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Abstract 

Language is changing at an unprecedentedly rapid speed thanks to the internet and social 

media. New English varieties have developed in merely a few decades and a flood of new words 

and novel ways of using English have evolved. Since its international launch in 2017, the social 

media platform TikTok has been playing a major role in accelerating the development of new 

English varieties. TikTok’s unique algorithmic content recommendation enables virality. Such 

virality has had consequences for language use, specifically the use of English. This paper 

focuses on the English verb give and examines its new phrase structural and semantic 

developments observed on TikTok by the researcher. The verb give on TikTok seems to have 

developed new structural possibilities, new valencies, and a new sense. This new give has also 

been observed in use in other places outside of TikTok. This indicates that the new online variety 

of English observed on TikTok has seeped into mainstream dialects of English.  

Keywords: language change, language play, social media, TikTok, English language 

development, multimodality. 

Streszczenie 

Ewolucja „it’s giving”: badanie nowych zmian strukturalnych i semantycznych angielskiego 

czasownika „give” na TikToku 

Język zmienia się w niespotykanie szybkim tempie dzięki internetowi i mediom 

społecznościowym. Nowe odmiany języka angielskiego rozwinęły się w ciągu zaledwie kilku 

dekad, a wraz z nimi ewoluował zalew nowych słów i nowatorskich sposobów używania języka 

angielskiego. Od momentu swojej międzynarodowej premiery w 2017 roku platforma 

społecznościowa TikTok odgrywa ważną rolę w przyspieszaniu rozwoju nowych odmian języka 

angielskiego. Unikalne algorytmiczne rekomendacje treści TikToka umożliwiają wiralowość, 

która ma konsekwencje dla używania języka, w szczególności używania języka angielskiego. 

Niniejszy artykuł koncentruje się na angielskim czasowniku give i analizuje jego nowe zmiany 

strukturalne i semantyczne zaobserwowane na TikToku. Czasownik give na TikToku wydaje się 

rozwijać nowe możliwości strukturalne, nowe wartościowości i nowe znaczenie. Ten nowy język 
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został również zauważony w użyciu poza TikTokiem. Oznacza to, że nowa odmiana języka 

angielskiego, dostępna online na TikToku, przedostała się do głównych dialektów języka 

angielskiego. 

Słowa kluczowe: zmiana języka, zabawa językami, media społecznościowe, TikTok, rozwój 

języka angielskiego, multimodalność. 

1. Introduction 

In the current age of technological advancements (around the middle of the 2020s), massive use 

of the internet and social media have sped up the process of language change (Crystal, 2001a; 

Crystal, 2011; Seargeant, 2024; Aleksic, 2025). In recent decades, the internet, especially its 

growing heart, social media, has been the main source of the rise of new meanings and the 

refashioning of existing words and phrases. TikTok, in particular, has played a major role in 

enabling linguistic creativity and accelerating the development of new English varieties thanks 

to the various affordances of the platform. 

This current study investigates the new structural and semantic affordances of the English 

verb “give” observed on the social media platform TikTok, by identifying and describing the 

ways in which the usage of “give” differs from its use in standard English variants as well as 

tracing the possible derivation from existing forms. The study aims to use the case of “give” as 

evidence of the early and ongoing changes in English that are driven by social media.  

It is one of the deliberate limitations of this study that it is qualitative, examining in depth 

the use and structure of a particular phrase. No attempt to collect quantitative data has been 

made here. The current study may open up fruitful future examinations that explore “It’s giving” 

and other newly evolved phrases in a quantitative paradigm. The idea is not to track quantity 

but explore qualitatively how this phrase is used, and how it participates in a broader wave of 

language change. 

1.1. Technology and language change 

Language change can be understood as the innovative use of various linguistic forms in places 

where they may not have been seen previously, or where the contexts of use were previously 

different (Coupland, 2014). Language change does not happen overnight but is gradual and 

impacted by many factors such as social motivation and technological developments (Labov, 

1963; Al-Kadi & Ahmed, 2018). Digital technologies and the internet have brought about a new 

variety of language as well as new media through which variations occur (Crystal, 2001b; Al-
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Kadi & Ahmed, 2018). Nowadays, technology is closely tied to our relationship with language 

(Seargeant, 2024). A new technology (e.g., SMS texting, algorithmic moderation etc.) often has 

immediate linguistic consequences and can afford linguistic variations and changes (Crystal, 

2001c; Calhoun & Fawcett, 2023). Abbreviated uses of language and slang (e.g., “U”, “B4”, 

“LOL” etc.) were motivated by the constraints on phone screen size, character limit, and 

keyboard size (Crystal, 2001c). A special linguistic repertoire, namely Algospeak1(the practice 

of linguistic self-censorship), was developed by TikTok’s content creators in response to the 

platform’s algorithmic content moderation avoiding textual censorship by manipulating 

linguistic forms such as sound and morphology (e.g., “seggs” for “sex”, “unalive” for “kill”) 

(Calhoun & Fawcett, 2023; Steen, Yurechko & Klug, 2023; Lorenz, 2022). Gradually, 

Algospeak has expanded to contexts in which top-down censorship is at little risk, rather 

functioning to reflect the creativity of the users and to benefit from platform incentives such as 

visibility, virality, and monetisation on an algorithm-driven platform (Calhoun & Fawcett, 2023; 

Aleksic, 2025). While Algospeak has been discussed in the literature, certain emerging forms 

such as “It’s giving” extend beyond Algospeak’s initial scope and remain underexplored. 

Currently, the phrase “It’s giving” has received attention merely in online commentary and 

popular linguistics books in which the usage and origin of the phrase are discussed (Madison, 

2021; Aleksic, 2025). Thus, there remains a gap in peer-reviewed academic literature for a 

thorough linguistic investigation that adopts an approach based on hierarchical linguistic 

structure, specifically on the semantic and grammatical properties as reflected in current 

descriptive grammar. 

1.2. TikTok 

TikTok, created by the Chinese technology company ByteDance and released internationally in 

2017, is currently one of the most popular social media platforms with over 1.59 billion monthly 

active users worldwide, as of September 2025 (Singh, 2025). It is a platform particularly 

favoured by social media natives (a term first used by Brandtzaeg, 2016), those who are born 

into the world in which social media communication is the norm (i.e., Generation Z and 

Generation Alpha), as over 50% of TikTok’s users are under the age of 30 (Singh, 2025). The 

popularity of TikTok, especially among social media natives, can be attributed to its algorithmic 

content recommendation. The default page of TikTok is called “For You Page” (FYP) on which 

 
1 Though the coinage of the term cannot be attributed to a single individual, the term gained wider public 

recognition through Taylor Lorenz's 2022 Washington Post article. 
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a video automatically plays on a loop without the user having to select anything. The user can 

scroll down on the FYP to watch another video recommended by the platform. As the user 

spends time on the FYP, the platform’s algorithm analyses the user’s viewing habits and 

interests based on how he or she has interacted with the previous videos and determines what 

content will be recommended next (Cervi, 2021). The platform’s algorithm can also determine 

what content will become viral (Aleksic, 2025). A video can gain millions of views overnight 

(or even in the span of a couple hours) if the algorithm determines that it has good user 

engagement with a small, initial subset of audience and then the algorithm will push it to a larger 

subset of users with similar interests, which is a process that gets repeated until the video reaches 

many users’ FYP (Cervi, 2021; Aleksic, 2025). This means any video has a chance of reaching 

a large audience regardless of the video creator’s popularity (i.e., follower base) or previous 

content, making it possible for any poster to experience virality on TikTok. This virality afforded 

by TikTok’s algorithm has had noticeable consequences for language use. The phrase “It’s 

giving” started out as language play but quickly gained virality on TikTok and became a popular 

expression favoured by social media natives (Madison, 2021). As a result, the English verb give 

has experienced some interesting structural and semantic elaborations on TikTok and beyond. 

