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1 Introduction 

Speech is the origin of language. Oral comes before writing and even if both have 

unique characteristics, speech remains central to understanding how humans 

communicate. Some specific devices massively used in oral conversations are the 

discourse markers. Schiffrin (1987) is the first to identify and name these devices as 

discourse markers, and they have been the subject of many studies. There are still 

debates about what they should be called and what they could define (Stubbe & 

Holmes, 1995; Fraser, 1996; Rouchota, 1996; Aijmer & Simon-Vandenbergen, 2003; 

Fox Tree, 2010; Roze et al., 2012; Heine, 2013; Beeching, 2019; Rysová, 2017; Crible 

& Degand, 2019). However, they remain mysterious and pose a real challenge to be 

taught to foreign language learners. 

Studying discourse markers in oral conversation is central to understanding how 

discourse markers behave. However, oral corpora are difficult to gather or create and 

always present some biases. Different possibilities exist, and some studies chose to 

focus on subtitles, as they are an easily accessible source for parallel corpus. Earlier, 

research was mainly focused on film subtitles (Chaume, 2004; Biagini, 2010; Furkó, 

2014; Degand, 2015; Levshina, 2016) but more recently, as the cultural offer broadens, 

some authors have chosen reality TV shows as a base for their studies (Zenner & 

Geeraerts, 2015; Zenner & Van De Mieroop, 2017; Ro & Jung, 2022). However, to the 

best of our knowledge, there are no studies comparing the two media. 

This study proposes a contrastive approach to investigate discourse markers in 

subtitles corpora. Three discourse markers have been selected: ‘you know’, ‘well’ and 

‘so’, as being the most frequent in the corpus of subtitles. Two main criteria have been 

selected to conduct the analysis: the annotation system developed by Crible and 

Degand (2016) and the position of the discourse marker in the sentence. The first part 

of the study focuses on comparing the usage of the three discourse markers in film 

and reality TV dialogues. These two formats present similarities but differ greatly in 

some aspects, such as preparation or spontaneity. The aim is always to be as close as 

possible to natural speech. The second part of this study aims to analyse the different 

translation choices in French and Dutch done by the translator, and when he chooses 

not to translate the discourse marker. From previous studies (Degand, 2015; Connors, 

2016), more than 70% of the discourse markers can be lost in translation.  However, it 
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seems that it also depends on the discourse marker and the target language (Furkó, 

2014; Crible et al., 2019). The objective is also to see if a pattern can emerge regarding 

the discourse marker or the coherence relation it conveys. Abuczki et al. (2018) identify 

the sequential domain as the least likely to be translated. 

The first part of this study focuses on the state of the art to acknowledge what has 

already been done in the field and the results demonstrated by other authors. The 

second part introduces the different corpora used for this study and the procedure 

adopted for assembling them. The methods part also introduces different criteria 

chosen for this analysis: the annotation system (Crible & Degand, 2019) and the 

position of the DM in the sentence. The following part exposes the results, comparing 

the usage of the three selected discourse markers in film and reality TV dialogues and 

the contrastive analysis of the translations in French and Dutch. Finally, the limitations 

and further studies are debated in the discussion and the study ends with a conclusion.  
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2 State of the art 

2.1 Discourse markers 

Discourse markers (henceforth DMs) have been a subject of research for many years. 

They are also known as discourse connectives (Rouchota, 1996; Roze et al., 2012; 

Rysová, 2017), pragmatic devices (Stubbe & Holmes, 1995) or pragmatic markers 

(Fraser, 1996). Their denomination however has changed with the year and/or the 

author. They are present in every language (Biagini, 2010) and occur beyond the 

propositional content of the communication (Fraser, 1996; Fox Tree, 2010).  

DMs are difficult to define, as they have many roles. Schiffrin (1987, p. 31) described 

them as “sequentially dependent elements which bracket units of talk”. A general 

definition which allows the two different categories, the ‘connectives’ (so, but, 

because…) and the ‘pragmatic particles’ (well, you know…) to be integrated (Crible & 

Degand, 2019). Schiffrin’s definition is not very specific and allows for multiple 

interpretations. For instance, whether interjections have to be considered as DMs or 

not, varies from author to author (Heine, 2013). The debates about the categorial 

definition of discourse markers are still ongoing. 

Fox Tree (2010, p. 3) defines discourse markers as “conventionalised, learned 

expressions that provide information about how the propositional content of messages 

should be interpreted”.  

According to Crible and Degand (2019, para. 1) “in human communication, discourse 

is where the magic happens. It is through markers of structure and interaction that 

speakers convey not only the coherence of their intended message but also their 

attitude towards this message and towards the interlocutor.”   

DMs present some common characteristics. They are syntactically flexible and non-

obligatory (Bosker et al., 2021).  They also play a crucial role in unprepared discussions 

(Fox Tree, 2010). They facilitate hesitations, reformulations, seeking agreement with 

the interlocutor and more. These elements occur in everyday conversation and make 

the speech more natural. Nearly all may occur in sentence-initial position, cannot be 

negated and they normally can be omitted without losing grammaticality or 

propositional content (Fraser, 1996).  
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The roles of discourse markers are varied and numerous. They are used to convey an 

utterance of a speaker-hearer interaction, speaker attitudes and/or the organisation of 

texts (Heine et al., 2021; Takamura, 2020). They take part in assisting in turn-taking, 

contributing to social solidarity. Their roles can even be contradictory as turn-initiator 

and turn-relinquisher (Fox Tree, 2010).  

DMs are also an intriguing subject for L2 (second language) learners. They are 

challenging to acquire in a classroom. Teaching DMs is particularly difficult as their 

usage is unique and situational. The usage of discourse markers is specific to a 

language, and even if there are some literal equivalents, they are not always used in 

the same way. The acquisition of DMs is mainly pursued through imitation, thanks to 

interactions and communications with native speakers. There is consequently a direct 

link between the acquisition and native-like use of discourse markers and language 

proficiency (Tsai & Chu, 2017).  Moreover, discourse markers do not bear any strong 

meaning content and can be removed without altering the global understanding. 

For example, (from Once upon a time in Mexico) 

(1) “(…) after he's kiIled the 

president. Savvy?  

 

“(…) après qu’il aura tué le 

président. Pigé ?  

 

“(…) hij de president heeft 

vermoord. Snap je?  

 

- So why me?  

 

- Pourquoi moi ?  

 

- Waarom ik?  

 

- You've got nothing to 

Iive for ... and, in a way, 

you're already dead.” 

 

- Vous n’avez aucun but 

dans la vie ... et, quelque 

part, vous êtes déjà mort.” 

 

- Jij hebt niets om voor te 

leven ... en je bent eigenlijk 

al dood.” 

 

 

In this example, there is a ‘so’ in the English original line and the translator chose not 

to translate it into French or Dutch. We can see here that the meaning remains similar 

in the three languages. 

Their value is crucial to express subjectivity or interactivity during exchanges (Biagini, 

2010).   

(2) “Well, well. What does it say?”  “Alors, ça dit quoi ?”  “Nou, wat staat er?”  
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In this example from the film Gone Girl, the ‘well’ is repeated and used for interactivity. 

We can see a translation both in French and Dutch to maintain this emphasis. 

