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Abstract 

 
This thesis investigates three terms of endearment in soap operas, namely honey, sweetheart 

and darling. The purpose is to determine how these terms are used and in what context. 200 

tokens were taken from the Corpus of American Soap Operas which contains 10 different 

soaps. The results indicate that more women utilize terms of endearment overall in soap 

operas, both to men and to other females. However, women are also mostly addressed with 

these terms. Honey is used mostly woman-to-woman, sweetheart most man-to-woman and 

darling is used mostly by women addressing men. Furthermore, honey occurs most frequently 

and almost all terms are used in a positive way, but there were some few exceptions however. 

In general, a term of endearment is mostly utilized at the end of a sentence, and individuals 

who are addressed with honey, sweetheart or darling do not usually respond with a similar 

term in return. An analysis of the social relationships between the characters/speakers of 

terms of endearment was also conducted, and it indicated that romantic couples and mother-

to-son were common constellations where these terms often occurred. Furthermore, no 

instances were found where men used terms of endearment to other men. Moreover, the 

portrayal of men and women in soaps are not that stereotypical that one may suspect, but there 

are still stereotypical characteristics to find. This paper also suggests that terms of endearment 

are more common in soap operas than in authentic speech. The conclusion is that the findings 

in this thesis are important but further and more comprehensive studies have to be conducted 

in order to establish that the results presented here are reliable and accurate. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Key words: Corpus, benevolent sexism, darling, honey, relationships, soap opera, sweetheart, 

terms of endearment 



 

 

 

  3 (29) 
 

Table of contents 

    
1. Introduction         4 

 1.1 Aim & Research questions                                       5 

2. Material and Method                            5 

3. Theoretical background          7 

 3.1 Definitions of terms                         7 

 3.2 Previous research        8 

4. Results                                                                                     14 

 4.1 Frequency of terms                     14 

 4.2 Men’s and women’s use of terms of endearment                            16 

 4.3 The use of terms of endearment to express negative feelings   19 

 4.4 Where honey, sweetheart and darling occur in a sentence    21 

 4.5 How recipients respond     22 

 4.6 Social relationships between the characters    23 

 4.7 The portrayal of men and women in soap operas    25 

5. Conclusion                                                                      26 

6. References                                                                         28 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

  4 (29) 
 

1. Introduction 

 

We all have sometime encountered an American soap opera on TV, whether we later have 

chosen to follow it persistently or not. Many terms of endearment are used by the characters, 

that is; terms such as honey, sweetheart and darling. They are addressed by someone who 

wants to show love or affection in some way to another person. For instance, a mother can use 

one of these terms to her children, and age does not matter. Girlfriends utilize these as well 

and they are common in the speech of couples which are romantically involved. As illustrated 

in (1), both sweetheart and honey are used by a character named Billy in the soap opera 

Young and Restless, and he addresses his wife Victoria in this way: 

 

(1)     Billy: You're not expecting me to apologize for everything I did before it even 

    occurred to me that I may be with you, are you? Because if you are, Sweetheart,  

    Honey, it's gon na take till next spring.  

         Victoria: I know. I know there have been other women, okay? And I assume that 

         most of them have been tacky, and I've made peace with that. 

         (SOAP, Young and Restless, June 1, 2012)  

This thesis will investigate the use of three terms of endearment; honey, sweetheart and 

darling in American soap operas. It will analyze to what extent men/women use these terms 

of endearment to other men/women. Also, which term is most common and whether the terms 

are used in a merely positive manner or could it be in a humiliating and sarcastic way for 

instance? The relationship between the speaker and the recipient will be investigated as well 

as where the terms occur in a sentence, in the beginning, in the middle or in the end? Do 

people who are addressed with a term of endearment use a term like this in return, and 

ultimately; what does the usage of these terms tell us about how men and women are 

portrayed in the soap operas?  

          The subject is interesting and worth studying since there is not much previous studies 

about it, at least as regards the usage of these terms in soaps. Previous research into authentic 

conversation shows that both men and women use terms of endearment but heterosexual men 

only use these to women, almost never to other men (Lakoff, 2004: 99). Furthermore, it is 

suggested that by using these terms to women, it can convey “benevolent sexism”, a theory 

and view which maintains stereotypes and upholds traditional views of gender. There are also 

indications that men mostly use these terms to women than the other way around (Boasso, 

Covert & Ruscher, 2012: 533-534; 536). 
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           The corpus of American soap operas, which will be used in this study, is completely 

new (created in 2012) and it will be interesting to observe both men’s and women’s use of 

terms of endearment. This thesis can be considered a corpus-based comparative and both 

quantitative and qualitative study. 

 

1.1 Aim & Research questions 

The aim of this study is to investigate terms of endearment in American soap operas, how 

they are used and in what context. In order to obtain answers and fulfill this aim, the 

following research questions are addressed: 

 

1) How frequent are the different terms? And in which soap opera are the terms most 

frequent/less frequent? 

2) To what extent do men/women use terms of endearment to men/women? 

3) Are honey, sweetheart and darling used in a merely positive manner or are there examples 

where these terms address anyone in, for instance, a negative/humiliating or 

sarcastic/provoking way? 

4) Where do these terms occur in the turn? Turn-initial, in a medial position, or in the end of a 

sentence? 

 

5) What do recipients answer when they are addressed honey, for instance? Do they in return 

use a term like this, or what do they do? 

6) What is the social relationship between the speaker and the recipient? 

7) What does the use of these terms in soap operas tell us about how men and women are 

portrayed in these series? 

2. Material and Method 

In order to carry out the whole investigation, the Corpus of American Soap Operas (SOAP 

corpus) was used, which also was the primary source. This corpus contains 100 million words 

(more than 22,000 transcripts) from 10 different soap operas that aired 2001-2012 

(http://corpus2.byu.edu/soap/). It was created in 2012 by Mark Davies at Brigham Young 

University. The BNC Handbook defines a corpus as “a body or collection of writings or the 

http://corpus2.byu.edu/soap/
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like; the whole body of literature on any subject” and “corpora stored and processed by 

computer, once exception, are now the norm” (Aston & Burnard, 1998: 4-5). The authors of 

this book also quote John Sinclair who defines a corpus as “a collection of pieces of language, 

selected and ordered according to explicit linguistic criteria in order to be used as a sample of 

the language” (Sinclair quoted in Aston & Burnard, 1998: 4).  

 The SOAP corpus was utilized to collect all the concordance lines that were necessary in 

order to carry out the whole investigation, that is, the context where honey, sweetheart and 

darling were included. Altogether, 200 concordances were investigated that contained these 

words and 118 tokens for honey, 49 tokens for sweetheart and 33 tokens for darling were 

picked out. This distribution was based on how frequent each word was in comparison to each 

other. Honey is mentioned 45 854 times in the corpus as a whole, sweetheart is used 19 003 

times, and darling 12 950 times. In total, the number of tokens that represented all three terms 

was 77 807. Thus, ten soap operas from the SOAP corpus were investigated as well as 200 

concordance lines. These concordances were randomly selected by the corpus itself, and in 

Table 1 below it is illustrated how many examples from each soap opera that was picked out.  

