
The Stress 

Objectives: By the end of this lesson, learners will be able to distinguish between the 

notion of stress-timed languages, where stressed syllables are produced with a degree of 

muscular effort,  and at approximately regular intervals, and unstressed syllables shortened to 

fit this rhythm,  compared to syllable-timed languages where each syllable takes almost the 

same period of time. 

The notion of stress in phonetics can be considered from two perspectives: production 

and perception. The first point delineates the extent of muscular effort exerted by the speaker 

during the production of a stressed syllable than what is used for unstressed syllables. The 

second point refers to characteristics which makes a given listener perceives a syllable more 

prominent than the other syllables (Wells, 2006, 2008; Yule, 1996). 

22.1. Definition of Stress 

Gimson (1980) proposes this comprehensive definition to stress: 

A sound or a syllable which is stressed is one upon which there is expended in the 

articulation relatively great breath effort and muscular energy; in voiced sounds, greater 

amplitude of vibration of the vocal cords, together with the reinforcing resonation of the 

supra-glottal cavities, results in physical terms in relatively great intensity of the sound or 

syllable, such intensity being perceived by the listener as greater loudness associated with the 

sound of the syllable.  Thus, the greater energy which the speaker feels is concentrated on the 

first syllable of answer may be manifested for the listener as greater loudness (p. 222). 

22.2. What makes a syllable more prominent than the other syllables? 

Phoneticians identify four factors that lead to syllable prominence. These include loudness, 

length, pitch, and quality. Loudness corresponds "to some degree with the acoustic features 

of intensity or power (measured in decibels (dB)), which in the study of speech is based 

on the size of the vibrations of the vocal folds, as a result of variations in air pressure" 

(Crystal, 

2008, p. 290). Duration or length describes the length of time that a speaker takes during the 

articulation of a syllable. However, 'pitch' is related to the frequency of vibration of the vocal 

cords, and "the attribute of auditory sensation in terms of which a sound may be ordered on a 

scale from „low‟ to „high‟" (p.253), (rising or falling pitch). The fourth feature considers 

vowel 

quality. A syllable is said to prominent if it includes a vowel sound that is different in quality 



from the other adjacent vowel sounds. We can, for instance, mention the vowels that are 

usuallyincluded in weak syllables (i, ʊ, ɪ, ə). Roach (2000) points out that these features 

(loudness,  length, pitch, and quality) "are not equally important; the stronger effect is 

produced by pitch,  and length is also a powerful factor. Loudness and quality have much 

less effect" (p.95). 

22.3. Levels of Stress 

Echoing the point of view the American structuralist tradition, Crystal (2008),  distinguish 

four degrees of stress from strongest to weakest: primary, secondary, tertiary, and weak. 

"These contrasts are, however, demonstrable only on words in isolation, as in the compound 

elevator operator" (455). 

22.4. Stress Placement 

The decision of stress placement requires responding to the following questions: 

a) Whether the word is morphologically simple/ complex/ compound/ containing one or 

more affixes. 

b) In what grammatical category does the word fall (verb/ adjective/adverb/noun). 

c) The number of syllables in the word. 

d) The phonological structure of those words ( Roach, 1980, p.97). 

22.5. Two-syllable Words 

- Verbs: if the second segment of the verb contains a strong syllable; then the second 

syllable takes the stress: arrive ə'raɪv / attract ə'trækt / annoy ə'nɔɪ. But if the second 

syllable is weak, or it ends in short /i/ or /əʊ/ sound, the first syllable will be stressed: 

open 'əʊpən / 'enter entə / 'envy /envi/ follow /'fɒləʊ/ 

- Adjectives: We can apply the same rule of verbs to adjectives: if the second segment 

contains a strong syllable, then, it will take the stress: divine dɪ'vaɪn / correct kə'rekt/ 

alive əl'aɪv/. Conversely, if the first segment contains a strong syllable or a syllabic 

consonant, it takes the stress: lovely 'lʌvli/ even i:vn/ 

Words such as honest /'hɒnɪst/ and perfect /'pɜːfekt/ /'pɜːfɪkt/, though the 

second 

segment is composed of strong syllables the first syllable is stressed. 

- Nouns: If the second syllable contains a short vowel, a syllabic consonant, or it ends in 

/əʊ/, the first syllable will be stressed: honey /'hʌni/ /'baby/ /'beɪbi/ product /'prɒdʌkt/ 

cradle 'krædəl 'krædl. If the second syllable contains a long vowel, or a diphthong, it 

takes the stress: design /dɪ'zaɪn/ approach /ə'prəʊt∫/. 



