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Abstract 

This	study	aims	to	analyze	explicit	politeness	markers	such	as	please	and	thank	

you	in	children’s	movies	using	The	Movie	Corpus.	Differences	in	use	over	time	as	well	

as	between	children’s	movies	and	other	genres	of	film	are	investigated,	by	extracting	a	

variety	of	frequencies	from	the	corpus	for	further	analysis.		

The	results	show	that	politeness	markers	are,	and	have	tended	to	be,	more	

common	in	children’s	movies	than	in	other	genres	of	film.	However,	the	results	also	

suggest	that	politeness	markers	are	decreasing	in	frequency	in	both	children’s	movies	

and	in	other	genres	of	film,	but	that	the	decreases	are	not	consistent	throughout	all	the	

decades	analyzed.		

The	study	suggests	that	we	seem	to	be	moving	towards	a	less	polite	society,	or	

one	where	implicit	politeness	markers	are	preferred	over	explicit	ones.	In	conclusion,	it	

is	suggested	that	further	studies	are	needed	to	determine	which	results	of	this	study	

that	are	exclusive	to	children’s	movies	rather	than	suggesting	trends	in	film	overall.			
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1 Introduction 
How often do you hear someone state that “it was better when I was young”, or “children today 

have no manners”? Perhaps you are instead better acquainted with the belief that children today 

are ruined by video games, movies and the Internet? These are all common notions, but do they 

contain any truth? Is it the case that children are more impolite today, than they were 80 years 

ago? Or is it actually the definition of politeness that has changed over time, so that polite 

expressions used in the 1930’s have been exchanged for other ones today? An example of one 

potential change can be seen below in (1) and (2) which show instances of the politeness 

markers pardon and sorry in 1936 versus 2016. 

(1) “Pardon me, would any of you gentlemen be interested in getting out of this jail?” 

(Stowaway, 1936. The Movie Corpus) 

(2) “I’m sorry what’s that? (Search Engines, 2016. The Movie Corpus) 

Here it is clear that even though the intentions of the politeness markers in (1) and (2) are the 

same; to politely request an answer or an action, the forms of the politeness markers are different 

from each other. This could suggest differences in how people posed polite requests in the 

1930’s and in the 2010’s. Perhaps sorry has started to take the place of pardon in the 21st 

century. This will be investigated further through a diachronic analysis of expressions of 

politeness in children’s movies using The Movie Corpus, which contains roughly 200 million 

words from over 25,000 movie scripts in different genres from 1930–2017.   

This study will be based on theories of historical pragmatics, which is a wide research 

field that aims to study language in use and its changes through history (Jucker, 1995, p. ix). 

The study of politeness is a popular research topic in this field, as politeness is considered very 

important in our society. It plays a big part in social interactions and is a way to display your 

relationship with the person you are communicating with. It signifies to the people 

communicating: “(1) that they are members of the same group, a we, who are connected by 

their acknowledgment of the same system; (2) that they are both good (virtuous and proper) 

members of that group” (Lakoff & Ide, 2005, p. 4). Thus, analyzing how people use expressions 

of politeness can tell us much about human interaction in general. Many studies have been made 

in this field and it has been suggested that we learn the ropes of how to be polite at a very young 

age, but that it is such a complex matter that it takes several years for the average child to master 

(Axia & Baroni, 1985, p. 2).  

Whether or not, and to what extent children are affected by the things they see on 

television is widely debated. There are many factors that affect children’s language 
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development and their concept of the world around them, such as their parents, siblings and 

teachers. In addition, according to Linebarger & Walker, television is also a factor (2005, p. 

625). Thus, it is only natural that movies could act as guidelines for polite and appropriate 

behavior. However, there are few studies within the field of film studies that take particular 

interest in children’s movies. Kümmerling-Meibauer states that: 
 
We may [therefore] surmise that the cultural, educational, and economic significance of children’s films is 
consistently increasing. […] However, in spite of these developments, we still have to acknowledge that 
the children’s film is still somewhat marginal in academia, with no international journals or regular 
conferences devoted to the subject. […] Given this situation, it is of little surprise that we do not yet have 
a fully developed theory of children’s films to draw upon in our research into the genre (Kümmerling-
Meibauer, 2013, p. 40).  
 

Even fewer studies discuss politeness in relation to children’s movies, and this study will 

attempt to fill this gap in politeness research using data from The Movie Corpus.  

2 Aim and research questions  

The aim of this paper is to analyze the language of children’s movies and how it has changed 

over time from 1930 to 2017. The focus will be on differences in politeness which will be 

analyzed through a set of eleven specific politeness markers, such as please, thank you, Sir, 

hello, and excuse me, to mention a few. The study will try to answer the following research 

questions:  

1. Are there differences in the frequencies of politeness markers in children’s movies from 

1930 and from 2017? If so, what kind of differences?  

2. How have these potential differences changed over time? Do they correlate with general 

trends found in film studies? 

3. Are politeness markers more common in the genre of family film than in movies in 

general in The Movie Corpus? Is this consistent through the decades between 1930 and 

2017? If no, what differences are there? 

3 Theoretical background 

In this section, previous research and other relevant background for this study are compiled. 

The themes of language change, historical pragmatics, politeness, and children’s movies are 

discussed.  
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3.1 Language change 
The fact that language is not static, and changes over time is something most people would 

agree with. To use a classic quote of Saussure, published by his students in 1916: “Time changes 

all things: there is no reason why language should escape this universal law” (Saussure, 2011, 

p. 77). However, language change has not always been approved of and even today there are 

some changes that people have a hard time accepting, such as double negatives, or ending a 

sentence with a preposition (Aitchison, 2013, p. 13).  

Change in a language can be detected by looking at different areas that are using the same 

language and compare the differences between them. This is generally known as having a 

synchronic approach and aims to study “the state of a language at a given point in time” 

(Aitchison, 2013, p. 38). There is also the diachronic approach, in which you research how one 

specific language, register or genre has changed over time (Aitchison, 2013, p. 38). Since this 

study will focus on language change within a specific language over time, the focus will 

primarily be diachronic. The study of language change is sometimes known as historical 

linguistics, and contains areas such as historical pragmatics, discussed below.   

3.2 Historical pragmatics  
Historical pragmatics is a scientific field that can be said to be a combination of the fields of 

pragmatics and historical linguistics (Jucker, 1995, p. ix). Jucker defines pragmatics as “the 

study of language in use, while historical linguistics is concerned with the investigation of 

earlier stages of particular languages and their diachronic development “ (1995, p. ix). In a way, 

historical pragmatics could be considered a quite unlikely field of research as pragmatics 

primarily uses spoken language as data, whereas historical linguistics mostly has access to 

written data (Jucker, 1995, p. 3). However, the combination of the two fields has provided an 

interesting ground of research in for example speech act theory, discourse analysis, maxims of 

conversation and language change (Jucker, 1995, p. 3 & 10).  