 

Table 1 – Number of examples (concordances) from each soap opera randomly selected 

by the corpus 

Soap Opera Examples 

Young and Restless (still airing)            31 

One Life to Live (closed 2012)            31 

As the World Turns (closed 2010)            29 

Days of Our Lives (still airing)            26 

Bold and Beautiful (still airing)            22 

All My Children (closed 2011)            19 

Passions (closed 2007)            17 

Guiding Light (closed 2009)            16 

General Hospital (still airing)               8 

Port Charles (closed 2003)              1 

TOTAL           200 

 

There were not many problems and limitations that came up during the way. The number of 

tokens was quite enough to discern clear patterns in the material. As regards the relationships 

between the characters, Young and Restless was investigated since it was one of the soaps 

here that had most examples (see table 1 above). Wikipedia was the best source here since it 

has detailed descriptions of all the characters in virtually every soap opera. It can be argued 

that this is a weak source in general. However, because it contains very much information, 

which certainly also is uploaded by soap opera fans, it can be deemed as a good reference. 
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          The next section presents the theoretical background, which covers both definitions of 

terms and previous research. We will begin to define some terms in this thesis.  

 

3. Theoretical background      
 

3.1 Definitions of terms 

In this thesis, an American soap opera refers to the soap operas that air during the day, also 

called “day-time soaps” or “day-time dramas”. The opposite is called “prime-time soaps”, 

“prime-time television” or just “evening soaps” (many different expressions can be found for 

both of the categories). To exemplify; day-time soaps include General Hospital and The 

Young and the Restless, whereas prime-time dramas could be Dallas or Dynasty. In general, 

all soap operas are very alike, but the main differences between these two categories are that a 

day-time soap has a slower tempo, with much more talk than action, than prime-time TV. The 

soaps that air during the evenings, such as the prime-time soap Dallas for instance, have fewer 

episodes and a plot that runs rather quick (Wikipedia, Soap Opera). 

 Furthermore, terms of endearment are seen as intimate and are usually only used to 

those individuals who are close to us, that is; family members, lovers etcetera, but there are 

exceptions. These terms express “universally valued qualities, such as sweetness, beauty, 

peacefulness, innocence, warmth, playfulness, worth, providence or cuddliness” (Casnig, 

2012). Terms of endearment can be used as metaphors and most common is that there is a 

unique connection between the individuals who use them. Examples of terms of endearment 

are for example sweetheart, darling, honey, sweety, dear, pussycat, sunshine, baby and 

babydoll etcetera (Casnig, 2012). As mentioned previously, sweetheart, darling and honey 

will be investigated in this thesis. The reason why these three specific terms were chosen is 

that they can be regarded as very classical, they seem to be rather common in comparison to 

others. According to the Oxford English Dictionary (OED), sweetheart was seen for the first 

time in 1290. The OED defines this word as: “a term of endearment = darling: used chiefly in 

the vocative. Also used ironically or contemptuously” and “a person with whom one is in 

love” (OED, 2012). Honey is defined by the OED as “a term of endearment: Sweet one, 

sweetheart, darling. (Formerly chiefly Irish and, in form hinnie, hinny, Sc. and Northumbr. 

Now also common in N. America, whence also in Britain and elsewhere.)” (OED, 2012). It 

appeared for the first time in 1375. Darling is defined by the OED as “a person who is very 

dear to another; the object of a person's love; one dearly loved. Commonly used as a term of 

endearing address” (OED, 2012), and it is seen for the first time in 888.  

http://knowgramming.com/nicknames_pet_names_and_metaphors.htm
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Another term which will be used in this thesis is “bitch” (also “bitchy”). According to the 

OED, a bitch is “a malicious or treacherous woman” (OED, 2012). A “bitchy” woman is 

“belligerent, unreasonable, malicious, rudely intrusive or aggressive” (Wikipedia, Bitch). 

          The next subheading will deal with previous research. What has been said about soap 

operas and terms of endearment in general before?  

3.2 Previous research 

 

As mentioned previously, there is much more conversation than action in the soap opera 

genre. An episode of Days of our Lives for instance, consists of 90% talk and 10% activity 

(Brown, 1994: 54; From, 2006: 227). It is assumed by Brown (1994) that mostly women 

watch soap operas. Therefore, these series depict everyday life where relationships are in 

focus, such subjects women are stereotypically thought to be interested in. Soap operas often 

have plots where problematic aspects of women’s lives are in focus (Brown, 1994: 54). That 

the storylines are characterized by depictions of personal relationships is supported by Brown 

(1994: 48), who writes that “emphasis is on problem solving, and intimate conversation in 

which dialogue carries the weight of the plot. And plots that hinge on relationships between 

people, particularly family and romantic relationships”. These relationships are often 

complicated and change quite often, according to Brown (1994: 88), who writes that “the 

number of characters who marry, remarry, divorce, have children together, and are relatives 

by “blood” or marriage cause the relationship patterns to border on incest” (Brown, 1994: 

135). 

          With everyday lives and conversation comes informal language, and with them terms of 

endearment. Mark Davies made a previous attempt to measure the extent of informal 

language in these series. Thus, he published a study of his own corpus, and his results showed 

that soap operas represent everyday speech and informal language to a high extent. On the 

other hand, one can suppose that this was the finding he wanted since he invented the corpus. 

He did not for certain look at strong profanity, interruptions and simultaneous speech etcetera 

which perhaps are not that frequent in soap operas. However, his study has been taken into 

account here anyway since it is still interesting enough. Thus, he made a comparative study 

where he used the corpus of American Soap Operas in comparison to the spoken parts of 

COCA and the BNC. He concludes that “many informal phrases and constructions in the 

Corpus of American Soap Operas are (much) more common than in the spoken portions of 

COCA and the BNC” (Davies, 2012). To exemplify, he investigated utterances such as; 

http://corpus2.byu.edu/soap/overview.asp
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“freaked us out”, “you heard me?” and “don’t get it”. Furthermore, he found that terms of 

endearment, such as sweetheart and honey were used much more often in the SOAP corpus in 

comparison to the BNC and COCA: 

 
          Some words are at least three times as frequent (per million words) in the soap opera corpus 

          as they are in the spoken part of either the BNC or COCA […] the soap opera corpus has a lot  

          more words dealing with everyday life and personal relationships than the more formal spoken  

         in COCA and the BNC. (Davies, 2012) 

 

One can wonder why he did not choose to compare with the Longman Spoken American 

Corpus instead since it only contains real spoken conversations from everyday speech of 5 

million words (Longman Dictionaries, 2008). Then he could really state whether informal 

language is more common in soaps than in real life for instance. Thus, Mark Davies’s study 

has indicated that informal language is very common in soap operas, and so has Unni From 

stated: “The conversation is typical that it is between co-workers/friends. The reciprocal 

relation between the speakers is reflected in a jargon with many swear words, irony and 

honesty” (From, 2006: 233). 

