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Look! I’m holding a ______ !

▶ small banana

▶ tiny banana

▶ microbanana

▶ minibanana

(https://www.reddit.com/r/
mildlyinteresting/comments/
y7ijkx/a_mini_banana/)
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Diminutives in evaluative morphology

Diminutives are well known for expressing a wide range of
meanings. Taking Spanish suffix -ito/a as an example:

(1) mi perr-ito
my dog-DIM

Descriptive: Size, age
Referring to a small/young dog
Evaluative: Affection
Referring to a dog towards which the speaker is affectionate

A variety of meanings are derived around the basic concept of
‘small’ (Jurafsky 1996; Prieto 2015).
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Diminutives in evaluative morphology
Diminution can be expressed both by suffixation and prefixation
in Spanish, as in other Romance languages (Grandi &Montermini
2004; Grandi 2015; Martín García 2016, 2017).

(2) Prefixes: mini-,micro-, nano-...
Suffixes: -ito/a, -uelo/a, -illo/a, -ico/a...

However, diminutive prefixes are
▶ less often focused on
▶ implicitly considered functionally similar to suffixes, or
▶ simply described as indicating small size, without further
analytical investigation of their semantic or pragmatic
functions

(Rodríguez Ponce 2002; Serrano-Dolader 2011; Fábregas 2024)
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Evaluativeness scale

This study examines the semantic and pragmatic functions of the
Spanish prefixesmicro- andmini-, with particular attention to
their evaluative value, here termed evaluativeness.

We propose the following evaluativeness scale:

evaluative
micro-
purely

descriptive

mini-
descriptive
+ evaluative

-ito/a
can be purely
evaluative
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Methodology

Drawing on data from the Observatori de Neologia, the dataset
comprises 107micro-X formations and 63mini-X formations,
including prefix X, prefix-X and prefixX.

Base classification

Descriptive meaning

Evaluative meaning
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Methodology

Base classification
▶ Base categories and semantic types (Salvadori et al. 2024)
▶ Base connotation (positive, negative, neutral)

Descriptive meaning
▶ Semantic value ofmicro- andmini-

Evaluative meaning
▶ Corpus-based analysis of evaluativeness in contexts, drawing
on randomly sampled tokens from Spanish TenTen 2023

▶ Pragmatic functions in context (Prieto 2005)
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Base classification
The bases ofmicro- formations tend to be more specialized and
technical and exhibit greater syntactic diversity:
▶ nouns (microinversión ‘microinvestment’)
▶ adjectives (micro-híbrido ‘micro-hybrid’)
▶ verbs (microsegmentar ‘to microsegment’)

The bases ofmini- formations are typically more concrete and
closely related to everyday life:
▶ nouns (minicerdo ‘minipig’,minihamburguesa
‘minihamburger’,minigimnasio ‘minigym’)

▶ adjectives that can also function nominally (mini hidráulico
‘mini hydraulic’,minizoológico ‘minizoo’)

▶ only one personal pronoun (mini yo ‘mini me’)
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Base classification

The bases ofmicro- andmini- formations differ in their degree of
specialization and syntactic behavior.

The bases of bothmicro- andmini- formations are predominantly
neutral in evaluative meaning, with a small number of exceptions
that carry negative connotations:
▶ microcorrupción ‘microcorruption’,microestafa ‘microfraud’,
micromachista ‘microsexist’,microrracista ‘microracist’,
microracismo ‘microracism’,minicrisis ‘minicrisis’
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Descriptive meaning

Assuming that the basic meaning of bothmicro- andmini- is
“small”:
▶ In what ways does “smallness” modify the base?
▶ How domicro- andmini- correspond to different kinds
of “smallness”, and how do they interact with their
bases?
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Direct and indirect modification

In Type A (direct modification), the semantic instruction of the
element applies to the base as a whole.

In Type B (indirect modification), the semantic instruction of the
element applies to a component associated with the referent of the
base, not directly expressed by it.
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Type A: direct modification
▶ Size/Age: small physical size, young age
microcasa ‘a small house’;minicerdo ‘a small pig’

▶ Temporal: short duration
micromomento ‘a very brief moment or instant, typically
requiring minimal time or attention’
minitemporada ‘a short, limited season or series of activities,
events, or productions’

▶ Structural: smaller unit within a broader structure/genre
microgénero ‘a smaller genre within a broader genre’

▶ Qualitative: lower intensity or non-full realization
microagresión ‘a less intense form of aggression’
minicrisis ‘a less serious, short-lived, andmanageable
disruption’
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Type B: indirect modification

▶ Component size: localized zones or components of the base
that are small in size
microflora ‘the community of microorganisms, such as
bacteria, fungi, and other microbes that inhabit a specific
environment in the body’