Jucker identifies two main kinds of diachronic historical pragmatics; diachronic form-to-

function mappings and diachronic function-to-form mappings (1995, p. x), which differ in their 

starting point of research. Jucker defines the form-to-function approach as “papers that take a 

linguistic form as their starting point, e.g. particular lexical items or syntactic constructions, 

and study their pragmatic functions at different times” (1995, p. x), and the function-to-form 

approach as “papers that take a particular pragmatic function as their starting point, e.g. 

discourse strategies or politeness, and study their linguistic realization at different times” (1995, 

p. x). The study of politeness is a part of historical pragmatics as it deals with the actual use of 
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language, historically and contemporary. In this study, both the form-to-function and function-

to form approaches will be relevant as it aims to analyze both what forms politeness can take, 

and how certain lexical items relate to politeness. However, the majority of the study will use 

the form-to-function approach, as particular lexical items will be the starting point of this 

analysis of politeness.  

3.3 Politeness 
Politeness is hard to define as the definition might differ between cultures, generations and even 

individuals, but the concept of politeness tends to include expressions like thank you and please 

as well as greetings and apologies. The Linguistic Politeness group, based in UK since 1999, 

defines it among other things as “the interactional management of face needs” (Linguistic 

Politeness Research Group, 2011, p.3), “an ongoing, evaluative process with which interactants 

actively engage rather than something which statically pre-exists any interaction” (Lingusitic 

Politeness Research Group, 2011, p.3), or “the term we use to describe the extent to which 

actions, including the way things are said, match addressees’ perceptions of how they should 

be performed” (Lingusitic Politeness Research Group, 2011, p.4). As this study mostly uses 

quantitative data collected from a corpus, a quite clear, definite definition of politeness is 

needed. Corpora cannot take much context into consideration, and the relationships between 

individuals and their views of politeness are thus far outside their reach. For this study, a group 

of explicit politeness markers have been chosen as to avoid expressions that might not be 

considered politeness markers in all contexts. The terms and their relation to politeness will be 

further discussed in section 4.2.  

Politeness is an important part of human social life and human interaction. In fact, 

Ladegaard states that: 
 
The pressure on children to be polite is so strong that being truthful—something which most parents value 
highly in their children—is considered of secondary importance. If, for example, the child is given a present 
s/he doesn’t like, s/he is expected to hide his/her true feelings (and maybe even lie about them) and produce 
the appropriate politeness formula (Ladegaard, 2004, p. 2005). 
 

Due to this importance, it is only natural that the learning process of politeness starts early in 

life.  Camras et al have studied the age when children fully understand, react to, and respond 

properly to different levels of politeness when communicating with an adult. Their study is 

mainly focused on the level of politeness in requests in particular. Camras et al state that their 

study suggests that “much socialization has already taken place by 7 to 8 years of age. However, 

some further development must subsequently occur before children’s directives are comparable 
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in politeness to those produced by adults in a particular social situation” (Camras, et al., 1985, 

p.11).  

Politeness can include many different kinds of expressions and discourse strategies, for 

example indirectness of statements, questions and requests. Longer, more indirect sentences 

tend to be perceived as more polite than shorter, more direct ones. Camras et al state that this 

might be due to the fact that “Invoking polite forms and devices requires a certain degree of 

effort. These forms are typically longer and more elaborate (i.e. less “direct”) than the bare 

imperative” (Camras, et al., 1985, p. 28). Adding a “politeness marker” such as please or excuse 

me to a sentence is a simple way of making it longer and more elaborate, thus making it more 

polite.  

In this study, formal titles such as Sir and Madam will also be analyzed as politeness 

markers. Formal titles are not necessarily considered politeness markers, but it can be argued 

that the fields of politeness and formality are closely linked together. According to Pavlick & 

Tetreault, there is no agreement of the definition of what constitutes as formal language  (2016, 

p. 61), but formal language tends to be polite. In addition, formal titles can arguably have a 

positive impact on someone’s positive face, i.e. “his positive self-image or personality” 

(Kopytko, 1995, p. 516), by showing respect. Respecting and “saving” someone’s face will be 

perceived as polite and is thereby crucial in politeness research.  

Another aspect of language that sits on the edge of both politeness and formality research 

is the subject of greetings and leave-taking expressions. Greetings and farewells are very 

important in that they are rich in social meaning and “set the scene” for the conversation. 

Duranti claims that “the act of greeting implies that a social encounter is taking place under 

particular socio-historical conditions and [that] the parties are relating to one and another as 

particular types of social personae” (Duranti, 1997, p.89). He also claims that:  
 

There is widespread evidence that greetings are an important part of the communicative competence 
necessary for being a member of any speech community. They are often one of the first verbal routines 
learned by children and certainly one of the first topics introduced in foreign language classes. They are 
also of great interest to analysts of social interaction, who see them as establishing the conditions for social 
encounters (Duranti, 1997, p.63). 

3.4 Children’s movies 
According to Wojcik-Andrews, “the major children’s film genres are realism, fantasy, and 

animation as well as musicals, war, sports, literary adaptation, and so forth” (2000, p. 161), and 

here follows a brief summary of his and Street’s historical review of children’s film over the 

years.  
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Wojcik-Andrews states that “moral concerns were in ascendancy in the early years of 

children’s film criticism, say 1895 to the late 1920s and early 1930s” (Wojcik-Andrews, 2000, 

p. 48). This could be further proved by the results of this study. During and after World War II 

children’s movies changed drastically, and a key feature is “an overall loss of childhood 

innocence (a defining feature of all children’s films) and an acquiring of adult experience” 

(Wojcik-Andrews, 2000, p. 162). After the war had ended, there was a rise in family movies, 

and Street states that Beauty and the Beast could be considered the ‘first true post-War cinema 

classic’ (1982, p. 16). He also explains that “the sixties brought to the theatres a trio of high 

budget, musical adaptations led by Julie Andrews and the Mary Poppins crew” and that “the 

1970s is noticeable for ‘nicely executed, unpretentious films’” (Street, 1982, p. 16). 

What will be discussed in this essay as children’s movies, might in fact be more suitably 

defined as family movies, as they do not generally exclude an adult audience. In fact, 

Kümmerling-Meibauer discusses this genre and states that: 
 
The increasing complexity of modern children’s films demonstrate that the typical properties of children’s 
films are becoming increasingly similar to those of films targeted at an adult audience. This convergence 
applies to both the themes and the narrative strategies of children’s films, as we can observe in their 
increasingly frequent treatment of difficult, sensitive, or “taboo” subjects […] (Kümmerling-Meibauer, 
2013, p. 39). 
 

This corresponds well with a trend in children’s literature, as analyzed by Wojcik-Andrews and 

Lukens who explains that “themes such as fear, death, divorce, sexuality, premarital sex, drugs, 

child abandonment, and violence have become increasingly common in contemporary 

children’s literature” (Wojcik-Andrews, 2000, p. 179). 

There is also a trend of an increase of purely entertaining movies rather than more 

educational ones, a trend that has been progressing through literature, since the 1500’s and later 

also in film (Madej, 2003, p. 1). However, even though movies of today could be considered  

less educational, children’s movies still tend to convey conventional lessons such as “the hero 

always wins, the villain always loses, winning means wealth, losing means poverty, wealth 

means the acquisition of private property and promotion to a middle-class position” (Wojcik-

Andrews, 2000, p. 159). In addition, Collins states that television programs “include not only 

models of attitudes and social behavior, but also information about the appropriateness of those 

attitudes and actions, the motives behind them, and their consequences to the perpetrator and to 

others” (Collins, 1975, p. 36). These notions connect closely to Madej’s statement that 

“throughout its development [narrative] has provided a way for shaping children’s experience, 

reflecting how they fit into their society, and helping them construct meaning for themselves” 
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(Madej, 2003, p. 1). It is thus clear that children’s movies still have a deeper purpose than pure 

entertainment.  

