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Word Formation Processes 
in Political English 

**** part one: conversion **** 

CONVERSION (also called ZERO-DERIVATION) may be 
defined as a word-formation process by which a word, 
belonging to one word-class, is transferred to another word-
class without any concomitant change of form. 

WARNING – let’s look at how the process of derivation (also called 
affixation1) works: 

 
1 Affixation – also called derivation – is a very productive process of word-formation, where 
one or more affixes are attached to a root in order to produce a new word known as derived 
word. This process of word-formation is termed affixation for, whenever we produce a new 
word this way, we need to use an affix – i.e. a prefix (also called beginning) or a suffix (also 
called ending). 
Usually, derivation by means of a suffix (most rarely a prefix) changes the part of speech of 
the root to which such a suffix is added. That is also why the process of word-building of 
conversion is referred to as “zero-derivation” – because it reaches the same goal of derivation 
without altering the form of the item that has undergone a change of word-class. 
Generally speaking, prefixes and suffixes are stress neutral, but some Neo-Latin suffixes, 
added to a root-word, can lead to a stress shifting, such as in: (to) admínister è 
administration, átom è atomic. ÚÚÚÚ For further details on the effects affixes have on 
pronunciation, see “Pronunciation Issues in DSE”, unit “Tools”, a.y. 2024/2025, pp. 13-17. 
Remember we have some prefixes that can behave like suffixes, such as "en-": it (and its 
variant “em-” used before the consonants “b”, “m” and “p”) can be most frequently added to 
nouns and adjectives in order to build up verbs: 

•  en- + able (adj) = to enable (Equivalents in Italian: “attivare, permettere a qualcuno di 
fare qualcosa”); 

•  em- + bed (n)= to embed (Equivalent in Italian: “inserire, incastrare”); 
•  em- + bitter (adj)= to embitter (Equivalent in Italian: “inasprire”); 
•  en- + danger (n) = to endanger (Equivalent in Italian: “mettere in pericolo/a rischio”); 
•  en- + large (adj) = to enlarge (Equivalents in Italian: “ingrandire, ampliare, 

allargare”); 
•  en- + rich (adj) = to enrich (Equivalent in Italian: “arricchire”); 

 en- + shrine (n)= to enshrine (Equivalents in Italian: “custodire, conservare, racchiudere, 
sancire”). 
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Conversion is a highly prolific source for the production of 
new words, since there is no restriction on the form that can 
undergo conversion in English. 

The main kinds of conversion are  
• noun  è verb 
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• verb   è noun 
• adjective è noun 
• adjective è verb 
• preposition è noun 
• preposition è verb 

but also adjective è adverb, adverb è conjunction, 
preposition è conjunction, interjection è noun, interjection 
è verb may occur. 

EXAMPLES OF CONVERSION 

1) NOUN TO VERB 
cash   è to cash 
evidence   è to evidence 
[an] experience è to experience 
[an] eye   è to eye 
import /ˈɪmpɔːt/ è to import /ɪmˈpɔːt/ 

export /ˈekspɔːt/ è to export /ɪkˈspɔːt/ 

 
[a] head   è to head 
[a] network  è to network 
[a] vote   è to vote 
[a] veto   è to veto 
e.g.: «A third of people in the UK have experienced poverty in recent 

years»2 
«Slovenia eyes a rare moment of glory»3 

 
2 The Guardian, May 16, 2016. 
3 The Economist, November 6, 2006. 
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2) VERB TO NOUN 
to call    è [a] call 
to control /kənˈtrəʊl/ è [a] control /kənˈtrəʊl/ 
to cut     è [a] cut 
to fly     è [a] fly 
to issue    è [a] issue 
to report7 /rɪˈpɔːt/  è [a] report /rɪˈpɔːt/ 
to opt out   è [an] opt-out 
to schedule   è [a] schedule 

 
4 www.bloomberg.com, April 15, 2020. 
5 www.blomberg.com, April 19, 2019. 
6 www.blomberg.com, October 10, 2022. 
7 Such a verb, often used in its passive voice, can be considered a “false friend” – thus its 
equivalent in Italian is “segnalare”. 
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to talk    è [a] talk  … but also 

 
e.g.: «Italian coalition talks collapse» 

«Eventually, opposing forces in Liberia were pushed to hold peace talks in 
Ghana» 
«Conte said the government, made up of a coalition of the anti-
establishment Five Star Movement and the far-right League, would 
need €17bn (£15bn) to fund election campaign promises including 
tax cuts, a universal basic income and pension reforms.»8 

9  10 
 

11 12 
«As of 2023, three states have formal opt-outs from a total of four policy 
areas»; 

 
8 The Guardian, October 22, 2018. 
9 The Economist, April 29, 2021. 
10 The Economist, January 29, 2023. 
11 The Economist, December 1, 2022. 
12 The Economist, December 13, 2023. 
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3) ADJECTIVE TO NOUN 
executive  è [an] executive 
high    è [a] high 
human   è humans14 
e.g.: «The Department of Agriculture published in February projections that 

indicate U.S. beef, pork, and poultry producers will increase exports and 
gradually increase production, even though U.S. citizens' mean yearly 
meat consumption is expected to remain lower than previous highs». 

15 
 

16 17 
«To begin the working session on the SPS Agreement and Food Safety, I 
introduced the topic of food safety, noting that all diseases are products 
of interaction between humans and the environment».18 
 
«Chief Executive Officer» 

 
13 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/EN/legal-content/glossary/opting-out.html 
14 Mainly used in the plural form. 
15 www.bloomberg.com, May 8, 2019. 
16 The Economist, September 15, 2021. 
17 The Economist, February 22, 2024. 
18 Symposium on Issues Confronting the World Trading System, April 3, 2017, 
https://www.wto.org/ 
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19 20 

4) ADJECTIVE TO VERB 
empty   è to empty 
clean   è to clean 
open   è to open 
better   è to better 
near   è to near 

 
 

21 
 

19 The Economist, October 30, 2024. 
20 The Economist, November 6, 2021. 
21 The Economist, October 19, 2023. 
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5) PREPOSITION TO NOUN 
up, down …  è ups, downs … 
in, out …   è ins, outs … 
e.g.: «Every business has its ups and downs»; 

 
«The ins and outs of the problem»; 
«He quickly learned the ins and outs of the job»; 

 

22 

 

22 EMU: RELATIONS BETWEEN "INS" AND "OUTS", Economic Affairs Series, ECON 106 EN (PE 
167.797) – October 1998, https://www.europarl.europa.eu/workingpapers/econ/106_en.htm 
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6) PREPOSITION TO VERB 
back   è to back 
down   è to down 
up    è to up 
e.g.: «We downed our coffees and left»; 

23 

24 
«The printers are threatening to down tools if the pay offer is not 
increased to 8%». 

 
è è è è please browse through the 
OALD in order to discover the multiple 
changes of “back”, “down”, “in”, “out” 
and “up”! 

 
23 AFP, March 18, 2019.  
24 www.bloomberg.com, October 13, 2022. 
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7) VERB (-ing form) TO PREPOSITION  
including è including 

«[…] Russia would reserve “the right to use nuclear weapons in the event 
of aggression against Russia and Belarus as a member of the [Russia-
Belarus] Union State,” including an attack in which the adversary “using 
conventional weapons, creates a critical threat to our sovereignty”»25. 

8) PREPOSITION TO CONJUNCTION 
after  è after 
before  è before 
for   è for 
since  è since 

9) ADVERB TO CONJUNCTION 
once  è once 

 
25 See Reading Text no. 6, a.y. 2024/2025. 