Table 13: Adjectives and Adverbs behaving like verbs 

 

 

Table 14 : Nouns/ Adjectives behaving like Verbs 

 

22.6. Three-Syllable words 



22.6.1. Verbs: 

- If the final syllable is strong, then, it will take the stress: resurrect rezə'rʌkt entertain 

entə'teɪn recommend ˌrɛkəˈmɛnd 

- If the second Syllable is strong, and the first and last syllables are weak, the penultimate 

syllable will be stressed: determine dɪ'tɜːmɪn encounter ɪŋ'kaʊntə 

- If the second and last syllable is weak, the stress will be placed on the first syllable: 

Parody ˈpærədi (99) 

22.6.2. Nouns: Concerning nouns, if they end in the sound /əʊ/, or the final syllable 

happens to 

be weak, the stress falls on the second syllable if it is strong. If both the second and final 

syllables are weak, the stress will be placed on the first syllable: 

Tomato təma:təʊ dɪza:stɪn 

officer ˈɒfɪsə canopy ˈkænəpi bulletin ˈbʊlɪtɪn 

22.7. Practice: Classify the following words into 

Celebrate Abdicate Revenge Imagine Medicine Officer Canopy Intimate Sacrifice Abandon 

Surrender Minister Arrange Bulletin Acknowledge Estimate Deliver Concentrate Remedy 

Continue Monitor Amnesty Animate Dissolve Arrogate Aggravate Revolve Expedite 

Compromise Permeate Astonish Examine 

ˈsɛlɪbreɪt ˈæbdɪkeɪt rɪˈvɛnʤ ɪˈmæʤɪn ˈmɛdsɪn ˈɒfɪsə ˈkænəpi ˈɪntɪmɪt ˈɪntɪmeɪt ˈsækrɪfaɪs 

əˈbændənsəˈrɛndə ˈmɪnɪstər əˈreɪnʤ ˈbʊlɪtɪn əkˈnɒlɪʤ ˈɛstɪmɪt ˈɛstɪmeɪt dɪˈlɪvə ˈkɒnsəntreɪt 

ˈrɛmɪdi kənˈtɪnju(ː) ˈmɒnɪtər ˈæmnɪsti ˈænɪmɪt ˈænɪmeɪt dɪˈzɒlv ˈærəʊgeɪt ˈægrəveɪt rɪˈvɒlv 

ˈɛkspɪdaɪt ˈkɒmprəmaɪz ˈpɜːmɪeɪt əsˈtɒnɪʃ ɪgˈzæmɪn 

Table 15: Three-syllables Nouns/Adjectives/ Verbs 



 

22.8. Stress in Complex Words 

Objective: To show learners the relationship between suffixes and stress shift 

22.8.1. The Primary Stress on the Suffix 

Words that use the suffix ade, ee, ese, eer, que, ette, or oon have the primary stress actually 

placed on the suffix. This applies to words of all syllable lengths. 

Examples: 