4 Material and Method  

4.1 Material 
The data for this study is collected through The Movie Corpus, which is a freely available online 

corpus that includes over 25,000 movies from 1930 to 2017, and roughly 200 million words 

from several English-speaking countries. However, it is important to note that almost 77% of 

the films are made in the United States or Canada. This means that the results of this study will 

to a larger part show trends in American films, rather than in English speaking films in general. 

The Movie Corpus was chosen for this study as it is a large corpus database with movie-

based data, which proves very useful for this study in particular. The function of sorting the 

data according to genre and year of release makes this corpus an obvious choice for a diachronic 

study analyzing children’s movies. A sub-corpus of almost 8 million words from the category 

of “family”, was created to exclude genres that are irrelevant for this study. The frequencies in 

the corpus are displayed chronologically and grouped together according to their decade. For 

this diachronic study, the first and last decades in the corpus are used (1930’s and 2010’s) as 

well as every other decade in between (1950’s, 1970’s and 1990’s). This is done to get a clear 

view of how the changes developed over time, rather than only the full extent of the change. It 

is important to note that the latest addition made to The Movie Corpus was made in 2017. Thus, 

the decade of the 2010’s is incomplete, and conclusions cannot be drawn on 2018 and 2019. As 

the results are displayed per 1,000 words, this makes for no skewing of the data for the earlier 

years in the decade of the 2010’s. Lastly, in addition to the “family” sub-corpus, data from the 

corpus as a whole was used to get a more contrastive view of politeness in children’s movies. 

This data includes movie genres such as drama, comedy, thriller, romance, documentary, sport, 

musical and history. 

4.2 Method  
This study mainly consists of two parts. The first part of the study investigates the frequencies 

of politeness markers in children’s movies made in a range of decades between 1930 and 2017. 

A total of eleven politeness markers have been selected for analysis and the raw frequencies of 

the terms are collected from The Movie Corpus. The results are then recalculated manually to 
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show instances per 1,000 words and presented rounded off to two decimal points. The manual 

calculations increase the risk of errors, but as the Movie Corpus does not have the function of 

sorting per 1,000 words in the created sub-corpora, it is necessary. The results are then analyzed 

to determine the prevalence of politeness markers, and their differences over time. This data is 

presented in section 5.1 and discussed in section 6.1. 

The eleven politeness markers chosen for this study are please, thank you, excuse me, 

pardon, forgive me, sorry, Sir, Madam/Ma’am, Miss, hello, and goodbye. Even though these 

expressions are nowhere near all politeness markers, it may be argued that they make for a quite 

representative sample. As discussed in the background section of this essay, common categories 

of politeness markers include greetings and leave-taking expressions, formal titles, and 

expressions used to pose polite requests. In addition, apologetic expressions and expressions of 

gratitude are common. All of these categories are represented with at least one politeness 

marker in this study.  

The category of greetings and leave-taking expressions contain hello and goodbye. Even 

though the level of politeness differs depending on the greeting used, adding any greeting to 

the beginning of a conversation is generally considered polite. As the number of politeness 

markers for this study is limited due to space, time-specific greetings and leave-taking 

expressions, such as good evening and good night, have been excluded, even though they could 

be considered more polite than hello and goodbye. In addition, more informal expressions, such 

as hi, have been excluded.  

 In the category of formal titles, Sir, Madam/Ma’am, and Miss can be found. Both married 

and unmarried men and women are represented in this category, making it a fairly representable 

sample of formal titles. It is argued that these formal titles are considered more polite than for 

example Mrs. and Mr., while at the same time not excluding a majority of the population as in 

for example Dr. As Sir can be used both as an expression of politeness and respect, and in the 

name of for example knights, a pilot search was made to see if this second use would skew the 

results. However, as only 4/100 instances were of this kind, no alterations were made to the 

search string. For the frequencies of Miss, a filter was added onto the search string, to show 

only nouns. This was done to minimize the occurrence of irrelevant hits of the verb to miss. In 

addition, instances of Ma’am were added to the category of Madam as the former is defined by 

the Oxford English Dictionary to be a form of the latter. Thus, even though Madam has areas 

of use that Ma’am does not, all instances of Ma’am refer to the term Madam (“madam, n.”, s.v. 

OED Online, 2019) (“ma’am, n.”, s.v. OED Online, 2019). 
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The categories of expressions of gratitude and polite requests include the terms please 

and thank you. These are quite explicit politeness markers that are rarely used as other functions, 

which makes them very suitable for this study. The exception is that please also can be used as 

the verb to please. However, a pilot search showed that the verb form was used only in 3/100 

instances. Altering the search string to only include adverbials was considered, but as the verb 

category contained several adverbials incorrectly tagged as verbs, this idea was discarded. 

Thank you was chosen above other expressions of gratitude such as thanks or cheers due to its 

more formal usage.  

 Lastly, in the category of expressions of apology, we find excuse me, pardon, forgive me 

and sorry. The term sorry, can in addition to the common meaning of “grieved or vexed about 

a particular thing; regretful” (“sorry”, s.v. OED Online, 2019), also have other meanings that 

are not related to politeness. An example of this is when sorry is used to mean “Of a person: 

wretched, pathetic; poor” (“sorry”, s.v. OED Online, 2019). However, by looking at 200 

randomized concordance lines of “sorry”, this was found to be a very limited part of the 

instances in the corpus, and it was concluded that this did not skew the results notably. Adding 

the copula “be” to the search string was considered, but it was concluded that this would have 

excluded more relevant instances, such as sorry used without any verb, than the previously 

mentioned option.  

In the second part of the study, a comparison between the sub-section of family movies 

in the corpus and the data of all genres in the corpus is made. The aim is to see whether or not 

the politeness markers analyzed are more common in family movies than in the corpus in 

general. Frequencies of the politeness markers regardless of decade are extracted and compared. 

In addition, more decade-specific frequencies are analyzed to see if this too, has changed over 

time or if the results have stayed static throughout the decades. Thirdly, the results of the 

decade-specific analysis are grouped together by category of function to see if there are any 

specific trends to be seen. The frequencies for this second part of the study is extracted from 

the decades of the 1930’s, 1970’s and 2010’s. The instances per 1,000 words are calculated 

manually for children’s movies and automated by the corpus for the other genres. This data is 

presented and discussed in sections 5.2 and 6.2.  
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5 Results 

5.1 Frequencies of politeness markers 

5.1.1 Frequencies of politeness markers in total 

Table 1 shows that the total number of politeness markers in the sub-corpus containing family 

movies, has decreased consistently over time. Between the 1930’s and the 2010’s the frequency 

of politeness markers almost halved in frequency from 9.98 instances per 1,000 words to 5.53 

instances. 
 