 Because of the fact that soap opera conversation is written by screenwriters, one can 

wonder whether talk in soaps represents real talk. Maria Palma Fahey (2005) suggests that 

since the language is not spontaneous in the dialogues in these series it could be argued that 

the conversations cannot represent spoken language (Palma Fahey, 2005). However, 

investigations have shown that most people who watch these shows perceive the represented 

talk as close to authentic speech, that is, that the language in the soap operas is perceived as 

spontaneous and “real” (Palma Fahey, 2005). On the other hand, only because that is the case, 

one cannot assume that the language used in soap operas really is close to authentic speech 

because ordinary people say so. However, Weatherall (1996:61) argues that the language used 

in television in general is similar to the language used in reality. Comments from interviewees 

regarding if soap opera talk is authentic and similar to real speech have been: “The dialogue 

seems very natural and you get a sense when watching the show that these characters are all 

very close to each other”, and “yes I do think the language reflects the way of real-life 

speaking” (Lambertz & Hebrok, 2011: 45). A fan of an Australian show called “Home and 

Away” said: “Definitely yes because each word that comes out of their mouths is like any 

other thing someone would say (mainly cause it’s a soap opera)” (Lambertz & Hebrok, 2011: 

44). However, as always, opinions are divided and everyone can hardly agree with each other, 

so a viewer of another Australian soap opera, “Neighbours”, said for instance: 
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          I am quite conscious that the way they speak is not the way people speak in everyday life and 

          it can become quite frustrating and annoying for me when I watch the show. I can see how the 

          writers of the show try to convey serious messages to their audience but their messages don’t  

         really strike a serious cord with me. (Lambertz & Hebrok, 2011: 44) 

 

In any case, there were many more examples of positive comments on the agreement between 

soap opera talk and real speech so the common view by many, both among some researchers 

and ordinary people, is that they are rather close to each other, perhaps in some aspects but 

not in others. Lakoff has made an interesting statement about televsion in general: 

 
          The speech heard, e.g., in commercials or situation comedies on television mirrors the speech 

          of the television-watching community: if it did not (not necessarily as an exact replica, but  

          perhaps as a reflection of how the audience sees itself or wishes it were) it would not succeed. 

         (Lakoff quoted in Lambertz & Hebrok, 2011: 41) 

 

The previous studies of terms of endearment show that both men and women tend to use them 

and individuals who utilize them to each other do not have to be emotionally or sexually 

intimate either. But in actual fact, the way women use these terms is under other conditions in 

comparison to men’s application, that is; women’s jobs and places in the community can play 

a big role for their utilization. It is suggested by Lakoff (2004: 99) that subordination in 

society matters, that is those women who work as saleswomen and waitresses for instance, 

use these terms to both men and women (to strangers), whereas men, heterosexuals as it were, 

only use terms of endearment to women, almost never to other men. Furthermore, Lakoff 

(2004: 99) says that the women who are addressed by terms of endearment by men tend to be 

in an inferior place. Lakoff asserts that it is usual that male doctors and dentists use these 

terms to their female patients, perhaps by calling them “dear”. Even gynecologists tend to 

follow this pattern. None of these professions ever address men in this way; it is regarded as 

very rare. Why is it that way? Lakoff suggests that “men generally feel free to address women 

by first name alone or nickname much sooner in a relationship than a woman will feel free to 

so address a male … the person who is addressed by first name is considered inferior to the 

one who is not” (Lakoff, 2004: 99). This view suggests that the subordination of women in 

one way or another still exists. However, there are disparities between countries and in 

Sweden for instance, we always address each other by first names or nicknames, it does not 

matter if it is in the beginning of a relationship or not. Titles such as Mr. and Miss do not exist 

in Sweden so the claim above is applied to most English spoken countries.  
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          Furthermore, language can be seen as an instrument to maintain stereotypes and this is 

argued by Boasso, Covert & Ruscher (2012: 533-534): “terms of endearment, such as sweetie, 

baby, and doll, may maintain stereotypical views of females as the gentler, kind-hearted, 

childlike, and nurturing sex”. Glick & Fiske (2001:109) have come up with a theory called 

“benevolent sexism” that shows how the views of women and sexist language are associated. 

It is described as “a subjectively favorable, chivalrous ideology that offers protection and 

affection to women who embrace conventional roles” (Glick & Fiske, 2001: 109). This theory 

of “benevolent sexism” is divided into three subfactors, ideologies, which are: complementary 

gender differentiation, protective paternalism and heterosexual intimacy. These factors are 

closer described in Table 2 below. It is argued by Boasso, Covert & Ruscher (2012: 535) that 

benevolent sexism and terms of endearment are contributing components to the detention of 

gender stereotypes: “When addressed to a woman, these terms therefore can express the 

paternalism, heterosexual intimacy, and complementary gender differentiation that underlie 

benevolent sexism” (Boasso, Covert & Ruscher, 2012: 536).     

 

Table 2 – Explanations of the subfactors of benevolent sexism 

Subfactors/ideologies/views Explanations 

Protective paternalism Women are seen as something that needs to be 

“protected”, because they are viewed as something 

“childish”. Females should be cherished, loved, be 

admired and need a male figure in their life to 

“take care of them” 

Complementary gender differentiation Women should be women and likewise be 

respected as women. They should be sweet, 

unerring, and pure and behave well toward men 

Heterosexual intimacy A man has to have a female romantic partner; if 

that is not the case he is not complete 

(Boasso, Covert & Ruscher, 2012: 534).        

