rather than privileging one.

Finally, all traditions share a dynamic conception of neology, understood
as an integral part of the general processes of linguistic change. Whether framed
in terms of lexicogenic productivity, life-cycle metaphors, conventionalisation or
discursive circulation, neologisms are consistently treated as normal manifestations
of alanguage’s adaptive capacity.

However, the observed divergences are equally significant and arguably
more instructive for understanding the current state of the field. These divergences
are not merely terminological; they reflect genuinely different epistemological
assumptions about what neology is, what it is for and what analytical tools are
appropriate for studying it.

A first fundamental refers to the very definition of neologism, more
specifically, the question of its boundaries. The French and Catalan traditions
tend to adopt an extensive view, according to which any newly created unit,
regardless of its degree of stabilisation or social validation, may be considered a
neologism. This option is largely consistent with the descriptive and applied
objectives, particularly in lexicography, where the priority is the detection and
documentation of innovation in its earliest stages.

By contrast, other approaches introduce finer distinctions. Freixa, for instance,
introduces more restrictive criteria based on lexicalization potential, reserving
the status of neologism for forms that show evidence of entering the shared lexical
system. At the other end of the spectrum, perspectives such as Poix’s shift the
focus toward the discursive dimension, where even the most ephemeral creations,
occasionalisms, literary coinages, playful distortions, gain centrality precisely
because they are not intended for lexical integration. The purpose of such
innovations is not simply a matter of theoretical preference, it has direct
methodological consequences for corpus design, annotation protocols and the
comparability of findings across research groups.

A second key divergence concerns the analytical focus of neological
research and the direction in which it has evolved. A clear evolution is observed
from product-centred models — characteristic of the structuralist tradition
focusing on the formal properties and morphological mechanisms of lexical
units — toward process-oriented and, finally, discourse-oriented approaches that
situate neologisms within communicative trajectories and social practices. This
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progression reflects an expansion of the field of study, moving from analysing
linguistic forms to considering usage trajectories and communicative functions. In
this sense, the incorporation of concepts such as the “life cycle” of neologisms or
their interpretation as discursive acts represents a significant advancement. It
allows neology to engage productively with broader developments in usage-based
linguistics, cognitive semantics and sociolinguistics, rather than remaining
confined to the descriptive morphological tradition in which it originated.

A third divergence, closely related to the second, concerns the typological
models proposed to classify neologisms. The analysis shows an evolution from
unidimensional models based on formal mechanisms, most notably the lexicogenic
matrix model of the French tradition, toward more flexible and integrative
proposals. Lexicogenic matrices, despite their internal coherence and considerable
descriptive utility, prove to be limited in describing the complexity of the
phenomenon. In response, multidimensional models and functional continua
have emerged, attempting to better capture the gradual and dynamic nature of
lexical innovation more adequately. Freixa’s functional-cognitive continuum,
Cabré’s socio-pragmatic multidimensional framework and Poix’s rhetorically
expanded typology all represent responses to the same underlying inadequacy:
the recognition that a single axis of classification is insufficient to account for
the full complexity of neological phenomena.

These convergences and divergences, taken together, suggest that the
future of research in neology lies in the integration of perspectives. No existing
model, on its own, is capable of explaining the entirety of the phenomenon. The
structuralist tradition provides rigorous formal description but struggles with
discourse-level creativity and processual dynamics. The Anglo-German diachronic
framework captures the life cycle of lexical innovation but tends to pass over
the specific linguistic mechanisms of their formation. The Catalan applied tradition
offers methodological precision and sociolinguistic awareness but remains
primarily oriented toward lexicographic and terminological objectives. The discursive
and literary approaches expand the boundaries of the field but risk losing the
systematicity needed for comparative research. What is required, therefore, is
an approach that articulates formal, cognitive, social, and discursive dimensions
in a principled way, and that is capable of accounting for both the structure and
the use and function of neologisms across different contexts, registers and
communicative purposes. This does not mean dissolving the distinctions between
frameworks, which reflect genuine differences in object and method, but rather
developing a metalanguage and set of shared analytical categories that allow
findings from different traditions to be related and compared. Only from this
integrative perspective will it be possible to move toward a more complete and
coherent understanding of lexical innovation.

