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Foreword

The five papers constituting volume 15 of ESP Across Cultures are written by
scholars working in Italy, each concerned with a different aspect of specialized dis-
course but in all cases involving a comparison between English and Italian. 

In her paper, Flavia Cavaliere analyses the various translation strategies em-
ployed when providing subtitles in Italian on food-related themes in 25 films pro-
duced between 1972 and 2014. After highlighting the fact that subtitling requires
‘condensation’, and thus differs from the more standard forms of translation, the au-
thor explores in detail the complex relationship between language and culture in
AudioVisual Translation. She concludes that, seen from a diachronic perspective,
“the more recent the film, the more subtitlers opt for foreignization, hence promot-
ing the ST culture”, with ever greater attention being given to cultural diversities in
the 21st century. 

Massimiliano Demata looks at the Italian translations of three articles on Italian
politics published in 2015 in the New York Times and the Financial Times. He ex-
amines “the discursive re-localization” of these three translations when they were
circulated in the context of Italy’s politics and media, arguing that the three case
studies discussed “are evidence that translation is used as an instrument of political
legitimization (or delegitimization)”. He concludes that the case studies analysed
prove that “translation itself is often heavily contested and that certain translations
are considered to be ‘wrong’ because they are seen as the product of textual manipu-
lation, with specific political interests in mind.”

Daniele Franceschi provides a corpus-based multimodal investigation of spoken
learner English produced by Italian mother-tongue university students simulating
lawyer-client interviews as part of their in-course assessment tasks. The author pin-
points some of the recurrent difficulties Italian university students have in using
both general and specialized English in the context of simulated lawyer-client inter-
actions. His aim is “to cast light on student performance when using spoken legal
English in order to propose new techniques for the improvement of didactic materi-
als that are, still today, almost exclusively oriented towards teaching written legal
language.” 

In their paper Michela Giordano and Antonio Piga explore from a cross-cultural
perspective the communicative strategies adopted by the EU to gain consensus and
promote its institutional project. They investigate the discursive devices and struc-
tures employed in EU brochures in Italian and in English in order to analyse to
what extent the two different national contexts and languages influence the strate-
gic features of EU informative material. They conclude that “there are no striking
differences between the two versions of the booklets (despite some dissimilarities in
the grammatical realization of the nP structure in the two languages).”  

Rosita Maglie looks at the language of scientific popularization through two
main genres used in the pharmaceutical context: Patient Information Leaflets
(PILs) and online video ads. The author analyses three drug categories (over-the-
counter drugs, over-the-counter drugs with medical supervision, and drugs requir-
ing medical prescription) in English and Italian: she also examines commercials for
the same drugs found on YouTube. Through this multimodal analysis the author
hopes to contribute to the expansion of “our knowledge of a new and popular way to
spread medical knowledge across languages and cultures, which has been changing
the physician-patient relationship from a merely informative to a meaningfully emo-
tional point of view.”
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Abstract
Worldwide fast-food chains, with their standardized menus, seem to have eradicated any local 
taste from food, promoting a process of thorough (food-)globalization (Pravettoni 2009). In a 
wider perspective, terms like McDonaldization/Starbuckization (Ritzer 1993, 2004) have come 
to indicate a shift from cultures built on tradition to a global homogenization of economic and 
socio-cultural life (Ritzer 1993: 1). Nonetheless, specific food items possibly remain “the most 
sensitive and important expression of national culture” (Newmark 1988: 97), and still func-
tion as an extraordinary vehicle of self-representation and/or ethnic signifiers. This close-knit 
identitarian relationship between language and food has been clearly highlighted also by Lévi-
Strauss (1977: 36): “cooking […] is with language a truly universal form of human activity: if 
there is no society without a language, nor is there any which does not cook in some manner at 
least some of its food”. 
However, although many (audiovisual) texts have focused on the interplay of food and identi-
ty, the relationship between food, culture and translation remains under-researched (Chiaro 
and Rossato 2015: 237), and particularly in an AVT perspective, parameters that influence 
the complex decision-making process of translators in their cultural adaptation of food-related 
terms have to date rarely been investigated. If “translation is a battlefield of many opposing 
strategies and views” (Paloposki and Oittinen 2000: 375), above all “food terms are subject to 
the widest variety of translation procedures” (Newmark 1988: 97). This is so because food is to 
be considered “an ensemble of texts” (Geertz 1973: 24) that must be continually interpreted and 
construed. Accordingly, food cannot be given a once-and-for-all, clear-cut meaning, but especial-
ly today the meaning is often (re)negotiated through practices, discourse, and representations 
within the daily interactions of the global flows of information, goods, individuals and groups. 
My study is a corpus-based analysis of the translation strategies chosen to render food-relat-
ed terms, conducted in a comparative, descriptive, non-judgemental manner. Drawing on the 
works of well-known translation/AVT scholars, my investigation has been carried out on the 
English audio script version of 25 films chosen on the basis of their food-connected plots, along 
with their Italian subtitles. Qualitative examples are analysed in detail, and results and so-
cio-cultural motivations are discussed. In most examples denotative messages are easily under-
stood, even though most humorous nuances are lost, or undergo a “chunking up” process (Katan 
2004: 147), due both to linguistic structures and/or to the intrinsic untranslatability of the ST 
term. As a result, many ST and jokes are invalidated. My main research hypothesis, in a dia-
chronic perspective, is that the more recent the film, the more subtitlers opt for foreignization 

FOOD-RELATED TERMS
IN AUDIOVISUAL TRANSLATION –

A CROSS-CULTURAL INVESTIGATION

Flavia Cavaliere
(University of Naples ‘Federico II’, Italy)
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1. 21st century food-mania

Since the end of the twentieth century food has been receiving sustained investi-
gation not simply as something to be prepared/cooked and then eaten for our physical 
sustenance, but also as a critical part of our daily interactions, with highly significant 
symbolic values (Bourdieu 1984; DeVault 1991; Cairns and Johnston 2015; Beagan et 
al. 2017), producing vital socio-economic and cultural networks among people(s) and 
countries, and fulfilling emotional functions (Johnston and Baumann 2010). 

As appropriately claimed by McGee (2004), once food became more easily available, 
particularly in Western countries, an ever-growing attention to food and cooking has 
arisen, and food discourse has now become globally fashionable (Inness 2006: 2). This 
is proven by the countless television programs and formats1, TV channels2, books, mag-
azines, websites, blogs and TV forums exclusively dedicated to food and cookery, often 
authored by superchefs who have become celebrities. Scholars too have been investi-
gating food from transdisciplinary perspectives, encompassing different research areas 
from gastrolingo3 to agribusiness, from environment/sustainability to technology, from 
malnutrition to inequities/lack of food, from (g)local food to small-scale agriculture, 
from marketing to packaging access, from welcoming gestures to elements of cultural 
resistance, from ‘food porn’4 to health/eating disorders, not excluding religious/tradi-
tional food, (specialized) literature and literary trope, depictions in fine art, media rep-
resentations, taboos, education, translation, and so on5. Yet, whatever the perspective, 

1  TV cookery format such as MasterChef, which follows talented amateur chefs as they strive to con-
quer their place as a MasterChef champion, has become a record-breaking global program phenomenon. 
First launched on British television in1990, MasterChef is now translated and adapted in more than 
58 countries, and in 2017 it was crowned the ‘Most Successful Cookery Television Format’ by Guinness 
World Records, with over 300 million viewers worldwide. The format has also several spinoff versions, 
including MasterChef Junior, Celebrity MasterChef and MasterChef: The Professionals.