1.3 Method 

An ethnographic immersion approach (Wang & Liu, 2021) for data collection and analysis was 

employed, allowing the researcher to engage first-hand with an experience of TikTok’s various 

communicative forms and discourses and observe in real time how trends started and how 

TikTok expressions were created and became viral.  

Thanks to the fact that the researcher had been a long-term routine user of TikTok since 

2019, she had already dedicated a substantial amount of time to the field of TikTok on a regular 

basis (and hence become a native speaker of “TikTokspeak”) and familiarised herself with the 

field site, its participants, and its discourses prior to the research project. However, this also 

meant that the researcher’s own FYP had become personalised and tailored to her own viewing 

habit (thanks to TikTok’s algorithmic personalisation) which potentially limited the range of 

content and examples of language play to be collected. To mitigate this limitation, a controlled 

data collection was conducted using various investigative strategies from setting up an initial 

account to calculated and purposeful engagement with the platform.  

To begin with, the researcher set up a new TikTok account with a new email address and a 

name that contains no personal information. Other account information including date of birth 
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and interests was also set up to maintain anonymity on the platform. Next, the researcher 

controlled each scrolling session on this account’s FYP to once a week for approximately 30 

minutes which allowed the researcher to view between 30-50 videos per session (TikTok video 

length ranges from a few seconds to several minutes). As TikTok’s algorithmic personalisation 

is designed to retain viewers (Cervi, 2021), purposely limiting the time spent on the app to a 

short duration (half an hour) sends the message to the algorithm that the content previously 

shown on the FYP has failed to retain the viewer past 30 minutes. This could force the algorithm 

to recalibrate and refresh in order to keep the viewer on the platform for longer. Each scrolling 

session was screen-recorded so the researcher could rewatch, pause, and rewind afterwards 

without interrupting the session or sending unnecessary signals to the TikTok’s algorithm (i.e., 

informing the algorithm that the researcher was interested in a certain video).  

The researcher also expanded the comment section of each video as that is typically a space 

in which TikTok users’ humour and linguistic creativity flourish, based on the researcher’s own 

observation. Though it was not possible to read through all the comments under each video, 

TikTok’s comment section is arranged in a way that the most relevant and upvoted comments 

are displayed on top. Thus, the researcher only needed to search for examples of language play 

among the top and most popular comments. The researcher used reasonable judgement and 

common sense to determine which comments were considered popular; the higher the like count 

of a comment was, the more popular it was, proportionate to the overall like count of the video 

itself. The like count of a comment represents a consensus among TikTok users; if they 

resonated or agreed with a comment including any application of wordplay within it or found it 

humorous, they would cast their approval in the form of a like. Viewing the comments was 

necessary but it is considered by the algorithm as engagement with the video (TikTok, 2020), 

so the researcher needed to employ mitigative strategies. The researcher limited the act of 

scrolling in the comment section to no more than 10-15 seconds, as any prolonged engagement 

with the comments would send strong signals to the algorithm that the researcher was interested 

in the video. If the length of the video exceeded 1 minute, the researcher skipped the video. If 

the videos started to become repetitive (i.e., portraying the same theme/trend, presenting in same 

video type/style), the researcher also consciously skipped them. 

The researcher conducted a total of 12 data collection sessions (scrolling sessions) over a 

3-month period from December 2024 to March 2025. A total of 417 TikTok videos were 

watched and 159 distinct examples of language play were collected. A distinct example refers 

to a new word/phrase or a new use of an existing word/phrase (e.g., It’s giving). For each distinct 



 Półrocznik Językoznawczy Tertium. Tertium Linguistic Journal 10 (2) (2025) 6 

 www.journal.tertium.edu.pl   

example, contextual examples were also collected. A contextual example refers to the sentence 

or utterance in which the distinct example appeared (e.g., It’s giving Nick & Schmidt).  

This paper analyses and discusses one of these distinctive examples: “It’s giving”. For the 

phrase “It’s giving”, an initial set of 13 contextual examples (including 1 oral example and 12 

textual examples from video captions, on-screen texts, and comments) were collected during the 

data collection stage. During the data analysis stage, variations of the phrase were also entered 

into TikTok’s search bar to locate more contextual examples and test hypotheses. Native speaker 

(of “TikTokspeak”) intuition (as the researcher herself is a social media native) was also utilised 

to test and strengthen hypotheses. The two variations “give/giving off... vibe(s)” and 

“give/giving...vibe(s)” were entered into a search, and 9 contextual examples (all textual from 

video captions, on-screen texts, and comments) were selected from the top results (the first 50 

videos). Post data collection, the researcher resumed her own routine use of TikTok on her own 

account and collected 17 additional contextual examples (including 4 oral examples and 13 

textual examples) of “it’s giving” or its variations (e.g., “it gives”, “to give” etc.). The greater 

number of textual examples compared to oral examples can be explained by the fact that each 

video contains multiple sources of written discourse (i.e., captions, on-screen text, and user 

comments) which typically occur in larger quantities relative to individual videos (e.g., the video 

creator does not use the phrase himself/herself but viewers who comment may).  

2. Give is the new like 

“It’s giving” is a phrase used on TikTok, usually followed by more words. It is often used to 

express the idea that something or someone evokes a certain type of feeling or impression. The 

verb “giving” is not used in the same way as its counterpart in the standard variety of English. 

2.1. What gives? 

In standard varieties of English, “give” is ditransitive, which means it takes both a direct object 

and an indirect object. In terms of valency, it is trivalent, which means it requires three 

arguments. In the general sense of the verb, which is “to make someone the recipient of 

something” or “make someone experience something”, sentences could be constructed as 

follows: 

i. You gave me books.2 

 
2 Examples numbered i through xv are my own examples. 



 Półrocznik Językoznawczy Tertium. Tertium Linguistic Journal 10 (2) (2025) 7 

 www.journal.tertium.edu.pl   

ii. She gave him words of encouragement. 

iii. You gave books to me. 

iv. She gave words of encouragement to him. 

In some cases, “give” can be divalent, only requiring two arguments: 

v. The president gave a great speech. 

vi. Who is giving the lecture? 

However, this sense of “give” is different from its general sense, as it is closer to “deliver”. 

When “give” is part of a phrasal verb, it is also often divalent or monovalent, requiring only 

two or one argument: 

vii. We gave away our car.  

viii. The fresh flowers give off a sweet scent.  

ix. They gave up. 

x. The police eventually gave in. 

The heading of this subsection also showcases another usage of “give” in a commonly used 

expression in informal English in which “give” is not followed by any argument: 

xi. What gives? 

The expression perfectly encapsulates the core content of this subsection which explains what 

is happening to the English verb “give” on TikTok.  

The creative expression “It’s giving” that has emerged on TikTok seems to present us with 

a potentially new lexical entry for the already polysemous verb “give”. It seems to be 

syntactically and semantically different from its counterpart in the standard varieties of English. 