Table 1: frequencies per 1,000 words of politeness markers in children’s movies in The Movie Corpus  

 1930’s 1950’s 1970’s 1990’s 2010’s 

please 1.42 1.16 0.99 1.17 1.06 

thank you 1.34 1.11 1.04 0.93 1.20 

excuse me 0.14 0.24 0.24 0.41 0.26 

pardon 0.24 0.18 0.10 0.07 0.03 

sorry 0.89 0.57 0.68 1.18 1.44 

forgive me 0.07 0.05 0.04 0.04 0.03 

Sir 2.91 2.11 1.63 0.71 0.46 

Madam + Ma’am 0.43 0.34 0.30 0.14 0.11 

Miss 1.25 0.58 0.28 0.30 0.23 

hello 0.88 0.68 0.56 0.63 0.61 

goodbye 0.41 0.16 0.24 0.15 0.11 

TOTAL 9.98 7.18 6.1 5.73 5.53 

This decrease can also be seen in figure 1. There it can be seen that the biggest decrease in 

frequency happened between the 1930’s and the 1950’s.  

 
Figure 1: total frequencies of politeness markers per 1,000 words in children’s movies 

9.98
7.18 6.1 5.73 5.53

1930'S 1950'S 1970'S 1990'S 2010'S

Total frequencies

Total frequencies
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5.1.2 Frequencies in politeness markers according to trends of change 

When studying the individual politeness markers, some trends can be seen, that can be divided 

into three trends of change; consistent decrease, decrease in combination with increase, and 

overall increase. The three trends will be discussed in order in the following paragraphs.  

 The first trend includes the terms pardon, forgive me, Sir, Madam/Ma’am and Miss 

which decrease quite consistently throughout the decades, as seen in figure 2. Most noticeable 

is the change of the term Sir, that has decreased by 2.45/1,000 words, followed by Miss with a 

decrease of 1.05/1,000 words, despite the term’s slight increase in the 1990’s. The term goodbye 

increases slightly in the 1970’s but overall follows the general decreasing trend.  
 

 
Figure 2: Frequencies per 1000 words of the decreasing terms in children’s movies 

The second trend includes the terms please, thank you and hello that, similarly to the previously 

mentioned politeness markers, have decreased between the 1930’s and the 2010’s. However, 

the trend seems to be changing, and an increase can be seen in recent years. Thank you only 

decreased 0.14/1,000 words in total, but between the 1950’s and 1990’s the frequencies are 

much lower than that. Please and hello fluctuate in their frequencies, by starting to increase 

between the 1970’s and the 1990’s before decreasing again. This fluctuating trend can be seen 

in figure 3.  
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Figure 3: Frequencies per 1000 words of the politeness markers decreasing and increasing in combination in 

children’s movies 

Thirdly, there are some terms that, despite the general trend, have increased overall through the 

years. Excuse me has consistently increased from 0.14/1,000 words to almost twice that amount 

at 0.26/1,000 words, with a high of 0.41/1,000 words in the 1990’s. Contrastingly, sorry has 

despite decreasing until the 1950’s increased from 0.89/1,000 words to 1.44/1,000 words.  
 

 
Figure 4: Frequencies of the increased politeness markers in children’s movies 

5.2 Politeness markers in different genres 
In this section, the frequencies of the selected politeness markers are displayed in a different 

way. The total frequencies of the politeness markers through the decades are extracted, both 

from the sub-corpus containing only family movies, and from the corpus as a whole. The 

purpose is to compare whether politeness markers in general and in certain decades are more 

common or less common in family movies compared to other genres. In addition, the terms are 

analyzed grouped in their categories of function. Note that the frequencies of family movies are 
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included on both sides of the tables, and that the highest frequency per term is highlighted in 

bold font. 

5.2.1 Politeness markers in different genres regardless of decade 
 
Table 2: frequencies per 1,000 words of politeness markers in The Movie Corpus 

Politeness markers frequency in children’s movies frequency in genres in total 

please 1.15 1.18 

thank you 1.16 1.03 

Excuse me 0.28 0.25 

pardon 0.07 0.06 

sorry 1.22 1.11 

forgive me 0.04 0.04 

Sir 0.86 0.97 

Madam/Ma’am 0.16 0.15 

Miss 0.34 0.31 

hello 0.65 0.61 

goodbye 0.15 0.12 

TOTAL 6.08 5.83 

 
The results in table 2 suggest that the frequencies of politeness markers in family movies 

correspond fairly well with the frequencies in the corpus as a whole. Even so, the markers are 

slightly more common in family movies, with a difference of 0.25 instances per 1,000 words.  

Out of the eleven politeness markers, eight are more common in children’s movies than 

in the corpus as a whole. The only two markers that have a higher frequency in the corpus as a 

whole are please, and Sir. Forgive me has the same frequency in both the corpus and sub-corpus 

at 0.04/1,000 words.  

The politeness marker with the biggest difference between the genres is thank you with a 

frequency of 1.16/1,000 words in children’s movies and 1.03/1,000 words in the corpus as a 

whole. Sir is the term with the biggest difference that is bigger in the corpus as a whole with 

0.97/1,000 words and 0.86/1,000 words respectively. While sorry is the most common 

politeness marker in children’s movies, please is the most common one in the corpus as a whole.  

5.2.2 Politeness markers in different genres according to decade 

To get a deeper understanding of the relationship between politeness in children’s movies and 

in other genres of film, three decades were chosen to represent the timespan of potential change; 

the 1930’s, the 1970’s and the 2010’s. The aim is to analyze whether or not children’s movies 
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have more politeness markers than other genres consistently, or if this changes with time. The 

results can be found below in tables 3, 4 and 5, and are discussed in section 6.2.2.  
 
Table 3: frequencies of politeness markers in the 1930’s  

politeness marker frequency in children’s movies frequency in total in the corpus 

please 1.42 1.37 

thank you 1.34 1.18 

excuse me 0.14 0.22 

pardon 0.24 0.29 

sorry 0.89 0.89 

forgive me 0.07 0.08 

Sir 2.91 2.04 

Madam/Ma’am 0.43 0.32 

Miss 1.25 1.01 

hello 0.88 1.35 

goodbye 0.41 0.44 

TOTAL 9.98 9.19 

The results in table 3 show that the politeness markers researched are more common in 

children’s movies than in movies in general in the 1930’s, even though the difference is quite 

small. The difference is 0.79/1,000 words. Seven out of eleven politeness markers are more 

common in children’s movies, and one politeness marker has the exact same frequency per 

1,000 words in both data sets. All markers of gratitude and polite requests are more common in 

family movies, as well as all formal titles. This leaves five out of eleven politeness markers that 

are less common in children’s movies, including all expressions of apology and all greetings 

and leave-taking expressions. The difference between the terms ranges between 0/1,000 words 

and 0.87/1,000 words, with the biggest difference regarding the term Sir. These results are 

discussed further in section 6.2.2. 
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Table 4: frequencies of politeness markers in the 1970’s 

politeness marker frequency in children’s movies frequency in total in the corpus 

please 0.99 1.27 

thank you 1.04 1.05 

excuse me 0.24 0.27 

pardon 0.10 0.08 

sorry 0.68 0.81 

forgive me 0.04 0.05 

Sir 1.63 1.42 

Madam/Ma’am 0.30 0.22 

Miss 0.28 0.37 

hello 0.56 0.60 

goodbye 0.24 0.13 

TOTAL 6.1 6.27 

In the 1970’s the roles are reversed compared to the 1930’s, as can be seen in table 4. Here, the 

politeness markers in total are instead less common in family movies than in the corpus in 

general. However, the difference is quite small with 0.17/1,000 words. Eight out of eleven terms 

are less common in family movies, including most apologies, and all expressions of gratitude 

and polite requests. The category of formal titles is the only category with the majority of the 

terms being more prominent in children’s movies. The biggest difference is 0.28/1,000 words 

regarding please.  
 
