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Word Formation 

 

Prefixes 

 

A A prefix is something that we can put at the beginning of a word to change the meaning. 

Compare these two sentences.  

I calculated the amount I would need.  

I miscalculated the amount I would need.  

(= I wrongly calculated the amount I would need.) 

Here the prefix mis- (= wrongly) changes the meaning. 

 

B Here are some prefixes and some examples of words we can form with them. 

anti- (= against) anti-nuclear protestors, anti-social behaviour 

auto- (= self) an autobiography, auto-suggestion 

co- (= together) co-exist, a co-production, my co-driver 

ex- (= previously) his ex-wife, an ex-footballer 

inter- (= between) an inter-city train, an international phone call 

mini- (= small) a minibus, a minicab 

mis- (= badly/wrongly) misuse, misbehave, miscount, a misprint 

mono- (= one) a monorail, monolingual, speak in a monotone 

multi- (= many) a multinational company, a multi-storey car park 

out- (= more/better) outnumber the opposition, outplayed their opponents 

over- (= too much) overweight, an overgrown garden, ill from overwork 

post- (= after) the post-war years, a post-dated cheque 

pre- (= before) the pre-war years, preheat an oven 

pro- (= in favour of) pro-government forces, pro-European policies 

re- (= again) re-write a letter, remarry, the resale value of the car 

semi- (= half) semi-precious stones, reach the semi-final 

sub- (= under/less) the subway, subnormal intelligence, sub-zero temperatures 

super- (= big/more) a superstar, a superhuman effort, a supersonic aircraft 

trans- (= across) a transatlantic flight, a heart transplant operation 

under- (= too little) undercooked food, an underused resource, underpopulation 

NOTE 

Out- and under- can have a literal meaning: underwear, the Underground, underline a 

word; an outbuilding, an outdoor pool, the outskirts of the town. 

 

C There are some negative prefixes meaning ‘not’. 

un- feeling unhappy, an unfair decision, unhealthy conditions, high unemployment, 

unplug a machine, unpack a suitcase 

in- an independent state, an inoffensive remark, the invisible man, an incurable 

disease, a terrible injustice 

il- (+ l) an illegal act, an illogical argument 

im- (+ b/m/p) an imbalance, an immoral act, immature behaviour, 

an impossible situation, an impractical dreamer, wait impatiently 

ir- (+ r) an irrational fear, an irresponsible attitude 
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dis- a dishonest statement, a violent disagreement, disappearing out of the door, a 

dislike of flying 

non- non-alcoholic drinks, non-stop entertainment, a non-smoking area 

de- defrost a fridge, the depopulation of the countryside, the decentralization of 

government 

We do not use in- before b, l, m, p, or r. We use il-, im-, and ir- instead. 

 

3 Suffixes 

A Introduction 

A suffix comes at the end of a word. For example, we can add the suffix –ness to the 

adjective kind to form the noun kindness. Compare these two  

sentences.  

We won’t forget how kind you’ve been.  

We won’t forget your kindness. 

Here the use of the suffix to form a noun makes the sentence shorter and neater. 

Sometimes the addition of a suffix involves other changes in the form or pronunciation of 

the word.  

apply ➔ application  

possible ➔ possibility  

courage /ˈkʌrɪdʒ/ ➔ courageous /kəˈreɪdʒəs/ 

Changes in pronunciation can involve both sounds and stress. For example, when we add 

–ous to courage, the stress changes from the first to the second syllable. 

TIP 

Not all combinations of words and suffixes are possible. For example, we  

can add –ment to some verbs to form statement, amusement, punishment,  

and so on. But we cannot add –ment to every verb. The possible  

combinations have to be learned as individual words. 

B Abstract nouns 

Here are some ways that we can add a suffix to a verb or adjective to form a noun – 

usually an abstract noun. 

Verb ➔ noun ending in -ion correct ➔ correction,  

discuss ➔ discussion  

produce ➔ production,  

describe ➔ description  

inform ➔ information, 

invite ➔ invitation  

add ➔ addition,  

repeat ➔ repetition  

decide ➔ decision,  

permit ➔ permission 

Verb + -ment development, government, movement, payment 
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Verb + -ance/-ence acceptance, performance; existence, preference 

Verb + -ing a building, my feelings 

Adjective + -ness blindness, forgetfulness, illness, sadness 

Adjective in –ant/–ent distant ➔ distance,  

➔ noun in –ance/-ence important ➔ importance  

absent ➔ absence,  

silent ➔ silence,  

violent ➔ violence 

Adjective + -ty/-ity certainty, royalty; nationality,  

stupidity 

C Driver, student, tourist, etc. 

There are a number of endings that we use to express a person’s role. 

Noun/Verb + -er/-or builder, driver, footballer, interviewer, lawyer, owner, smoker, 

walker, writer > Note a  

editor, navigator 

Noun/Verb/Adjective + -ist journalist, motorist, nationalist, tourist 

Verb + -ant/-ent assistant, informant, inhabitant, servant  

correspondent, student 

Verb + -ee addressee, employee, interviewee, payee > Note b 

Noun + -an/-ian republican; historian, musician > Note c 

NOTE 

a We also use –er in many nouns referring to a device such as a tool or machine, e.g. a 

computer, a food mixer, a heater, a screwdriver. 

b The suffix –ee usually has a passive meaning. Compare –er and –ee.  

