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Almost 2 decades have passed since the publication of the paper Multiword
Expressions: a pain in the neck for NLP [15]. In this time there have been
considerable advances in representing Multiword Expressions (MWEs) in var-
ious languages, resulting from several projects, events and initiatives devoted
to them[13] [12][11][16]. Ranging from idioms (make ends meet), light verb con-
structions (take a shower) and verb particle constructions (shake up) to noun
compounds (loan shark), MWEs have provided new challenges and opportuni-
ties for language processing[5]. Their integration in tasks and applications like
parsing[9][6], information retrieval[1], machine translation[4] has brought im-
provements for language technology, providing a degree of precision, naturalness
and fluency. Any amount of interest they have attracted is justified as they ac-
count for an important part of human languages with estimates that they appear
in the mental lexicon of native speakers with the same order of magnitude as
single words[10], and with about four MWEs being produced per minute of dis-
course[8], in all languages and domains from informal to technical contexts[3].
After all this time, should they still be considered as an open problem[17] and
hard going [14], or is it all plain sailing [14]?

In this talk I present an overview of advances in the identification of multi-
word expressions, that often capitalize on the various degrees of idiosyncrasy they
display, including lexical, syntactic, semantic and statistical[2][18]. I will concen-
trate on techniques for identifying their degree of idiomaticity and approximating
their meaning, as their interpretation often needs more knowledge than can be
gathered from their individual components and their combinations[7] (Fillmore,
1979) to differentiate combinations whose meaning can be (partly) inferred from
their parts (as apple juice: juice made of apples) from those that cannot (as dark
horse: an unknown candidate who unexpectedly succeeds).
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