2.1.1 WELL 

According to Aijmer and Simon-Vandenbergen (2003) and Cuenca (2008), ‘well’ is one 

of the most analysed discourse markers. Schiffrin (1987) studied ‘well’ as a marker of 

response. She identified the roles of ‘well’ as used to fill, hesitate, change topics or as 

a turn-initiator. This view of ‘well’ as a marker of response has led to consider it as a 

politeness marker for signalling an unexpected or unfavourable answer (Takamura, 

2020).  

‘Well’ has been studied in various contexts, in New Zealand courtrooms (Innes, 2010), 

in films with Catalan and Spanish subtitles (Cuenca, 2008) or Vietnamese subtitles 

(Diem, 2023), from multilingual corpora with Dutch and Swedish equivalents (Aijmer & 

Simon-Vandenbergen, 2003), and in Chinese-speaking learners corpora (Huang, 

2018), to cite a few. 

‘Well’ can convey different pragmatic meanings and is therefore difficult to be 

determined (Cuenca, 2008). It appears important to differentiate the use of ‘well’ as an 

adjective or adverb and as a discourse marker (Takamura, 2020). ‘Well’ is an adverb 

in the following example from the film Bridge of Spies: 

(4) I'm sure that you would wish them to be treated well. 

‘Well’ is used as a derivation of the adjective ‘good’ to add a characteristic to the verb 

‘treat’. To contrast, ‘well’ in the initial position is most of the time a discourse marker, 

as an illustration in (5) from the same film: 

(5) Well, I said no. 

The use of ‘well’ does not add any semantic content to the sentence, and therefore it 

can be removed without altering the general meaning.  

2.1.2 SO 

Schiffrin (1987) defines ‘so’ as a marker of cause. She argues that ‘so’ implies an 

inference between the propositions, making the proposition introduced by ‘so’ as the 

main idea unit. Raymond (2004) in particular, studied the ‘stand-alone so’. In his 
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analysis, he identified that the ‘stand-alone so’ implies a consequence link in an 

unfinished turn. It hints the interlocutor to reconstruct a logical link to what has already 

been said.  

Buysse (2012) investigates the different functions of ‘so’ and identifies 10 of them. ‘So’ 

is a particularly versatile discourse marker. From his study, it appears that ‘result’ is the 

most common use of ‘so’, but it can also be used as conclusion, summary, or prompt 

amongst other functions. In another study (2014) Buysse focuses on final ‘so’ used as 

‘non-prefatory’. This final ‘non-prefatory so’ has a “transition-relevance place, i.e., a 

point at which the turn may be shifted to an interlocutor” (Buysse, 2014, p. 31). It is left 

to the interlocutor to draw an inference or to take their turn, or both.  

An example of turn-yielding role of the ‘stand-alone, non-prefatory so’ from Love is 

Blind: 

(6) My dog sleeps with me every night, so... 

The consequential link must be reconstructed, hinting to the interlocutor that they can 

take their turn. 

‘So’ is also used as a topic changer (Bolden, 2009). An illustrative example from Love 

is Blind of ‘so’ being a topic changer: 

(7) -It feels so good to hear your voice again. 

-Yeah. 

-So, something, seemed like in your past, or something has happened 

that has caused you to feel that you're not beautiful. 

 

2.1.3 YOU KNOW 

In her study, Schiffrin (1987) identifies the role of ‘y’know’ as participation and 

information. According to her, ‘y’know’, more than any other discourse markers, is 

greatly influenced by its original semantic meaning, i.e., you and know, hinting directly 

to the information field. Someone (the ‘you’) has information about something (the verb 

‘know’). Its interactional role is also clear, as the ‘you’ refers to the interlocutor. 
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Stubbe and Holmes (1995) studied ‘you know’ in New Zealand English. They focused 

mainly on the social aspect of this discourse marker, underlining the ability of ‘you 

know’ which tends to emphasise solidarity and implicit shared understanding. ‘You 

know’ is also partly negatively perceived and socially sanctioned. 

Fox Tree and Schrock (2002) investigate the roles of ‘you know’ and ‘I mean’ in detail. 

According to them, ‘you know’ serves as positive politeness and a repair marker. It 

lowers the social distance and allows a more casual speech through a desire for shared 

experience. ‘You know’ is also used to control the fluency of speech and to stall for 

time. It has moreover a role of turn management or monitoring. The last role is 

organisation as an enquoting device or as a topic changer. They conclude by stating 

that ‘you know’, by its nature, encourages the addressee to dive into their own 

thoughts.  

According to Beeching (2019), ‘you know’ creates a common ground. The position of 

the discourse marker may also influence its function. In first position, the function of 

‘you know’ is attention-getting oriented, while in middle position it is mainly used as a 

pause filler. When used in last position ‘you know’ often fulfills the role of agreement 

seeker.  

Buysse (2017) studies ‘you know’ in EFL speakers and establishes that ‘you know’ also 

verifies if the interlocutor shares the knowledge needed to understand the prior 

proposition. ‘You know’ works as a politeness marker, preventing both parties from 

losing face, seeking common agreement instead of tagging one part as ignorant. It can 

be also used as an empathetic device, when not hinting at a certain knowledge but 

more to a situation the interlocutor can relate to. 

2.2 Discourse markers in subtitles  

The use of subtitles as a valuable resource for linguistic research is an interesting 

aspect of the present study. Biagini (2010) examined discourse markers in French films 

and their translations in Italian subtitles. She states that subtitles are a good alternative 

to spoken corpora because subtitles are meant to be written to give a feeling of 

authenticity. They are, moreover, easily accessible. Biagini chose to study discourse 

markers as their value is crucial for expressing subjectivity or interactivity during 

communication. She concludes that subtitles are a good source of "written verbalised 
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speech" ("discours oralisé écrit") (Biagini, 2010, p.31) and, therefore, good material for 

studying discourse markers as they appear frequently in spoken language. However, 

her finding reveals that many discourse markers were not translated, leaving the role 

to the image and/or context to convey the missing information. This could be attributed 

to the restrictions of the written form of subtitles, which must conform or adhere to 

specific rules.  

Karankata et al. (2020) recently investigated these restrictions in that they cannot be 

too long (i.e., take more than 10% of the screen) and are small enough for the audience 

to read before the scene ends. Furthermore, they should maintain a linguistic whole 

and be aesthetic. Aestheticism is a subjective criterion, but it concerns the length and 

position of subtitles to enable the audience to read them easily. 

In her study, Degand (2015) demonstrates that a large majority of discourse markers 

are lost in translation. She investigates the proximity of subtitles to natural speech. To 

prove that point, she looks at the discourse markers, as the more numerous these are, 

the more natural the speech. She also shows the extent to which discourse markers 

remain in the translated subtitles. Her results reveal that only 37% of the discourse 

markers were translated. However, the translator also adds discourse markers in the 

subtitles, which were not present in the original English conversation. Based on her 

analysis, it was found that such additional discourse markers comprise almost 50% of 

the total discourse markers in the translated version of the subtitles. 

Connors (2016) examines ‘enfin’ and ‘écoute’ and their translations to English in 

French films and series. She uses nine French films and the four first episodes of two 

French series for her corpus. Out of the 119 occurrences of ‘enfin’ and 48 occurrences 

of ‘écoute’, she accounts for 72% of omissions for ‘enfin’ and 73% for ‘écoute’.  

In his study, Furkó (2014) investigates the DMs ‘actually’ and ‘I mean’ and their 

Hungarian counterparts. He shows that out of 288 tokens of ‘actually’, 20% were lost 

in translation.  Of 133 tokens for ‘I mean’, 26% were not translated. Even if the sample 

is limited, he also analyses a Hungarian counterpart, ‘vagyis’, and it appears that 43% 

of the occurrences of ‘vagyis’ are added by the translator where there was no discourse 

marker in the original English text. 

