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From its inception, language has been in a constant state of evolution. The introduction of new 

age media, such as texting or social networking platforms, has allowed for a rapid increase in this 

evolution. Though it is uncertain to many whether this development is positive or negative, it is 

evident that it has been significantly impactful on language use. The internet, in its relatively short 

lifespan, has quickly become ingrained in everyday life for people around the world. With the 

invention of smartphones, as well as instant messaging, people have begun to use language in ways 

that it has never been used before. This increased usage of the internet has fostered a new way of 

communicating, whether it be through acronyms, emoticons, or even photos. Largely, it is the 

younger generations that maintain a consistent presence on the internet, and therefore, they have 

generated internet dialects specific to the behaviors they exhibit, and the experiences they have in 

relation to how they interact with the world around them. There has been a cultural formation 

around these new methods of language usage, creating an ingroup consisting of those that frequent 

the internet and participate in using these online internet dialects. Furthermore, these new 

intricacies of language usage have created a separation between those who frequent the internet, 

and those that do not. This paper aims to explore the intricacies of online internet dialects and their 

foundations, the impact of Generation Alpha’s online internet dialects on how they communicate 

both online and in person, and how this disparity between generational communication styles 

impacts intergenerational relationships.  
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Like traditional language, internet language usage can be divided into different subcategories, 

or dialects, that pertain to specific demographics of internet users. For instance, there will be 

different slang words, phrases, and cultural landmarks depending upon the subgroup of users being 

examined. An overwhelming portion of internet users belong to the subgroups deemed Generation 

Alpha, which is an age demographic ranging roughly between the birth years of 2010 to 2024, 

with more children being born into this demographic daily, and Generation Z, which is an age 

demographic ranging roughly between the birth years of 1997 to 2009. The pioneers of internet 

language usage, however, are considered by most to be internet users belonging to the subgroup 

known as Millennials, or Generation Y, which is the age demographic ranging between the birth 

years of 1981 to 1996. Millennials ranged from teenagers to young adults when the internet rose 

to prominence, and therefore occupied a large amount of the online world. Some of the 

groundwork they contributed to the internet dialects seen today are acronyms used in texting and 

social media engagements, as well as internet slang. For instance, in a study done by Sundaram et 

al. (2023), researchers reviewed different types of informal internet language in order to offer 

insight into the intricacies and inner workings of the minds of users that employ such language. 

They found that internet slang is often humorous or abbreviated language, and some of the most 

popular phrases cross generationally are forms such as LOL, meaning “laughing out loud,” BTW, 

meaning “by the way,” and G2G, meaning “got 2 go.” They go on to say that internet slang can be 

characterized as “a new language with innovative and novel characteristics” that is “rapidly 

adopted or discarded by new generations,” (Sundaram et al., 2023). The adoption and discarding 

of internet slang is a cycle that is seen during each transitional period between generations of 

influence in online spaces. While some abbreviations or slang phrases such as the aforementioned 

LOL and BTW are adopted into the repertoire of each new generation, other phrases die out, or get 
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altered into new phrases with similar meanings. An example of this phenomenon is the current 

phrase fit check, which is used when one wants to present their outfit online for others to see and 

admire. This phrase is typically attributed to Generation Z, whereas Millennial users are more 

inclined to use the acronym OOTD (Outfit of the Day) (Gianacola, 2023). This is not to say that 

OOTD is completely outdated, as Millennials still occupy a portion of the internet, and other 

Generation Z and Alpha users may use this interchangeably with fit check. However, there was a 

distinct overtaking in popularity once Generation Z rose to prominence in the online atmosphere. 

Aside from slang phrases and acronyms, a staple of many internet dialects, as well as being a 

unique feature of online language and communication as a whole, is meme literacy. In a study 

conducted by Procházka (2014), various internet memes are considered and analyzed as a new 

form of literacy. It is important to note that this study focused mainly on image macros, which 

make up the majority of early internet memes, as well as many current, persisting internet memes. 

Procházka concluded that “online environments require not only traditional skills of reading 

comprehension, but also new types of knowledge to effectively locate, critically evaluate, 

synthesize and communicate information on the Internet,” (Procházka, 2014). This is to say that 

these internet dialects are not always mutually intelligible to other dialects of the same language 

that are comprised of language users that do not have a consistent internet presence. These internet 

memes influence communication styles, rendering online communication between members of 

these dialects and members of offline dialects often ineffective. Furthermore, these internet 

dialects have generated a cultural aspect surrounding them, one which influences language usage 

and varies depending upon age demographics, content engagement, and time spent online. 