         

It should be borne in mind that benevolent sexism not necessarily has to be offensive, 

everything is about interpretation as it were. The intention of one speaker who uses sexist 

terms may not be to put women down or to show their authority deliberately. Terms of 

endearment can for instance be regarded as something which is deeply ingrained in our minds 

and as mentioned above even women use them to address others, such as children and the 

elderly for instance, and also to address other women. Whether a recipient does not like to be 

addressed in this way is another issue and an individual may have interpreted it wrongly. The 

point here is that it is not only a question of male dominance. However, the traditional 

ingrained views of women seem to still exist, and therefore benevolent sexism is worth 
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bringing up here when it comes to terms of endearment and men’s use of them. Boasso, 

Covert & Ruscher argue that “the manifestation of subtle sexist language may stem from a 

seemingly positive regard for women”, and “because benevolent sexist behaviors are positive 

in nature, they are often endorsed by women” (Boasso, Covert & Ruscher, 2012: 534). A 

worse form of sexism is called “hostile sexism” (a term also developed by Glick & Fiske), 

which is defined as “a negative emotion directed specifically towards women, such as anger, 

resentment, etc.” (everything2.com, 2001). Men who have hostile sexist views may think that 

women’s place is in the kitchen, whereas men who have benevolent sexist ideas think that 

women should be protected (everything2.com, 2001). A man can possess both attitudes so 

that benevolent sexism upholds traditional views of gender, and that can be regarded as very 

negative, even if it is often seen as alright in the first place (Boasso, Covert & Ruscher, 2012: 

535). In addition, when terms of endearment are used within a relationship, perhaps between 

lovers or between parents and children, these terms do not always represent benevolently 

sexist ideas (Boasso, Covert & Ruscher, 2012: 536). Most of the examples presented in this 

thesis are anticipated to mostly apply to individuals who use these terms in some kind of 

intimate relationship (because of the fact that it is soap operas that are investigated). When 

this term usage concerns people who are strangers to each other, it can be interpreted in a 

higher extent as sexism and a conveyance of some sort of subordination to the one who 

receives this kind of term, such as “dear” for instance. Boasso, Covert & Ruscher (2012: 536) 

tell us that there are indications that terms of endearment seem to be used mostly by men in 

order to address women (not the other way around), both with regard to previous statements 

and their own study. Considering the assumption that terms of endearment are mostly used 

toward women, also strangers and elderly (so called “elderspeak”), the whole phenomenon is 

thus in general representing benevolent sexist approaches (Boasso, Covert & Ruscher, 2012: 

536). The authors note the following: 

 
       Calling people sweetie, dear or hon with a request suggests that they might not be able to  

       complete the action because of weakness or lack of ability. Alternatively, it may imply that 

       the action cannot be completed without explicit direction or requires the indulgent “pretty-please” 

       tone reserved for children that promises affection and praise for compliance. Using the term  

       with women may, then, imply that they are weak and inferior and spreads that stereotype of 

       women in general. (Boasso, Covert & Ruscher, 2012: 536-537) 

 

How men are affected by benevolent sexist ideas or if there is a similar theory about men in 

the same manner can be regarded as a gap in the research here since benevolent sexism is 

http://everything2.com/title/anger
http://everything2.com/title/resentment
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solely discussed concerning women, how it is used toward them by men and so on. 

When/how or whether it is used to men is not discussed. Is there benevolent sexist views of 

men and how do other men/women use them to men for example? Thus, this can be regarded 

as a gap in the research here and this could serve as a basis for further studies. For instance, 

men are often supposed to understand technical appliances and to be strong and so on.   

 Furthermore, to return to the soap opera genre, Brown (1994: 48) claims that powerful 

women are common as well as sensitive men. Moreover, according to Burton (2000: 182) 

stereotypes of women in soaps, do not have to be negative: “the notion of women as mother, 

as protector and provider, may be perfectly constructive”. Burton also asserts (2000: 182; 

187) that despite the fact that some women in soap operas are regarded as powerful, many 

other women being depicted there have typical “female” jobs, such as nurses and teachers and 

their jobs are generally inferior in comparison to men’s. Women also often “stick around” in 

typical “female domains” as for instance in the kitchen, the bathroom, the bedroom and the 

home in general. Furthermore, Burton (2000: 180) points out that female characters are 

usually portrayed as beautiful and pretty whereas the men are commonly just decent, 

preferably hunky and sometimes handsome. In addition to a good appearance, a female 

character is expected to be revengeful, bitchy, jealous, devoted, impassioned and so on 

(Burton, 2000: 181). One can also make a distinction between young and old women in soap 

operas, where the older ones can be depicted as more witch-like, that is bitchy and bossy. It is 

claimed by Burton (2000: 179) that the reason for this is that she no longer has a sexuality to 

think of in the same manner as younger women since she now has lost her youth and sexual 

attraction. In short, she does not have to think of her “princess-like” behavior as the younger 

women and can therefore act in a bitchier way. He says: “She can no longer be placed in 

terms of her sexuality, even disempowered by it. She knows that she has nothing to offer men 

and so no longer fears them” (Burton, 2000: 179).  

 To sum up, we can observe that it is claimed that men tend to use terms of endearment, 

which sometimes can be regarded as benevolent sexism language, toward women (obviously 

never to other men) both in the real world and presumably in soap operas as well, and also 

women use these terms to address other people. However, everything seems to depend on the 

situation, and position in society seems to matter here sometimes, at least concerning 

women’s usage. As illustrated before, language use in soaps is representative of casual speech 

in reality, but there are however different opinions regarding this so we cannot state anything, 

only observe tendencies. Furthermore, it is claimed by Wober that the “dominant” language 
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men utilize to females is similar both on television and in real life (Wober quoted in 

Weatherall 1996: 61).   

        Next paragraph is the Results-section where all the research questions will be 

investigated and answered.   

 

4. Results  

 
The following pages will present all the results to the research questions asked above. 

Subsection 4.1 starts with the first question that has to do with frequency of terms in the 

SOAP corpus.  

 

4.1 Frequency of terms 

 

Table 3 and Table 4 present how frequent the different terms are in the corpus and how many 

times they occur in each soap opera. 

 

Table 3 – Terms of endearment in the Corpus of American Soap Operas 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As illustrated in Table 3, honey is the most common term of endearment in the corpus as a 

whole. 

 

Table 4 – Frequencies of honey, sweetheart and darling in the different soaps, first sorted 

by per million words and then by tokens in brackets  

Soap Opera/ term honey sweetheart darling TOTAL 
Young and Restless       552 (6 975)       303 (3 833)       144 (1 825)     999 (12 633) 

Days of Our Lives       461 (5 704)       246 (3 047)       176 (2 184)     883 (10 935) 

As the World Turns       524 (6 340)       152 (1 833)       187 (2 262)     863 (10 435) 

One Life to Live       438 (5 346)       178 (2 179)       153 (1 867)     769   (9 392) 

All My Children       402 (4 898)       184 (2 239)       118 (1 440)     704   (8 577) 

Passions       845 (5 759)       285 (1 940)       104   (710)   1 234  (8 409) 

Bold and Beautiful       757 (4 628)       259 (1 585)       136   (829)   1 152  (7 042) 

Guiding Light       466 (3 912)       123 (1 036)       132 (1 113)      721  (6 061) 

General Hospital       143 (1 970)         85 (1 171)         52    (717)     280  (3 858) 

Port Charles       185   (328)       116   (205)         50     (88)      351   (621) 

 

As shown in Table 4, honey is used mostly in Passions, and least times in General Hospital 

when it comes to per million words. The table also shows that Young and Restless has most 

Term of endearment Tokens/Frequency Per Million Percent 

honey                   45 854              455         59 

sweetheart                   19 003              189         24 

darling                   12 950              128         17 

TOTAL                   77 807              772       100 
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occurrences of sweetheart in frequency per million words while General Hospital has the 

lowest frequency per million words. Furthermore, the results show that darling is most 

common in As the World Turns, while Port Charles takes the last place here. The table 

concludes as well that all terms of endearment (honey, sweetheart and darling) together are 

most common in the soap opera Passions and that they are mentioned least times in General 

Hospital. As regards number of tokens, Port Charles takes the last place since this soap only 

aired until 2003 (and therefore this soap cannot be seen as the one where terms of endearment 

never occur since there are missing years).  