Table 5: frequencies of politeness markers in 2010’s 

politeness marker frequency in children’s movies frequency in total in the corpus 

please 1.06 1.16 

thank you 1.20 1.03 

excuse me 0.26 0.19 

pardon 0.03 0.02 

sorry 1.44 1.28 

forgive me 0.03 0.03 

Sir 0.46 0.52 

Madam/Ma’am 0.11 0.11 

Miss 0.23 0.14 

hello 0.61 0.51 

goodbye 0.11 0.07 

TOTAL 5.53 5.06 
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In the 2010’s the overall total frequency of politeness markers is similar to the one of the 1930’s, 

as seen in table 5. Politeness markers are more common in family movies than in other genres 

of film, with a difference of 0.47/1,000 words, which is a smaller difference than in the 1930’s. 

Seven out of eleven terms are more common in children’s movies, including all expressions of 

apology, all greetings and leave-taking expressions, and most formal titles. In addition, two out 

of eleven politeness markers have the exact same frequency per 1,000 words in both data sets. 

The biggest difference is 0.17/1,000 words, regarding thank you.  

5.2.3 Politeness markers in different genres according to category of function 
As seen in table 3, 4 and 5, there are interesting differences in decades, but also in the different 

categories of politeness markers. In the next few paragraphs, these categories are further 

discussed and visualized through figure 5, 6, 7 and 8.  
 

 
Figure 5: trends of greetings and leave-taking expressions according to genre 

The general trend seen in figure 5 seems to be that hello and goodbye are decreasing in all 

genres, as consistent with the rest of the data in this study. However, the frequencies in 

children’s movies are higher than in other genres of film, at least in the most recent years. Hello, 

has even increased in children’s movies between the 1970’s and the 2010’s.  
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Figure 6: trends of formal titles according to genre 

The category of formal titles is decreasing overall, but especially in children’s movies. In the 

1930’s and to some extent the 1970’s, formal titles are much more common in family movies 

that in other genres of film, but that changes, and in the 2010’s they are actually less frequent. 

The exception is the term Miss that has had a huge decrease in other genres of film, thus leaving 

it still more common in children’s movies in the 2010’s.  
 

 
Figure 7: trends of expressions of gratitude and polite requests according to genre 

The categories of gratitude and polite requests fluctuate in distribution between the different 

genres. Both please and thank you are quite frequent, never falling below 1 instance per 1,000 
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words. In overall frequency, please is decreasing consistently, while thank you has experienced 

a rise since the 1970’s.  
 

 
Figure 8: trends of expressions of apology according to genre 

Excuse me and pardon are terms that seem to have been less used in family movies than in other 

genres in the early 1900’s, but that seems to have changed in recent years. Sorry is the term in 

this category with the highest frequency overall. It is also the one that has increased the most in 

total frequency, but also in children’s movies. In fact, between the 1970’s and the 2010’s sorry 

has increased 0.76/1,000 words in children’s movies, making it far more prominent in that genre 

than in other ones.  

6 Discussion 

In this section the results from sections 5.1 and 5.2 are discussed and further analyzed. The aim 

is to once and for all answer the research questions of this study: 

1. Are there differences in the frequencies of politeness markers in children’s movies from 
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3. Are politeness markers more common in the genre of family film than in movies in 

general in The Movie Corpus? Is this consistent through the decades between 1930 and 

2017? If no, what differences are there?  

Research questions 1 and 2 are answered in section 6.1, where frequencies of politeness markers 

specifically in children’s movies are discussed, in total and then according to trends of change. 

Then, in section 6.2, the discussion moves on to cover differences in genre, regardless of 

decade, according to decade, and according to the categories of function presented in the 

method, to answer research question 3. 

6.1 Comparing frequencies 

6.1.1 Frequency in total 

It is clear from the results in figure 1, that diachronic changes have taken place between the 

1930’s and the 2010’s. The overall frequency of politeness markers in family movies is 

decreasing consistently between the 1930’s and the 2010’s. In the 1930’s the overall frequency 

of politeness markers is 9.98/1,000 words, and in the 2010’s 5.53/1,000 words, resulting in a 

decrease of approximately 50%. This is consistent with the theory that children’s movies today 

are less polite. There are many potential reasons for this. As discussed above this might be due 

to a shift towards more entertaining rather than educational material, or a lesser belief in the 

effect of television on young minds. Perhaps politeness has given way to more “adult” themes 

such as death, violence, and fear, as Wojcik-Andrews suggests (2000, p. 179). Or perhaps 

children’s movies today are less polite because children today are less polite, and film producers 

want to create characters that children of today can relate to. A complementary study on how 

young people actually speak today, would perhaps shed light on whether this could be true. In 

addition, it would be interesting to find out if more children’s movies are directed at older rather 

than younger children compared to the 1930’s. If so, this might in part be responsible for this 

decrease of politeness markers, and perhaps also the potential increase in violence and adult 

material that Wojcik-Andrews discusses (2000, p. 179). However, as the study does not include 

all possible politeness markers used in the English language throughout this time span, there is 

still a possibility that politeness markers overall have not decreased, merely just changed in 

character into more subtle politeness markers that are not part of this study, such as hedge 

structures. Hedges tend to prolong the sentences making them more indirect, which is usually 

considered polite. Consider the differences in (3) and (4), where (3) is direct, and (4) uses 

several hedge structures. 
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(3) Can I ask you a question? (The Very Thought of You, 1998. The Movie Corpus) 

(4) Say, do you think it would be possible for me to maybe play one of these parts? (Ed 

Wood, 1994. The Movie corpus.) 

The politeness markers shown in (4) are much harder to pinpoint through a search string in a 

corpus. Thus, even if the explicit politeness markers researched in this study, has given way to 

these more complicated structures, the results would still show a decrease. To research these 

more subtle structures, a qualitative study using discourse analysis would be more suitable than 

a quantitative corpus study like this one.  

So, to determine the exact nature of this decrease of politeness markers, a more extensive 

study, where more kinds of politeness markers are included and analyzed would be necessary. 

Due to the scope of this study, this is not possible here, so what can be accurately said is thus 

that these kinds of explicit politeness markers have decreased in this specific sample. However, 

as the results are quite consistent, and covers a wide range of politeness markers, it is reasonable 

to assume that the results might indicate a tendency in a larger context as well. 

Interestingly, table 1 also suggests that the decrease is slowing down. The decrease is 

2.8/1,000 words from the 1930’s to the 1950’s, but only 0.2/1,000 words from the 1990’s to the 

2010’s. This could mean that the decrease will stop eventually, and perhaps even turn into an 

increase in the future. However, it is also possible that this is merely a temporary trend, and that 

the frequencies will continue to decrease.   