To examine how this new version of “give” in the TikTok phrase “It’s giving” is different from 

the standard variety, let us first look at the initial set of 13 linguistic examples containing this 

expression collected on TikTok: 

(1) It’s giving Nick & Schmidt3 

(2) it’s giving someone’s been hitting the gym 

(3) This is giving enlightened 

(4) you’re giving tree 

(5) she’s giving equestrian  

(6) It’s giving Phil Dunphy core  

(7) little bro is giving main character 

(8) The okayyyy was giving cooper koch 

 
3  Examples numbered (1) through (70) are examples the researcher collected from TikTok. Examples 

numbered with sub-letters (i.e., a, b, c etc.) represent variations (also referred to as “rewrites”) to test the original 

examples. In other words, they are examples introduced by the researcher as part of the analysis. 
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(9) He was always giving zesty to be honest 

(10) It’s giving shut the hell up 

(11) Giving cinderella princess elf star 

(12) It’s giving final destination 2 airbag scene 

(13) definitely giving John Candy vibes  

Firstly, what can be observed from these examples is that while the expression “it’s giving” is 

often used as a whole, the subject “it” can be replaced by a different noun phrase (e.g., little bro, 

the okayyyy) or pronoun (e.g., this, you, she, he) or completely dropped (e.g., ∅ definitely giving, 

∅ giving). This shows that “it” in the phrase “it’s giving” is not a dummy subject or expletive 

pronoun. “It” has a referent, although at this stage it is not yet clear what “it” is referring to by 

simply reading the examples out of context. It is assumed that “it” is context dependent. Thus, 

what “it” refers to in each of the examples above needs to be investigated. Secondly, it can also 

be observed that the argument following “giving” appears to be either a Noun Phrase (NP), 

Adjective Phrase (AP) or an independent clause. The question to ask in considering these 

examples is whether the lexical category of the argument determines the sense and lexical 

function of the verb “giving”. To begin this investigation, one linguistic example of each kind 

will be selected to examine within their context. 

Starting with an example (14) containing an internal argument that appears to be a noun 

phrase (i.e., “Nick & Schmidt”): 

(14) It’s giving Nick & Schmidt4  

The TikTok video, from which this example (14) was collected, is of two men who seem to be 

close friends, enjoying a quiet night of doing jigsaw puzzles and making light-hearted jokes at 

each other. A TikTok user commented, “It’s giving Nick & Schmidt”. Some shared cultural 

knowledge is needed here to understand the comment fully. Nick and Schmidt are two fictional 

male characters in the TV show New Girl who are very close with each other and often enjoy 

doing wholesome activities together. The commenter seems to be making a connection between 

the two men in the TikTok video and the two fictional characters based on their behaviour or 

dynamic. In other words, the commenter seems to intend to say that the behaviour or dynamic 

of the two men in the video is reminiscent of that of Nick and Schmidt’s. Therefore, “it” in this 

example (14) seems to refer to their dynamic: 

(14a) Their dynamic is giving Nick & Schmidt 

Next, here is an example (15) that contains an independent clause: 

 
4 Example (14) was numbered earlier as Example (1). Examples from here on may be repetitions of earlier, 

differently numbered examples but will each time be renumbered for the sake of clarity and ease of reading. 
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(15) it’s giving someone’s been hitting the gym 

This example (15) is slightly different from the one (14) just discussed, mainly because the 

internal argument “someone’s been hitting the gym” does not appear to be a noun phrase like 

“Nick & Schmidt”. It appears to be an independent clause that can stand alone as a comment. In 

the TikTok video from which this example (15) was collected, a girl says this in a flirty voice 

to someone off camera. Based on our shared cultural and social understanding, it is not difficult 

to deduce that she is implying the person to whom she is talking appears fit and healthy even 

though the viewer cannot see what this person looks like. Therefore, “it” can then be understood 

as the physical appearance or physique of the person who is off camera and the independent 

clause is a comment about the person’s body: 

(15a) Your body is giving someone’s been hitting the gym 

Lastly, here is an example (16) that contains an adjective: 

(16) This is giving enlightened 

This example (16) is different from the previous examples (14-15) in that the argument that 

follows “giving” is an adjective. For context, this (16) is a comment under a TikTok video in 

which the video creator initiates a metalinguistic discussion about the use of “it’s giving” with 

the audience. It can be assumed that “this” refers to the TikTok video itself or the discussion: 

(16a) This video/discussion is giving enlightened 

Although this is as yet not a grammatically correct construction in standard English, the referent 

of it can now be inferred; the commenter was praising the video or the video creator for being 

insightful in the creator’s discussion of the novel phrase “it’s giving”. Now, someone might 

have a different interpretation for this example –– that the commenter was talking about 

him/herself being enlightened by the video. This is unlikely because in considering the two 

examples above the internal argument seems to provide more information about the subject (the 

external argument). Thus, it is more likely that the commenter intends to say that the video 

creator seems to have been enlightened by what the video/discussion has shown or “gives”, 

rather than that the commenter him/herself is being enlightened by the video. 

Using these three examples (14-16), it can be first established that in the expression “it’s 

giving”, the subject “it” has a context-dependent referent. Based on previous observation, “it” 

can be replaced by a noun phrase or a pronoun or be dropped completely. In these examples 

(14-16), only one argument can follow “giving” –– appearing to be in the form of an NP, AP, 

or independent clause. The argument seems to function as a subject predicative. This is very 

different from the standard usage of the verb “give” (shown in examples i-iv) which generally 

requires three arguments, including two internal arguments, one of which is the recipient. In the 
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examples (1-13), there seems to be no recipient (one of the internal arguments is missing). If 

this is the case, could “it’s giving” have the sense of “it’s delivering” as in the standard English 

examples (v and vi) previously mentioned? 

If that is the case, the example 

(17) It’s giving Nick & Schmidt (Their dynamic is giving Nick & Schmidt) 

would then become  

        *(17a) It’s delivering Nick & Schmidt (Their dynamic is delivering Nick & Schmidt) 

as if “Nick & Schmidt” were a speech or lecture. Based on the video context, “Nick & Schmidt” 

is not a speech or lecture to be delivered. Similarly, the example  

(18) It’s giving someone’s been hitting the gym (your body is giving someone’s been hitting the gym) 

would also be non-sensical if it became 

*(18a) It’s delivering someone’s been hitting the gym (your body is delivering someone’s been 

hitting the gym) 

unless “someone’s been hitting the gym” is the name of a speech or lecture. However, from 

context it is a comment on someone’s physique and not a speech or lecture. Finally, the example  

(19) This is giving enlightened (This video/discussion is giving enlightened) 

would be equally unusual and unlikely if it became 

*(19a) This is delivering enlightened (This video/discussion is delivering enlightened) 

unless it is the title of a speech or lecture. Again, based on the video context, “enlightened” is 

not the title of a speech or lecture. 

Therefore, in the context being examined, “giving” certainly does not have the sense 

“delivering” or “giving something to someone” since those examples are missing an internal 

argument (recipient). “Giving” now has a new sense that is different from its existing senses in 

the standard variety of English and, moreover, affords a new sentence structure too. The 

following sections will explain the sense and grammatical function of this word “giving” when 

it is followed by different types of argument. 

2.2. When “It’s giving” is followed by what appears to be an NP 

When “giving” is followed by what appears to be an NP (the next section will discuss why the 

NP is functionally not an NP), it has a very similar sense to the preposition “like”. 

In the case of “It’s giving Nick & Schmidt”, “Nick and Schmidt” are two fictional characters 

from a TV series, and the two men in the video are obviously (at least to those viewers who are 

familiar with the TV show New Girl) not Nick and Schmidt. Therefore, the expression is likely 

not intended in a literal sense, but rather figurative or metaphorical. Prior examination of the 
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video context also shows that there is a parallel drawn between the fictional characters and the 

two men in the video based on their dynamic. Therefore, “giving” seems to be linking two things 

that are similar. The researcher’s hypothesis at this point is that when “(it’s) giving” is followed 

by what appears to be an NP, an analogy is created.  