          As stated previously in Mark Davies’s study, terms of endearment seem to be more 

common in the SOAP corpus than in real life conversations. Davies’s study compared the 

SOAP corpus with the spoken parts of the BNC and COCA. Figures from these corpora (the 

BNC and COCA) are shown in Table 5 below where the results from the Longman Spoken 

American Corpus also are added. Since Davies’s study only brought up sweetheart and honey 

as examples of terms of endearment, darling is added as well in table 5. The figures presented 

for the BNC and COCA below are not taken from Davies’s study, but directly from these 

corpora this time.  

 

Table 5 – Frequencies of terms of endearment in Longman Spoken American Corpus, 

and in the spoken parts of COCA and the BNC (sorted by per million words and then by 

tokens in brackets)   

Term of endearment Longman COCA  BNC 

honey         181 (903)     20 (1 889)        11 (110) 

sweetheart           11 (54)         6 (575)          8 (81) 

darling           15 (74)         7 (649)        60 (600) 

 

Thus, judging from a comparison between Table 3 and Table 5, the use of terms of 

endearment in soaps is much higher than in authentic speech. The explanation of why they 

can be heard more often in soaps could be that these series almost merely focus on 

relationships. This is stated by Brown (1994: 54) who says that focus is on personal 

relationships, both within the family and romantic ones. It is for instance self-evident that love 

is one of the themes in soap operas, and therefore the high extent of these terms should not be 

that surprising. To exemplify; the word “love” was heard 212 times during 10 episodes of a 

soap called “Sunset Beach” that aired 1997-1999 (episodes 618–628), and terms of 

endearment express feelings and are mostly used in contexts which are benevolent.  

          However, there are of course differences between the soap operas, and some of them 

perhaps do not have so much of storylines that includes love. Could General Hospital for 
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instance be more about the characters’ work in medical care and other themes and could this 

explain the relatively low frequencies of these terms in this soap? IMDB describes this soap in 

the following way:  

 
          Ongoing plots are centred around the people who work in General Hospital, people who work in 

          the business community (most notably for the Quartermaines' company ELQ), and some sort of 

          international intrigue involving former agents of the WSB (World Security Bureau). (IMDB.com,  

          Plot Summary GH) 

 

As quoted, this soap opera seems to revolve around “business” sometimes, and that could be a 

reason why terms of endearment are not utilized that much as in other soaps that probably 

focus more on the “simple” relationship where most business plots are omitted (“Sunset 

Beach” is an obvious example of this). Furthermore, IMDB outlines Passions (which had 

most occurrences per million words here in total) as: “In the world of power and money, the 

wealthy and powerful Crane family rule the town of Harmony from their mansion on Raven 

Hill. But behind the money are many lies and secrets.” (IMDB.com, Plot Summary Passions). 

If one reads further at IMDB.com, many love affairs and complex relationships are described. 

Words and expressions are found such as; marriage, “falling in love” and love triangles. This 

could be an explanation to why terms of endearment are utilized very frequently in this soap. 

 Furthermore, is the difference between usage of terms of endearment in real life and in 

soap operas an indication that soaps do not represent real speech? The answer is: perhaps. 

According to Palma Fahey (2005), conversations in soaps do not represent real speech, but 

most of the interviewed individuals had another opinion. Also Weatherall (1996: 61) & 

Lakoff (quoted in Lambertz & Hebrok, 2011: 41) claim that speech on television in general is 

similar to real language. However, when it comes to soap operas, we can make an assumption 

from the results that terms of endearment are overrepresented and that they do not occur that 

frequently in real life. Therefore, we can make a vague supposition that the language in soap 

operas does not represent real speech.   

 Next section will discuss and present results concerning men’s and women’s use of 

terms of endearment and more questions are to be discussed within this subject.  

 

4.2 Men’s and women’s use of terms of endearment 

Do men and women use terms of endearment differently? Results will be presented below 

which cover how men’s and women’s usage of these terms are used in the 10 different soap 

operas. 
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Table 6 – How honey, sweetheart and darling are used by men and women (both tokens 

and percent) 

Interplay     honey sweetheart    darling    TOTAL 

Man to woman        22 (19%)        24 (50%)          8 (25%)        54 (27%) 

Woman to man        44 (37%)        15 (31%)        14 (44%)        73 (37%) 

Woman to woman        51 (43%)          9 (19%)        10 (31%)        70 (35%) 

Man to man         1  (1%)
1
           0 (0%)           0 (0%)           1 (1%) 

TOTAL    118 (100%)      48 (100%)      32 (100%)    198 (100%) 

 

As illustrated in Table 6, honey is used most “woman-to-woman”. Furthermore, the table 

shows that most men tend to use sweetheart to women, and that darling is used mostly by 

women addressing men. In (2) (3) and (4) these typical constellations are exemplified. To 

begin with, (2) is an example of when a woman uses honey to another woman: 

(2)     Marlena: The important thing, honey, is what's going on right now -- how you feel  

          right now. That's what matters.  

          Carrie: I have cried on your shoulder so many times.  

          (SOAP, Days of Our Lives, April 2, 2012) 

 

According to Wikipedia, Marlena is Carrie’s stepmother since Carrie was raised by her for a 

while. These women could perhaps both be regarded as friends and family members. The 

reason why honey seems to occur frequently between women is unknown and one can only 

speculate. In (3), an example is showed where sweetheart is used by a man to address a 

woman: 

 (3)     Brad: Here, sweetheart. 

           Colleen: These are for me?  

           Brad: Yeah, you bet they are. (SOAP, Young and Restless, May 15, 2002) 

 

Thus, this interplay (man-to-woman) as regards sweetheart is common according to the 

results given in Table 6. Colleen is Brad’s daughter here. That men tend to use sweetheart in a 

high extent to women could be that this term is “sweet”, just as women are regarded as in the 

benevolent sexism theory. Thus, the reason that sweetheart is used very frequently by men 

could be that many males have a benevolent sexist attitude toward women. However, that 

should apply to honey as well since it also is a “sweet” word but the case is that more women 

tend to use honey and therefore it makes it hard though to do any good guess or statement 

here. (4) illustrates a wife (Gloria) who says darling to her husband (Jeff): 

                                                 
1
 The example could probably be classified as unclear, which actually makes it rather difficult to state whether                  

honey here really was addressed to a man by a man or not.  
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(4)     Jeff: Why didn't you call me? We -- we could have taken a shower together. 