Crible et al. (2019) analyse different discourse markers in English and their translations 

in Lithuanian, Czech, French and Hungarian. Their results show that the chance to be 
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translated varied from language to language. For example, 30% of the DMs were not 

translated in Lithuanian, 38% in Czech, 44% in French and more than 50% in 

Hungarian (Crible et al., 2019, p. 144).  

Abuczki et al. (2018) focus their study on the DM ‘and’ in TED talks. They use English 

and five languages subtitles, Lithuanian, Czech, French and Hungarian. Out of the four 

pragmatic domains, they show that the sequential domain is the more likely to be 

omitted.  

Levshina (2016) works on verbs of letting in Germanic and Romance languages. In 

her study, she identifies a phenomenon typical to translations: "translationese". 

Translationese could be a bias due to the influence of the original language. According 

to her article, if a structure is present in the original language, the number of literal 

translations of this structure tends to be higher than for a native speaker.  

In his study, Chaume (2004) investigates the impact of the loss of discourse markers 

in subtitles. His results demonstrate that the texts in subtitles are less cohesive due to 

the suppression of discourse markers. The understanding, however, is not impaired 

because the spectator automatically assumes that there are semantic relations 

between the sentences. The audio-visual context also provides some hints to help to 

grasp the underlying meanings. According to Chaume (2004), the translation in 

subtitles forms a genre by itself, and the addressees recognise its characteristics and 

assume that it is less coherent than the original lines. At last, the audio-visual text is a 

redundant text, which allows the spectator to easily understand a less coherent 

discussion in their native language. The semantic meaning remains the same in the 

subtitles, but the interpersonal meaning is hindered.  

2.3 Captions or subtitles? 

Several papers insist on the difference between captions and subtitles. The field of 

these articles is mainly the didactics of English as a foreign language (EFL), for 

instance, Hosogoshi (2016), Pujadas and Nuñoz (2020), Vanderplank (2013) or Peters 

et al. (2016), to cite a few. Captions provide the viewer with the script of the dialogues 

and are primarily used for the deaf and hard-of-hearing (Peters et al., 2016). Subtitles 

are on-screen text in the viewers’ native language (Hosogoshi, 2016). This distinction, 

however crucial for the EFL studies, bears less interest in the frame of the present 
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study. The captions in English are here always the starting point, whereas the subtitles 

in French and Dutch form the second part of the analysis. 

2.4 Reality TV show VS films dialogues 

The first part of this study focuses on identifying potential differences between film and 

reality TV show dialogues. As stated before, film dialogues are written to mimic real 

conversations. Reality TV show, however, supposedly lacks this scenario. In their 

study, Zenner and Geeraerts (2015) state that the reality TV show they investigate 

(Expeditie Robinson) forms “a corpus of naturally occurring spoken conversation” 

(Zenner & Geeraerts, 2015, p. 247). To assess that reality TV shows are not scenarised 

or prepared at all is maybe taking a step too far, but the lack of prepared written speech 

is surely an element worth considering. Ro and Jung (2022) speak of “relatively 

unscripted TV programmes” (Ro & Jung, 2022, p. 89) in their study about a Korean 

reality TV show (Babel 250). 

For the present study, the reality TV show Love is Blind has been selected. In this 

‘social experiment’, fifteen men and fifteen women date each other in “pods”. These 

pods allow them to have a conversation without seeing each other. After ten days of 

dating, they may propose to each other and then finally see the face of their promised 

one. The show follows the new couples on a pre-marriage holiday and in some 

reconstructed day-to-day life in a flat. They meet friends and family before going to the 

altar. They have then a last chance to cancel the wedding by saying ‘no’. 

The reality TV shows have several advantages apart from the participants having 

different social backgrounds. In comparison with other reality TV shows such as The 

Bachelor or Too hot to handle, the participants are here to find a life partner and not to 

become famous. The absence of votes or money prize help to prevent exaggerated 

acting and well-rehearsed speeches. In the same way as films, the subtitles for reality 

TV shows are easily accessible on the web and can provide a consistent source for 

corpora. 

The dialogues consist of different parts. The female and male participants are initially 

placed separately in two separate common rooms. The male participants and the 

female participants are allowed to interact through a process of ‘dating in pods’. Here 

they ask personal questions, get to know each other, and discuss each other’s interests 
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without seeing each other’s faces. Then, they have a few face-to-camera moments 

where they recall and comment on their past conversations in pods. Between the 

dates, they also converse and discuss, with the other same sex participants in their 

respective common rooms. Later in the show, they also have discussions with friends 

and families. 

The downsides of reality TV shows are that they have been edited, cut, and pasted to 

form an exciting episode with moments of deep feelings. The logic and the sequence 

of the dialogues may also have been altered by editing and cutting (Zenner & Van De 

Mieroop, 2017). This bias is particularly important to be accounted for in this study, as 

the analysis of discourse markers is directly linked with the different sequences of 

speech. There is then no guarantee that the final broadcasted, reconstructed 

sequences are in chronological order. 

2.5 Research questions and hypotheses 

Based on the above literature survey, it is necessary to answer the following three 

primary research questions:  

1. How does the use of discourse markers differ between film dialogues and reality 

TV shows? 

2. To what extent are discourse markers translated in subtitles? 

3. What factors influence the translation choices of DMs in subtitles? 

Further we will be addressing the following secondary question: 

• Can a contrastive analysis of the translations of certain DMs reveal common 

patterns among different languages and shed light on the translator's choices? 

We can draw some hypotheses from these questions: 

1) The dialogues from the films are supposed to be as close as possible to real-

life conversations (Biagini, 2010). However, these dialogues are still written, 

prepared, and rehearsed. In contrast, reality TV show conversations are 

unscripted (Ro & Jung, 2022). They are nevertheless not without biases, as 

Zenner & Van De Mieroop (2017) stated. The conversations are edited, cut, and 

adapted, and the final edition is not guaranteed to be chronologically 
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reconstructed. A difference between the two is than expected, but no 

comparative studies have been conducted yet. 

2) A gap is obvious between the subtitles and real conversations, mainly due to 

the rules and the particular environment of subtitles (Karankata et al., 2020). 

According to Degand (2015), it is expected that around 60% of the discourse 

markers are not translated. Following Connors’s results (2016), around 70% of 

the discourse markers were not translated. A large majority of DMs are then 

expected to be lost in translation. 

3) Supposing that between 60% and 70% of the discourse markers are not 

translated, the remaining DMs must be important compared to those eliminated. 

Chaume (2004) demonstrates that this loss of discourse markers does not 

hinder the understanding and the coherence relations are left to the audio-visual 

scene or to the spectator to be reconstructed. Based on that, some relations 

may be easier to implicitly convey than others. Abuczki et al. (2018) study the 

DM ‘and’ and account that the sequential domain is less likely to be translated. 
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3 Methods 

3.1 Corpus-based approach 

This study will mainly adopt corpus-based approaches to answer the above-stated 

research questions.  For this purpose, the following two parallel subtitle corpora have 

been used to create a newly assembled corpus:  

1. ParTy (Levshina, 2016) – 11 films 

2. OPEN Subtitles (Tiedemans, 2012) – 26 films 

These two corpora contain captions from English films and their subtitles in French and 

Dutch. This choice was mainly motivated by the fact that the second part of the study 

is a contrastive analysis, and these corpora are easily accessible. They are selected 

after ensuring sufficient data is available for analysis in these three languages. 