The hypothesis will now be tested on another example (20) containing an argument that 

appears to be an NP: 

(20) you’re giving tree 

In the video from which this textual example (20) was collected, a woman (seemingly a 

teacher in a classroom) steps back from the camera to showcase her entire outfit which appears 

to contain the colours of green and brown. The on-screen text says, “‘you’re giving...tree’ - my 

high school student”. Now, it is evident that “you” refers to the creator herself (the female 

teacher) and she is certainly not giving a literal tree to anyone in this video. What can be inferred 

from the utterance is that her student thought her outfit made her look like a tree, so it is indeed 

pointing out the similarities between the teacher’s outfit and a tree and forming an analogy. 

Turning to the next example (21): 

(21) she’s giving equestrian 

The video from which this textual example (21) was collected shows a female runner 

running alongside her dog in a park. The dog is on a leash which the runner is holding. The dog 

moves at a fast pace, but it is not running. Meanwhile, the runner seems to be moving forward 

at full speed and struggling, evidenced by her laboured breathing and red face. The on-screen 

text says, “when you’re fighting for your life at the local 5k and your dog isn’t even running” 

and the video caption says, “she’s giving equestrian lol”. From the context, it is evident that 

“she” in the example (21) refers to the runner, who is also the video creator, describing herself 

in third person. It’s also evident that the event is not equestrian, but a local 5-kilometre park run 

as the on-screen text suggests. Therefore, “she’s giving equestrian” in this context entails that 

the creator thinks she looks like a rider guiding her horse in this run, drawing a parallel between 

herself and an equestrian. 

So far, this is consistent with the hypothesis: when followed by what appears to be an NP, 

“giving” seems to draw a parallel or point out the similarities between two events, things or 

people, forming an analogy. In this case, the sense of “giving” is very similar to the sense of the 

preposition “like”. If the examples (23-31) containing this “NP” argument are rewritten as 

standard English constructions using “like” (23a-31a), they seem to be semantically similar: 

(23) It’s giving Nick & Schmidt 

- (23a) They are like Nick & Schmidt. 
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(24) you’re giving tree  

- (24a) You’re like a tree. 

(25) she’s giving equestrian  

- (25a) She’s like an equestrian. 

(26) It’s giving Phil Dunphy core  

- *(26a) The person is like Phil Dunphy core.  

(27) little bro is giving main character  

- (27a) [The] little bro is like the main character. 

(28) The okayyyy was giving cooper koch  

- (28a) The okay is like/sounds like cooper koch [‘s voice]. 

(29) Giving cinderella princess elf star  

- (29a) [She’s] like a Cinderella princess elf star. 

(30) It’s giving final destination 2 airbag scene  

– (30a) It’s like the final destination 2 airbag scene. 

(31) definitely giving John Candy vibes  

– *(31a) [He’s] definitely like John Candy vibes. 

With the exception of two examples (26a and 31a, marked with asterisks), the rest can all 

be rewritten into standard English constructions using “like” while maintaining the original 

sense. “Giving” or “give” in this usage seems to have developed a new function as an analogy 

device. What’s more, the verb seems to add an additional layer of activeness compared to the 

static “like”, making it the new and improved version of “like”.  

Now, circling back to the two examples (26 and 31) whose rewrites (26a and 31a) do not 

sound grammatical,  this seems to be due to the additional word “core” or “vibe” as removing it 

seems to help (26b and 31b): 

*(26a) The person is like Phil Dunphy core. 

- (26b) The person is like Phil Dunphy. 

*(31a) He’s definitely like John Candy vibes. 

- (31b) He’s definitely like John Candy. 

Why? This will be explored in the upcoming section.  

Another thing that can be observed from the above rewrites is that in the original examples 

(23-31), the nouns are not preceded by any determiner, even though some of them are countable 

and not proper nouns (e.g., tree, equestrian, main character, cinderella princess elf star, final 

destination 2 airbag scene). In trying to reconstruct them using the descriptive rules of standard 

English, a corresponding article (i.e., “a”, “an”, “the”) is required in order to form a grammatical 

sentence (as shown in 23a-31a). Why do the countable nouns not have a determiner? Could they 
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be something other than countable nouns? On closer examination they seem to function 

grammatically as adjectival. If that is the case, the sentence structure would look like this (Figure 

15): 

 

Figure 1. Proposed new sentence structure using “give” on TikTok. Source: author. 

Although the proposed structure could allow the absence of an article preceding a countable 

noun or noun phrase, this kind of grammatical structure is unusual in English. Verbs are not 

typically followed by an adjectival phrase apart from the case of the copular verb “be” and the 

sense verbs “feel”, “look”, “smell” and so on. How is this unusual grammatical structure 

motivated?  

2.3. Motivation for the new sentence structure 

Why does the noun phrase (NP) act like an adjective phrase (AP)? If it is indeed an AP, then 

why is an AP allowed to follow the verb “giving” in the expression? How is this motivated? The 

hypothesis is that the AP is actually the remains of a headless NP (in other words there is no 

noun head in this phrase). 

Online users speculate that the phrase “it’s giving” came into the lexicon from African 

American Vernacular English and ballroom culture, arising from sources such as RuPaul’s Drag 

Race and Black Twitter, and that such linguistic innovation of subcultures helps English 

maintain its vitality (Madison, 2021; Aleksic, 2025). Many online users on platforms such as 

Reddit, Know Your Meme, and Urban Dictionary and some writers in magazines such as the 

Atlantic describe the sense of the phrase as “giving off” or “has the vibe of something”. Many 

also believe that the phrase is derived from the phrase “give off...vibes”. This might provide 

new insights into how the unusual grammatical structure of “give” seems to be motivated; “It’s 

giving” is derived from the phrase “give/giving off...vibes” by dropping “off” and “vibes” from 

 
5 I am using a traditional simple hierarchical diagramming system. 
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the original expression. This also shows that the verb “give/giving” in the popular TikTok 

expression “it’s giving” is not randomly or accidentally selected. The process potentially looks 

like this: 

Step 1: Give/giving off [...] vibes 

 

Figure 2. Step 1 of the proposed process in which “it’s giving” is derived from “give 

off…vibes”. Source: author. 

Step 2: Give/giving [...] vibes 

 

Figure 3. Step 2 of the proposed process in which “it’s giving” is derived from “give 

off…vibes”. Source: author. 

Step 3: Give/giving [...] 

 

Figure 4. Step 3 of the proposed process in which “it’s giving” is derived from “give 

off…vibes”. Source: author. 
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Thus, the noun or noun phrase that follows “give/giving” acts adjectivally because it is 

actually the AP within the original NP that has since lost its head (i.e., “vibes”). The noun or 

noun phrase is the remnant of the original NP in which the head N has been omitted. The head 

Noun has been dropped or omitted during the process; it is not that it is suddenly permitted that 

the verb “give” be followed by an adjectival phrase. The original NP is simply no longer present 

in the structure, instead being replaced by the AP. For the native speakers of this variety, it is 

likely that they simply reanalyse “give” as a verb that takes AP which seems to be the subject 

predicative.  