For Generation Alpha, the internet has been a constant presence. Members of this age 

demographic were born into a digital era that has overtaken the world, and therefore, they know 
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nothing of the world before wide scale access to the internet. On top of this exclusive digital age 

existence, Generation Alpha has been largely exposed to online communication beginning in their 

early, formative years. In turn, this has allowed for them to develop a fluency in their relevant 

internet dialect, as well as a fluency in their offline language. As has been previously established, 

there is a disparity between these two variations of language and communication. Naturally, being 

exposed to two different dialects of the same language for the same amount of time causes an 

internal battle when it comes to choosing which dialect to use for communication. In a perfect 

instance, these children would be able to code switch between their internet dialects and their 

offline dialects when switching from one environment to the next. However, as children in 

Generation Alpha progress through schooling, it becomes increasingly evident that they are 

experiencing a struggle. The struggle itself does not seem to lie within the children’s writing, as 

one may assume due to the internet’s written and visual aspects, but rather it lies within the 

children’s speech. For instance, in a study done by Lee et al. (2019), the researchers examined 

social media’s effects on primary school children’s spelling skills. They examined students’ 

tendency to implement their online dialectical norms into their offline classroom writing, thereby 

violating the offline dialectical norms in which they are expected to adhere. The researchers found 

that students’ usage of social media had a positive correlation with spelling skills, meaning that 

when social media usage increased, spelling skills increased as well. However, the use of internet 

dialectical slang in everyday speech has become an issue in Generation Alpha classrooms. For 

instance, new age slang such as rizz, skibidi, and sigma have overtaken many Generation Alpha 

children, as they are all terms that were popularized on social media, specifically TikTok (Malone 

Kircher, 2023). Malone Kircher explains that the term rizz is used in relation to how well someone 

is able to flirt or garner attention from possible suitors. Sigma is used in relation to a wolf pack, 
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and if one declares themself to be the sigma of a group of people, then they believe they are the 

most superior, or the leader. As for skibidi, the term originates from a series of Youtube videos 

where animated toilets with heads poking out of them dance around to music. The word has 

evolved to act as an adjective, and though its meaning remains unclear, it seems to function as a 

positive descriptor. Furthermore, these terms are unfit for classroom settings, where students are 

meant to learn and develop their language and literacy skills, and yet they persist. The usage of 

these terms leads to the creation of a barrier between teachers and students, as there is a dialectical 

disconnect. As for Generation Z and Millennials, the internet in its current state of accessibility 

did not exist in their formative years. Though it was around, the influence that the internet and 

social networking sites have had on Generation Alpha is a staggering difference from Generation 

Z, and even more so from Millennials. While Generation Alpha has grown up accustomed to these 

internet dialects, Generation Z and Millennials have aided in their construction, as well as 

witnessed their development. Therefore, these two age demographics were acclimated first to 

standard English speech and writing, and later on introduced to internet dialects and jargon. This 

may be the reason for the lack of internet slang usage in classrooms by Generation Z and 

Millennials in comparison to Generation Alpha. 

As far as intergenerational communication, it is evident that there is a gap between eras of 

internet dialects. The slang, acronyms, abbreviations, and memes used in one generation often 

vary, become modified, or disappear as the next generation usurps the popular online spaces. These 

differences between Millennials, Generation Z, and Generation Alpha are distinct enough that 

Millennials and Generation Alpha children are unlikely to use similar internet jargon beyond the 

scope of the simple LOL. This allows for the positing of a treacherous language barrier between 

Generation Alpha or Generation Z, and generations such as the Baby Boomers or Generation X. 