2  People’s constant media exposure to food in their daily life is ensured also thanks to channels on 
satellite and Digital Terrestrial Television that broadcast food-related programmes 24 hours a day. In 
Italy the most famous food-related channel is Il Gambero rosso which, in turn, publishes cookery books 
and magazines, and guides.

3  In Dann’s (1996: 235) definition “gastrolingo is a specific micro-linguistic variety used in the tourism 
field to describe culinary traditions”.

4  The term ‘food porn,’ coined by the feminist critic Rosalind Coward in her 1984 book Female Desire, 
refers to glamourized visual presentations of cooking or eating across various social media platforms 
which today include TV, cooking magazines, online blogs, mobile apps, websites and social media plat-
forms. This social media phenomenon has acquired variously interpreted underlying implications. As 
maintained by Belasco (2008: 36-37), “these intensely sexualized associations between eating and loving 
[…] are so closely tied to life’s most intimately pleasurable experiences”, while journalist and food blogger 
Dolce (2001) claimed: “In Britain food is the new sex. Culinary magazines photograph food so intimately, 
you feel as if you’re almost up inside that fleshy pepper.”

5  Food can transmit different values of identity (social and economic identity, i.e. the quantity and 
the quality of food consumed display class and wealth differences; religious and/or philosophical iden-

strategies, thus “retaining something of the foreignness of the original” (Yang 2010: 77). Yet, 
my study did not aim to question the subtitlers’ choices, but rather to demonstrate the chal-
lenge of translating culture-bound elements – food terms in particular – and more importantly, 
to consider new insights into approaching translation problems in AVT practice.
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the explosion of food studies has highlighted the socio-political and material complex-
ity of food events. Food is now considered as a trans-historical, global phenomenon, 
and, more importantly, a crucial aspect of cultural identity (Chansky and Folino White 
2015). 

2. Food items as ethnic signifiers

As highlighted by Montanari (2004: iii), “The food system contains and transports 
the culture of those who practice it; it is a repository for the traditions and identity of a 
group. It is, therefore, an extraordinary vehicle of self-representation [ …]: it is a tool of 
identity, but also the first way to come into contact with different cultures, since eating 
other people’s food is easier, at least in appearance, than codifying their language” [my 
translation]. Food is as eminently a human expression as language, and “cooking […] is 
with language a truly universal form of human activity: if there is no society without a 
language, nor is there any which does not cook in some manner at least some of its food” 
(Lévi-Strauss 1997: 28). Food is thus a form of cultural heritage and can be considered 
the lowest threshold of a boundary and the most accessible threshold of culture; eating 
other peoples’ food means crossing this threshold (La Cecla 1997). In the contemporary 
world, where different cultures are increasingly “interconnected and entangled with 
each other” (Welsch 1994: 198), and worldwide fast-food chains might seem, with their 
standardized menus, to have eradicated any enthusiasm for the local food, promoting 
a process of thorough (food-)globalization (Pravettoni 2009)6, the food system possibly 
remains “the most sensitive and important expression of national culture” (Newmark 
1988: 97). Particular food items are still so closely associated with ethnically and 
culturally differentiated groups as to function as ethnic signifiers. Suffice it to recall 
the derogatory definition of French people as frogs and Italian-Americans as spaghetti 
eaters. Another case in point is ‘Food Fight’, a (digital) stop-motion animation directed 
in 2008 by Stefan Nadelman7. 

tity: i.e. abstinence from certain foods, alimentary prohibitions, vegetarian diets, etc.; ethnic identity: 
i.e. food linked to places, customs and traditions), which can be investigated within various disciplines. 
Accordingly, food is the subject of a variety of scholarly fields, including Economics, Cultural Studies, 
Sociology, Aesthetics and Anthropology.

6  In a wider perspective, terms like McDonaldization/Starbuckization (Ritzer 2008) have come 
to indicate the ever-spreading shift, driven by its inherent mechanics of the fast-food industry, from 
cultures built on tradition to a global homogenization of economic and socio-cultural life, which is 
mechanized and highly organized. More precisely “McDonaldization [...] is the process by which the 
principles of the fast-food restaurant are coming to dominate more and more sectors of […] the world” 
(Ritzer 1993: 1). 

7  The film traces the general history of American-centric warfare from World War I up to the second 
Gulf War, substituting food for human beings (sushi, for instance, becomes a symbol of Japan as an 
entire nation/military army). T. Bryan, Food Fight: Stefan Nadelman’s “smorgasbord of aggression”. 
May 26, 2015. http://nightflight.com/food-fight-stefan-nadelmans-smorgasbord-of-aggression/. In 2008 
Christopher Taylor directed a documentary entitled ‘Food Fight’ as well. It deals with American ag-
ricultural policy and food culture development in the 20th century, the California food movement 
rebellion against big agribusiness and their launch of a local organic food movement. ‘Foodfight!’ is 
instead a 2012 American computer-animated movie directed by Lawrence Kasanoff about adventures 
in a grocery store whose products spring to life when the doors have been locked and the employees 
have all gone home.
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Furthermore, nowadays, where “frequent intercultural contacts and migration car-
ry […] people and recipes across in either direction more than ever before” (Paradowski 
2010: 138), food as a tool of self-representation has become vital not only to strength-
en the identity of a group (Lupton 1999), but has also acquired a healing function in 
the lives of migrants, often as their major (sensorial) link with their home country/
traditions, contributing to reduce the psychological trauma as a consequence of their 
break with their country and family of origin. Alternatively, food can also function as an 
extraordinary vehicle of cultural exchange which, more than words, can help mediate 
among different cultures, enhancing the interaction among different ethnic groups and 
cultures (Montanari 2002). 

3. AudioVisual Translation and Food – narrowing the focus

This unprecedented increase in the visibility of food and gastronomy, previously 
relegated to a niche audience, has resulted in their narration/representation in a wide 
range of areas, including cinema. There have recently been some interesting movies 
whose theme is life’s gastronomic pleasures, or where the above-mentioned metaphor-
ical/identitarian value of food has been exploited from different perspectives, includ-
ing AudioVisualTranslation (AVT). As Baker and Hochel (1998: 76) observe: “Whether 
domesticating or foreignising in its approach, any form of audiovisual translation ul-
timately plays a unique role in developing both national identities and national ste-
reotypes, [while] it remains one of the most pressing areas of research in translation 
studies”. 

Within the last fifteen years, the interest in AVT, i.e. “the translation of transient 
polysemiotic texts presented on screen to mass audiences” (Gottlieb 2010: 205-206), 

Figure 1. Food fight
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has grown immensely. Nonetheless, AVT still lacks systematic theorization (Pérez-
González 2014), due to its relatively short history as a research area. Furthermore, 
AVT encompasses several sub-disciplines including subtitling, dubbing, and audio de-
scription (Gottlieb 2000, Jüngst 2010), all of them strictly dependent on rapidly evolv-
ing technology. Additionally, “despite a rapidly expanding market for translation of 
food-related texts, i.e. cookery books and TV programs, magazines and food labels, to 
name just a few, […] the relationship between food, culture and translation remains un-
der-researched” (Chiaro and Rossato 2015: 237). Particularly from an AVT perspective, 
parameters that influence translators’ complex decision-making processes of cultural 
adaptation of food-related terms have to date been seldom investigated.