▶ Quantitative: a small number of people and small amounts of
money, production, or output
microempresa ‘a small-scale company involving a limited
number of people and low levels of production’
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Type B: indirect modification

▶ Granularity and technical precision: fine-grained focus on
subcomponents, involving precise, delicate, or highly
controlled techniques
micromanagement ‘management that focuses on highly
detailed aspects of work processes’

▶ Cognitive: reduced mental effort
microaprendizaje ‘a smaller unit of learning with limited
content and reduced cognitive effort’
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Semantic instructions ofmicro-

The semantic instruction ofmicro- is more complex, as it can
express “smallness” in three distinct ways:
1. directly modifying the base
2. indirectly modifying elements associated with the base
3. simultaneously modifying both the base and its internal
components

We use labels from Salvadori et al. (2024) to annotate semantic
types of bases.
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(i) Direct modification (Type A)
When only Type A is activated,micro- directly modifies the base
itself.

In the dataset, most semantic types of the bases in this group are
annotated as art (artifact), nat (natural entity), coll (collective
base), and tim (time):

microhabitación (art): a room of smaller physical size than a
standard room
microcasa (art): a house of small size
micrococina (art): a kitchen of small size
microfalda (art): a short skirt, i.e., a reduced-size garment
microvaso (nat): a very small blood vessel
microgénero (coll): a genre that constitutes a smaller unit within a
broader genre
micromomento (tim): a very short moment
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(ii) Indirect modification (Type B)

In this group,micro- does not indicate that the base itself is small.
Rather, it signals that certain components or internal aspects
associated with the base are small or restricted. Deverbal or
deadjectival nouns are often selected as bases. Bases in this group
may be animate (anm) or inanimate, referring to events or
processes (evt) or institutions (ist).
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(ii) Indirect modification (Type B)
Animate bases
▶ microinfluencer (anm): an influencer with a limited number
of followers or reduced audience reach

▶ microbloguero /microbloguera (anm): an individual who
produces short, frequent, and informal blog posts

▶ microproductor /microproductora (anm): someone who
operates at a small production scale, for example in
agriculture, crafts, food production, or mining

Non-animate bases
▶ micromensajería (evt/ist): a form of digital communication
that enables the exchange of short text messages, typically in
real time via web or mobile applications such as Twitter,
WhatsApp, Telegram, or WeChat
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(iii) Direct + indirect modification
In this type,micro-modifies both the base (Type A) and
components associated with it (Type B). These bases are typically
annotated as evt or art*ist.

▶ microaprendizaje (evt): a smaller unit of learning (Type A)
with limited content and reduced cognitive effort (Type B)

▶ micromasaje (evt): a short massage (Type A) focused on a
localized area (Type B) with precise care (Type B)

▶ microencuentro (evt): a meeting that is shorter (Type A),
involves fewer participants (Type B), and requires less
cognitive effort (Type B)

▶ microempresa (art*ist): a small company (Type A) with few
employees (Type B)
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Semantic instructions ofmini-
Mini- generally overlaps withmicro- in expressing direct
modification. Most bases are of the semantic type art (artifact),
though evt (event), anm (animate), and nat (natural entity) also
occur.

Small size:
mini consola (art) ‘miniconsole’
minisándwich (art)
‘minisandwich’
minidron (art) ‘minidrone’
mini vestido (art) ‘mini dress’
mini casa (art) ‘mini house’
minigimnasio (art) ‘minigym’
minilaptop (art) ‘minilaptop’
minicerdo (anm) ‘minipig’
minibosque (nat) ‘miniforest’

Shorter duration:
minicrucero (evt) ‘minicruise, a
cruise of shorter duration’

Lower intensity:
minicrisis (evt): ‘minicrisis, a
crisis of shorter duration and
lower intensity’
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Micro- andmini-with the same base

Mini influencer:

(3) A tan solo 28 días del nacimiento de Ana García Moritán,
quien fue la mayor protagonista de la serie que contempla
diez episodios, la bebé ya es unamini influencer, incluso
tiene cuentas de Instagram creadas en su honor.
Just 28 days since the birth of Ana García Moritán, who was
the principle protagonist of the ten-episode series, the baby
is already amini influencer, she even has Instagram
accounts created in her honor.

Mini influencer is a young influencer;mini-modifies the base’s age
(direct modification).
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Micro- andmini-with the same base

Microinfluencer:

(4) Generalmente se considera unmicroinfluencer a partir de los
10.000 seguidores.
Generally one is considered amicroinfluencer starting from
10,000 followers.

Microinfluencer is an influencer with a limited follower base
(indirect modification).

When both are used descriptively,micro- indicates a smaller size
than perceived withmini- (Fábregas 2024: 475).
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What evaluative values doesmini- have?
Mini- formations co-occur with affective and evaluative
vocabulary, which supports an interpretation ofmini- as carrying
a positive evaluative value.