          Gloria: Yeah, I think that's a wonderful idea, darling. But first, we need to figure out 

          what to do about David Chow, because I can't get him off my mind. 

          (SOAP, Young and Restless, June 30, 2008) 

 

Why darling is most frequently used by women is not clear. Only speculations could be made 

here as well.  

 The results in general show that women use a large majority of all terms of endearment 

in soap operas. Therefore, it is interesting to note that the previous literature on terms of 

endearment mostly discusses how men use these terms to women. Lakoff (2004: 99) also 

suggests that men rarely (or never) use these terms to other men, only to women if these men 

are heterosexuals. The results in this paper confirm this assumption.  

 In view of these suggestions, the results can be regarded as quite interesting because it 

shows that more female characters tend to use these terms. Also, table 6 tells us that these 

terms are mostly addressed to women in general. The reason could be that women are 

supposed to behave “sweetly” (as suggested in the part “complementary gender 

differentiation” in Table 2) and therefore we can talk about benevolent sexism again, but with 

another view, namely that also women may have benevolent sexist ideas and not only men. 

Thus, this idea is perhaps perpetuated both by men and women. For instance, only because 

two people love each other, it does not say that they cannot have prejudices against one 

another. However, Boasso, Covert & Ruscher (2012: 536) suggest that when terms of 

endearment  are used within a relationship, perhaps between lovers or between parents and 

children, these terms do not always represent benevolently sexist ideas.  

 What could the reason be as to why women tend to use these terms to men to a higher 

extent than men do to women? Perhaps a part of the explanation for this has to do with what 

Brown suggests (1994: 48), that powerful women are common as well as sensitive men in 

soap operas. Thus, these women are in “the command” as it were. In addition, perhaps women 

use these terms to other women as well since they want to express solidarity to each other, to 

be nice quite simply. However, this assumption has the side-effect of socializing women into 

the roles of being sweet and caring people and this can both have its pros and cons.  

 Wober (quoted in Weatherall 1996: 61) is certainly right when he says that men 

dominate women in television as well as in real life by means of language. However, this 
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domination is not that clear in soaps since this investigation indicates that more women use 

terms of endearment to men, and also to other women.  

 The next section will discuss and show results about situations where honey, sweetheart 

and darling are used in order to express negative feelings. 

 

4.3 The use of terms of endearment to express negative feelings 

 

Almost all examples from the soap opera corpus illustrate examples and contexts where these 

terms of endearment are used in a positive way. That is ways which clearly show how the 

characters want to be benevolent in some way to their friends, lovers and family members for 

instance. However, there are some exceptions, as seen in Table 7 below.  

Table 7 – Frequency of examples where these terms occur in less positive ways 

Terms of 

endearment 

Provoking/sarcastically/ 

humiliating etc. 

honey                                     4 

darling                                     3 

sweetheart                                     2 

TOTAL                                     9 

 

Table 7 shows that most examples of this were found concerning honey, closely followed by 

the other terms. Needless to say, the material is too limited to draw any real conclusions from 

regarding individual preferences. Four examples in total could be regarded as provoking, two 

were humiliating, one could be regarded as sarcastically and another example was used to a 

character to express disappointment. Four of these examples are exemplified below. See (5), 

(6), (7) and (8): 

(5)     Provokingly: 

          Colby: You know, you're such a liar!  

    Ava: Do you have a problem?  

    Colby: Yeah, I'm looking at her.  

    Ava: You are so jealous, aren't you? I'm sorry, honey, only one of us is a star in 

    this room.  

    Colby: You are so full of it.  

    Ava: You know what? I deserve this. I have been through hell. 

    (SOAP, All My Children, August 13, 2007) 

 

(6)     Provokingly:  
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    David: You really are delusional.  

    Vanessa: Oh, darling, no -- you know, they always said I'd give my children  

    anything. I spoiled them. Yes, I would do anything for my children. Well, the time  

    came for college, so I endowed the university with a new science building, and so 

    on, all the way through medical school, internship, and residency. Well, a little gift  

    there, a foundation there, a new lab there -- yes, my darling. I financed and  

    subsidized your entire career. My goodness, dear.  

    David: You're making this up. (SOAP, All My Children, March 13, 2002) 

 

(7)     Humiliating:  

    Blair: It's amazing, Asa. What have you made, millions? Maybe billions? And all 

    of that money hasn't bought you one ounce of happiness. No, you're living your  

    washed-up, wrung-out dreams through Kevin, and he only lets you hang out with  

    him just to get you off the streets. And you come in here to threaten little old me?  

    Well, that just goes to show you what a lonely nobody you really are.  

    Asa: You know who's really alone? You, sweetheart. And you're stuck with those 

    two brats of yours, in love with a married man who doesn't give a rat's butt about  

    you. (SOAP, One Life to Live, October 1, 2003) 

 

(8)     Humiliating:  

    Victor: Well, Kate, I'm glad to see you haven't lost your unwavering idolatry of  

    the bottom line.  

    Philip: Why should he tell you what your allowance should be? Tell him what you  

    need.  

    Victor: Philip, butt out. I'll handle this. 

    Kate: Don't forget to have my credit cards reinstated.  

    Victor: Oh, you don't understand, darling. You are not getting free rein. We  

    weren't even married, for God's sakes. (SOAP, Days of Our Lives, July 19, 2001) 

 

There were many examples here of women who were bitchy toward other women, also to 

men. This is expected though since Burton (2000: 181) already has stated that a female 

character in a soap opera is supposed to be revengeful, bitchy and jealous. Moreover, if she is 

older, that is, not a young and “attractive” woman anymore, she is really expected to be bitchy 

and bossy because she no longer fears men (Burton, 2000: 179). In (5) for instance, Ava can 
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be regarded as bitchy when she uses honey towards Colby. A quick check-up on these 

characters let us know that Ava is rather young when her scene was broadcasted, only 17 

years old and her fight with the other teenage girl Colby is probably a typical “catfight”. 

Furthermore, in (6) Vanessa uses darling towards David in a provokingly and a little bitchy 

way when she says that she financed and subsidized his entire career. This is after she has 

been called “delusional” by David. She is 66 years old when this was broadcasted and she was 

probably supposed to act as one of the older women, and therefore she fits into the category of 

“old bitchy women who do not fear men”, as Burton (2000: 179) had put it.  