4. Aims  

It has long been recognized that “in a language, everything is culturally produced, 
beginning with language itself” (Franco Aixelá 1996: 58), and that “Language is em-
bedded in culture [...] for the two are inseparable” (Bassnett 2007: 23). This is the great 
challenge of every translation act. Nonetheless there are words or concepts which, more 
than others, can lead to “translation crisis points”, i.e. make translators “stop and think 
a bit harder, and actively decide what translation strategy to use” (Pedersen 2005: 5). 
Every language “has words denoting concepts that another language has not considered 
worth mentioning or that are absent from the life or consciousness of the other nation” 
(Leemets 1992: 475). Additionally, sometimes the meanings of culture-bound items or 
concepts may be not conveyed by means of Extra-Cultural References (ECR). “ECRs 
are expressions that refer to entities outside language, such as names of people, places, 
institutions, food, customs etc., which a person may not know, even if s/he knows the 
language” (Pedersen 2007: 30). ECRs often pose predictable, sometimes insurmount-
able, difficulties for translators. Food in particular is, as we have seen, a cultural phe-
nomenon whose elements are interconnected and influenced not only by past traditions, 
but also by blending with internal and external occurrences, and is to be considered 
“an ensemble of texts” (Geertz 1973: 24) that can be continually interpreted and con-
strued. Accordingly, food meanings cannot be given once and for all and in a clear-cut 
way: especially in today’s scenario, they need to be (re)negotiated through practices, 
discourse, and representations within the vastly increased global flows of information, 
goods, individuals and groups in their daily interactions. This makes our investigation 
particularly timely and challenging. Not surprisingly, if “translation is a battlefield 
of many opposing strategies and views” (Paloposki and Oittinen 2000: 375), above all 
“food terms are subject to the widest variety of translation procedures” (Newmark 1988: 
97). Furthermore, I chose to analyse the AVT of food-related items also because “Food 
and drink […] is a semantic field, an area of human existence that, being so essential, 
has generated a multitude of figurative expressions over the centuries in the English 
tongue. By the 18th century many messages regarding human behavior – both positive 
and negative – were in fact forged in the linguistic heritage of English speakers by 
means of culinary expressions” (Pinnavaia 2006: 152). In particular, I decided to inves-
tigate the strategies of translation subtitles, since these are also valuable and proven 
didactics tools (Díaz Cintas 2009; Kruger 2008; Taylor 2009). Watching subtitled for-
eign language programs can be a big help in improving one’s reading skills and foster-
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ing foreign language acquisition. Additionally, while “dubbing has become the subject 
of a growing number of studies and research projects, […] the art of subtitling, possibly 
due to its lower profile on the international circuit, has received rather less attention” 
(Taylor 2000: 309), and even though it has been around since the beginning of the 
‘talkies’ in the late 1920s, so far studies focused on subtitling have been relatively few 
(see Cavaliere 2008a, 2008b, 2010, 2012; Chiaro 2008; Diaz Cintas 2007, 2009; Gottlieb 
2000, 2010; Pederson 2007, 2010; Taylor 2000).  

5. Methodology and corpus

My study is a corpus-based analysis of the different translation strategies chosen 
to render food terms, conducted on a comparative, descriptive, non-judgemental basis, 
carried out on an English-Italian parallel corpus. I analysed the English audio script 
of 25 (mainly American) feature films, along with their subtitle translations. Even if 
the plots of the films are not all necessarily based on food, the films have been chosen 
because of the food related scenes they all contain and the cultural connotations their 
translation may convey8. Films were basically chosen on the basis of “culture bumps” 
(Leppihalme 1997), such as metaphors, proverbs, idioms and allusions, or Verbally 
Expressed Humour (wordplay; jokes; irony, etc.), or “out-of-awareness” elements (Hall 
1990), i.e. core cultural issues for which there are no frames of reference, and whose 
meaning cannot be found in dictionaries, which made them particularly revealing for 
my research aims. I followed a three-step procedure: viewing the films9, transcribing 
the English utterances of films and the Italian subtitles of each film containing food 
terms, and, finally, examining the strategies used to translate these terms. Needless to 
say, a vast array of possible (AV) Translation strategies exists (see, for example, Vinay 
and Darbelnet 2000; Gottlieb 2000; Karamitroglou 2000; Katan 2004; Sánchez 2004; 
Díaz Cintas 2009), all taxonomies following a broad-spectrum progression along an axis 
from Source-to-Target orientation. My investigation mainly followed Pedersen’s (2011) 
proposed framework10 and I also drew on the works of other well-known translation/
AVT scholars, such as Katan (1999/2004), Newmark (1988), and Taylor (2000). Ex-
tremes of this scale represent tendencies or general strategies in relation to which each 
translation procedure is situated according to its degree of cultural mediation. Trans-
lators’ choices depend on how easily ECR meanings can be recognized/accessed by the 

8   The films under investigation are part of a wider project which investigates the rendering of food- 
related issues from English into Italian and viceversa in a wide variety of contexts (i.e. metaphors, idi-
omatic expressions, food tourism websites etc.).

9  The comparative unit of analysis taken into account was a frame, the basic unit of a film. A frame is 
“a word or a stretch of words in the form of a subtitle, which appears for a length of time on the screen 
and disappears before another frame appeared” (Gaemi and Benyamin 2011: 42). In motion pictures, it 
is one of the successive pictures on the film strip.

10 Pedersen’s taxonomy can be summarized as follows: Retention (implies no, or only small, adjust-
ments to meet target language expectations); Direct translation (when translating the source text com-
pletely and accurately); Official Equivalents (an ECR is translated with an Official Equivalent when an 
official decision by some authority has generally been made, e.g. for converting measurements); Gener-
alization, Specification, Substitution, and finally Omission which, due to the media-specific constraints 
of subtitling, is not an uncommon strategy, especially in cases of very high-paced dialogue. Nonetheless, 
it must be used only after testing and rejecting all other options (Leppihalme 1997: 93). 
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TA.  ECR are assumed to be less identifiable to most of the relevant TA than they are 
to the relevant SA, because of differences in encyclopedic knowledge and competence. 
Both the names of the extreme points of those axes and the strategies themselves can 
vary according to different scholars. Nonetheless, all these strategies can be grouped 
into two macro-categories (Leppihalme 1997): Minimum Change Strategies, which add 
no new material to the TT rendering of the ST ECR (i.e. when the ECR is likely to be 
accessed encyclopedically, intertextually or deictically), and include Retention; Equiva-
lent and Direct Translation; while Interventional Strategies – which are Specification, 
Generalization, Substitution, and Omission – supply the TT audience with more infor-
mation to help access the ECR. However, all these translation strategies either combine 
or overlap, which makes them difficult to categorize accurately within a given body of 
work.

The films considered in this study are:
Babette’s Feast (1987, directed by Gabriel Axel)
Big Night (1996, directed by Campbell Scott and Stanley Tucci)
Chef (2014, directed by Jon Favreau)
Cloudy with a Chance of Meatballs (2009, directed by Phil Lord & Chris Miller) 
Eat Love Pray (2010, directed by Ryan Murphy)
When Harry Met Sally (1989, directed by Rob Reiner)
Manhattan (1973, directed by Woody Allen)
Moonstruck (1987, directed by Norman Jewison)
My Big Fat Greek Wedding (2002, directed by Joel Zwick) 
Pulp Fiction (1994, directed by Quentin Tarantino)
Ratatouille (2007, directed by Brad Bird)
Shall We Dance? (2004, directed by Peter Chelsom)
Something’s Gotta Give (2003, directed by Nancy Meyers)
Soul Food (1997, directed by George Tillman Jr.)
The Devil Wears Prada (2006, directed by David Frankel)
The First Wives’ Club (1996, directed by Hugh Wilson) 
The Family Man (2000, directed by Brett Ratner)
The Godfather I (1972, directed by Francis Ford Coppola) 
The Godfather II (1974, directed by Francis Ford Coppola) 
The Godfather III (1990, directed by Francis Ford Coppola) 
The King’s Speech (2010, directed by Tom Hooper) 
The Princess and the Frog (2009, directed by Ron Clements)
Today’s Special (2009, directed by David Kaplan)
Tortilla Soup (2001, directed by María Ripoll)
Who is Killing the Great Chefs of Europe? (1978, directed by Ted Kotcheff). 