The company is the biggest employer in the town. It has two thousand employees. 

c Some adjectives of nationality end in –an/-ian, e.g. American, Brazilian. > 6B 

D Friend, waitress, policeman/policewoman, etc 

Most nouns for people can mean either a male or a female, so a friend, a student, a doctor, 

a motorist, etc. can be either a man or a woman.  

My friend has sold his car. (a male friend)  

My friend has sold her car. (a female friend) 

If we need to specify what sex, we add another word, e.g. her boyfriend, female students, 

women doctors. 

Some words for family members are different for males and females, e.g. husband/wife, 

father/mother, son/daughter, brother/sister, uncle/aunt. But a cousin can be male or 

female. 

We can add the female suffix –ess to some nouns. A prince is male, and a princess is 

female. Other examples are hostess and empress. But be careful not to over-use –ess. 

Where there is a word that can refer to either sex, e.g. manager or poet, it is old-fashioned 

and may be seen as sexist to use manageress or poetess. The only jobs where –ess is still 

regularly used are actress and waitress, although actor can refer to either a man or a 

woman. 
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There is also a male suffix -man /mən/ and a female suffix –woman, e.g. 

businessman/businesswoman, chairman/chairwoman, policeman/policewoman, 

salesman/saleswoman, spokesman/spokeswoman. But these are now often regarded as 

sexist, and words that can refer to both males and females are preferred. Sometimes we 

use the suffix –person, e.g. the chairperson, a salesperson. Or we use a different word, 

e.g. a business executive, a police officer, a sales representative. 

NOTE 

Some adjectives of nationality end in –man/-woman, e.g. Frenchman, Irishwoman. > 6B 

E Verbs 

There are many verbs in –ize formed from adjectives with an abstract meaning. We can also 

add –en to some adjectives with a concrete meaning. 

Adjective + -ize centralize, legalize, modernize, popularize, privatize 

Adjective + -en brighten, harden, loosen, sharpen, shorten, widen  

NOTE 

a The ending –ize can also be spelled –ise in British English: centralize/centralise. 

b Some adjectives can be used as verbs, e.g. clear, empty. 

F Adjectives 

Noun + -al industrial, national, natural, original, traditional 

Noun + -ic artistic, energetic, heroic, photographic 

Noun + -ful careful, hopeful, peaceful, powerful, wonderful > Note a-b 

Noun + -less careless, hopeless, powerless, useless, worthless > Note b 

Noun + -ous courageous, dangerous, famous, luxurious 

Noun + -y greedy, healthy, salty, thirsty, wealthy 

Noun + -ly costly, cowardly, friendly, neighbourly > Note c 

Verb + -ive active, effective, exclusive, informative 

Verb + -ing amusing, exciting, surprising  

Verb + -ed amused, excited, surprised  

Verb + -able/-ible acceptable, eatable, excusable, manageable > Note d  

comprehensible, defensible 

NOTE 

a Nouns with the suffix –ful end in a single l, but the adverb has two. Compare careful 

and carefully. 

b -less is a negative suffix. Hopeless means ‘without hope’. Painful and painless  

are opposites. 

c Hourly, daily, weekly, and monthly can be adjectives or adverbs. 

d The suffix –able/-ible often means that something can be done.  

This sweater is washable. (= This sweater can be washed.)  

But not all adjectives in –able/-ible have this meaning, e.g. pleasurable (= giving 

pleasure), valuable (= worth a lot), formed from the nouns pleasure and value. 

G Adverbs 

Many adverbs are formed from an adjective + -ly, e.g. quick ➔ quickly. 
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Exercises: 

 

 

1 Use the words in brackets to form a new word that fits into the gap.  

 

1. How long is the __________________ from Rome to Paris? (FLY)  

2. I have a very good __________________ with both my parents (RELATION)  

3. Pulling my front tooth didn’t hurt. – It was completely __________________ (PAIN).  

4. I can tell from your __________________ that you’re not really happy (EXPRESS)  

5. We offer free __________________ for purchases over € 100 (DELIVER).  

6. James hasn’t had a lot of __________________ lately, so I hope he’ll do well with his new 

company (SUCCEED)  

7. It is __________________ colder today that it was yesterday (CERTAIN).  

8. What __________________ is he? Spanish or Portuguese? (NATION)  

9. You have the __________________ . – You can either go by bus or walk (CHOOSE).  

10. My best friend has a great __________________ . (PERSON).  

11. You need a lot of __________________ to write a good story (IMAGINE)  

12. The lesson was __________________ . I almost fell asleep. (BORE)  

13. Don’t be so __________________ . This is the second vase you have broken this month 

(CARE).  