ade: ˌlɛməˈneɪd, ˌɛskəˈleɪd kruːˈseɪd, ˌɛspləˈneɪd 

ee: ˌgærənˈtiː əpɔɪnˈtiː ˌmɔːgəˈʤiː ˌædrɛˈsiː 

eer: ˌpʌpɪˈtɪə ˌɛnʤɪˈnɪə ˌmaʊntɪˈnɪə ˌvɒlənˈtɪə 

ese: ˌsaɪəˈmiːz , ˌʤæpəˈniːz ˌpɔːtjʊˈgiːz ˌʤɜːnəˈliːz 

ette: kæˈsɛt, kɔːˈvɛt, ˌnɒvəˈlɛt ˌsɪgəˈrɛt 

que: juːˈniːk fɪˈziːk tɛkˈniːk 

oon: bəˈluːn, ˈɑːftəˈnuːn, kɑːˈtuːn 

22.8.2. Suffixes that do not affect the stress 

-able: əˈgrɪəbl bɪˈliːvəbl əˈdɔː əˈdɔːrəbl ɪkˈsaɪtəbl, ˈpɔːtəbl, prɪˈvɛntəbl 

Except: ˈdemənstreɪt dɪˈmɒstrəbl, ədˈmsaɪə(r) ˈædmrəbl 

-age: pɑːs ˈpæsɪʤ ˈpeɪtrən ˈpætrənɪʤ ˈpɪlgrɪm ˈpɪlgrɪmɪʤ 

-al: riːˈfjuːz rɪˈfjuːzəl ˈɛθɪks ˈɛθɪkəl bækˈtɪərɪəl, θɪˈætrɪkəl, ˈnæʧrəl 

-en: ˈdɑːk ˈdɑːkən əˈweɪkən, ˈfɑːsn, ˈstrɛŋθən 

-ful: ˈwʌndəfʊl ˈhɛlpfʊl, ˈθæŋkfʊl, ˈʧɪəfʊl 



-ing: ˈvɪzɪt ˈvɪzɪtɪŋ ˈbɛdɪŋ, ˈfrɒstɪŋ, ˈruːfɪŋ 

-ish: ˈdɛvl ˈdɛvlɪʃ ˈdrægən ˈdrægənɪʃ ˈeɪpɪʃ, ˈbruːtɪʃ, ˈʧaɪldɪʃ 

However, when the segment ish is a part of the verb, or adjective, the stress 

falls on the 

syllable preceding 'ish' dɪˈmɪnɪʃ dɪˈmɒlɪʃ əˈkɒmplɪʃ ɪsˈtæblɪʃ 

-like: 'bɜːdlaɪk ˈʧaɪldlaɪk, ˈhəʊmlaɪk, ˈlaɪflaɪk 

-less: ˈkeələs ˈfɪələs, ˈhɛlplɪs, ˈhəʊmləs 

-ly: ˈæŋgrɪli ˈbædli, kəˈreɪʤəsli, ˈhæpɪli ˈsləʊli 

-ment: ˈmuːvmənt, ˈpleɪsmənt, ˈʃɪpmənt dɪˈvɛləpmənt 

-ness: ˈkaɪndnɪs, ˈhæpɪnɪs ˈgɒdnəs ˈʃaɪnəs, ˈsædnɪs ˈwiːknɪs 

-ous: ˈdeɪnʤrəs ˈhæzədəs, ˈhjuːmərəs, ˈwʌndrəs 

-fy: ˈæmplɪfaɪ, ˈfɔːlsɪfaɪ, ˈtɛrɪfaɪ ˈnəʊtɪfaɪ ˈkɒdɪfaɪ 

-wise: ˈlaɪkwaɪz ˈʌðəwaɪz ˈklɒkwaɪz ˈkɒntrərɪwaɪz 

-y: ˈbreɪni, ˈfruːti, ˈfʌni ˈreɪni ˈsnəʊi ˈwɪndi 

22.8.3. Suffixes that influence Stress in the Stem: (The stress falls on the last 

syllable of the 

stem). 

-eous: ˌædvənˈteɪʤəs kəˈreɪʤəs ˌɪnstənˈteɪnjəs aʊtˈreɪʤəs ˌsɪməlˈteɪnjəs 

-graphy: fəˈtɒgrəfi kɑːˈtɒgrəfi kəˈlɪgrəfi ˌəʊʃjəˈnɒgrəfi təˈpɒgrəfi 

-ial: æmˌbæsəˈdɔːrɪəl ˌsɜːkəmˈstænʃəl kəˈləʊkwɪəl kəˈləʊnjəl ˌkɒntrəˈvɜːʃəl 

-ic: ˌækəˈdɛmɪk ˌækrəʊˈmætɪk ˌærəʊˈmætɪk ˌægrəʊˈnɒmɪk hɪsˈtɒrɪk ɪgˈzɒtɪk fəˈnætɪk 

-ion: əˌbriːvɪˈeɪʃ(ə)n əˌbɒmɪˈneɪʃ(ə)n ˌæbrəʊˈgeɪʃ(ə)n ˌkænsəˈleɪʃən ˌdɛdɪˈkeɪʃən 

-ious: æmˈbɪʃəs dɪˈlɪʃəs rɪˈbɛljəs rɪˈlɪʤəs ˌsjuːpəˈstɪʃəs nəʊˈtɔːrɪəs vɪkˈtɔːrɪəs 

-ity: ədˌmɪsəˈbɪlɪti əˌfɛktəˈbɪlɪti əˈfɪnɪti ˌkeɪpəˈbɪlɪti kəˈpæsɪti kæpˈtɪvɪti sɪˈvɪlɪti 

-ive: əˈbɔːtɪv əˈkjuːmjʊlətɪv əˈdæptɪv əˈgrɛsɪv dɪsˈtrʌktɪv ˈɛdju(ː)kətɪv ɛksˈpɒzɪtɪv 

Roach explains (2000) explains that "when the suffixes '-ance', '-ant', and '-ary' are 

attached to a single-syllable stem, the stress is almost always placed on the stem. When the 

stem has more than one syllable, the stress is on one syllable of the stem" (p.107). This 

implies 

that we need to consider the rule relevant to syllable structure: the strong syllable in the word 

will take the stress. 