Subtitling greatly differs from isosemiotic translation, as space and time are lim-
ited, and this makes condensation an inevitable part of the subtitling process (Díaz 
Cintas and Remael 2007)11. As Pedersen (2011: 1053) observes: 

11  It is beyond the scope of this paper to explore all technical subtitling constraints. Suffice it to recall 
here the most important ones: “the requirement of matching the visual image”; “the pace of the sound-
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Subtitles primarily interact with the two verbal channels, editing and translating 
them […] and all subtitling should be in harmony with the flow of the non-verbal visual 
channel. In this way, subtitles can be in harmony with the entire polysemiotic ST, and 
this creates a subtitled polysemiotic TT. […] The subtitles themselves are monosemiot-
ic, […] but together they make up a polysemiotic text.

6. Results and findings

Due to word limitations, only a small selection of qualitative examples is investigat-
ed in detail. I decided to analyse scenes which offered a wide array of translation strat-
egies in the rendering of food events. More importantly, in the chosen scenes, different 
socio-cultural reason(s) underlie different translating options, which helps to highlight 
not only the above-mentioned link between food and identity but, above all, the major 
challenge references to culture-specific terms pose to any translator/subtitler. This is 
the reason why “when a subtitler encounters an ECR in a ST […] by far the most com-
mon strategy is to retain the ECR as it is, with just minor alterations to accommodate 
the rules of the TL” (Pedersen 2007: 31). Hence Retention, or Borrowing, is the most 
frequently used strategy for rendering ECRs, and in particular food terms in AVT. 

However, the choice of leaving cultural names and concepts untranslated can be 
also intended as a concise celebration of the local ST culture and atmosphere. Cultur-
al words can in fact often be borrowed in order to attract the Target Audience (TA) 
and convey a sense of intimacy between a Source Text Audience (STA) and its TA. 
Nonetheless, the more the proto-script is oriented towards its culture, the more its 
rendering raises problems since, while some lingua-cultural references may be under-
stood straightaway, others may not. The domesticating strategy of emphasizing the 
ST culture is often meaningful only to an initiated audience and may cause problems 
for a general audience and limit the TA comprehension of (more) detailed and nuanced 
aspects. This is due to the “sociolinguistic force” (Kramsh 1998: 16) of a sign, where the 
linguistic sign may entertain multiple relations with its object, which may be simulta-
neously of a denotative, connotative, or iconic kind.

Even when the TA recognizes the terms, the absolute equivalence of such terms 
must always be questioned, once they are used outside their original context. Aspects 
of indigenous cultures survive and reach beyond their natural boundaries, and they 
frequently acquire new connotations/meanings via transmedia references. Lasagna, for 
instance, is a familiar presence in British cuisine, but the term does not evoke the same 
connotative potential once used outside the Italian context, while others may possibly 
not be recognized. 

Let us consider some examples of Retention in film subtitling. 
Throughout The Godfather saga food and eating figure largely as both cultural sig-

nifiers and narrative devices. Kitchen cooking plays a big part in the trilogy: in over 87 
scenes food and drink are in the foreground – thus reinforcing one of the most common 
stereotypes about Italians in terms of their all-pervasive food-fixation12. In The Godfa-

track dialogue”; “physical constraints of available space”; “the reduction of the source text”; and “the shift 
in mode from speech to writing” (Hatim and Mason 1997: 65-66).

12 Francis Coppola’s brilliant film adaptation of Mario Puzo’s bestseller, The Godfather I, released 
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ther trilogy the food speaks volumes on how Italian-Americans in the US are still very 
much in tune with their roots back home. One of the most oft-quoted lines in The God-
father I (1972) is hit man Peter Clemenza’s recommendation to his partner in crime, 
Rocco Lampone, after killing Paulie Gatto: “Leave the gun. Take the cannoli”13. Here 
the exact word has been left untranslated, and although cannoli have already been 
mentioned in a previous scene by Peter’s wife14, no explanations are ever given to pos-
sibly shed light on the content of the little parcel. Although the box could be recognized 
as a dessert package, some of the audience may be unfamiliar with cannoli as Sicilian 
desserts15, and both Peter Clemenza’s cold detachment, worried only about the cannoli 
rather than the victim, and the dark sarcasm of the whole scene, might be lost. In this 
case Imitation, by entailing a loss of meaning, could turn into Resignation.

Other examples of Retention/Literal Translation can be found in The Devil Wears 
Prada16 (2006), as shown in Table 1 (my italics). 

in 1972, is the first of a three-part series, and two other sequels followed: The Godfather Part II (1974) 
and The Godfather Part III (1990). The Godfather’s influence institutionalized Italian mob stereotypes, 
turning them into part of the folklore of America and elsewhere, and has infiltrated popular culture: 
few films have entered the realms of social iconography and had such lasting effects on the worldwide 
lexicon; suffice it to mention the notorious, euphemistic lines “an offer he can’t refuse” (Cavaliere 2012; 
forthcoming).

13  The sentence is pronounced by Rocco Lampone, one of Michael Corleone’s ‘caporegimes’, just after 
killing Paulie Gatto, right-hand man and personal chauffeur to Vito Corleone in The Godfather I.

14  The original line, both in the script and the book, was never intended to mention cannoli. The line 
“take the cannoli” was ad-libbed by Richard Castellano, who played Clemenza, based on a suggestion 
from his onscreen and real-life wife, Ardell Sheridan, to riff on an earlier scene where she had reminded 
him, while leaving home, “don’t forget the cannoli”.

15  Cannoli are pastry desserts made with ricotta cheese, typical of Sicily, the southern Italian region 
where Vito Corleone, the Godfather, and most of his henchmen came from.

16  Storyline: Andy, a naive college graduate, goes to New York City and gets a job as a co-assistant to 
a fashion magazine editor, the ruthless and cynical Miranda Priestly – a hugely powerful and demanding 
diva within the magazine business. 

Table 1. The Devil Wears Prada: Retention

English script Italian frame

Emily: While you’re out Miranda needs 
you to go to Hermès to pick up 25 
scarves we ordered for her. Cassidy left 
her homework at Dalton. Pick that up. 
Miranda went out to meet with Meisel. 
She’ll want more STARBUCKS when 
she gets back. Hot Starbucks. 

Miranda: I’ll be back at 3. I’d like my 
Starbucks waiting.

Emily: Già che sei fuori Miranda vuo-
le che tu vada da Hermès a ritirare 
le 25 sciarpe ordinate. Cassidy ha di-
menticato i compiti alla Dalton. Passa 
a prenderli. Miranda è uscita per l’ap-
puntamento con Meisel. E vuole altro 
STARBUCKS per quando torna. Star-
bucks bollente.