One possible theory of why the overall trend of decrease has slowed down, and even in 

certain areas started to increase, might be due to the film trends of today. During recent years 

there has been an upswing in historical drama, and films and tv-series such as Game of Thrones, 

The Crown, Dunkirk, The King’s speech, and Downton Abbey have become immensely 

popular. Thus, there is a possibility that the trends in politeness markers are affected by the old-

fashioned language in these historical dramas, bringing the frequencies of politeness markers 

back towards the frequencies of earlier times. Whether there is a correlation between this film 

trend and politeness markers in children’s movies, and if that potential correlation is significant, 

would need further investigation. Corpora such as The Movie Corpus or The TV Corpus create 

an opportunity for a deeper comparison between children’s movies and historical films, 

something that could shed light on this particular question. Thus, it is clear that these quite 

recently available corpora could prove very useful to the study of politeness, and also to the 

field of historical pragmatics in general.  
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6.1.2 Three trends of change 

In addition to differences in overall frequency, the results show differences in use between the 

individual politeness markers over time. These differences can be divided into three different 

trends of change: consistent decrease, increase and decrease in combination, and overall 

increase, seen in figures 2, 3, and 4.  

The by far most common trend is that of consistent decrease (figure 3), as it consists of 

six out of the eleven politeness markers analyzed in this study; pardon, forgive me, Sir, 

Madam/Ma’am, Miss, and goodbye. As the overall frequency consistently decreased, it is only 

logical that this is the largest out of the three trends of change. Interestingly, this trend of 

decrease includes all the markers of formal titles used in this study. In fact, the change of Sir as 

a formal title is the most notable of all terms, with a decrease of 2.45/1,000 words, followed by 

Miss that has decreased 1.05/1,000 words. Thus, it is clear that formal titles such as these are 

going out of use in children’s movies, and they might even be considered quite archaic in 

modern society.  

The second trend includes the terms which frequencies have decreased overall, but that 

have started to increase in later years (figure 4). Note that this increase never surpasses the 

highest frequencies that are found in the 1930’s. This trend consists of three politeness markers; 

please, thank you, and hello, making it the second largest trend. Interestingly, all expressions 

of gratitude and polite requests belong in this trend. Whether this is an indication of a future 

rise in polite requests in children’s movies or merely preferences of specific words would need 

more research. The point in time where the change starts differs between the trends. Please and 

hello started their increase during the 1970’s while thank you started changing in the 1990’s 

Perhaps the rise of the mobile telephone is what made the word hello more frequent, as this 

increased the opportunities to start conversations at any given time, even without other people 

present.  

The last trend consists of two politeness markers: excuse me and sorry (figure 5). These 

terms have, despite the overall trend of decreased frequencies, actually increased over time. 

They could also be argued to belong in the trend of increase and decrease in combination, but 

as the frequency has increased overall, they deserve a trend of their own. Both of the markers 

are expressions of apology, making this the only politeness marker function that has increased 

over time. Note that the other two terms in the category of apologies, pardon and forgive me 

decrease in frequency. This could indicate a shift in the use of apologies, where pardon and 

forgive me have given way to sorry and excuse me. However, pardon and forgive me have 

together decreased 0.25/1,000 words, while sorry and excuse me have increased 0.67/1,000 
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words. Thus, the decrease does not perfectly explain the increase, even though it might be 

responsible for a part of it. In addition, pardon and forgive me could be argued to be more 

restrictive, and thus have less areas of use than sorry and excuse me. Therefore, only the areas 

of use that exist in all four terms would be susceptible to changing.  

To summarize, it is clear that even though there is a general trend of decreasing 

frequencies of politeness markers, the reality is not that simple. The results show that some 

politeness markers have decreased, following the general trend, but also that some have 

increased over time. In addition, a number of politeness markers have broken a trend of decrease 

and recently started to increase instead, in some cases to the point of surpassing the original 

highest point. Possible reasons for this broken trend of continuous decrease includes trends in 

film production, as well as a shift in used politeness markers expressing apologies.  

6.2 Comparing different genres 

In this section the results from section 5.2 are analyzed and discussed to determine the 

difference between family movies and other genres of film, regarding politeness markers. First, 

a general analysis is made using the results from table 2. Then, three separate decades are 

analyzed to see if the results have stayed static throughout the years or not. Lastly, the different 

categories of politeness marker functions are discussed individually to see if there are any 

possible conclusions to draw there.  

6.2.1 General analysis 

The results in table 2 show that politeness markers are more common in children’s movies than 

in movies in average, even though the differences are quite small. This is interesting, as it could 

suggest that children’s movies are intentionally made extra polite to act as guidelines for the 

behavior of the children watching it. However, there is also a possibility that this is a 

coincidence, and that there are no such intentions. To determine this, a complementary study 

might be needed, to see if the results are replicable in another sample of films. In addition, it 

would be necessary to determine if other explicit politeness markers than the ones used in this 

study, or even implicit markers, are more common in children’s movies too.  

The majority of the politeness markers are more common in children’s movies than in 

other genres of film, which makes sense as the overall frequency is higher in that genre. 

However, it should be noted that statistical significance has not been taken into consideration 

in this study, and that the results therefore might not be as significant as they seem. Even so, it 

is interesting that a few politeness markers break this trend. Two out of the eleven politeness 
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markers are instead less common in children’s movies than in the corpus in general; please and 

Sir. In fact, please is the most common politeness marker in the corpus in general by far with a 

frequency of 1.18/1,000 words. This leaves a gap of 0.15/1,000 words to the term with the 

second highest frequency; thank you. In contrast, in children’s movies thank you has a higher 

frequency than please, even though only 0.01/1,000 words separate the terms.  

It is interesting that Sir is less common in children’s movies, as it was the term with the 

highest frequency out of all politeness markers in children’s movies in the 1930s to the 1970’s 

with a great margin. This means that either it is equally common or more in other genres of 

film, or that the decrease in the 1970’s–2010’s has been so significant that it has been surpassed 

in total by other genres of film. Sir is discussed further in section 6.2.3.  

6.2.2 Comparison of decades 
When comparing the different decades, it is clear that politeness markers decrease in both 

family movies and other genres. This is interesting as it shows that the trends of family movies 

discussed in section 6.1 are not restricted to that genre only, but that these are trends of 

politeness in movies overall. However, it seems that the decrease differs in size between 

children’s movies and other genres. The total decrease over time is bigger in family movies 

with a decrease of 4.45/1,000 words versus 4.15/1,000 words in other genres. Thus, politeness 

markers are decreasing quicker in children’s movies. However, as the frequency of politeness 

markers in children’s movies is significantly higher in the 1930’s (see table 3), this quicker 

decrease does not mean that politeness markers are more common in other genres of film in the 

2010’s. The difference between the two genres is just smaller in the 2010’s than in the 1930’s. 

The difference between the genres in the 1930’s was 0.87/1,000 words, something that had 

decreased to 0.28/1,000 words in the 1970’s and to 0.17/1,000 words in the 2010’s. This 

corresponds well with Kümmerling-Meibauer’s (2013) and Wojcik-Andrews’ (2000) theories 

of a convergence of children’s movies and movies for adults, and of an increase in adult themes 

such as violence, death, sex, and fear in children’s movies. It could also be an indication that 

the possibly intentional overuse of politeness markers in children’s movies, has stopped in 

recent years.  