  As regards the examples where men were involved, we can begin to talk about 

benevolent sexism again or perhaps hostile sexism. Are Asa’s (a man) and Victor’s intentions 

in (7) and (8) to “put these women down” in any way by means of language? The intention of 

Asa in (7) is clearly to humiliate Blair when he uses sweetheart. (8), where Victor uses 

darling to Kate, is a clear example of “putting a woman down” with his “male power” as it 

were.  Whatever the cases are in these examples, these both men’s intentions are not to be 

benevolent of some kind, and they are in a clear fight with the other woman so love is omitted 

here. Their conveyance of their terms of endearment here may express the view that women 

ought to be sweet, inferior and weak and men strong and powerful. 

  Next section will present where the investigated terms of endearment occur in the turn, 

that is; where honey, sweetheart and darling are found in a sentence. 

 

4.4 Where honey, sweetheart and darling occur in a sentence 

Table 8 below shows where in the sentences the terms occur. Three instances were excluded 

because they occurred as single utterances.  

 

Table 8 – Where the investigated terms of endearment occur in a sentence 

In a sentence honey sweetheart darling TOTAL 

Turn-initial            52                 13             9           74 

In the middle            22                   9             5           36 

In the end            42                 26           19           87 

TOTAL           116                 48           33         197 

 

The figures in Table 8 indicate that terms of endearment in general occur most frequently in 

the end of a spoken sentence in the soap operas and this is exemplified in (9), (10) and (11): 

 

(9)     “Belle, there's still more to talk about, honey” (SOAP, Days of Our Lives, January 11, 

          2002) 
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(10)   “I was worried about you, sweetheart” (SOAP, All My Children, April 16, 2008) 

(11)   “All right, darling” (SOAP, As the World Turns, September 3, 2003) 

 

Turn initial examples, that is; when these terms occur in the beginning of a sentence are 

exemplified in (12), (13) and (14): 

 

(12)   “Honey, that's fantastic!” (SOAP, Young and Restless, April 20, 2006) 

(13)   “Sweetheart that's why we have to treasure every moment as a family” (SOAP, 

          Guiding Light, May 12, 2006) 

(14)   “Darling, I am a single man now” (SOAP, Days of Our Lives, May 30, 2008) 

 

There were also examples where terms of endearment could be found in the middle of a 

sentence, as in (15), (16) and (17): 

 

(15)   “Look, Honey, I cooked” (SOAP, Young and Restless, April 22, 2009) 

(16)   “Yeah, I may be a fool for love, sweetheart, but I am not stupid” (SOAP, As the World 

          Turns, September 29, 2005) 

(17)   “Maybe I am, darling, you're wonderful sister” (SOAP, Guiding Light, February 8,  

           2008) 

 

Furthermore, the sentences with sweetheart and darling had most examples of “in the end”-

alternative, that is; when these terms occur last of all in a sentence, whereas honey had most 

examples where this term was mentioned in the beginning of a sentence.  

  Next research question that will be answered is what characters in soap operas respond 

when they are addressed with a term of endearment. 

 

4.5 How recipients respond 

Virtually none of the recipients respond with a term of endearment in return and seem to 

accept the fact that they have just been called honey, sweetheart or darling. There were never 

situations in the 200 investigated concordances where some characters complained that they 

have been addressed in this way. They seem to respond in a way as if they did not hear this 

term of endearment or just that they do not care. This is exemplified in (18): 

(18)   Stephen: No, you made a mistake, honey.  

          Brooke: A mistake that I have to pay for. (SOAP, Bold and Beautiful, July 6, 2011) 
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Even when a person says goodbye with a term of endearment, the addressed individual will 

not use a term like this back. This is illustrated in (19): 

(19)   Ashley: Bye honey.  

          Abby: Bye. (SOAP, Bold and Beautiful, July 4, 2007) 

 

However, two examples were found where one or two terms of endearment were used back in 

return, and this is first showed in (20): 

(20)   Eve: I wish I was there at your side, honey.  

          T.C.: Me, too, baby. You're the only woman for me.  

          Liz: Not for long.  

          T.C.: All right, honey. I love you. (SOAP, Passions, January 7, 2003) 

 

Furthermore, the other example of this was not that clear as the already mentioned one. This 

is due to the fact that a term of endearment is used much later in the character Patty’s answer. 

See (21): 

 

(21)   Jack: Honey, you know I have a standing squash game every Friday afternoon.  

          Patty: (Sighs) Oh, God, you know what? Unfortunately, it was the only time she had. 

          Well, we could wait another week.  

          Jack: No, no, no, no, no. This is -- this is important. We'll schedule around.  

          Patty: Oh, Sweetheart, no. You don't need to do that.  

          (SOAP, Young and Restless, April 15, 2010). 

 

Next research question and section is the penultimate and concerns how terms of endearment 

are used in all the characters’ relationships. Do husbands tend to use these terms to their wives 

for instance more than the other way around and do fathers ever address their sons in these 

ways etcetera?  

 

4.6 Social relationships between the characters 

The relationships between the characters in the investigated concordances are of course 

various. For instance, a common relationship that was observed in general is the woman-to-

woman-constellation, where most women tend to be friends. Furthermore, it is observed that 

women who use terms of endearment to men are often in a romantic relationship with them. 

On the other hand, there are many examples of women who address their sons (in all ages) in 
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this way. Thus, except from the fact that many seem to be lovers, honey, sweetheart and 

darling are found in speech between family members such as mother to son, mother to 

daughter, and father to daughter and so on. There were no occurrences of a father using a term 

of endearment to his son, only to his wife or girlfriend. It is found that when men are 

addressed like this it is by a woman, either his romantic partner or his mother.  

 As Lakoff (2004: 99) pointed out in previous studies, women also tend to use these 

terms if they are saleswomen and waitresses for instance (thus, subordination in society 

matters), and if that is the case they tend to use these terms to unknown people. Such 

examples were not found here since the soap operas are almost merely focusing on people and 

characters that know each other and have a relationship.  

 Since the corpus and the selected concordances contain many different soaps and 

characters, it would take a very long time to investigate all relationships in every soap. 

Therefore, only one soap opera will be analyzed in this section, namely Young and Restless. 

It was picked out because it is one of the most represented soap operas in the investigated 

concordances (31 examples). Table 9 below illustrates the results regarding the relationships 

in Young and Restless.  