Miranda: Torno per le 3. Vorrei il mio 
Starbucks ad aspettarmi. 
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Starbucks, as we know, is the world’s biggest caffeine dealer and coffeehouse chain, 
with 19,435 stores in 58 countries, often defined overseas as “the third place”, where 
especially younger people spend most of their free time. Nonetheless, despite being 
inspired by Italian culture, to date Italy has been a “Starbucks-free nation”17. Con-
sequently, the metonymic relation between the beverage – coffee – and the company 
which sells it – Starbucks – must not necessarily be taken for granted in Italy and may 
be lost by some of the Italian audience, especially by older and/or less educated people 
who are not accustomed to travelling abroad.  

In this case the choice of leaving Starbucks untranslated – which might have simply 
been rendered with the functional equivalent caffè – could depend on the film produc-
tion opting for a product placement (i.e. the process by which manufacturers or adver-
tisers pay a fee in order for branded products to be prominently displayed in a movie, 
TV show or other media production). 

A different explanation must be given for the subtitlers’ decision to leave French 
words untranslated in the 1989 American animated musical fantasy film produced by 
Walt Disney The Little Mermaid18, when Chef Louis, while preparing a seafood dinner, 
sings a song about cooking fish. Here multimodal representation exploits both phono-
logical features and iconic signs to depict the iconic French chef character. Song lyrics 
are almost always subtitled – starting with a white hash mark (#) and the final song 
subtitle with a hashtag at the start and the end – and left verbatim in the case of well-
known songs, whether they are part of the action or not. However, in the case under 
scrutiny the song is unknown, and its lyrics are crucial to the humour of the scene. Even 
though the relations between signs and signifiers and their connotative and iconic value 
are totally arbitrary, they all bring further meanings into a specific mode. Particularly 
in diasemiotic representations, a recurring Mode, i.e. “any organized, regular means of 
representation and communication, such as still image, gesture, posture, and speech, 
music, writing, or new configurations of the elements of these” (Jewitt 2009: 184), be-
comes decidedly instrumental to characterization. In various ways, all the iconic rep-
resentations enhance both the denotative and the connotative meaning of individual 
words and actions: “Just as language cannot be reduced to words and syntax, but needs 
visualization in order to function, so images are inseparable from language, in their 
very visuality” (Bal 1999: 82). In our example, the over-the-top Frenchness of chef Louis 
is marked not only by his French accent, but also by the (apparently) random lyrics of 
his song. The lyrics, as shown in Table 2, are meant to eulogize both the cook’s passion 
for cooking fish and some major French iconic symbols: Nouvelle cuisine, Les Champs 
Elysees, Maurice Chevalier are all worldwide known French hallmarks19. 

17 In the early 1980s Howard Schultz, former Starbucks chairman and CEO, during a trip to Milan, 
was inspired by Italy’s cafe culture to turn the US coffeehouse chain into a space that could be a com-
munity gathering place, and since then he has built his coffee empire. Schultz, however, always feared 
that the Starbucks model would not take off in Italy and that Italians would be reluctant to abandon 
their traditions. However, after more than thirty years, the first Starbucks café opened in September 
2018 in Milan. 

18  Storyline: inspired by the classic Hans Christian Andersen fairy tale, the film narrates the love 
story between a mermaid (Ariel) and a human prince (Henry). 

19  Nouvelle Cuisine is the style of cooking originating in France during the 1960s and 1970s that 
stresses freshness, lightness, and clarity of flavour, Les Champs Elysees is possibly the most famous 
boulevard in Paris, leading from Place de la Concorde to the Arc de Triomphe, whereas Maurice Chevalier 
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As for the music, the song begins as a Musette, and then ends with a typical can-
can being played20. Here the overall effect of the song is more important than its literal 
translation, so in the Italian version subtitlers either combined song-lines, or edited 
and combined song-lines, wherever possible trying to leave any rhymes intact and syn-
chronize with audio, they alternatively opted for Retention in the case of French lan-
guage or Paraphrase when translating into Italian. 

In the above example, in both songs all French terms, whether referring to cookery 
or not, have been left untranslated. Even though not all the French references/conno-
tations of the songs might be familiar to the English TA or the Italian TA (Maurice 
Chevalier, for instance, might not be recognized as the famous French chansonnier and 
entertainer), here the ultimate goal of Retention for the French words simply lies in 
their French resonance, not in their literal meanings.   

Also, in the 2007 Pixar film Ratatouille21, phrases concerning food are often uttered 
in French language form, and left untranslated in the original English text, not only to 
give local colour and flavour, but mainly to validate the following assumption: “Although 
each of the world’s countries would like to dispute this fact, we French know the truth: 
the best food in the world is made in France. The best food in France is made in Paris.” 

was among  the most  famous  French cabaret musicians, and  thus recalls French light entertainment 
and night life.  

20  Musettes are typically waltzes played on the accordion, an instrument frequently used in recordings 
of early 20th century French popular music. This is the reason why this particular genre played on an 
accordion, by memetic mutation, has come to be the musical ‘personification’ of Paris, together with 
the typical musical dance called French can-can, as it first appeared in the working-class ballrooms of 
Montparnasse in Paris at the beginning of the 19th century. See Dauncey and Cannon (2003).

21 Storyline: a rat named Remy dreams of becoming a great French chef despite his family’s wishes 
and the obvious problem of being a rat in a decidedly rodent-phobic profession. Despite the apparent 
dangers of being an unlikely – and certainly unwanted – visitor in the kitchen of a fine French restau-
rant, fate places Remy beneath a restaurant made famous by his culinary hero, Auguste Gusteau. Here 
opportunity knocks when Linguini, a clumsy youth hired as a garbage boy, discovers and partners Remy 
to produce the finest Ratatouille in all of France.

Table 2. The Little Mermaid: Retention and Paraphrase

English version Italian version 

Nouvelle Cuisine
Les Champs Elysées
Maurice Chevalier
Les poissons
Les poissons
How I love les poissons 
[…]
Then I pull out the bones
Ah mais oui
Ça c’est toujours delish

Nouvelle Cuisine
Les Champs Elysées
Maurice Chevalier
Les poisson, les poisson
farli a pezzi e servirli che bontà!
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This is the opening sentence of the film, pronounced with an unmistakably French 
accent by a narrator’s voice on television while the image of the Eiffel Tower is shown 
to immediately set the location in France. Along the same lines, in the following table, 
referring to another scene, not only is the name of the cheese in the English version ren-
dered with French terms, but its excellence is also underlined by the determiner any in 
the preceding sentence “and not just any cheese”, with the underlying assumption that 
the cheese really is a rare treat. In the Italian version, instead, the French terms are 
translated literally into Italian, (possibly) because of the eternal rivalry between Italy 
and France about food and fashion. While American/English films, when intending to 
highlight food excellence, generally resort to the French language, the Italian version 
always translates into Italian, as is clearly shown in the following examples. This could 
be explained by an Italian reluctance to recognize French culinary supremacy.

This claim might be much clearer in the following example, taken from Something’s 
Gotta Give22, when the main female character Erica decides to buy some really extraor-
dinary, delicious food; her sole choice is to buy French food. Accordingly, in the English 
script she goes to a French épicerie and, speaking French, orders typical French food 
(paté, fromage, gâteau au chocolat).   

In some cases, “the presuppositional knowledge forming the background to a text 
may prove to be problematic, conveying, as it does, information of a ‘sensitive’ nature 

22  Storyline: a swinging entertainment executive in his 60s surrounded by plenty of young girlfriends 
ends up falling in love with Erica, his latest romance’s mother, who is closer to his age.  