6 
 

As mentioned, as social media dialects develop, so does a cultural in-group. Generational markers 

accomplish this same phenomenon, creating tension between the established in-groups referred to 

as generations. A notable internet meme deemed the OK, Boomer meme was perpetrated by 

Millennial and Generation Z internet users in 2019 after a viral Tiktok coining the phrase was 

made. The meme essentially encompasses a generational feud between Baby Boomers and the 

younger generations, where the younger generations attempt to harness the global reach of the 

internet in order to demand change. Through the usage of memes, the in-groups of collective 

internet dialects formed an alliance of sorts against older generations, knowing that this language 

and culture disparity would confuse and frustrate them. Where Baby Boomers saw a disrespectful 

phrase, younger generations recognized a symbol of solidarity and a vehicle for change. In a study 

conducted by Winckler (2022), researchers surveyed the internet for OK, Boomer memes to 

identify their purpose and origin. Researchers also surveyed participants on political and social 

issues, comparing answers according to each participant’s self identified generational grouping, as 

well as asking them an open ended question regarding how there can be an improvement of 

intergenerational communication and bonding. They found that OK, Boomer memes originated as 

an outlet for younger generations to air their grievances about the political, economic, and social 

state of the world. Their purpose soon evolved into an attempt to draw attention to the faults of 

older generations, usually consisting of blaming them for the state of the world, as well as accusing 

them of being unsympathetic towards the new age difficulties of the youth. As for the participant 

surveys, researchers found that Baby Boomers ranked highest in both climate change concerns, as 

well as economic equality concerns. This is an interesting finding, as many of the OK, Boomer 

memes, if not all of them, criticized Baby Boomers for being unsympathetic towards these types 

of issues. Finally, researchers concluded that participants overwhelmingly cited positive dialog, as 
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well as “themes of connection, [and] understanding” as ways in which intergenerational 

communication can be improved (Winckler, 2022). The overall suggestion of positive dialog as a 

solution to generational divide seems a reasonable proposal. However, these language 

discrepancies between generations prevent this solution from working, bringing this issue to a 

deadlock. Moreover, it seems that intergenerational relationships will remain strained until one 

side yields to the other, or a compromise is developed. In recent years, as the COVID-19 pandemic 

overtook the world, these already fragile relationships experienced more tension than ever before, 

and remain at a high level of unease. With social media usage at an all time high during COVID-

19 lockdowns, younger generations were able to unload an unwavering stream of opinions, as well 

as develop their internet dialects to better uphold the world as it changed around them. Generations 

such as Baby Boomers make up a smaller portion of the internet, and therefore have less of an in-

group in online spaces. This makes communication between generations difficult, especially 

during COVID-19 lockdowns where online communication was the prominent type of 

communication. Furthermore, since the era of the OK, Boomer meme, efforts for reconciliation 

between generations have been scarce, but that is not to say there is no hope.  

Language is a powerful tool, unique to the human species. For decades, language has changed, 

shifted, and evolved to better reflect the world it is describing, and the people it is being used by. 

Language is an integral part of culture, as well as identity, and this paper’s examination of internet 

dialects and online communication highlights that. Through the birth of the internet, to its current 

evolved state of being, language has evolved alongside it, allowing for communities to form and 

flourish. This relatively new domain of media and communication has unlocked uses for language 

in which people a few decades ago never would have dreamed. The utilization of slang for more 

innovative communication, as well as abbreviations for more efficient communication serves as a 
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cognitive building block for future polishings of language usage both online and in person. As 

these younger generations that occupy the internet grow and develop, so will these dialects they 

have curated. Whether this be strictly online, or both online and offline as Generation Alpha’s 

behavior suggests, is uncertain, but both options will lead to a continued language disparity 

between internet in-groups and offline outsiders. However, as older generations die out, it is 

possible that a state of equilibrium may become the new norm, as all generations will be exposed 

to these internet dialects. Although, it is also possible that these generational gaps will remain, as 

the passage of time forces the once young generations to watch their dialects become more 

outdated as the years progress. Moreover, social networking sites, meme culture, and the internet 

as a whole have severely impacted the ways in which Generation Alpha, Generation Z, and 

Millennials speak, type, and view themselves in the scope of the world around them, as well as the 

scope of their online communities. Though generational differences are fueled by online internet 

cultures, and intergenerational relationship strain is relatively high, it is important to maintain that 

there is hope for future reconciliation between generations. Furthermore, the importance of online 

communities, as well as the language characteristics they develop and implement into their 

everyday lives, is evident. These communities wield the power to invoke change, as well as the 

power to bridge generational gaps, and overall unite people, rather than drive them apart. The only 

factors preventing this are stubbornness, and resistance to change. 
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