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Influences which lead to lexical and syntactical variation in interactive written texts: e-language (SMS, email, 
asynchronous and synchronous chat).

Influence Variation/feature Texts

Mixture of spoken and 
written modes (especially in 
SMS and chat)

•	 Ellipsis (of subject/auxiliary/
determiner, copular and auxiliary 
verbs), non-standard grammatical 
structures (including those 
associated with social and 
geographic dialects) e.g. subject 
verb agreement, the double 
negative

•	 Minor sentences and sentence 
fragments

•	 Colloquial language and slang

•	 Use of contractions

•	 Tag questions

•	 Use of typographical/
orthographical features to capture 
prosody 

•	 Emoticons

•	 Unusual to find grammatical and 
syntactical features associated with 
more formal, academic registers 
e.g. the passive voice

Creation of voice and thus a 
sense of personal or group 
identity

•	 Many groups develop their own 
vocabulary and grammatical rules 
for communication, as well as 
particular features of typography 
– again, usually to capture 
paralinguistic features of language

•	 Avatars and Nicks

•	 Interjections and taboo language

•	 Non-standard spelling

•	 Lots of verbs to do with feeling – 
feel/think/want/need/hate/love

Limits of technology/space/
time

•	 Brief discourse – lack of 
paragraphing

•	 Non-standard punctuation

•	 Use of abbreviations, initialisms

•	 Non-standard/new representation 
of grapho-phonemic relationships

•	 Neologisms
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Influence Variation/feature Texts

Deictic communication – 
difficulty of decoding the text 
without knowing what has 
preceded it

•	 Subject line in email (a feature of 
the discourse structure)

•	 Chain or frame structure in email

•	 Lots of anaphoric reference in the 
main body of the text

•	 Threads in chat rooms help as 
semantic markers – they allow the 
user to ‘join’ the right forum

New conventions for the 
structuring of discourse 

Changing nature of 
technology/global influence/ 
relatively young audience 
– new words entering the 
language all the time

•	 The elements of an email: header/
subject/salutation/farewell

•	 Neologisms, including: 
– compounds and blends 
– back formation 
– intialisms 
– nonce formations 
– new jargon

•	 New grapho-phonemic 
relationships and non-standard 
spellings

•	 Influence of American English

•	 Lots of lexical features to do with 
technology itself

Participant overlap (multiple 
sources in IWD): real time 
communication

•	 Adjacency repair

Be aware that e-language can be quite formal and relatively similar to Standard English – for example in business emails: 
junk or ‘spam’ mail may well employ many of the features of advertising language. Context, audience and purpose are all 
pivotal in terms of restricting or fostering variation. Similarly, web pages can also exhibit many of the written forms and  
genres of traditional written texts (journalism, literature, religion, the law, the sciences). With this in mind, choose your 
examples wisely.

Learn these three quotes from David Crystal, from his book Language and the Internet (2nd edition 2006):

“Netspeak is more than an aggregate of spoken and written features…it does things that neither of these other mediums 
do, and must accordingly be seen as a new species of communication.”

“[A chatroom] provides a domain in which we can see written language in its most primitive state….Chatgroups are the 
nearest we are likely to get to seeing written dialogue in its spontaneous, unedited, naked state.”

“...the rapid changes in computer technology and availability, and the rate at which language change seems to be taking 
place across the Internet (much faster than at any other time in linguistic history) means that it is difficult to be definitive 
about the variety’s characteristics.”

And here is a definition of email from Wired Style: principles of English usage in the Digital Age by Hale and Scanlon (1999).

“... a cross between a conversation and a letter, e mail is as fast as a telegram and as cheap as a whisper...”
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