Table 3. Ratatouille: French Retention vs (Italian) Literal Translation  

Table 4. Something’s Gotta Give: French Retention vs (Italian) Literal Translation

English script Italian frame 

And not just any cheese: 
 Tomme de chevre de pays
• I need two racks of lamb
• Two salmon, three salade com-
posée and three filets

L1 English: L2: French Code mixing

E non è un formaggio qualsiasi: È toma 
di capra di campagna
• Due porzioni di costolette d’ag-
nello 
• Mi servono due salmoni, tre in-
salate miste e tre filetti

 TT L3: Italian Literal Translation

English script Italian frame

Je voudrais une tranche de votre paté mer-
veilleuse et un morceau de votre fromage 
de chèvre 
 du gâteau au chocolat

Vorrei un po’ di quel vostro meravi-
glioso paté e una fetta del vostro mi-
glior formaggio di capra 
[…] una bella torta al cioccolato
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which may possibly even require suppression, or some other radical irruption into the 
text as a translation strategy” (Fawcett 1998: 121). 

In the examples under scrutiny both Crisco and Jarlsberg refer to food brands quite 
exclusively known/used in the US23, hence a Substitution is required in order to aid the 
TA in understanding the relevant function or connotations of the ST ECRs.  

6.1 Translating wordplay and other examples
According to Chiaro (2006: 2), the term wordplay “includes any conceivable way 

that language is used with the intent to amuse”. Wordplay, being “language-dependent 
jokes” (Zabalbeascoa 1996: 253), is extremely difficult to translate, and is often deemed 
as ‘untranslatable,’ since it employs particular structural characteristics of the SL 
for its meaning. Wordplay can be labelled in different ways. According to Delabastita 
(1996: 128), it can be divided into four main categories, based on the level of similarity 
concerning sounds and spelling: 

‘homonymy’ (identical sounds and spelling) 
‘homophony’ (identical sounds but different spelling) 
‘homography’ (different sounds but identical spelling) 
‘paronymy’ (there are slight differences in both spelling and sound), as in the 

example shown in Table 7. 
  
In The Godfather II, Frankie Petangeli, one of the old-time gangsters who used to 

work for Vito Corleone, is uneducated and unaccustomed to the modern, de-Italianized 
style of Michael’s West-Coast party. He feels uneasy and says to Fredo, Vito Corleone’s 
son:

23  Crisco is a sort of vegetable shortening marketed as a ‘must-have’ pantry staple for all US cooks 
and bakers, while Jarlsberg is a cow’s milk cheese that is the most popular imported cheese in the US 
(originating in Norway, it is also produced in Ohio). 

Table 5. The Devil Wears Prada: Substitution

Table 6. The Devil Wears Prada: Substitution

English script Italian frame 

Nigel: “A little Crisco and
some fishing line
and we’re in business”

Nigel: “Oh sì… un po’ di lubrificante
e un filo da pesca
e il gioco è fatto”.

English script Italian frame

Andy: “Oh no no no, give me that.
There’s like eight dollars of Jarlsberg 
in there”.

Andy: “Oh no no no, dammi qua.
“Ci sono otto dollari di formaggio lì”
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In this example the ST message is substituted and partially omitted:  
Ritz cracker: crosta di pane (literally bread crust); 
chopped liver: (simply) fegato; 
can of peas: timballo di melanzane, where the English paronymy canapés/can-of-

peas is replaced with a food typical of the TA culture: timballo di melanzane. What we 
have here is a cultural substitution, replacing “a culture-specific item or expression of 
the SL with a TL item which does not have the same prepositional meaning, but it is 
likely to have a similar impact on the target reader” (Baker 1992: 31) [my italics]. None-
theless, in this case the intended humorous English wordplay canapés /can-of-peas is 
totally lost. Thus, following Delabastita’s (1996) taxonomy, the result is PUN > ZERO: 
“the portion of text containing the pun is simply omitted”. 

In the next example from The Devil Wears Prada, the TL has no true equivalent for 
‘Corn Chowder’, therefore a possible solution is cultural substitution. Subtitlers have 
different options: they can either substitute the ECR with another term, which could 
be either a similar ECR from the target culture (TC) or a better-known ECR from the 
source culture (SC), or one from a third culture. 

In The Devil Wears Prada there are also many examples of Generalization due to 
the many US/NewYork socio-cultural references. This often requires translators to 
choose Generalization and/or cultural-neutral terms, as in the following example when 
Nigel sarcastically asks:   

The culturally specific ST ‘onion bagel’ has been made more understandable by 
undergoing chunking. In this regard translators adopt the technique of ‘chunking up’ 

English script Italian frame

Nigel: That’s an interesting choice, Corn 
Chowder! 

Nigel: Scelta interessante, Mine-
stra, di Mais! 

English script Italian frame

Nigel: Did someone eat an onion bagel? Nigel: Qualcuno ha mangiato cipolla?

Table 8. The Devil Wears Prada: Substitution

Table 9. The Devil Wears Prada: Generalization

Table 7. The Godfather II: paronymy

English script Italian frame

Frankie: Hey, what’s with the food 
here?
Fredo: What’s the matter?
Frankie: A kid comes up to me in a 
white jacket, gives me a Ritz cracker 
with chopped liver and says, ‘Canapés.’ 
I said, uh, ‘can of peas, my ass, that’s a 
Ritz cracker and chopped liver!’ 

Frankie: Ma che schifo si mangia qua?
Fredo: Perché?
Frankie: Perché arriva un picciotto con 
una crosta di pane e del fegato e mi dice: 
‘Canapés’. Io ci rispondo: ‘Canapés’, ‘sta 
minchia, voglio un timballo di melanza-
ne!
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(Katan 1999: 147-157). Chunking is one of the most important strategies translators 
resort to when rendering cultural terms; this expression, taken from computer science, 
where it refers to the changing in size of something, “is a simple operation of finding a 
(more or) less culture-bound, or rather, more (or less) culture-inclusive superordinate” 
(Katan 1999: 147), and comprises three different options: ‘chunking up’, ‘chunking 
down’, and ‘chunking sideways’. ‘Chunking up’ means that translators, in rendering 
a specific term, decide to put it into a more general context, while, ‘chunking down’ is 
a reverse strategy where the SL generic term is translated into the Target Language 
(TL) with a more specific one; ‘chunking sideways’, which is of particular interest when 
rendering cultural terms or any so-called ‘untranslatables’, occurs when the size is not 
altered and the translator manages to find other examples which are on the same level 
or belong to the same class. In our case, as has been said, subtitlers generally ‘chunk up’ 
the culture-bound elements and thus move from a narrowly-defined term to a broader 
definition, from hyponomy to hyperonymy, as when cultural connotations like onion 
bagel are flattened out in the Italian version, which is ‘generalized’ and rendered as 
cipolla24. However, ring-shaped breads have a long history in many other countries 
too, ranging from German pretzels to Chinese girdeh nan, or Italian taralli and ciam-
belle. In this example, a possibly better translation could have been taralli alla cipolla. 
Though conveying a very different connotation, this solution would have avoided Gen-
eralization and achieved greater clarity in terms of TA situationality. While it is in fact 
very uncommon for (Italian) people to eat onions as such, it is much more common to 
eat taralli alla cipolla as a snack at work. 