To test this hypothesis, examples containing “give/giving off... vibe(s)” and 

“give/giving...vibe(s)” are searched for and located on TikTok and then rewritten in the newly 

proposed grammatical structure of “give/giving”. After entering the key words “give off vibe” 

and “give vibe” separately into TikTok’s search bar (“vibe” was intentionally entered as its 

singular form and “give” as its bare form because the search results will produce all instances 

containing the root word, including the plural form “vibes” and the progressive form “giving”), 

the top results were found as shown below: 

(32) This one girl gives off weird and fake vibes 

(33) Why do all virgos give off this vibe 

(34) These two clips give off the same vibes  

(35) Things that give off queer vibes  

(36) People say I give off I.N. vibes  

(37) Ask your friends which hamster vibe you give off  

(38) Each outfit is giving a whole different vibe 

(39) Two videos that give the same vibes 

(40) This is giving Olivia Rodrigo vibes  

The first six examples (32-37) are evidence that the expression “give/giving off...vibe(s)” 

is still used on TikTok. The last three examples (38-40) demonstrate that the particle “off” from 

the original expression has been dropped. As noted earlier, the two examples (i.e., “definitely 

giving John Candy vibes” and “It’s giving Phil Dunphy core”) could not be correctly rewritten 

into standard English constructions. This is likely because they are still at the second stage of 

the evolution; the particle “off” has been dropped but the head of the NP argument (i.e., “vibe” 

and “core”) still remains. In order for them to be “grammatical” in the proposed new analysis, 

they need to evolve into the final form, dropping the head:  

*The person is like Phil Dunphy core. 

- The person is like Phil Dunphy. 

*He’s definitely like John Candy vibes. 
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- He’s definitely like John Candy. 

Now, when the next stage in the “evolution” is applied to examples (32-40) containing 

“give/giving off...vibes” and “give/giving...vibes” above by dropping “off” and “vibe”, the 

results are as follows: 

(32a) This one girl gives weird and fake 

(33a) Why do all virgos give this 

*(34a) These two clips give the same 

(35a) Things that give queer 

(36a) People say I give I.N. 

(37a) Ask your friends which hamster you give 

*(38a) Each outfit is giving a whole different 

*(39a) Two videos that give the same 

(40a) This is giving Olivia Rodrigo 

There are three of these that don’t seem to work: 

*(34a) These two clips give the same 

*(38a) Each outfit is giving a whole different 

*(39a) Two videos that give the same 

Looking at their underlying sentence structure, it becomes clear why they (34a, 38a, 39a) 

are not acceptable. There is a Determiner Phrase, DP (i.e., “the same” and “a whole different”) 

instead of an Adjective Phrase (AP) that remains after the head Noun (“vibes”) is dropped. That 

is not allowed in the proposed new sentence structure for “give/giving” based on the 

observations so far. It looks like all three examples (34a, 38a, 39a) contain a determiner, one 

that does not usually appear in the structure of “it’s giving”. When the head of the NP argument 

is dropped, the DP following the verb “give/giving” does not seem to preserve the original 

meaning of the phrase. The DP, stripped of the N head, cannot serve as a description, unlike an 

AP which can. 

On the other hand, the other examples (33a, 36a, 37a, 40a) that have been rewritten (by 

dropping the particle “off” and the head “vibes”) all seem to support the previous hypothesis 

that “give” helps form an analogy when it’s followed by what appears to be an NP: 

(33a) Why do all virgos give this 

(36a) People say I give I.N. 

(37a) Ask your friends which hamster you give 

(40a) This is giving Olivia Rodrigo 

All these examples (36a, 37a, 40a) liken the subject to something or someone else: 

comparing “I” (the person who wrote this text) with “I.N.” (a South Korean singer); pointing 
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out the similarities between “you” (presumably referring to the audience) and a hamster; 

drawing a parallel between “this” (presumably referring to the person featured in the video) and 

the American singer Olivia Rodrigo. In example 33a, “Why do all virgos give this”, 

multimodality is in play. From the written form alone, it is not known what “this” refers to. 

Thus, it is not known what the subject is being compared to, unlike in the other examples. That 

means the visual is necessary for sense-making. The TikTok video from which this example 

(33) was found is of an image of Squidward, a fictional cartoon character from the cartoon series 

SpongeBob. With the visual form as context, the sense of the written form is complete; virgos 

(the group of people who are assigned or have self-assigned the zodiac sign of Virgo) are like 

or behave like Squidward from SpongeBob. It is important to note that “this” should be 

considered as a demonstrative adjective here as it used to modify the head of the NP “vibe” in 

the original example 33 “Why do all virgos give off this vibe”. 

The remaining two examples (“This one girl gives weird and fake”) and (“Things that give 

queer”) will be discussed separately in section 2.4 as “give” is followed by an adjective or 

adjectives in these two cases.  

From these examples (32a-40a), there is no physical or tangible item being handed to 

anyone nor a delivery of any kind. The subject of “give” is simply giving off or exuding 

something that can only be perceived, typically described as a vibe or energy. Thus, it makes 

sense semantically and grammatically that the phrase “it’s giving” is derived from “give 

off...vibe(s)”. Using “It’s giving Nick & Schmidt” as an example: 

Step 1: Their dynamic is giving [off] Nick & Schmidt [vibes] 

Step 2: Their dynamic is giving [...] Nick & Schmidt [vibes]  

- “off” is dropped. 

Step 3: Their dynamic is giving [...] Nick & Schmidt [...]  

- “vibes” is dropped. 

Step 4: [It] is giving Nick & Schmidt 

- “it” replaces “their dynamic”6. 

In language use, there is a tendency to shorten words or phrase that are frequently used to 

minimise effort and optimise communication. In the process of shortening the phrase 

“give/giving off…vibes”, after the head of the NP is dropped, the role of the NP seems to be 

taken over by the verb phrase “is giving” since the NP cannot exist without a N head. 

Semantically, it becomes “it’s giving off vibes like…” followed by the AP sister (the remains 

 
6 This replacement is not obligatory as it is also possible to say "Their dynamic is giving Nick & Schmidt" 

based on the new TikTok sentence structure.  
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of the previous NP). The speed at which this new variant has caught on is not only the result of 

TikTok’s algorithm driving virality, but possibly also due to the urge that younger generations 

such as Gen Z and Gen Alpha have to differentiate themselves from Millennials who popularised 

the phrase “give off...vibe(s)”.  

The section above provides a logical explanation and supplies a motivation for the evolution 

of a new sentence structure for “give/giving”. The noun or noun phrase following “give/giving” 

is not an NP after all; it is adjectival (AP). In terms of parts of speech, they are nominals; 

however, functionally, they are adjectival. The original phrase “give/giving off…vibes” has 

been shortened after the particle “off” and the Noun head “vibes” are dropped from the phrase, 

resulting in a new sentence structure for “give/giving”. The NP that has since lost its head seems 

to have been absorbed into the verb which is then followed by an AP. 

2.4. When “It’s giving” is followed by an adjective 

As the previous section has established, the new sentence structure affording this use of 

“give/giving” is a result of the head N being dropped from the NP and the remaining phrase is 

thus essentially an AP. If the AP seems to have replaced a noun or NP, then the sentence is some 

kind of an analogy in which the subject is likened to something else. Therefore, the sentence is 

not talking about something literal but rather something figurative. However, in the case when 

“give/giving” is followed by a word that is already an adjective itself, the sentence does not 

seem to be an analogy anymore. Although the underlying sentence structure is the same, the 

function of “give/giving” does not seem to be exactly the same even though it can also be loosely 

rewritten with “like” (with the exception of 41a): 

(41) This is giving enlightened  

- *(41a) this is like, enlightened 

(42) He was always giving zesty to be honest  

- (42a) he was always like, zesty, to be honest 

(43a) this one girl gives weird and fake  

- (43b) this one girl is like, weird and fake 

(44a) Things that give queer 

- (44b) things that are like, queer 

In this version of “like” rewrites, “like” appears to act as a filler or discourse marker, though 

it does seem also to help highlight a part of the utterance that is conveying something new and 

relevant. The rewrite of the first example (41a), however, does not quite work because the use 
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of “enlightened” to describe “this” which presumably refers to the video is unusual. To fix this, 

“it” can be understood as “this person” instead as in (41b): 

(41b) this person is like, enlightened 

From these examples, the adjective or adjective phrase following “give/giving” describes 

the subject, instead of comparing the subject to something else. “Give/giving” apparently 

indicates a sense of uncertainty or signals that what follows is new information. Hence, 

“give/giving” seems here to serve the function of a discourse marker or a hedge.  