Through database analysis, it has been found that among other common DMs, ‘you 

know’, ‘so’, and ‘well’ are the most frequent. Therefore, only these three DMs have 

been considered for this entire analysis. The final data selected for the analysis are 

manually confirmed to satisfy the following three criteria: 

(i) They are definitely a discourse marker 

(ii) Equivalent translations are available in both French and Dutch 

(iii) Translations are semantically not too far from the original sentences 

 

Figure 1. Distribution of ‘you know’, ‘so’ and ‘well’ in the assembled corpus. 
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Based on the above criteria, only 19% of ‘you know’, 23,3% of ‘so’ and 44,5% of ‘well’ 

has been selected for the analysis. The detailed distribution of these DMs in the 

assembled corpus is presented in the form of a histogram in Figure 1.  

The following table provides information about the database considered for this study. 

 

Table 1. Total number of films and the distribution of DMs in the assembled corpus. 

S.No DMs Total number of 

films 

Total number of 

discourse markers 

1 You know 37 69 

2 So 37 278 

3 Well 37 301 

 

3. Love is Blind (LiB) (Netflix, 2020) 

A new corpus has been compiled by extracting subtitles from the popular Netflix reality 

TV show Love is Blind. The subtitles from the first seven episodes of season one have 

been utilised for the analysis. This American reality TV show stages single men and 

women who enrol themselves into a ‘social experiment’. The ultimate objective is to 

find the love of their life. They initially converse, virtually go on dates, and if everything 

goes well, they eventually get engaged before meeting in person. The show continues 

after the couples meet and follows them until the wedding ceremony, where the 

contestants are given one last opportunity to refuse the union. This show has been 

selected due to the nature of the participants, excluding experienced ‘stars’ from other 

reality tv shows or professional actors in the making, and the absence of a scenario 

and pre-prepared speech or written dialogues. 

For the sake of comparison, the same discourse markers, i.e., ‘well’, ‘you know’ and 

‘so’ considered in the assembled corpus, have been selected. The same criteria have 

been adopted, but only the first criterion was relevant for this new corpus (i.e., the 

phrase considered is actually a discourse marker). The subtitles extracted from this 

reality show were always complete without any missing lines, which was often the case 

in the assembled corpus. Further, the translations here were never too far from the 



 
 

23 
 

original. This is probably because the context is relatively simple due to the informal 

register of the conversations, which is often the case in any reality TV show. 

This new corpus contains 57,088 tokens from which all occurrences of the three DMs 

mentioned earlier have been extracted. The details are presented in the following Table 

2. 

Table 2. The total number of episodes and the distribution of DMs in the LiB corpus. 

S.No DMs Total number of 

episodes 

Total number of 

occurrences 

1 You know 7 167 

2 So 7 243 

3 Well 7 60 

 

3.2 Procedure 

The three corpora, ParTy, Open Subtitles, and the new ‘LiB’, have been extracted using 

the three procedures described below. 

3.2.1 Corpus ParTy  

In order to extract the data from the subtitle corpus ParTy, the following procedure has 

been adopted: 

• The subtitle corpus can be accessed through GitHub 

(https://github.com/levshina/ParTy-1.0).   

• For every film (originally in English) in the database, separate text files with the 

corresponding subtitles in user-specific language are available for search and 

download.  

• The text files containing the line number, the English text and its subtitle 

translation in French and Dutch can be accessed separately.  

• Keeping the line numbers as the reference, a manual search has been 

performed in GitHub for the specific DMs of our interest.   

• The relevant phrases filtered through the search are extracted one by one 

manually after confirming that they satisfy the aforementioned criteria. A similar 

procedure is followed separately for the text files containing English to French 
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translations and English to Dutch translations. Finally, a database has been 

created using the commercially available software: Microsoft Excel.   

• The analysis, such as word counts, frequencies, and other valuable 

classifications (explained later in detail), have been manually coded.  

3.2.2 Open Subtitles 

In order to extract the data from the Open Subtitles corpus, the following procedure 

has been adopted. 

• The subtitle corpus was accessed using the subtitle search interface provided 

on the main OPUS website.  

• Unlike ParTy, there is an inbuilt search engine that enables the user to choose 

the original subtitle language (lang=en), the word that needs to be searched 

(‘you know’, ‘well’ and ‘so’), display context (i.e., number of words, number of 

sentences and so on) and Alignments (in the present case it is French (fr) and 

Dutch (nl)).   

• Note that the search words are case-sensitive. So, it was necessary to specify 

all the possibilities of occurrence separated by logical OR symbol, as shown in 

Table 3.   

• If a query is initiated with all the necessary options specified, a well-aligned 

database with three columns, English, French and Dutch, appears with the 

search word highlighted in English.  

• Another advantage of this search engine is that helpful information, such as 

the frequency and distribution of the search word, can be directly obtained.  

• Similar to the procedure described for the ParTy corpus, all the extracted data 

is organised and assembled into a single excel file for further analysis.  

• This database will be hereafter referred to as the ‘Assembled Corpus.’ 
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Table 3. OPUS search engine interface. 

 

3.2.3 LiB corpus 

In order to extract the data from the subtitle corpus LiB, the following procedure has 

been adopted. 

• The subtitles from the first seven episodes of the first season of Love is Blind 

have been accessed using a personal Netflix account. A simple procedure 

described below is used to extract all the necessary data. 

• Netflix has been accessed with active credentials using google chrome as a 

web browser. 

• The developer tool window is opened using the shortcut key: CTRL + Shift + I. 

Once the appropriate subtitles are loaded, the subtitle data will appear in this 

network tab. The subtitles data can be accessed through a simple search with 

the token ‘?o=’. 

• Once the relevant episode is played and paused on Netflix with the appropriate 

subtitles, the necessary subtitle data, along with their timestamp, can be 

downloaded as Extensible Markup Language (XML) file through the network 

tab. 

• The English captions are extracted first, followed by French and Dutch subtitles. 

Finally, the XML files are converted to Comma separated Variables (CSV) files 

using an online tool. 
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• From the CSV files, all occurrences of ‘well’, ‘so’ and ‘you know’ were manually 

selected and along with the files containing the corresponding translations in 

French and Dutch. All these data have been ensembled into an independent 

Excel file for further analysis. 

• This database will be referred to as the ‘LiB’ corpus. 

3.3 A two-dimensional account of discourse markers 

For the present study, the annotation system developed by Crible and Degand (2019) 

has been adopted, focusing on discourse markers instead of relations. This system 

identifies four domains and fifteen functions as explained in Section 4.1. This approach 

is based on the Penn Discourse Treebank (henceforth PDTB). The PDTB is one of the 

most widespread discourse annotation protocols. The latest version is the third (3.0), 

as detailed in Prasad et al. (2018). This hierarchical taxonomy organises the different 

discourse relations into categories with different levels (see Figure 2). It investigates 

the relations between the first (Arg1) and the second argument (Arg2) as the base for 

the taxonomy.  

 

Figure 2. PDTB-3 Sense Hierarchy (Prasad et al., 2018, p. 90). 

Crible and Degand (2019) reworked the semantic functions and added the four 

domains: viz., ideational, rhetorical, sequential, and interpersonal, for each possible 

function.  
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4 Results 

4.1 Semantic functions and pragmatic domains 

The first part of this analysis focuses on comparing the data from film dialogues and 

reality TV show. For the analysis, two main criteria have been selected: the semantic 

and pragmatic values of the DMs and their position in the sentence.   