Other equivalent examples are present in the Italian subtitled version of Moon-
struck (1987)25, a film where food and food sharing are the focal point for a great many 
scenes. In this film much of the action takes place in the family grocery store, the bak-
ery, the family’s dining room, in the kitchen and most of all in the Gran Ticino Restau-
rant – a New York-based dining spot owned by the main characters. Food often becomes 
a metaphorical way to describe family relationships, ethnicity, and the changing moods 
of the characters. In the following example the subtitlers, basing themselves on the as-

24  Although nowadays Americans consider bagels so typical of their culinary tradition to the point 
that February 9th has become ‘National Bagel Day,’ curiously enough ‘bagels’ were a staple of Polish 
cuisine (the word bagel may come either from the Yiddish word beigen, i.e. to bend, or a transliteration 
of the word beygl deriving in turn from the German dialect word beugel, i.e. ring or bracelet) and were 
introduced into the United States by Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe, with their cravings for 
the foods of the old country, only at the beginning of the last century. America’s mass bagel consumption 
is all the more surprising because, until the 1960s, bagels were almost unknown outside large Jewish 
communities in major cities (Rothstein 2008).

25 Storyline: Loretta Castorini, a Brooklyn widow in her late 30s, is to resolve the feud between her 
fiancé Johnny Cammareri and his estranged brother Ronnie. However, while Johnny is out of the coun-
try, visiting his dying mother, Loretta and Ronnie fall in love and have an affair. Loretta must decide 
what to do about choosing between her fiancé and her lover.

English script Italian frame:

Rose: Oatmeal Rose: Farinata d’avena 

Table 10. Moonstruck: Substitution
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sumption that oatmeal is not common to a staple TA breakfast, neutralize its cultural 
specificity and resort to Substitution26. 

In one of the first scenes of The First Wives Club (1996)27, the drinks that the three 
women order act indirectly as a type of introduction to their different personalities. An-
nie, “the one who can’t manage a simple declarative sentence” – as we learn later from 
her friends – tentatively orders “a Virgin Mary”, while her two self-assertive friends 
have spirits:

Here the adopted strategy is a kind of Expansion, where the subtitler deems it nec-
essary to enhance the quality of TA understanding. By translating Virgin Mary (name-
ly, a non-alcoholic version of a Bloody Mary) as Pomodoro condito, i.e. literally a (spicy) 
tomato juice, although the denotative meaning gets transferred, the humorous desired 
religious association of the English version is lost. Annie’s choice of a Virgin Mary was 
meant to create a hilarious contrast with her uninhibited friends and further adds some 
connotations to her strict, dogmatic personality. 

7. Concluding Remarks

In AVT, the complex relationship between language and culture gets even more 
complex owing to the many theoretical and practical issues intertwining with the dis-
cipline itself (i.e. technological advances, technical constraints, film semiotics, script 
writing, economic and professional aspects and so on). 

The upshot of our investigation allows us to confirm that Retention, with a distin-
guishably high rate of occurrence, is the most frequently used strategy in all motion 
pictures analysed. Our study confirms Taylor’s (2006: 8) assertion: 

A tension […] exists, when translating from English to Italian, between the temptation 
to translate literally and maintain the foreign flavor, and to tone everything down in a 
localization exercise. Thus, the pitfalls for the translator lie between the extremes of total 
disdain and novelty obsession, as neither position is taken up in Italian contexts. 

In a diachronic perspective, it appears that, although every translation invariably 
domesticates language (Venuti 1995: 148), the more recent the film, the more subtitlers 
opt for foreignization, hence promoting the ST culture. Today, as a direct consequence 
in the process of global cultural communication and mergence, significant attention 
is given to cultural diversities. Interest in languages and customs of foreign countries 
has evolved, and both new translational activities and translation accuracy along with 

26  It must be noted, however, that, viceversa, when meals are ordered at the Gran Ticino Restaurant, 
typical Italian meals, in the original English version, are not translated.

27  Storyline: reunited by the death of a college friend, three divorced women seek revenge on the 
husbands who left them for younger women.

English script:  Italian frame: 

Virgin Mary pomodoro condito

Table 11. The First Wives Club
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them. In the 21st century, foreignization seems to be the expected common tendency 
in AVT. In most examples untranslated/foreign material did not affect intelligibility, 
also because a particularly recreational TA may not stop to consider every unfamiliar 
name. Nonetheless, especially in case of ECRs and their culture-laden value/specificity, 
foreignization and its related strategies may prevent (full) TA comprehension. 

Osimo (2004: 133-134) observes that “The audience, tricked by the familiar language 
spoken in the movie, cannot grasp its implicit cultural specificity, which can only be 
understood in context”. Cultural concepts and/or items may, more often than not, entail 
a loss of meaning: what mainly gets lost, in the examples under scrutiny, are mainly 
humorous asides. Even the chunking up process tends to invalidate puns and jokes. 
This was quite predictable since, in terms of understanding, cross-cultural humour is 
probably the most difficult feature of another culture (Solomon 1997: 205). Each form of 
humour is inextricably embedded in the cultural cradle in which it was born, and it can 
hardly ever be understood without an explanation of the cultural mindset and rules/
taboos which the humorous issue refers to28. 

Yet, our study did not aim at questioning the subtitlers’ choices, but rather at demon-
strating the challenge of translating culture-bound elements – food terms in particu-
lar – and, more importantly, at considering new insights into approaching translation 
problems in the AVT practice.

Investigations about translation strategies should lead scholars to analyse what 
remains largely unexplored in terms of translation loss, i.e. “what it consists in and 
whether it matters” (Dickins et al. 2002: 96). Can untranslated ECR terms convey their 
meanings to the TA, and if so to what extent? Is there a significant residue of un-
translatable culture associated with the ST linguistic structures which is only partially 
conveyed, or is not conveyed at all? Has the ultimate goal of a successful translation 
been achieved, namely has real intercultural communication been enhanced? The field 
of end-user perception and appreciation of the translated product is still relatively un-
explored29, therefore TA ‘perception analysis’ should be promoted in order to gauge TA 
comprehension and thus its perception and appreciation. 
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1. Introduction 

During the penultimate episode of the last series of How I Met Your Mother, a pop-
ular American sitcom, aired in 2013, the characters argue as to what to do with an old 
chair as one of them is about to go to Italy. In the original English dialogue, one of the 
characters said:

Ted, Italy doesn’t need something that is wrinkled, red and leaky and smells like booze 
and narcotics, they’ve already got former Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi (Lancini 2013).

The episode was aired unofficially in Italy with a subtitled Italian translation in 
May 2013. The above line was translated as follows:  

Abstract
This paper analyses the Italian translations of three articles on Italian politics published in 
2015 in the New York Times and the Financial Times. It looks at the discursive re-localization 
of these three translations when they were circulated in the context of Italy’s politics and me-
dia. As argued by Schäffner and Bassnett (2010: 2), “Media reports about political events are 
always forms of recontextualisation, and any recontextualisation involves transformations. Re-
contextualisation and transformation are particularly complex where translation is involved.” 
The three translations analysed in this paper reveal a double act of recontextualization: British 
and American media discuss the Italian economy or politics following a certain articulation of 
national images which often derives from a pre-existing, standard representation of Italy, or 
“frame”, which is replicated through news translation (Valdeón 2016); then, when these texts 
became known in Italy through their translation, the Italian news items they discussed were 
heavily contested within Italy itself. This shift in discourse (re-)production is often attributed 
to the perceived manipulation of foreign texts about Italy for political purposes, and trans-
lated news has become an area of conflict between different ideological interests. The three 
case studies discussed in this paper are evidence that translation is used as an instrument of 
political legitimization (or delegitimization). If we view translation in a political context, then 
translation may also imply manipulation and suppression (sometimes even as an effect of bad 
translation) and may therefore become, in and of itself, a deeply political act.
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Ted, l’Italia non ha bisogno di qualcosa di raggrinzito, rosso e logoro, e che puzza di alcol e 
droghe. Hanno già l’ex premier Silvio Berlusconi (Lancini 2013).