2.5 When “It’s giving” is followed by an independent clause 

When “it’s giving” is followed by an independent clause, its function seems to be similar to the 

colloquial quotative “be like”. The quotative “be like” is used colloquially to introduce a 

quotation or impersonation. What follows is usually not an exact quotation or verbatim quote 

but a general restating or paraphrasing of what was said or a reported thought (Haddican et al., 

2012). In this usage, “like” generally functions in conjunction with the verb “be”: 

xii. I was like, “you are 45 minutes late.” 

xiii. He was like, “I have never liked sushi.” 

“Be like” can also be used to paraphrase an implicit sentiment or internal thought: 

xiv. I was like, “why is she always late?” 

xv. He kept going on and on about it, and I’m like, “shut up already.” 

Looking at the following examples from TikTok (45 and 46), “it’s giving” seems to be able 

to introduce either a quotation or an internal thought or implicit sentiment, similar to the way in 

which the quotative “be like” works (45a and 46a): 

(45) It’s giving someone’s been hitting the gym 

- (45a) I was like, “someone’s been hitting the gym” 

(46) It’s giving shut the hell up  

- (46a) I was like, “shut the hell up” 

So far, in these examples (45 and 46), “it’s giving” seems to serve a similar function to the 

colloquial quotative “be like”, introducing a quotation or an implicit sentiment. More examples 

will be explored below to see if this is consistent or if there are also possibilities of doing 

something different. 

The following examples (47-50) are collected from a TikTok video in which the creator 

shows off her outfit and wants the audience’s opinions (Figure 5): 
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Figure 5. The researcher’s own screenshot of a TikTok video in which a woman in a dress is 

standing in frame. Source: author. 

The creator writes in the on-screen text, “I need your opinion! Is this giving or no??” She 

steps back from the camera to showcase her whole outfit (as shown in Figure 5) and asks, “is 

this look okay? Is this kind of cute?” There is nothing overtly mean in the comments, but the 

TikTok users cast their opinions in a humorous way (47-50): 

(47) It’s giving...thanksgiving. The first one 

(48) It’s giving, Employee of the Month, 1897 

(49) It’s giving flirting with the founding fathers 

(50) It’s giving papa says I may wed come spring should the fever spare us 

From the top comments, it seems like the general consensus is that her outfit looks outdated, 

old-fashioned, or old-timey. The first two comments (examples 47 and 48) exhibit the sentence 

structure that has already been explored in a previous section. It is clear that there are parallels 

drawn between the creator’s outfit and “thanksgiving, the first one” and “Employee of the 
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Month, 1897”. The third comment (example 49) shows something different from what has been 

seen before, as “it’s giving” is followed by what appears to be a VP, although after careful 

examination, it is actually adjectival. The verb “flirting” is essentially a gerund and the gerund 

clause “flirting with the founding fathers” would have modified the head of the NP before the 

head was dropped (e.g., “it’s giving off flirting with the founding fathers vibes”). Thus, the 

remaining non-finite VP is functionally an AP. The last comment (example 50) is investigated 

further in this section, as there is an independent clause following “giving”: 

(50) It’s giving papa says I may wed come spring should the fever spare us 

In this example (50), “giving” seems to introduce a quotation or impersonation: 

“papa says I may wed come spring should the fever spare us” 

This usage is similar to the quotative “be like”, a quotative most favoured by younger 

generations in spontaneous conversation among uses of old and new quote introducers (e.g., 

“say”, “go”, “be all”), which allows for ambiguous readings between direct speech and reported 

thought (Barbieri, 2009; Haddican et al., 2012). From the context of the video, “It” in the original 

comment (50) likely refers to the dress or outfit the creator is wearing in the video. Thus, the 

commenter likely intended to say that the dress is giving off an old-timey vibe. The quotation, 

introduced by “it’s giving”, is made to sound like it is uttered by the creator, suggesting that the 

creator’s dress or outfit is old-timey: 

(50a) You’re like (You look like someone who would say), “papa says I may wed come spring should 

the fever spare us” 

More examples (51-53) were collected from TikTok videos which the researcher found 

while scrolling on TikTok’s FYP: 

(51) It’s giving “I’m gonna get ya” 

In the TikTok video in which this comment (51) is found, someone is doing indoor 

skydiving. The activity takes place in an enclosed and transparent chamber so the viewer can 

see exactly what the person looks like. The person seems to be struggling to stay balanced while 

floating in the air as he frantically pedals with his legs in mid-air. The person is dressed in a 

one-piece skydiving suit with an unusual colourway and pattern (the left half of the suit is red 

and the right is black), similar to a jester’s costume. The comment seems to be pointing out how 

crazy the person looks, not unlike a monster chasing its prey. The quotation, introduced by 

“giving”, also has quotation marks, making it apparent that it is an utterance (although it is clear 

the person did not utter that in reality). This example could be rewritten with the quotative “be 

like” (51a): 

(51a) You’re like (you look like you are saying), “I’m gonna get ya” 
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The next example (52) is also similar in that it introduces the quotation using quotation 

marks: 

(52) It’s giving “mom I frew up”  

In the TikTok video in which this comment (52) was found, the creator shows off a cake 

she ordered from a bakery. The creator explains that she requested the cake to have a gold mirror 

glaze. To her disappointment, the cake does not look like what she had expected. The cake is 

not covered in a gold mirror glaze but instead is littered with curdled gold specks. The comment 

seems to be pointing out that it looks like a young child vomited on the creator’s cake, especially 

with the deliberate misspelling of “frew”. This can also be rewritten with the quotative “like” 

(52a): 

(52a) It’s like (it looks like what happens when a kid says), “mom I frew up” 

The next example (53) replaces “it” with a quotation: 

(53) “I finished the race so it’s fine” is giving “I don’t have any bruises so it’s fine” 

In the TikTok video in which this comment (53) was found, the creator discusses a video 

she has seen of a female runner whose running fuel was deliberately consumed by her boyfriend 

who was not competing in the race. Prior to the race, the female runner had asked her boyfriend 

to hold her snacks and hand them to her when she needed them. However, she found out in the 

middle of her race that her boyfriend had already finished her snacks because, as he said, he was 

hungry waiting for her to finish the race. The creator criticises the boyfriend for his lack of 

support and blatant disrespect to his partner and expresses sympathy to the female runner who 

did not realise that his eating her snacks at this time was a form of abuse. The first quote “I 

finished the race so it’s fine” was said by the female runner in defence of her boyfriend. The 

second quote “I don’t have any bruises so it’s fine” does not have a clear origin, but based on 

our shared social and cultural knowledge, it sounds like a common statement that domestic 

violence victims make to downplay their abuse or when they do not realise they have been 

abused (as not all forms of abuse will show up as bruises). This can be rewritten with “like” 

(53a), and it is more apparent that there is a parallel drawn between the two quotes: 

(53a) “I finished the race so it’s fine” is like saying “I don’t have any bruises so it’s fine” 

From the above analysis, it seems that in addition to introducing a quotation or implicit 

sentiment/internal thought like the quotative “be like”, “it’s giving” also helps form an analogy 

through quotation despite no direct reference to what is being compared to the subject. The 

indirect reference is done through the quotation, which means the subject is being compared to 

whoever utters the quotation. For this usage of “give/giving”, “it” often suffices as the subject 
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and does not require the subject to be a specific pronoun, with multimodal context providing the 

necessary referential information. 