The values of the discourse markers are analysed using a unique annotation system 

developed by Crible and Degand (2019). This system utilises the dual approach for 

both semantic and pragmatic annotations. The system defines 15 different semantic 

values, namely, addition (ADD), alternative (ALT), cause (CAU), concession (CCS), 

condition (CND), consequence (CSQ), contrast (CTR), hedging (HDG), monitoring 

(MNT), specification (SPE), temporal (TMP), topic (TOP), quoting (QUO), agreeing 

(AGR) and disagreeing (DIS), and four pragmatic values, viz., ideational (IDE), 

rhetorical (RHE), sequential (SEQ) and interpersonal (INT). The analysis of the position 

is carried out with three possibilities: first, middle or last position. The aim is to assess 

if any significant difference can be identified between the written dialogues mimicking 

natural speech and the conversations recorded in a reality TV show. 

The coding has been conducted manually on Excel. For each discourse marker one 

semantic value out of the fifteen has been given. A decision was made regarding the 

context, and in case of ambiguity, the original source was then exploited. Then a 

pragmatic domain was added following the same method. The process has been done 

twice, hiding the first coding while conducting the second one. The interrater 

agreement for the semantic values is 0,77 and for the pragmatic ones 0,74. For the 

final decision, both the original source (the film or the reality TV show) and the two 

translations were used to assess which choice was the more accurate. The difficulty of 

the coding resides in understanding the intention of the speaker. As stated before, the 

dialogues in reality TV shows are reconstructed and edited, so the context is probably 

sometimes biased and then difficult to decipher. For the films, the range is more 

extensive, as the writer had time to think and consider which DM to use in which 

context, but it is still clearer. The interrater agreement was consequently higher for the 

films than for the reality TV show with 0,79 for the films for both values and for the 

reality TV show, 0,75 for the semantic functions and 0,71 for the pragmatic domains.  
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As for the position, the same process has been adopted: a manual double coding. The 

agreement rate is higher (0,94) as hesitations were less frequent. Unsurprisingly the 

interrater agreement is higher for the films (0,97) than for the reality TV show (0,90). 

The difficulty lies in the reconstructed dialogues, as a decision was to be made if the 

discourse marker had a link with the previous sentence or with the following, which 

was not so obvious all the time, especially in the reality TV show. 

The distribution of semantic values in film dialogues and in the reality TV show are 

presented in Figures 3 and 4, respectively. For the film dialogues, the semantic values 

are mainly topic (TOP), monitoring (MON), specification (SPE) and consequence 

(CSQ) (see Figure 2).   

 

Figure 3. Distribution of semantic values in film dialogues for the three DMs. 

 

In the reality TV show, the main semantic values are monitoring (MNT), consequence 

(CSQ), topic (TOP) and hedging (HDG), as shown in Figure 4. Combining the most 

common semantic values of films and reality TV show, we end up with five semantic 

functions: topic, monitoring, consequence, specification, and hedging. These values 

will be mainly discussed in the rest of this study. Since the occurrence of the other 

values is insignificant, the remaining values will be treated as unrepresented or 

exceptional. Further, generalisation for such values is also difficult to establish with 

such few occurrences. 
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Figure 4. Distribution of semantic values in reality TV show for the three DMs. 

 

The distribution of pragmatic values for film dialogues and reality TV show is presented 

in Figure 5. The proportion of the pragmatic values follows a similar scheme. 

Sequential (SEQ) is the main value, while ideational (IDE) is the least represented. 

However, the proportion of ideational and rhetorical (RHE) is higher in film dialogues 

than in reality TV show, where the proportion of interpersonal values is more important. 

 

Figure 5. Pragmatic values distribution in film dialogues and reality TV show for the three 
DMs. 
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The three discourse markers selected for this study will be analysed case by case in 

the following sections to specify the differences between film dialogues and the reality 

TV show based on the occurrence position and the values. 

4.1.1 YOU KNOW 

The results for ‘you know’ show that the distribution occurs in equal proportion for the 

film dialogues. This could be explained by the fact that the dialogues are written, 

revised and rehearsed several times. This allows more control over the position than 

an unprepared, real-time conversation. As seen in Figure 6, the scriptwriters seem to 

balance the positions of ‘you know’. It is, however, different for the reality TV show. The 

middle position is dominant, where it enables the use of filler to stall or hesitate. The 

use of ‘you know’ at the end of a sentence to keep the conversation flowing seems 

slightly underused compared to the film dialogues. An example of ‘you know’ at the 

end of the sentence can be observed from the film Scarface: 

(8) You tell me, Tony. Frank is smart, you know? You can't blame him for that animal. It's a 
crazy business we're in, you know? That could happen to anyone, even you. Why don't I go 

back and talk to Frank ... and work it out? I fix things between us. 
 

 

Figure 6. Position of 'you know' in reality TV show and film dialogues. 
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The primary use of ‘you know’ is monitoring, as shown in Figure 7. The number of 

occurrences is higher in the reality TV show. A correlation can be made between the 

main middle position of ‘you know’ and the sequential monitoring (MNT SEQ) when the 

DM is used as a mark of punctuation to hesitate or stall for time (Crible & Degand, 

2019). This observation can be made from an example from the LiB corpus: 

(9) Today, I feel strongly towards two people, but I, you know... Like, I try to avoid  
that conflict as well, I guess. 

 

It seems that ‘you know’ is underrepresented as a hesitation marker in written 

dialogues compared to a free or less formal context of the reality TV show. 

 

 

Figure 7. Semantic and pragmatic values of 'you know' in film dialogues and reality TV show. 

 

4.1.2 SO 

As illustrated in Figure 8, the position of ‘so’ seems to follow a similar pattern in the 

reality TV show and film dialogues. In both cases, ‘so’ is highly likely to occur at the 

beginning of the sentence. 
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Figure 8. Position of 'so' in reality TV show and film dialogues. 

‘So’ is often used as a consequence marker (CSQ), even if it can occur at the beginning 

of the sentence, without any semantic value other than changing the topic (TOP), as 

seen in Figure 9. The relative absence of ‘so’ as the last item of a sentence in film 

dialogues can be linked to the low occurrence of the interpersonal consequence value 

(CSQ INT), which relates to the “turn-yielding” (Crible & Degand, 2019) characteristic 

of some ending presence of ‘so’, as in the following example from Love is Blind: 

(10) That's one of the things I love about her, so... 
 

When ‘so’ is used at the end of a sentence as an abstract consequence marker, it hints 

to the interlocutor that the argument is over and that they can take their turn. The turn-

yielding function of ‘so’ leaves the consequence link to be restored by the interlocutor.   

It also appears that the monitoring value (MNT) is only present in film dialogues, as the 

hedging one (HDG) belongs here in the reality TV show. As a comparison, some 

examples of monitoring and hedging from the corpora are presented here. From the 

film Fight Club in the assembled corpus, the usage of ‘so’ as interpersonal monitoring 

function (MNT INT) can be found: 

(11) …I know we' re all -- we' re all dying, all right? But you' re not dying the way Chloe back 
there is dying. 

