KEY DIFFERENCES BETWEEN COLLOCATIONS AND IDIOMS
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Structure and Meaning Comparison

The main difference between collocations and idioms lies in both their structure and meaning.
®Collocations are predictable word pairings used in literal contexts.

®Idioms are figurative (opposite ‘literal’) expressions where the meaning is not obvious from the
words themselves.

Here’s a side-by-side comparison to make it clear:
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Understanding this difference helps you use each type of expression accurately in both speech and
writing.

When to Use Each One

Use COLLOCATIONS when:

®Describing daily routines

@Giving directions or instructions

@®\Writing essays or professional documents
Use IDIOMS when:

@®Speaking casually with friends

@®\Writing creatively or expressively
@Trying to sound fluent and natural

Common Learner Mistakes

Many English learners confuse idioms and collocations or use them in the wrong context. Here are
the most common mistakes:

®Mistake #1: Using idioms in formal writing or business emails

K We need to hit the ground running with this project
We need to begin the project quickly and efficiently

®Mistake #2: Replacing collocations with awkward word combinations
K Do a mistake
Make a mistake

®Mistake #3: Trying to translate idioms from your native language directly into English. Online
tools for mastering collocations and idioms such as Mosalingua, Italki, Lingopie, FluentU and British
Council. The problem is none of them are free!
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Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main difference between collocations and idioms in English?

Collocations are natural word combinations like “make a decision” or “strong coffee,” where the
meaning is literal. Idioms are figurative expressions like “break the ice” or “hit the books,” where
the meaning isn’t obvious from the words. Understanding both helps you sound more fluent and
natural in English.

What is the difference between a collocation and a compound noun?

A compound noun is a combination of two or more words that function as a single unit of
meaning, like "post office" or "car park.*" In contrast, a collocation consists of words that
frequently appear together but do not form a single unit of meaning, such as "fast food" or "make
an effort."

Why are collocations important for English learners?

Collocations make your English sound correct and natural. They’re the combinations native
speakers use automatically. Saying “do a decision” instead of “make a decision” might be
grammatically understandable, but it doesn’t sound fluent. To build a strong foundation in
collocations, tools like MosaLingua can help you memorize them efficiently.

How can | learn idioms more effectively?

One of the best ways to learn idioms is by hearing them used in real contexts. Watching TV shows
with subtitles, using video-based apps like FluentU, or working with a native speaker on Italki can
all help.

Can | use idioms in formal English?

Some idioms are acceptable in informal business English, but most should be avoided in academic
writing or formal situations. Stick to collocations in those cases. If you’re unsure, a platform like
Italki can connect you with tutors who offer personalized feedback on when idioms are
appropriate.

Finding collocations There are two main ways in which you can find collocations.

You can train yourself to notice them whenever you read or listen to anything in English. Look at
the collocations that are worth learning from this short text in English.

You can find them in any good learner’s dictionary. For example, if you look up the word sharp
you will find some of these collocations: a sharp pain a sharp bend/turn a sharp
contrast/difference/distinction a sharp rise/increase/drop

Recording collocations The best way to record a collocation is in a phrase or a sentence
showing how it is used. Highlight the collocation by underlining it or by using a highlighting pen.
For example: | don’t have access to that kind of secret information. Or: Jim gave me a very useful
piece of advice.

Learning collocations Learning collocations is not so different from learning any vocabulary item.
The key things are to:

e regularly revise what you want to learn
® practise using what you want to learn in contexts that are meaningful for you personally

@ |earn collocations in groups to help you fix them in your memory. You might group together
collocations relating to the same topic. Or you might group collocations based on the same word,
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for example: | must find a way to help him. Can you find your way back to my house? | learnt the
hard way that Jack can’t be trusted. Please tell me if I’'m getting in your way. You must give way to
traffic from the left. I've tried every possible way to get him to change his mind. After giving Mark a
lift to the airport, Julie made her way home.

Tip Get into the habit of making a note of any good collocations you come across in any English
text you read. Tip When you look up a new word, make a point of noting it down

Collocations can relate to different registers in English, some collocations are only used in informal
spoken contexts, e.g. Mike said he felt bored stiff (extremely bored) during the lesson. The party
was pretty awful (really bad or dreadful)! Other collocations are only used in formal, written
contexts as in notices in public places, e.g. in a bus, in a park, at a railway station etc. Look at the
following: Passengers must not alight from the bus when it is in motion. Please dispose of your
rubbish in the receptacle provided.

Other types of collocations are used in newspapers: COMPUTER FACTORY TO AXE JOBS; AIRLINE
SLASHES PRICES.

What’s Register in language? https://www.thoughtco.com/register-language-style-1692038

Registers in linguistics describe how language use changes based on social context and audience.
There are five main types of linguistic registers: FROZEN, FORMAL, CONSULTATIVE, CASUAL, AND
INTIMATE. Choosing the right register involves considering vocabulary, tone of voice, and social
cues. An example of a formal register is an academic essay, which uses polished language, complex
sentences, and precise vocabulary. Another example is wedding vows, which are delivered in a
specific, ritualistic manner.

TYPES OF LINGUISTIC REGISTER

FROZEN An example of a frozen register is the recitation of "The Lord's Prayer," which
uses fixed language that remains unchanged over time. Other examples include
legal texts, national anthems, and marriage vows.

FORMAL Formal register is used in serious, official, or professional situations. It is
common in: Academic writing, Business emails, Official speeches, News reports,
Some essays

CONSULTATIVE | Examples of a consultative register include conversations in professional
settings, such as a doctor discussing treatment options with a patient or a
teacher providing feedback to a student. This register is characterized by polite,
formal language that aims to convey expertise and maintain a respectful tone.

CASUAL Casual register includes informal language used among friends and family, such
as slang and colloquialisms. Examples are phrases like "What's up?" or "That's
awesome!"

INTIMATE Intimate register is characterized by informal and personal communication,

often used between close friends or family. Examples include using terms of
endearment, sharing private jokes, or discussing personal matters in a relaxed
and familiar tone.
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