Table 9 - The relationship between speakers and recipients concerning terms of 

endearment (by whom and to whom they are used) in Young and Restless  

Relationship honey sweetheart darling TOTAL  

Wife to husband           6                 0            2             8 

Husband to wife           3                 4            0             7 

Mother to son           5                 0            2             7 

Boyfriend to 

girlfriend 

          2                 1            0             3 

Girlfriend to 

boyfriend 

          1                 1            0             2 

Mother to 

daughter 

          2                 0            0             2 

Father to 

daughter 

          0                 1            0             1 

Friend to friend 

(both girls)  

          0                 0            1             1 

TOTAL          19                 7            5           31 

 

As Table 9 illustrates above, honey is the most frequent term of endearment in Young and 

Restless. It was found that wives tend to use these terms to their husbands in a high extent in 

this soap opera. Also “husband to wife” and “mother to son” were very common. As Brown 

(1994: 88) stated, the relationships in a soap opera can be quite complex and they change 
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several times. “The number of characters who marry, remarry, divorce, have children 

together, and are relatives by “blood” or marriage cause the relationship patterns to border on 

incest” (Brown, 1994: 135). This was clearly shown during the investigation since many 

names occurred again but with another addressee/lover for instance. Important to remember is 

that the SOAP corpus covers 11 years and relationships are supposed to change. To 

exemplify; a character named Neil is addressed with honey by both Dru and Karen, but it 

happened in different times. Dru and Karen are his wives, or better to say; probably when he 

is addressed by Dru he was only married to her, and later when he was addressed by Karen, 

he was merely a couple with her. Another example of the same phenomenon is when a 

character named Gloria addresses John with honey and that she also has addressed another 

husband named Jeff with darling. 

  Next research question is the last one to be answered in this thesis and is about how the 

characters are portrayed in the soap operas. Thereafter, a conclusion will be presented. 

 

4.7 The portrayal of men and women in soap operas 

As discussed previously, one can wonder whether terms of endearment are utilized mostly by 

women due to Brown’s suggestion (1994: 48), that women are powerful and that men are 

sensitive in soaps (and therefore may accept these terms more easily?). If that is the case, one 

can assume that soap operas do not deliver any stereotypical views of men and women. 

However, there are still some aspects which make the soap opera a rather stereotypical genre, 

and these suggestions are discussed below. 

 For instance, Burton (2000: 182) asserts that women tend to be “protectors” and 

“providers” in soaps. This is a stereotypical suggestion of a woman and this statement could 

also be added to the reason why females use these terms more than men. Moreover, we cannot 

forget that Burton (2000: 180 – 182; 187) also claims that women in soaps have typical 

female jobs and that they usually “stick around” in typical female domains as well. These 

women should also be beautiful and so on (Burton, 2000: 180).  

 Furthermore, the results in this thesis have shown that men never seem to address other 

men with terms of endearment. Not even cases were found where a father addresses his son in 

this way. As discussed before, sweetheart could for instance be used mostly by men toward 

women because they have a view of women as something “sweet” that needs to be protected. 

Then we are talking about benevolent sexism again and from that perspective one can suggest 

that the soap opera is a rather stereotypical genre. A man’s view could also perhaps be that the 
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woman in his presence may not be capable of taking care of herself and this is also suggested 

by Boasso, Covert & Ruscher in the previous research section: “Calling people sweetie, dear 

or hon´ with a request suggests that they might not be able to complete the action because of 

weakness or lack of ability […] Using the term with women may, then, imply that they are 

weak and inferior and spreads that stereotype of women in general” (2012: 536 - 537). 

However, it is hard to get any grip of the characters’ intentions and attitudes and therefore it is 

hard to state how many cases there are of the benevolent sexism-phenomenon in the 

concordances. Moreover, one can also wonder whether the women themselves have 

benevolent sexist ideas since they to a high extent use these terms to other women as well. 

Could the suggested benevolent sexist view that women are supposed to behave “sweetly” be 

perpetuated both by men and women for instance? If one wants to hunt for “stereotypical 

proof” in the soap opera genre, there is certainly more to find. However, the finding in this 

thesis that more women use terms of endearment in order to address men is both interesting 

and a little surprising since previous findings (Boasso, Covert & Ruscher, 2012: 536) indicate 

that it ought to be more common the other way around in real conversation. One can then 

argue that this detection could wash away the “stereotypical stamp” from the soap opera genre 

a little.  

 The portrayals of men and women in soap operas may many times deliver a 

stereotypical depiction of them. However, the fact that the findings in this paper illustrate that 

more women use terms of endearment cannot be regarded as stereotypical and this finding 

does not quite correspond to previous research presented in this paper (that men are perceived 

as the ones who use these terms mostly). Yet, the fact that terms of endearment were used 

mostly toward women after all by both men and women makes one wonder about benevolent 

sexism views etcetera and how they are “supported” by women themselves.  

 

5. Conclusion 

The aim of this study was to investigate terms of endearment in American soap operas and 

therefore seven research questions were addressed. The answer to the first question told us 

that honey is the most frequently occurring term in the SOAP corpus. Moreover, the soap 

opera Passions contains most terms of endearment per million words in the whole corpus, 

whereas General Hospital takes the last place. Question number two dealt with men’s and 

women’s use of them and the results indicated that women use a large majority of all terms of 

endearment in soaps, both in order to address men and other women. Honey is used mostly 
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woman-to-woman, sweetheart most man-to-woman and darling is used mostly by women 

addressing men. Furthermore, the results to question number three showed us that there are a 

few examples where terms of endearment are used to express negative feelings, and “bitchy” 

women were common for instance. The results to question number four indicate that most 

terms of endearment can be found in the end of a sentence. Furthermore, an analysis was also 

carried out to question number five about what recipients of a term of endearment respond, 

and it can be argued that they usually do not respond with a term like this in return. The 

penultimate question dealt with the relationships between the characters, and the results 

illustrate that many women, such as wives and mothers, tend to use these terms to their 

husbands and sons to a high extent. Also husbands to wives were common. Lastly, the 

answers to question number seven indicate that the soap opera genre can be regarded as 

stereotypical due to the assumption that men never use these terms to other men, not even 

father-to-son. However, the finding that most women seem to use these terms makes the soap 

opera genre not that stereotypical that one may have suspected initially. Yet, most terms of 

endearment are still addressed mostly to women and that makes one wonder about benevolent 

sexism views and how women could be involved in these perceptions themselves. This thesis 

has also suggested that terms of endearment are utilized much more in soap operas than in 

authentic speech. Therefore, it can be assumed that the use of these terms in soaps is 

overrepresented.  

          To conclude, the strength with the SOAP corpus was that it was easy to use and that it 

contained many conversations. The weakness of this source was that it was not possible to 

watch the “real” scenes. Perhaps it would have been easier to state whether someone was 

“bitchy” then for example, and to really listen to the tone and voice of the characters who 

utter a term of endearment. Furthermore, this paper has presented important findings but more 

extensive studies have to be carried out to strengthen all the mentioned results. Suggestions 

for other studies could be to investigate why terms of endearment occur more frequently in 

some soap operas but not in others. Do both men and women reproduce the idea that women 

should be “sweet” for instance? Also, whether there are disparities between speech in soap 

operas and real conversations and why for example women use darling in a higher extent than 

men and why sweetheart is utilized mostly by men addressing women. This thesis could also 

inspire further studies into male and female language in soap operas in general.  
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	The next subheading will deal with previous research. What has been said about soap operas and terms of endearment in general before?