14. It’s simply __________________ . I have won the lottery . (BELIEVE)  

15. I have to hold a __________________ at my brother’s wedding (SPEAK)  

16. There’s a lot of __________________ about that on the internet (INFORM)  

17. The children were very __________________ when the teacher came in (NOISE).  

18. The film was a bit __________________ . I didn’t really understand what happened 

(CONFUSE)  

19. He has to wear these gloves for __________________ reasons (SAFE)  

20. Sally was __________________ for two years before she found a new job (EMPLOY)  

21. In India, there are a lot of __________________ in the streets (BEG).  

22. When I gave up smoking I started putting on more __________________ (WEIGH).  

23. I had no __________________ in finding the right street. (DIFFICULT)  

24. He talked about __________________ and peace in our world (FREE)  

25. __________________ , I was invited to watch the new film (LUCKY)  

26. The __________________ of our rainforests is a serious problem (DESTROY)  

27. Animals in a zoo don’t live in their __________________ environment (NATURE)  

28. __________________ does not have anything to do with how much money you have 

(HAPPY)  

29. Thank you for being so __________________ yesterday (HELP)  

30. He has been a long- __________________ runner for a few years now (DISTANT)  

31. Don’t you think it’s too __________________ for you to go sailing in such weather 

(DANGER)  

32. This is my last __________________ . – Don’t walk across the lawn! (WARN)  
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33. He gave me some good __________________ on where to go shopping (ADVISE)  

34. If you want to complain about the product, please go to the __________________ 

(MANAGE).  

35. The new flat is not __________________ . It’s too expensive (AFFORD)  

36. John is six years old. He’s very __________________ and full of life (ACT)  

37. My mother spent her __________________ in France (CHILD)  

38. I have made a few __________________ to your article (CORRECT)  

39. Every child should get a good __________________ (EDUCATE).  

40. Listen carefully to the __________________ before you go out! (INSTRUCT)  

 

THE KEY: 

 
1. How long is the FLIGHT from Rome to Paris? (FLY)  

2. I have a very good RELATIONSHIP with both my parents (RELATION)  

3. Pulling my front tooth didn’t hurt. – It was completely PAINLESS (PAIN).  

4. I can tell from your EXPRESSION that you’re not really happy (EXPRESS)  

5. We offer free DELIVERY for purchases over € 100 (DELIVER).  

6. James hasn’t had a lot of SUCCESS lately, so I hope he’ll do well with his new company 

(SUCCEED)  

7. It is CERTAINLY colder today that it was yesterday (CERTAIN).  

8. What NATIONALITY is he? Spanish or Portuguese? (NATION)  

9. You have the CHOICE . – You can either go by bus or walk (CHOOSE).  

10. My best friend has a great PERSONALITY. (PERSON).  

11. You  

need a lot of IMAGINATION to write a good story (IMAGINE)  

12. The lesson was BORING . I almost fell asleep. (BORE)  

13. Don’t be so CARELESS . This is the second vase you have broken this month (CARE).  

14. It’s simply UNBELIEVABLE . I have won the lottery . (BELIEVE)  

15. I have to hold a SPEECH at my brother’s wedding (SPEAK)  

16. There’s a lot of INFORMATION about that on the internet (INFORM)  

17. The children were very NOISY when the teacher came in (NOISE).  

18. The film was a bit CONFUSING . I didn’t really understand what happened (CONFUSE)  

19. He has to wear these gloves for SAFETY reasons (SAFE)  

20. Sally was UNEMPLOYED/EMPLOYED for two years before she found a new job 

(EMPLOY)  

21. In India, there are a lot of BEGGARS in the streets (BEG).  

22. When I gave up smoking I started putting on more WEIGHT (WEIGH).  

23. I had no DIFFICULTY in finding the right street. (DIFFICULT)  

24. He talked about FREEDOM and peace in our world (FREE)  

25. LUCKILY , I was invited to watch the new film (LUCKY)  

26. The DESTRUCTION of our rainforests is a serious problem (DESTROY)  
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27. Animals in a zoo don’t live in their NATURAL environment (NATURE)  

28. HAPPINESS does not have anything to do with how much money you have (HAPPY)  

29. Thank you for being so HELPFUL yesterday (HELP)  

30. He has been a long- DISTANCE runner for a few years now (DISTANT)  

31. Don’t you think it’s too DANGEROUS for you to go sailing in such weather (DANGER)  

32. This is my last WARNING . – Don’t walk across the lawn! (WARN)  

33. He gave me some good ADVICE on where to go shopping (ADVISE)  

34. If you want to complain about the product, please go to the MANAGEMENT 

/MANAGER (MANAGE).  

35. The new flat is not AFFORDABLE. It’s too expensive (AFFORD)  

36. John is six years old. He’s very ACTIVE and full of life (ACT)  

37. My mother spent her CHILDHOOD in France (CHILD)  

38. I have made a few CORRECTIONS to your article (CORRECT)  

39. Every child should get a good EDUCATION (EDUCATE).  

40. Listen carefully to the INSTRUCTIONS before you go out! (INSTRUCT)  

 

 

 