Such an integrative perspective is particularly relevant for initiatives such as
ENEOLI NeoVoc!, which seek to make the terminology of neology comparable
across languages and theoretical traditions. The ambition to produce a coherent,
cross-linguistic glossary of neological concepts presupposes precisely the kind

10 https://eneoli.wikibase.cloud/wiki/Main_Page
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of theoretical mapping that this study has attempted to provide. In this sense,
the present study suggests that the future of neology lies not in the prevalence
of one framework over others, but in principled integration of perspectives, an
integration that preserves theoretical distinctions where they are analytically
productive, and bridges them where shared description is the goal. Only from
this integrative point will it be possible to move toward a more complete and
coherent understanding of lexical innovation, one that would do justice to both,
the systematicity of a language and the creativity of its users.

5. Conclusions

This comparative analysis of major theoretical traditions in neology has pursued
three interconnected objectives: to map the principal frameworks that have shaped
the field, to identify the criteria through which each defines and classifies lexical
innovation and to assess the extent to which these frameworks converge or
diverge in their epistemological assumptions and analytical priorities.

The comparative analysis confirms that structuralist traditions such as
those of Tournier, Sablayrolles and Antoine focus on the systematic description
of the formal mechanisms of word creation. Their lexicogenic models provide a
rigorous and internally coherent framework for morphological analysis that
continues to inform both theoretical research and applied lexicography. However,
as the comparison reveals, this product-oriented focus comes at a cost: it tends to
privilege the description of form over the analysis of use and static classification
over dynamic process. It is precisely this limitation that other traditions have
sought to address. The Anglo-German diachronic framework, most influentially
developed by Schmid, reframes neology as a subset of language change,
shifting attention from the formal properties of individual lexical items to the
cognitive and social processes through which innovations are conventionalised
within speech communities. This processual and evolutionary perspective does
not replace formal description but significantly enriches it by situating neologisms
within a temporal and societal trajectory that extends from their first occurrence
to their eventual stabilisation or obsolescence.

The Catalan tradition, developed through the work of Cabré and the Observatori
de Neologia, occupies a distinctive position in this landscape. By combining applied
lexicographic and terminological objectives with a theoretically informed awareness
of language change, it has produced a multidimensional classification framework
that bridges the gap between formal description and sociolinguistic analysis. In
doing so, it has demonstrated that applied and theoretical concerns need not be
mutually exclusive and that the practical demands of language planning and
lexicographic documentation can serve as a productive stimulus for theoretical
refinement. More recent contributions, particularly those of Freixa and Poix,
extend this integrative tendency further. Freixa’s functional-cognitive continuum
model addresses the gradual and context-dependent nature of neologicity,
moving away from discrete categorical boundaries toward a more flexible scalar
representation. Poix’s work on literary neology introduces a pragmatic and
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discursive dimension that challenges the field to account for innovations whose
purpose is not lexical enrichment but textual and aesthetic effect. These two
contributions signal a broader shift in the field: from typologies organised around
formal mechanisms toward frameworks that incorporate cognitive, social and
communicative dimensions as equally constitutive of the neological phenomenon.

The comparison demonstrates that theories of neology differ not only in
their linguistic focus, structural, socio-pragmatic, or cognitive, but also in their
epistemological assumptions about what constitutes “newness”. Integrating
these perspectives requires a multidimensional representation that can accommodate
variation rather than reduce it.

Finally, the conclusion of this comparative, cross-linguistic approach is twofold.
First, no single typology suffices to capture the multifaceted nature of neology.
Each framework illuminates certain dimensions of the phenomenon while leaving
others in shadow, and the apparent contradictions between them often reflect
differences in scope and objectives rather than irreconcilable theoretical incompatibilities.
Second, and consequently, the most productive path forward lies not in the
selection of one framework at the expense of others, but in their integration. A
comprehensive account of neology requires a multidimensional representation
capable of accommodating formal, structural, socio-pragmatic, and cognitive dimensions,
to offer a more comprehensive model for both analysis and lexicographical
representation. This is of particular relevance for cross-linguistic and collaborative
research initiatives such as ENEOLI, whose ambition is to develop a shared
terminological framework for neology across European languages. The present
study aims to contribute to that broader collective effort by providing a systematic
map of the theoretical terrain underlying the shared ground and the productive
tensions, both necessary to understand the field that develops continuously.
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