-So? 
-So you' re a tourist. 
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It can be observed that ‘so’ is used here to maintain the flow of the dialogue by asking 

the interlocutor to continue their point. To contrast this usage with the other form of 

monitoring present in the assembled corpus, here is an example of sequential 

monitoring (MNT SEQ) from Avatar: 

(12) -Plus it 'll help to keep you sane for the next six years. 
-All right. 

-Whatever. 
-So… 

-Well, here I am, doing science. 
 

The function of ‘so’ is to control the discussion by stagnation. However, there is no 

apparent link with what has been stated earlier.  

The interpersonal hedging function (HDG INT) of ‘so’ from the LiB corpus (episode 7) 

is illustrated here: 

(13) …he's just always wanted our kids to marry 
within our race. So... I don't know how he'll handle that. 

 

The use of ‘so’ has a face-saving function in the above sentence (13). What the 

speaker said is politically on edge, and therefore ‘so’ appears to mitigate the tension.  

Film dialogues are written by experienced scriptwriters and edited several times 

beforehand. Therefore, it seems that ‘so’ is mainly used to control the flow of 

discussions. However, in the reality TV show, ‘so’ is used to put some relativity and 

hesitation rather than controlling the speech.   

‘So’ is also used with a topic value (TOP), where there are no semantic links with what 

has been said before, as illustrated by the following example from the LiB corpus 

(episode 1): 

(14) -Hello! 
-Hi! So, what are some of your biggest turn-offs? 

 

The function of ‘so’ here is to begin a topic, as nothing has been said before except for 

the salutations. This topic usage of ‘so’ is overused in high proportion in film dialogues 

compared to reality TV show. 
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Figure 9. Semantic and pragmatic values of 'so' in film dialogues and reality TV show. 

 

4.1.3 WELL 

‘Well’ appears to occur mainly in the first position of a sentence, as shown in Figure 

10. It is also evident that ‘well’ rarely appears at the end of a sentence. The results for 

film dialogues and reality TV show are similar; no difference can be accounted 

regarding the position. 

 

Figure 10. Position of 'well' in reality TV show and film dialogues. 
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An interesting difference can be made between the two corpora regarding the 

frequency of ‘well’. It is the most common discourse marker in film dialogues but is the 

least frequent one (considering the three DMs selected for this study in particular) for 

the reality TV show. Aijmer and Simon-Vandenbergen (2003) have analysed ‘well’ and 

its Dutch counterpart ‘nou’. They state that ‘well’ appears in a more formal context. So, 

one explanation can point to the register, as reality TV shows are less formal, while 

film dialogues can have a broader range of register levels. The variations of English 

could also be an element. Some film characters in the assembled corpora use British 

English, while all the participants in the LiB corpus are Americans.   

Considering the semantic and pragmatic values of ‘well’, some differences can be 

noted, as shown in Figure 11. A similar phenomenon concerning the hedging (HDG) 

and monitoring (MNT) values of ‘so’ can also be observed for ‘well’. The hedging value 

appears mainly in a reality TV show, whereas monitoring seems to be more frequent 

in film dialogues. The following example coming from the assembled corpus illustrates 

this fact (film: Bridge of Spies): 

(15) If that is what you're saying, well, then there is never any limit to our liability and that is 
the end of the insurance business. 

 

This occurrence of ‘well’ in (15) has been considered as a monitoring function. The aim 

of this discourse marker is not to stall for time but to control the flow of the discourse. 

In the LiB corpus, however, ‘well’ is used for hedging (an example from episode 1): 

(16) -My dog sleeps with me every night, so… I love that.  
-Mine, too. Well, I'm just... I'm a big cuddler. 

 

The function of ‘well’ is to fill a gap originating from hesitation. This is highlighted by 

the following sentence, where a false start appears – “I’m just…” confirming the 

hesitation.  

The rhetorical specification (SPE RHE) is dominant and specific to film dialogues, as 

illustrated by the following example (17) from the film Touching the void: 

(17) And he was lowering me on a 9mm, well 8.8mm rope. That's that thick. 
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‘Well’ is used in this case as a specification marker, adding details to the first statement. 

According to the data, the rhetorical specification function of ‘well’ is rarely used in the 

reality TV show. The discourse marker is also used for changing topics (TOP), 

distributed equally in film dialogues and reality TV show (see Figure 10). 

 

Figure 11. Semantic and pragmatic values of 'well' in film dialogues and reality TV show. 

 

4.2 Film dialogues and Reality TV show 

Film dialogues are written to be spoken and look natural. However, the preparation is 

still a bias. To contrast, reality TV shows are more natural, with long, unprepared 

dialogues, hesitations, and repetitions. What can be observed from the comparative 

study is that positions are similar, except for a few cases. ‘You know’ at the end of a 

sentence seems to be underused in the reality TV show compared to film dialogues. 

The usage of ‘you know’ in a natural, less formal conversation from the reality TV show 

appears to be less literal and more incidental in the middle of sentences. ‘So’ 

expressing the interpersonal consequence at the end of a sentence is underused in 

film dialogues. The usage of ‘well’ and ‘so’ are also different, mainly as monitoring in 

film dialogues and as hedging in the reality TV show. The criterion for the preparation 

of the dialogues is of particular importance here. ‘Well’ is overused in film dialogues 

and appears to have a broader variety of functions than in the reality TV show. ‘You 

know’ and ‘so’, however, have more variations in reality TV show than in film dialogues.  
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Using the three discourse markers shows some notifiable differences in whether the 

dialogues are scripted or not. The register may also influence their usage. The reality 

TV show presents a more informal context, while the film dialogues have broader 

possibilities. Further in-depth analysis is necessary to assess whether reality TV show 

is more similar to natural speech than film dialogues. This work is but a first step in that 

direction. 

 

4.3 Contrastive analysis 

The second part of this study focuses on the translated subtitles of the former 

mentioned discourse markers into their French and Dutch counterparts. As stated 

before, subtitles must follow some rules, and this bias influences the total number of 

discourse markers translated. The assembled corpus and the LiB corpus have been 

combined for this analysis, as the translation process into subtitles does not differ for 

the film dialogues or reality TV show.   

As shown in Figure 12, only 29% of the discourse markers are translated into French 

and only 37% into Dutch.   

 

Figure 12. Percentage of DMs translated in French and Dutch. 

 

Of the three DMs considered, ‘so’ is most likely to be translated. From the 523 

occurrences in the two corpora, 48% are translated into French and 51% into Dutch. 

29%

71%

French

translated 0-translation

37%

63%

Dutch

translated 0-translation



 
 

38 
 

‘You know’, however, is the most unlikely to have a translation, with more than a 70% 

chance of being lost in translation out of the 236 occurrences. ‘Well’ follows the same 

pattern, with a few more cases translated into Dutch than ‘you know’. Out of the 361 

occurrences of ‘well’, more than 60% are lost in translation (see Figure 13). 

 

Figure 13. Detailed results of translations for the three DMs. 

 

When combined, 51% of the 1120 discourse markers considered for this study have 

not been translated. Additionally, 20% are not translated into French, and 11% are not 

translated into Dutch. Only 18% are translated into both languages, as shown in Figure 

14. These results are in close agreement with previous studies (Degand, 2015; 

Connors, 2016), which suggests that more than 50% of the DMs were lost in 

translation. 
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Figure 14. General results of translation for the three DMs. 

 

4.3.1 Semantic and pragmatic values 

The analysis of the semantic and pragmatic values aims to assess if any patterns or 

tendencies can be identified for these discourse markers. The four pragmatic values, 

ideational, rhetoric, sequential and interpersonal, are organised from the most concrete 

to the most abstract (see Section 4.1). As illustrated in Table 4, the distribution is 

unequal. It seems, however, that the ideational domain is the one which is most likely 

to be translated, with approximately 50% of the occurrences being translated. 