2.6 When “give” is monovalent 

In the discussions above, “give” is divalent. It takes two arguments – an external argument (the 

subject) and one internal argument. In some examples (54) observed on TikTok, however, 

“give” also seems to be monovalent, which means it only requires one argument, the subject 

(external argument): 

(54) It was supposed to give, but it did not give what needs to be gave [sic] to the highest of giving. 

This sentence was uttered by the American rapper and singer Doja Cat who was talking 

about a song called “Imagine” (according to TikTok users). In this utterance, she uses “give” as 

a monovalent verb: 

“It was supposed to give” 

In the same sentence (54), she also uses “give” as a divalent verb: 

“but it did not give what needs to be gave [sic]” 

She means that the song was intended to be amazing or evoke some sort of emotion but 

failed to do so. She also turns “give” into a gerund “giving”, framing it as a form of achievement: 

“to the highest of giving” 

A TikTok user notices her innovation in the way she uses “giving” and shows off their 

metalinguistic awareness by commenting: 

(55) I said ‘givability’ instead of ‘giving’ 

The invention of “givability” (in example 55) shows the user’s awareness that a noun or 

noun phrase should follow the phrase “to the highest of”. Furthermore, deriving the noun 

“givability” from “give” also shows his/her knowledge of English morphological processes. 

Firstly, the suffix “-able” was added to the root word “give” to create the adjective “givable” 

which, from its spelling, also follows the general rule of deleting the word final “e” in “give” 

before adding the suffix. Lastly, the suffix “-ity” was added to the adjective “givable” to create 

the noun “givability”. This comment (example 55) shows the metalinguistic awareness and 

knowledge of that particular TikTok user. 

There is, of course, disagreement on TikTok among users around using “it’s giving” as a 

standalone phrase without any complement since this usage is not in the standard variety of 

English. It is new and still developing and we are all witnesses to and probably participants in 

this incredible change happening in real time. There are users who believe “give” can indeed be 

monovalent. For example, in a TikTok video, the creator says:  
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(56) Guys, ‘it’s giving’ as a term works, okay? When everyone first started saying it, I hated it. But 

then it kinda started giving. And I can’t stop saying it because it genuinely fits. Now, what 

else am I meant to say? It makes sense. The ladies are onto something. 

In the comment section under the video, some users agree with the creator (57-58): 

(57) It’s giving just gives what needs to be gave [sic] 

(meaning: “it’s giving” does what it’s supposed to do) 

(58) it just gives 

(meaning: the phrase just works) 

However, some users have a different opinion (59-60): 

(59) It’s a half sentence. It’s giving WHAT???? 

(60) No it doesn’t work, you have to say it’s giving ___ (whatever it’s giving) 

These commenters (as shown in examples 59 and 60) believe that “give” is divalent and 

must have a complement. Although they do not point out explicitly what kind of complement 

“give” must have, from the previous analyses above, it seems to be that they want either an AP 

or a clause. 

In the TikTok video previously mentioned (Figure 5), however, TikTok users do not seem 

to have an issue with “give” being monovalent or divalent as the creator asks a question using 

give as a monovalent verb (as in example 61) while the commenters use give as a divalent verb 

(as in examples 62-65): 

(61) I need your opinion! Is this giving or no?? (monovalent) 

(62) It’s giving...thanksgiving. The first one (divalent) 

(63) It’s giving papa says I may wed come spring should the fever spare us (divalent) 

(64) It’s giving, Employee of the Month, 1897 (divalent) 

(65) It’s giving flirting with the founding fathers (divalent) 

When there is no internal argument or “give” is used as a monovalent verb (as in examples 

66-69), the meaning of the verb is slightly different:  

(66) It was supposed to give 

(67) But then it kinda started giving  

(68) it just gives 

(69) I need your opinion! Is this giving or no??   

Since there is no internal argument (or the verb is intransitive), there is no analogy formation 

and no quotation or implicit sentiment being expressed here and it does not seem like “give” is 

a filler. Based on the examples (66-69) above, “it’s giving” by itself seems to carry the sense 

that something is working or that it works well or is good: 

(66) It was supposed to give  
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-  it was supposed to work/perform well 

(67) But then it kinda started giving  

-  but then it kinda started working 

(68) it just gives  

-  it just works 

(69) I need your opinion! Is this giving or no??   

-  is this working/Is this good? 

3. Beyond TikTok: language change in real time 

3.1. Humour arises due to grammatical ambiguity 

Because of the emergence of this new sentence structure of “give”, humorous misinterpretation 

or misunderstandings have occurred when it infiltrates the mainstream or standard variety of 

English. In a TikTok video, a girl rants about an advertisement slogan she saw in a department 

store during Christmas and expresses her confusion as she struggled to understand what the 

slogan really meant. The slogan was:  

(70) It’s giving season 

There are two possible interpretations here based on the two underlying sentence structures: 

A. The standard variety 

 

Figure 6. Tree diagram of the underlying sentence structure in the standard English variety. 

Source: author. 

The first interpretation (Figure 6) is based on standard English sentence structure in which 

“giving” is the participle adjective that modifies the noun “season”. Based on the context (it’s 

from a Christmas advertisement slogan), it is likely short for “gift-giving”. Thus, this sentence 

likely means “it’s the time to buy gifts (to give to your loved ones)”. 
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B. The new TikTok variety 

 

Figure 7. Tree diagram of the underlying sentence structure in the new TikTok variety. 

Source: author. 

The second interpretation is based on the new sentence structure observed on TikTok in 

which “giving” is followed by an AP. Thus, the sentence can be understood as “something is 

like season”. However, it’s not very clear what “season” is describing or what “season” means 

as a potential adjectival phrase, and that’s why the creator is puzzled about the meaning of the 

sentence. Given that the slogan was found in the department store around Christmas time, the 

first interpretation is the likely intended meaning. The girl in the TikTok video (being an avid 

user of TikTok as evidenced by her TikTok profile) could not help but read the sentence with 

the second sentence structure in mind, which consequently caused her confusion. She asks in 

the video: “Why is it giving season? Why are we giving season? What about this is giving? Get 

me off this app!” Other users quickly jumped in and poked fun at the humorous conundrum. 

One user commented: “It’s giving ✨ season ✨”, adding a pair of sparkle emojis outside the 

word “season”, seemingly indicating he or she also understood “season” as the emphasis of the 

sentence, agreeing with the creator. Another user joined in with a question to himself/herself: “I 

was like which season is it giving”, clearly labelling “giving” as the verb of the sentence rather 

than the modifier of “season”. Another user commented: “It’s giving…season”, adding in 

ellipses before the word “season”, which can be understood as his or her attempt to distinguish 

the constituent “it’s giving” from “season”. Another user writes: “oh my god I didn’t even 

consider it the normal way”, suggesting that the new TikTok structure has greatly influenced 

how he or she read the English sentence. This humorous discourse not only shows the 

metalinguistic consciousness of the creator and the commenters but is also a snippet of how this 

new variety of English on TikTok impacts the mainstream variety of English. 
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3.2. The use of “It’s giving” outside of TikTok 

Although the phrase is commonly associated with TikTok, people outside TikTok are adopting 

this new use of give. 

