According to the structural criterion, a fixed word-combination has a bound, fixed structure allowing no alteration, substitution or variation, whereas a free word-combination is structurally open and liable to change. 
Thus, in the idiomatic expression “carrying coals to Newcastle” the structure may not be changed in any way. It cannot be extended (e.g. carrying a lot of coals to Newcastle), or restricted (e.g. carrying coals), or varied (e.g. carrying coals to London). Any of these changes will cause destruction for the idiom inasmuch as they violate its monolithic, indivisible and invariable structure.

 According to the semantic criterion, a fixed word-combination is characterized by semantic unity, i.e. it has its own meta-meaning which is not dependant on or derived from the meanings of the idiom’s constituents. That is, the meaning of the idiom “carrying coals to Newcastle” is “bringing something to the place where there is abundance of it and, thus, it is not needed”. This meaning has nothing to do with either ‘coals’ or ‘Newcastle’, but is generated by these three words taken together (not separately).
In a free word-combination, though, the resulting meaning of an expression is constituted by element meanings of its parts. E.g. the meaning of the phrase “booking tickets for the morning flight” is a sum of individual meanings expressed by each constituent word separately: “booking + tickets + for + the morning + flight”.