Table 4. Distribution of the pragmatic values among the three DMs. 

  OCCURRENCES ZERO TRANSLATION ONLY IN FRENCH ONLY IN DUTCH BOTH TRANSLATIONS 

IDE 84 28 6 15 35 

RHE 206 116 21 44 25 

SEQ 589 316 71 110 92 

INT 241 111 32 51 47 

 

As far as the semantic functions are concerned, consequence (CSQ) is the one which 

is most likely to have a translation. On the contrary, about 50% of the time, specification 

(SPE) and monitoring (MNT) are lost in translation. Topic (TOP) follows the average of 

50%. The distribution is, however, still unequal (see Table 5). Following the trend 

discussed in the previous paragraph, the ideational consequence (CSQ IDE) appears 

to have a high probability of being translated. On the other hand, sequential (MNT 
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SEQ) and interpersonal monitoring (MNT INT) and rhetorical specification (SPE RHE) 

have the least chance of being retained in translated subtitles. Sequential (HDG SEQ) 

and interpersonal hedging (HDG INT) are implicitly conveyed rather than translated. 

Table 5. Assembled results of semantic and pragmatic values for the three DMs. 

    ZERO TRANSLATION ONLY IN FRENCH ONLY IN DUTCH BOTH TRANSLATIONS TOTAL 

ADD RHE 0 0 0 1 1 

AGR INT 4 0 6 2 12 

CCS INT 0 0 1 0 1 

CSQ IDE 11 5 10 31 57 

CSQ RHE 22 10 28 20 80 

CSQ SEQ 17 3 19 19 58 

CSQ INT 6 2 9 8 25 

CTR IDE 8 0 3 2 13 

DIS INT 1 0 0 0 1 

HDG SEQ 14 2 9 10 35 

HDG INT 17 3 7 3 30 

MNT SEQ 94 17 12 10 133 

MNT INT 80 26 26 34 166 

QUO SEQ 6 2 2 0 10 

SPE IDE 9 1 2 2 14 

SPE RHE 94 11 16 4 125 

SPE SEQ 9 2 4 1 16 

SPE INT 3 1 2 0 6 

TMP SEQ 0 0 0 1 1 

TOP SEQ 176 45 64 51 336 

  Total 571 130 220 199 1120 

 

In summary, pragmatic ideational values seem more likely to be translated. The less 

abstract the relation is, the more chances it will be translated. As for the semantic 

values, the consequence values are more likely to be retained. As the consequence 

value is mainly represented by ‘so’ (see Section 4.1.2, Figure 9), it matches the results 

of ‘so’ being the discourse marker with the most chances to be kept in the final 

translation. 

4.3.2 Translations in French and Dutch 

This section will analyse the equivalent DMs of ‘you know’, ‘so’, and ‘well’ adopted 

while translating into French and Dutch. The results are presented in histograms from 

the assembled corpus and the LiB corpus separately to see if any major differences 

can be observed in terms of translation choices. 
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4.3.2.1 YOU KNOW 

The variation of the equivalent translational phrases for ‘you know’ in French and Dutch 

is presented in Figure 15. The literal translation of ‘you know’ is ‘tu sais’ or ‘vous savez’ 

in French and is the most preferred choice in film dialogues (adding to that ‘tu sais 

bien’). In the reality TV show, however, the translator prefers the alternative ‘tu vois’ 

(you see) and its variations i.e., ‘tu vois ce que je veux dire’ and ‘vous voyez’. The 

usage of the polite or plural ‘vous’ pronoun is naturally less present in the reality TV 

show, due to the informal context of dating. It can also be noted that there are more 

variations for translated ‘you know’ in the reality TV show. Among others, a significant 

number of ‘bon’ and the presence of ‘du genre’ (an approximant translation of the 

adverb ‘like’) occur frequently. ‘Bon’ hints at the higher presence of the hedging and 

monitoring function of ‘you know’ in the LiB corpus, while ‘du genre’ stands for the 

quoting or specification function, the latter illustrated by the following example out of 

the LiB corpus (episode 1): 

(18) All these girls love my jokes, every single 
one of them. You know, Oh, next one 
laughed." 

Les filles ont aimé mes blagues, toutes 
mes blagues. Du genre : Oh, elle a ri. 

 

The presence of the semi-colon in the French subtitles hints at the ideational 

specification role of the discourse marker. 

 

Figure 15. Translation choices for 'you know' in French in film dialogues and reality TV show. 
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The results for the Dutch choices follow the same pattern. The literal translation ‘weet 

je’ is dominant in film dialogues with all its variations: ‘je weet wel’, ‘weet jij het’, ‘weet 

u’ and ‘weet je wel’. The Dutch language offers more possible variations than in French. 

The possibility exists in Dutch, to begin with, the pronoun (‘je weet’) or with the verb 

(‘weet je’), which is not possible either in English or French. There are also different 

pronouns for the translation of ‘you’, i.e., ‘je’, ‘jij’ and ‘u’ (the plural form ‘jullie’ and the 

less standard forms ‘ge’ and ‘gij’ are not represented in the corpora). ‘Weet je’ and 

some variations are also dominant in the reality TV show (excluding the polite ‘u’ 

pronoun due to the special context). ‘Snap je’, an informal variation of ‘do you 

understand’ (or ‘do you get it’), is also a strong choice, probably because of the informal 

dating context (see Figure 16). 

 

Figure 16. Translation choices for 'you know' in Dutch in film dialogues and reality TV show. 
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The consequence of not living by herself is that the speaker prefers to sing in her car, 

with ‘so’ being translated as ‘donc’ in French. The preference for ‘alors’, a literal 

translation, or ‘donc’ could be explained by the register or by the more substantial effect 

of ‘translationese’ in film dialogues. Furthermore, the numbers of occurrences of ‘bon’ 

differ entirely. ‘Bon’ is scarcely present in film dialogues but is the second choice for 

the reality TV show (also mixed with another DM: ‘bon alors’ and ‘donc bon’). The 

presence of the hedging ‘so’ in the reality TV show can explain this difference, as 

illustrated by the following example from the LiB corpus: 

(20) -It's just, there's a physical discomfort still 
-in kind of moving into this phase. 
-Right, that's okay. So... I know she's 
dated taller guys before, and Mark is 
shorter. 

- J'y arrive, petit à petit. 
- C'est bien. Bon, Jessica est sortie avec des 
hommes plus grands, et Mark est plus 
petit. 

 

The hedging function of ‘so’ is here hinted by the suspension dots, where the speaker 

uses ‘so’ to stall. 

 

Figure 17. Translation choices for 'so' in French in film dialogues and reality TV show. 
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(21) I'm nervous, but I like 
talking, so... 

Ik ben nerveus, maar ik praat graag, 
dus… 

 

This example demonstrates an interpersonal consequence function of ‘so’. The 

discourse marker ends the argument, hinting to the interlocutor that they can take 

turns. The consequence link is left to the interlocutor to be reconstructed. 

 

Figure 18. Translation choices for 'so' in Dutch in film dialogues and reality TV show. 
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Regarding the reality TV show, ‘bon’, ‘eh bien’ and ‘alors’ are the first choices, which 

follows the same trend as the results for the film dialogues. 