On a podcast named Two Hot Takes (episode titled Beyond embarrassing): 

(71) [...] to me, it gives she’s really insecure [...]  

(Absher & Thunstrom, 2025, 19:51) 

On a podcast named Rotten Mango (episode titled Police Gave Me EVERYTHING Netflix 

Didn’t Show You About “Unknown Number”): 

(72) It’s giving I’m dying, but not actually.  

(Soo, 2025, 57:31) 

(73) She just gives the energy that she wants to sew [sic] absolute chaos.  

(Soo, 2025, 1:20:38) 

In a standup comedy show by comedian Jiaoying Summers: 

(74) She’s giving Korean  

(Liang, 2025, 1:19) 

On a podcast name Reddit On Wiki (Episode titled Was It Wrong Of Me To STARE At A 

Woman? | Reading Reddit Stories): 

(75) He’s just giving small dick energy in like bold italicized underline leader of the camp way  

(Salvino, Schell & Consignado, 2025, 32:27) 

It is unsurprising that they are fluent in “TikTokspeak” or can effortlessly use TikTok lingo, 

since these podcasters as well as the standup comedian all have TikTok accounts and they 

promote their show on the platform. Nevertheless, it is interesting to find evidence that the new 

sense, function and use of the verb “give” have been adopted by people to use outside the 

immediate context of TikTok.  

In addition to podcasts and the standup comedian, mainstream TV shows have also adopted 

this new use of “give/giving”. In the Amazon TV series Gen V (season 2 episode 5 titled The 

Kids Are Not All Right): 

(76) Nice fit. It’s giving Reputation era. I like it.  

(Greer & Gaviola, 2025, 17:07) 

However, just as language purists who dislike the overuse of “like” as a filler or discourse 

marker in the young because they think it shows the degrading of English and lack of education 

in users (Hesson & Shellgren, 2015; Mugair et al., 2018; Leláková & Praženicová, 2024), there 

are also people who are repulsed by how often this phrase “it’s giving” is used. In a TikTok 
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video, a male podcaster expresses his annoyance at how overused the phrase “it’s giving” is in 

the reality TV show Bachelor in Paradise to the point that it’s no longer used correctly: 

(77) It’s the phrase where they say “it’s giving ‘blank’” 

(Metzger & Bailey, 2023) 

And then he plays several clips from the show in which this phrase is used: 

(78) It’s giving commitment 

(79) It’s giving relationship 

(80) It’s giving Aaron asked me to be his girlfriend 

(81) It’s giving messy 

(Metzger & Bailey, 2023) 

The podcaster says, “it’s gone too far.” while his co-host, also a male podcaster, is shocked 

and says, “that’s a fire saying.” By “fire”, he means “good”, in TikTokspeak. The first man 

continues, “I agree, but it’s got to a point where they’re just saying ‘it’s giving’ and then they 

just explain what’s happening. That’s just what’s happening.” 

What he says makes a certain sense. As shown in previous sections, “it’s giving” serves the 

function of forming an analogy when it’s followed by an AP (or what appears to be a noun or 

noun phrase) or an independent clause (although this can also express an implicit sentiment). 

Thus, whatever that follows “it’s giving” should be something figurative or implicit, not literal 

or explicit. The context is that Aaron, someone on the show, asked the woman, who is retelling 

the story, to be his girlfriend, so “commitment”, “relationship”, and “Aaron asked me to be his 

girlfriend” are all things that directly refer to the reality, not figurative or metaphorical. From 

this perspective, the podcaster has a good point about the woman not using the phrase correctly. 

The sentences she formed (examples 78-80) are grammatical (according to the newly proposed 

sentence structure of “give”) but they are essentially tautological. It would be like saying a 

tomato looks like a tomato, which does not form a successful analogy. The last utterance 

(example 81), however, is an exception, because it does make sense based on what has been 

observed. When “it’s giving” is followed by an adjective, the verb “giving” acts as a filler or 

discourse marker that highlights something new.  

Another example of misusing the phrase is by the American singer Camila Cabello who 

captioned her Instagram post with “It’s giving...dots”. Her Instagram post is a closeup of her 

face all glammed up with makeup and three lines of red coloured dots next to her eye. Caleb 

Madison (2021), an editor/writer of The Atlantic, points out that her makeup wasn’t giving dots 

because it was dots and that the phrase should create a metaphor instead of referring to exactly 

what it is.  
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All of these metalinguistic discussions on how “it’s giving” should be used (e.g., divalent 

or monovalent, figurative or literal) show that people are conscious of these new sentence 

structure possibilities as well as of the standard usage. Thus, it is untrue that people who use this 

new variety cannot form grammatical sentences or that their English has been degraded or that 

they have “brainrot” from watching too much TikTok. People are witnessing the new variant 

taking shape in their everyday conversation and it has been slowly seeping into the mainstream 

variety, causing occasional confusion or humour. The evolution of the new sentence structure is 

not illogical or nonsensical. It is likely to stay for a while, or so this researcher hopes. 

Finally, another point that needs to be raised here is why “it’s giving” started as the 

progressive form and then broadened to the simple present form. The choice of the progressive 

form is likely due to the fast-paced environment and the ephemeral nature of TikTok. TikTok is 

meant to feel like you are living in the now or watching other people in real time but in a 

temporary way. When someone comments on a TikTok video about how they feel, they tend to 

use the progressive form to express what is happening at that moment. Once they scroll or move 

onto the next video, that emotion might no longer be there. Semantic broadening seems to be 

the logical and natural next step for the development of “it’s giving” so that people can start 

talking about general truths, habits or routines. Future investigation may be needed to explore 

this notion. 

4. Conclusion 

The phrase “it’s giving” plays with multiple levels of linguistic structure including sentence 

grammar (syntax) and semantics. There seems to be a novel sentence structure (“give” can be 

followed by an AP or a clause), new valencies (“give” can be divalent or monovalent), and new 

sense (“give” is similar to “like” in several ways such as it can be an analogy device, a discourse 

marker or a filler). The motivation for the new meaning and sentence structure likely comes 

from the evolution of the existing phrase “give off...vibes”. This new version of the English verb 

“give” is drastically different from its counterpart in the standard variety. 

There is evidence that people have adopted the new verb in their spontaneous conversation 

outside TikTok and people seem to be highly conscious and aware of the new developments of 

the English verb “give”, though further studies especially from a quantitative perspective (e.g., 

a sex- and age-based approach) would strengthen this notion. This study of the development of 

the new syntactic and semantic features of “give” present a synchronic snapshot of the early 

days of social media driven language change and an ongoing exploration of new linguistic facts. 
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Due to TikTok’s inherent algorithmic personalisation nature, it remains a methodological 

limitation of this study that though mitigation strategies were used (i.e., anonymous account 

settings, controlled duration and frequency of TikTok usage, calculated and purposeful 

engagement with the platform, and screen-recording), the content on the FYP to which the 

researcher had access still was, to a certain extent, “personalised”. Thus, the availability of data 

was determined by the platform’s own algorithm based on its assumption of the researcher, 

which means that there may have been additional usage of the phrase “It’s giving” that was not 

able to be collected during data collection. This methodological challenge is likely to persist in 

TikTok-based ethnography and may be addressed in future research.  
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