The 1930’s (table 3) show the biggest difference between the genres, with a clear 

preference for politeness markers in children’s movies as seven out of eleven markers are more 

common in children’s movies. It is interesting that all markers of gratitude and polite requests 

were more common in family movies than in other genres of film. This could suggest that these 

kinds of politeness features were especially desired in children’s behavior at the time. Perhaps 
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this could be connected to notions of ‘respecting your elders’, and that this is not as important 

in today’s society. This leaves five out of eleven politeness markers that are less common in 

children’s movies, including all expressions of apology, greetings, and leave-taking 

expressions. The difference of hello between the genres is quite significant with 0.47/1,000 

words. One theory is that the term is used often when answering the telephone, a technology 

that at this time was directed solely at adults. Thus, answering it might not be shown as much 

in children’s movies. Another theory is that children’s movies encouraged other greetings such 

as good morning or good evening, that are not part of this study.  

The results for the 1970’s (table 4) are fascinating, as they are the complete opposite of 

the results for the 1930’s. Here, politeness markers are 0.17/1,000 words less common in 

children’s movies with only three out of eleven markers breaking the trend. All those three 

terms are formal titles, which increases the likelihood that formal titles might be intentionally 

overrepresented in children’s movies at this time, to encourage the use by the children watching. 

These results prove that the ratio of politeness markers between children’s movies and other 

genres are not static but can differ greatly during the decades.  

In the 2010’s (table 5), politeness markers are more common in family movies once more. 

All instances of apologies and greetings and leave-taking expressions and approximately 50% 

of formal titles are included in this category. It is interesting to see that formal titles, the only 

category more common in children’s movies in the 1950’s now is less so. Sir is even less 

common in children’s movies by 0.06/1,000 words, a big change from the previous results.  

An interesting note is that no term is consistently more (or less) frequent in family movies. 

All terms fluctuate in frequency between the genres and take turns being” the odd one out”. An 

exception might be forgive me which is less common in family movies in the 1930’s and the 

1970’s, and the frequency/1,000 words is identical between the genres in the 2010’s. The same 

goes for Madam/Ma’am which instead is more frequent in family movies, with an identical 

frequency in the 2010’s. It is also noteworthy that the categories of function tend to stick 

together. Either all formal titles are more common in children’s movies or less common. Only 

in the 2010’s there was a significant mix within the categories. So, even though the frequencies 

fluctuate, it is clear that the trends tend to concern politeness functions and their variants, rather 

than specific politeness markers in isolation.  

To summarize, there is a general trend seen that politeness markers are more common in 

children’s movies in most decades analyzed. However, this needs further study to determine 

the statistical significance of these differences. Furthermore, the frequencies fluctuate, and no 

politeness markers are more frequent in all decades. The reversal of the trend in the 1970’s 
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makes it hard to see more specific trends, and thus to foresee what the future might hold. A 

deeper analysis with data from more decades might be needed to analyze this further. The 

results also show that the fluctuations tend to stick in groups of politeness functions such as 

formal titles or apologies. This will be discussed thoroughly in the next section.  

6.2.3 Comparison of categories of function 

In addition to differences between the decades, some trends can be seen in the different 

categories of function. Some of these trends have already been discussed in the previous section, 

but a deeper analysis will be presented here.  

When looking at the category of greetings and leave-taking expressions (figure 5), the 

general trend seems to be that hello and goodbye are decreasing. However, the decrease seems 

to be happening slower in children’s movies. Hello and goodbye thus start out as being less 

common in children’s movies, to then surpass other genres of film in the 2010’s and 1970’s 

respectively. This is interesting, as it breaks from the suggestion of a quicker decrease of 

politeness markers in general in family movies.  

The category of formal titles is a category that, according to figure 6, tends to be over-

represented in children’s movies. However, it appears as that is about to change in recent years, 

and this category goes through the biggest decrease found in this study. As the frequencies 

decrease overall, the distribution between family movies and other genres becomes smaller and 

in 2010’s the formal titles are instead less frequent in family movies. This could also be seen as 

a sign that family movies are catching up to the general trend, by decreasing quicker than in 

other genres of movies. In addition, this could suggest that there is less focus on politeness in 

children’s movies today than earlier, especially in the area of formal titles. As previously 

mentioned, there is a possibility that formal titles were intentionally overused in movies to 

encourage children using them. If that was the case, that behavior seems to be changing in 

recent years. The only exception is Miss, which has decreased so quickly in other genres of 

films that there is now a significant prevalence in family movies, despite the term’s general 

decrease overall. Thus, the reasons for the results seen in table 5 where Miss is the only formal 

title less common in children’s movies could be further explained. It seems as this has nothing 

to do with the prevalence in children’s movies, but rather with an unsuspectedly quick decrease 

in other genres of film.  

The categories of gratitude and polite requests (figure 7) fluctuate in distribution between 

the different genres. Interestingly, this category only consistently decreases in other genres of 

film than children’s movies. In children’s movies a potential change can instead be seen, where 
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expressions of gratitude and polite requests have increased in recent years. It would be 

fascinating to further investigate this change in a few years, to see if this category in particular 

continues to increase and why that might be. For please, there is a possibility that other uses of 

the term have increased in popularity, which then leads to higher frequencies in the data. Please 

is quite often used insincerely, as in (5), and should then not be counted as a politeness marker.  

(5) “Oh please, you’ve never played a game in your entire life.” (The Games Maker, 

2014. The Movie Corpus) 

Thus, if this insincere use of please has increased, these instances would still count as politeness 

markers in the results of this study. A qualitative study where speech act analysis is used to 

determine the intention of the politeness marker would be needed to investigate whether the 

insincere use of please has increased enough to affect the results of this study. In addition, audio 

and/or video material might be needed to fully understand the intention of the marker.  

The final category of expressions of apologies (figure 8), also shows a variety of 

frequencies. Sorry is the term in this category with the highest frequency. It is also the one that 

has increased the most in total frequency. In fact, between the 1970’s and the 2010’s sorry has 

increased 0.76/1,000 words, making it far more prevalent in children’s movies than in other 

genres. Excuse me has also increased in frequency, while pardon and forgive me have decreased 

in both genre categories. As discussed earlier in this essay, this might be due to that sorry and 

to a certain extent excuse me have started to take the place of pardon and forgive me which 

might explain their decrease. It is interesting to see, that this is a general trend in movies and 

not only in children’s movies. The only difference between the trend in children’s movies and 

other movies is excuse me which has not increased in other genres as it has in children’s movies. 

It is therefore less likely that excuse me has gained from the decrease of pardon and forgive me 

the same way that sorry might have.   

To summarize, there are some categories of politeness markers that decrease slower in 

children’s movies, despite the general trend of a quicker decrease in that genre. The most 

dramatic decrease is that of formal titles; a category that was significantly over-represented in 

family movies in the 1930’s but that today is rather under-represented. Hello, please, thank you 

and excuse me are the four terms that have increased in frequency lately. It is interesting that 

the majority of the terms still stick together with their function category. A study with more 

terms per category of function might shed light on these trends, and why they seem to stick 

together. In addition, it is interesting to see that the likelihood is higher that the increase of sorry 
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is related to the decrease of pardon and forgive me than the increase of excuse me, as the term 

only has increased in family movies, not in other genres.  