-ˈvɛnʤəns əkˈsɛptəns əˈkɔːdəns əˈkweɪntəns əˈpɪərəns əˈsɪstəns əˈtɛndəns dɪˈfaɪəns 



- dɪˈfaɪənt ˈærəʊgənt dɪˈsɛndənt ˈæplɪkənt ˈplɛznt rɪˈlʌktənt sɪgˈnɪfɪkənt 

- bʌʤɪtəri ˈbɜːsəri ˈkɔːʃnəri sɛnˈtiːnəri ˌkɒmplɪˈmɛntəri kənˈkriːʃənəri ˌrɛvəˈluːʃnəri 

22.9. Stress in Compound Words 

Unlike complex words, compound words can be analyzed separately; both words can 

exist as two separate units. Compound words are written in different ways: some are written 

as 

one word, eg., sunshine, toothpaste; others are separated only by a space (as separate words) 

bus Stop; and others are separated by a hyphen tea-cup. 

22.9.1. The Stress on the First Constituent 

22.9.1.1. Noun+Noun 

taxi-driver school-bag silk-worm pencil-case 

ˈtæksɪˌdraɪvə 'skuːl-bæg 'sɪlk-wɜːm ˈpɛnslkeɪs 

seafood typewriter suitcase iceland footfall 

ˈsiːfuːd ˈtaɪpˌraɪtə ˈsjuːtkeɪs ˈaɪslənd ˈfʊtfɔːl 

22.9.1.2. Adjective+ Noun 

Black-board, Green-house, Round-table, Black-smith, White-house 

'blæk-bɔːd, 'griːn-haʊs, 'raʊndˈteɪbl, 'blæk-smɪθ, 'waɪt-haʊs 

22.9.2. The Primary Stress on the Second Constituent 

22.9.2.1. Adjectival first element + ed morpheme Second Element 

bad-tempered heavy-handed bare-footed long-haired open-minded 

bædˈtempəd hevɪˈhændɪd beəˈfʊtɪd lɒŋ'heəd əʊpən-ˈmaɪndɪd 

BUT: ə 'bæd tempəd mænn ə 'beə fʊtɪd begə 

22.9.2.2.Number+ Noun 

Second-class four wheeler five-finger ten-minute 

sɛkənd-'klɑːs fɔː-ˈwiːlə ˈfaɪv-'fɪŋgə tɛn-ˈmɪnɪt 

22.9.2.3.A phrasal verb (V + 'Prep/or 'Adv) takes stress on the Prep/or Adv. 

Sit 'down, Fly a'way, Stand 'up, Climb 'up, Run a'way, Go 'into 

sɪt 'daʊn, flaɪ əˈweɪ, stænd 'ʌp, klaɪm 'ʌp, rʌn əˈweɪ, gəʊ ˈɪntuː 

22.9.4. Compound Words Functioning as Adverbs 

Head-first South-East down-town 

hed-'fɜːst ˈsaʊθˈiːst daʊn-'taʊn 



22.9.5. Compound Words having an adverbial First element, and functioning 

as "verbs" 

downsize, upgrade illtreat downgrade 

daʊn'saɪz, ʌp'greɪd ˈɪl'triːt ˈdaʊn'greɪd 

22.9.6. Practice: Place the primary stress on the right syllable 

Objective: To measure the extent to which learners can place the stress according to lesson 

22. 

sunset - climatic -magnet - unpleasant - marketing – reflexive - to import -

identifyadvantageous 

- semicircle – person – magnetic – tea-cup productive – combination – 

punishment – a record - individual – encounter - rebels - audacity – personality – distinguish 

– 

escapee - primary – secondary – Japanese - mountaineer –tranquility comfortable - 

launderette 

– refusal - picturesque photography – importance – military bad-tempered – a                                           

contracthorribly 

– careless – carelessness – wonderful – evacuee - 