 

Figure 19. Translation choices for 'well' in French in film dialogues and reality TV show. 

 

 

Figure 20. Translation choices for 'well' in Dutch in film dialogues and reality TV show. 
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‘wel’ is not convincing as an alternative for ‘well’, probably not conveying the same 

semantic values or being used in a different register level. In order to attest to this, 

further analysis is necessary and is beyond the scope of this present study. 
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5 Discussion 

There are a few limitations to the present study that need to be discussed. The aim is 

to study discourse markers in real-time conversations, and for that, film and reality TV 

dialogues were selected. This choice was also driven by the contrastive part of the 

analysis, considering French and Dutch subtitles. Other corpora could have been used, 

as films and reality TV both present some biases. However, every speech corpus does 

present biases, as participants need to be aware that they are recorded.  In that case, 

they would often adapt their speech accordingly. Film dialogues are scripted but in an 

attempt to recreate or mimic real speech. This allows the scriptwriter to think and 

rewrite the dialogues, even if the aim is to be as close as possible to natural 

conversation. The dialogues in reality TV are not scripted, but the context and the 

editing are also two factors of bias. First, some scenes may have been recast several 

times, hindering the natural part of the speech. Then, the show is a product of all the 

edited emotional scenes, with no guarantee that they were edited in a chronological 

order. This, however, does not invalidate film and reality TV dialogues as a source for 

oral corpora. A bias-free corpus has not yet been achieved. 

Furthermore, the choice of discourse markers is another limitation. The three discourse 

markers in this study were selected due to their high frequency in the film captions. 

Even if a broader selection would present more precise results, this study paves the 

way for further investigations.  

The contrastive analysis was conducted using the annotation system developed by 

Crible and Degand (2019) and the position of the DM. Other criteria, such as the level 

of formality and information about the context could also add some light to the results 

and some precision to the choice of translation in French and Dutch. The different DMs 

do not present the same characteristics in different languages and these criteria may 

hint to more explanations. 

Given the time and the resources, the double-coding was done by the author alone. 

However, involving more coders would allow more objectivity to this study. Its 

replication then appears to be interesting to validate the results. 
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6 Conclusion 

This study investigated the differences between the use of discourse markers in film 

and reality TV dialogues. Film dialogues are written beforehand and recited by actors. 

The dialogue writers had time to think, organise and rewrite the scripts. In reality TV 

shows, there supposed to be no script or lines, even if some may be more scenarised 

than others. In this study, the reality TV show ‘Love is Blind’ was selected as the 

reference as it does not involve votes from the viewers deciding the fate of the 

participant’s time in the event or any sort of public participation.  Therefore, participants 

have more liberty to speak freely without any external constraints compared to other 

popular reality TV shows. To conduct the study, the annotation system developed by 

Crible and Degand (2019) was used, and the position of the DMs was also considered. 

Three DMs were selected: ‘you know’, ‘well’ and ‘so’ as these were the most common 

in the film dialogues.  

At this point, it seems wise to refresh the research questions in the mind. The three 

research questions and the secondary questions were: 

1. How does the use of discourse markers differ between film dialogues and reality 

TV shows? 

2. To what extent are discourse markers translated in subtitles? 

3. What factors influence the translation choices of DMs in subtitles? 

a. Can a contrastive analysis of the translations of certain DMs reveal 

common patterns among different languages and shed light on the 

translator's choices? 

The comparison reveals that the usage of discourse markers does differ between the 

two sources. The pragmatic domains of the three discourse markers does not offer 

much variation, the sequential domain remains the most used domain. However, a 

slight difference can be noted as the interpersonal domain is more present in the reality 

TV show than in the film dialogues. The semantic functions present a major difference, 

as specification is massively used in film dialogues in comparison with reality TV show, 

monitoring is also more present in films, hedging being used mainly in reality TV show.  
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As far as ‘you know’ is concerned, its position seems to be particularly controlled in the 

film dialogues, and the proportion appears to be equally distributed. However, in the 

reality TV show, about 50% of the time, the participants use it in the middle of the 

phrase. ‘You know’ is also used more for its sequential domain in the reality TV show, 

while the interpersonal proportion is higher in film dialogues. Monitoring is 

unsurprisingly the main function of ‘you know’. 

‘So’ is mainly used in first position for both films and reality TV show. However, ‘so’ also 

appears in last position (11%) but only in reality TV show, as an interpersonal 

consequence marker. The sequential domain is still dominant, with more variation in 

the reality TV show. The main functions of ‘so’ appears to be consequence and topic. 

The relative proportion of ‘well’ is completely different in films and reality TV dialogues. 

Only 12% of the discourse markers (60 out of 470) are ‘well’ in the reality TV show. 

Whereas 46% of the DMs appearing in 37 films are ‘well’ (301 out of 650). The 

completely different proportion can be explained by the register. A broader range of 

speech levels is present in films, where the context can vary significantly. In the reality 

TV show, the level of formality stays rather low, as in most of the episodes, the 

participants are dating. The occurrence position of ‘well’ is similar in both media, mainly 

in first position, but also sometimes appearing in the middle. The preferred domain is 

sequential for both sources, but the semantic functions vary. Specification seems to be 

the main use in film dialogues, whereas hedging is the most used function in the reality 

TV show. 

The second part of the study focuses on the translations or the absence of translations 

of the three selected discourse markers in French and Dutch. Only 29% of the 1120 

discourse markers are translated into French and 37% into Dutch. When combined, 

51% of the discourse markers are not translated into French or into Dutch. This 

confirms the hypotheses drawn from previous studies (Degand, 2015; Connors, 2016). 

A clear pattern is however difficult to identify as a reason for being translated or not. 

From the results, it appears that the ideational domain is most likely to be translated. 

According to Abuczki et al. (2018) with their study on ‘and’, the sequential domain was 

less likely to be translated. However, in this study, the three other domains, rhetorical, 

sequential, and interpersonal were close with around 70% chance of being lost in 

translation. The consequence relation has the highest chance of being translated 
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among the semantic functions of the three discourse markers selected in this study. As 

‘so’ is the clear representation of the consequence link, it is also the most translated 

DM out of the three. 

For the three discourse markers, some translations appear to be more common and 

preferred than others. ‘You know’ is mostly translated by its counterparts, ‘tu sais’ or ‘tu 

vois’ in French (and their nuances) and ‘weet je’ or ‘weet u’ (and their nuances) in 

Dutch. Even if French and Dutch offer more possible nuances, the direct translation 

seems to apply in the same context. The use of ‘tu vois’ (‘you see’) in French is however 

a particularity, as it appears to also be a good alternative for you know. The Dutch 

phrase ‘snap je’ (‘do you get it’) appears to be a good alternative in the reality TV show, 

probably in a less formal context. A literal translation of ‘so’, ‘donc’ in French and ‘dus’ 

in Dutch seems to be the main choice of translations. However, ‘alors’ is preferred to 

‘donc’ in film dialogues. ‘Nou’ is by far the first choice of translation of ‘well’ in Dutch, 

even if ‘wel’ exists in the Dutch language, it does not seem to be a strong choice. ‘Eh 

bien’ or ‘bon’ can be considered as some literal translation of ‘well’ and are the first 

choices in French. Therefore, it can be concluded that there are some patterns for the 

translation of these three discourse markers, where one translation is clearly preferred. 

Some literal translations always seem to be a strong pick, except for the Dutch ‘wel’, 

where ‘nou’ is by far the preference. 
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