7 Conclusion 

This study has aimed to research politeness markers in children’s movies and how the frequency 

and use of them have changed between 1930 and 2017. In addition, a comparison between 

children’s movies and other genres was made. The results show that politeness markers have 

decreased overall in children’s movies, which could indicate that movies today are less polite, 

and perhaps also point at a lesser belief in the bad effects of television on young minds. In 

addition, it might suggest a change in the intended audience, by possibly directing children’s 

movies at an older age group rather than really young children. It is also possible that children’s 

movies today are less polite because the children of today are less polite. However, further 

studies are needed to determine whether this decrease really suggests less polite language or 

merely a change towards other politeness markers than the ones in this study.  

Despite the decrease, politeness markers are more common in children’s movies, than in 

other genres of film. However, it seems as the decrease is quicker in this genre, and so the 

difference between children’s movies and other genres is decreasing consistently. This 

corresponds well with theories in film studies that suggest an increase in adult content in 

children’s movies as well as a convergence between the genres. If the two frequencies will 

synchronize eventually is for the future to tell.  

Even though the general trend is decrease, and the majority of the politeness markers do 

just that, there are some exceptions. A few markers have instead started to increase, such as 

hello, please and thank you and increased consistently such as excuse me and sorry. Potential 

reasons for this increase of certain politeness markers in recent years include historical drama 

as a movie and television trend, and a possible change of what expressions of apologies are 

used. The results suggest that excuse me and sorry might be taking the place of more restrictive 

politeness markers such as pardon and forgive me, even though the correlation is not perfect. It 

would be interesting to delve deeper into the use of apologies and this potential change in 

English.  

Differences in frequency during the different decades were also found. Interestingly, even 

though children’s movies contained more politeness markers overall, no politeness marker was 

consistently more common in this genre all through the sampled decades. They fluctuated, but 

still seemed to stick together with their function group. All apologies were less common in 
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children’s movies in the 1930’s and more common in the 2010’s for example. It should be noted 

that the behavior of these categories needs more observation due to the small number of terms 

in each category. The change of formal titles was perhaps the most striking one. The category 

went from being significantly over-represented in children’s movies to being under-

represented, and it went through the greatest decrease in total out of all the function categories 

in both children’s movies and other genres. Thus, it is clear that formal titles such as Sir, 

Madam/Ma’am and Miss are going out of use, and quickly at that. This could be due to a 

previous intention to overuse formal titles to encourage children using them, and that this 

intention is no longer enforced. It would thus be interesting to look further at the difference 

between children’s movies and movies directed at adults in the 1930’s where formal titles had 

the highest frequencies in this data.   

This study has aimed to start to fill a gap in research that connects politeness expressions 

with children’s movies. Due to the corpus data used, it was able to analyze actual language use 

in movies and draw conclusions. Due to the scope of this study, some factors had to be 

disregarded. For example, only explicit politeness markers were discussed, which means that 

more subtle ones such as hedges, indirect sentences in addition to explicit politeness markers 

that did not fit into the scope for this study, are disregarded. Thus, the results for this study 

cannot be used to draw conclusions for politeness as a whole, just for these particular features. 

There is also a quite distinct American bias, as 77% of the films in The Movie Corpus was made 

in North America. Finally, it must be noted that no research on the statistical significance of 

these results were made due to limited space. It can thus be concluded that there is a change 

and how it behaves, but not whether or not this change is significant.  

Politeness is considered very important in human society as it is a major part of how we 

communicate with each other. However, it is clear that the terms of politeness and their use 

have changed over time. It seems as though we are moving towards a society where politeness 

is less important, or at least does not take the form of explicit politeness markers to the same 

extent as previously. This study could be useful as a stepping stone for future studies within the 

field of politeness and children’s movies. It would, for example, be interesting to try to 

distinguish the differences between children’s movies and other genres of film as to be able to 

pinpoint what trends are specific for the genre and breaking from the general trend. A 

comparison of language in film with everyday spoken language would also be useful to see if 

the trends of this study extends further than the television screen. A deeper analysis discussing 

how many out of these politeness markers have an increased insincere use, through speech act 

analysis and other qualitative methods would also be fascinating, in addition to discussing 
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differences in politeness in film depending on the country of production. Lastly, it would be 

interesting to replicate this study in the future, to add more decades and see whether the trends 

discussed in this essay continue to develop in the same direction as the results presented here.  
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Appendix 1: Raw frequencies of corpus data 
Table A: Raw frequencies of politeness markers in the family section of The Movie Corpus 

 1930’s 1950’s 1970’s 1990’s 2010’s 

please 401 477 607 2286 4552 

thank you 379 455 635 1816 5133 

excuse me 40 97 147 798 1118 

pardon 69 72 63 131 142 

sorry 251 233 417 2312 6119 

forgive me 20 21 25 83 129 

Sir 820 869 996 1391 1948 

Madam + Ma’am 34 + 88 = 122 73 + 67 = 140 45 + 140 = 185 78 + 202 = 280 76 + 408 = 484 

Miss 351 238 171 594 970 

hello 249 281 340 1230 2590 

goodbye 116 66 144 287 449 

TOTAL 2379 2644 3419 11208 22256 

Table B: Raw frequencies of politeness markers in The Movie Corpus 
Politeness markers frequency in children’s movies frequency in genres in total 

please 12,437 235,614 

thank you 12,574 206,831 

Excuse me 3,001 50,623 

pardon 709 12,138 

sorry 13,291 222,107 

forgive me 412 8,720 

Sir 9,273 194,213 

Madam/Ma’am 1,761 30,978 

Miss 3,653 61,305 

hello 6,982 122,903 

goodbye 1,600 24,249 

TOTAL 65,693 1,169,681 

Table C: Raw frequencies of politeness markers in the 1930’s 
politeness marker frequency in children’s movies frequency in total in the corpus 

please 401 9,005 

thank you 379 7,762 

excuse me 40 1,476 

pardon 69 1,882 

sorry 251 5,834 

forgive me 20 506 

Sir 820 13,411 
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Madam/Ma’am 122 2,115 

Miss 351 6,653 

hello 249 8,872 

goodbye 116 2,916 

TOTAL 2,379 60,432 

Table D: Raw frequency of politeness markers in the 1970’s 
politeness marker frequency in children’s movies frequency in total in the corpus 

please 607 12,789 

thank you 635 10,601 

excuse me 147 2,715 

pardon 63 798 

sorry 417 8,182 

forgive me 25 554 

Sir 996 14,381 

Madam/Ma’am 185 2,229 

Miss 171 3,722 

hello 340 6,113 

goodbye 144 1,311 

TOTAL 3419 63,395 

Table E: Raw frequencies of politeness markers in the 2010’s 

politeness marker frequency in children’s movies frequency in total in the corpus 

please 4,552 73,499 

thank you 5,133 65,121 

excuse me 1,118 12,286 

pardon 142 1,457 

sorry 6,119 81,271 

forgive me 129 1,842 

Sir 1,948 32,952 

Madam/Ma’am 484 6,886 

Miss 970 8,625 

hello 2,590 32,057 

goodbye 449 4,368 

TOTAL 22,256 320,364 

 