(5) […] , nos confesó con algo de morriña. Desembarcamos en
Craignure, desde donde condujimos hasta Tobermory (una
hora), unamini ciudad de cuento con casitas de colores que
nos atrapó enseguida. El hotel era normalito (su comida,
terriblemente mala), […]
[…] , he told us with a touch of nostalgia. We disembarked
in Craignure, fromwhere we drove to Tobermory (one
hour), a storybook-likemini citywith colorful
house-DIM-PL that captivated us immediately. The hotel
was ordinary-DIM (its food was terribly bad), […]

(affection)
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What evaluative values doesmini- have?

Mini- acquires a pejorative meaning in the following context,
contributing to the interpretation ofminiempleo as precarious,
exploitative, and socially undesirable.

(6) Desde el 2003, cerca de siete millones de trabajadores
alemanes se encuentran sujetos a losminiempleos,
contratos indefinidos de salarios minúsculos (en algunos
casos, de apenas 55 céntimos la hora; [...])
Since 2003, nearly sevenmillion Germanworkers have been
subject tominiemployments, permanent contracts with tiny
wages (in some cases, as little as 55 cents an hour; [...])

(derogation)
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What evaluative values doesmini- have?
In this context,mini- conveys a humorous attitude from the
speaker, as it would normally denote a small convenience store,
yet the actual establishment is considerably larger.

(7) Nos metimos en un taxi que nos llevó a un “minimarket” de
las copias, fue lo único mini que vi en China. Aquel Prada
gris era excelente, idéntico hasta la perfección, barato hasta
la locura [...]
We got into a taxi that took us to a “minimarket” for
knockoffs; it was the only mini thing I saw in China. That
gray Prada was excellent, identical down to perfection,
cheap down to crazyness [...]

(humorous)
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What evaluative values doesmini- have?

Mini- reduces the negative evaluative of negative bases:

(8) Fue posible gracias a su simpatía y atención cercana. Carol
estuvo conmigo para apoyarme y ayudarme en todas las
mini crisis de novias! Carol siempre tenía buenas palabras y
una solución para todo [...]
It was possible thanks to her kindness and attentive care.
Carol was with me to support me and help me through all
themini crises of brides! Carol always had kind words and a
solution for everything [...]

(attenuation)
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Why difference in evaluativeness?

Factor 1: Smallness in size/age
As Jurafsky (1996) points out, child and small are in the center of
diminutive evaluative meanings. The meaning ofmini- is more
concentrated around this type of smallness, while the meaning of
micro- is diversified.

Factor 2: Meaning transparency
Themeaning ofmicro- is less transparent: it may apply to
technical terms and describe a specific kind of smallness. The
meaning ofmini- is more transparent. It is easier, therefore, to use
mini- for a general sense of smallness and its evaluative values.
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Why difference in evaluativeness?
Factor 3: Restriction in application
Fortin (2011) points out that the descriptive meaning of -ito/a is
sensitive to aspects like boundedness; when a descriptive meaning
is not available, one understands that -ito/a is used evaluatively.
Being commonly used for indirect modification,micro- is almost
always interpretable as descriptive, and therefore is not used
evaluatively.

Factor 4: Subkind creation vs. referent modification
Due to its less transparent meaning,micro- is commonly used to
create subkinds;mini- just modifies its referent.
microburbuja: tiny, gas-filled bubbles; typically ranging from a
fewmicrometers to tens of micrometers in diameter, used in
medical, environmental, and industrial applications
miniburbuja: tiny bubbles
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Conclusion
1. Our investigation proposes an evaluativeness scale in which
micro- tends to be descriptive, whilemini- occupies an
intermediate position betweenmicro- and -ito.

2. The proposal is based on the semantic and evaluative values
ofmicro- andmini-.

3. Classifying semantic values into two types (direct and
indirect) helps clarify the semantic instructions of these two
elements and explain why differences in evaluativeness arise.

4. Evaluative examples focusing onmini- reflect the inherent
flexibility of this diminutive element in enabling intersecting
evaluative functions driven by users’ pragmatic motivations.

5. This study also sheds light on the analysis of diminutive
prefixes, a topic that has not been extensively explored in the
literature.
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Why aremicro X andmini X included?

Observatori de Neologia (OBNEO) treats the three forms as
variants of the same entry: prefix X, prefix-X and prefixX, but not
all the forms were attested at the same time. We collected all the
new forms that were first attested during 2012-2022. Generally,
prefixX forms appear earlier and prefix X later.

The period 2012-2022 was chosen because esTenTen23 is from
2023; neologisms after 2023 are less likely to be attested in the
corpus.

Fábregas (2024:475, entry “micro-”): Como otros prefijos
adjetivales (cf. mini-), se documentan casos en que este prefijo
aparece ya convertido en un adjetivo que puede aparecer de forma
libre.
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