This is a pretty accurate translation, as it fitted the frame created by American 
and British media about Italy, and specifically Berlusconi, who was widely discredited 
outside Italy because of the many scandals evolving on his supposedly unstatesmanlike 
personal life.  In February 2014, the episode was finally screened on Italian TV channel 
Italia 1, which was (and is still) owned by Berlusconi himself. The dubbed translation 
of the line was:

L’Italia ha già abbastanza problemi con chi governa il Paese (Buttita 2014).

whose back-translation is: 

Italy already has enough problems with those who rule the country (my translation).

This translation was considered by many as plain censorship and further evidence 
of the fact that Berlusconi would not tolerate any dissenting voice, even of a comical 
nature, within his own TV network. The original meaning of the line was heavily ma-
nipulated, depriving it of any negative allusion to the Italian Prime Minister.

This paper will analyse the Italian translations of three articles, one from the Finan-
cial Times and two from the New York Times, all published in 2015, which discussed 
Italian political events and which became the centrepiece of very intense political and 
media debate in Italy. What happened to How I Met Your Mother is an indication of 
how translations of foreign texts may become part of the political discourse of the target 
culture. Not dissimilarly to the translation of the American sit-com, when the three 
articles discussed in this paper became known in Italy through their Italian transla-
tion, they circulated within a frame shaped by political motivations and interests. The 
authors of the translations and the media where they appeared were accused of having 
manipulated the texts in order to present a partial view of their original meaning. 
This happened, crucially, because of the translated texts and the translation strategies 
used, which became themselves part of the political debate. Debates on these three 
translations have revolved not just around the issues discussed in the translated texts 
themselves but also around the supposed quality of translation, the translation strate-
gies used, the supposed manipulations involved in them and the translator’s supposed 
political partiality. 

2. Ideologies at work. Partiality and manipulation in translation

Foreign news is part of the media culture which, in turn, plays a crucial role in 
shaping the political debate of a country. In this context, translations are routinely 
used as political items: according to Schäffner (2004: 117), “political discourse relies 
on translation; translation is in fact part of the development of discourse, and a bridge 
between various discourses”. It is mainly through translations that information crosses 
borders and is made available in different countries, as discourse within the public 
sphere is shaped by the availability of translated texts, which in turn fuels political 
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action. However, the role of translation is not always evident. Schäffner and Bassnett 
(2010: 13) argue that:  

Translation, although often invisible in the field of politics, is actually an integral part 
of political activity. Which texts get translated, from and into which languages is itself 
already a political decision. 

Political and news texts are translated in order to spread knowledge about foreign 
political affairs and, if and when they are translated, they are also used as part of polit-
ical discourse itself. Indeed, translations can be part of political conflicts, as they can be 
used to legitimize or delegitimize certain ideological interests, which in turn may also 
determine how texts are translated: the act of translating and the translation strate-
gies employed by the translator are influenced by ideological factors. Inevitably, then, 
the meaning in translations is always partial as it undergoes a shift from the original 
text. According to Tymoczko (2003), all translations are inherently partial as they can 
never be fully exhaustive in terms of the meaning conveyed. This is because transla-
tors, just like the authors of the original texts, must make choices as to which aspect of 
meaning should be foregrounded in their translations. This partiality in the production 
of a text – whether original or translated – impacts on the creation of meaning and on 
how meaning is spread in society. By being partisan (and inevitably so), translators 
engage with society, as their texts circulate within society and emphasize certain mean-
ings at the expense of others.

On this basis, a “neutral” translation simply cannot exist because the translator 
always makes certain choices on the basis of his or her background knowledge, culture 
and ideology. The choices translators make in translating texts give birth to partial 
texts, and by being partial, they are also partisan and thus “participate in the dialectic 
of power, the ongoing process of political discourse, and strategies for social change” 
(Tymoczko 2000: 24). It is translators who place the translated texts on the ideological 
plane: as argued by Hatim and Mason (1997: 122), translators can exercise a certain 
power, or “mediation”, that is, “the extent to which translators intervene in the trans-
fer process, feeding their own knowledge and beliefs into their processing of a text”, 
by which they can orient the text ideologically. The translator’s beliefs and knowledge 
induce him/her to make certain choices when translating, and these choices inevitably 
reflect the political interests at work in the social context where the translator works. 
Translation can therefore be seen as a process in which issues of power are continual-
ly addressed, and this is done in the wider cultural and political context of the target 
language:

Translation thus is not simply an act of faithful reproduction but, rather, a deliberate and 
conscious act of selection, assemblage, structuration, and fabrication – and even, in some 
cases, of falsification, refusal of information, counterfeiting, and the creation of secret codes. 
In these ways translators, as much as creative writers and politicians, participate in the 
powerful acts that create knowledge and shape culture (Tymoczko and Gentzler 2002: xx1; 
italics mine). 

Tymoczko and Gentzler are clearly pointing to the fact that translators are active 
agents in political discourse, in a cross-discursive perspective in which politicians, 
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translators and journalists all consider translations as ideologically contested arenas: 
translators take part in political discussions by manipulating and recontextualizing 
foreign texts, while politicians and journalists themselves comment on the contents of 
the translated texts as well as, crucially, the translation strategies employed in trans-
lating (which inevitably means manipulating) texts, which are commonly assumed to 
be the domain of translators. 

Textual manipulation is always implicit in any kind of translation, which is a re-cod-
ification of a text coming from one linguistic and cultural context into a new one.  In 
a sense, manipulation is inevitable: original meanings codified in the source language 
need to be reshaped for the new language, culture and audience. In particular, trans-
lations of news are, by their own nature, very unstable in terms of communication of 
meaning. This is due to the complex interlingual and intercultural processes involved in 
the translation of news items from one language to another (and, often, to yet another 
language) (Bielsa and Bassnett 2009: 13-15). News translation consists in the creation 
of a new text addressed to a new audience with a new language, a text circulating in a 
new cultural and social context, with both the form and the content of the original text 
altered, and therefore necessarily partial. In this sense, the role of the translator is the 
same as that of the journalist, who selects and writes news items (ibid.: 64-65).  In this 
context, manipulation of translation is inevitable, but it is the role of news translation 
itself which has to be reformulated on the basis of the peculiarities of the translated 
texts:

At no stage is a text likely to be translated in the traditional sense of the term, following 
word order and sentence patterns. What is more likely is that different textual practices 
will take place, including summary, paraphrase, addition and subtraction, reshaping in 
accordance with target culture conventions, rewriting in a particular house style. In other 
words, what happens to news stories is that they undergo a series of textual transforma-
tions, all of which are underpinned by acculturation strategies (Bassnett 2005: 125).

The “textual transformations” and “acculturation strategies” of translated news 
texts largely answer to certain political pressures of the target culture. The translated 
news, in turn, often become part of the political discourse of the target culture. 

3. Three case studies

On July 22, 2015, the New York Times published an article on Rome by Gaia Pia-
nigiani, one of the newspaper’s Italian correspondents. Pianigiani discussed the pitiful 
state of the Italian capital city, its crime problem, traffic and poor rubbish collection 
service, and described its then-mayor, Ignazio Marino, as an honest politician who was 
nevertheless powerless against the widespread corruption of the city’s administration. 
Rome had long been plagued by scandals, and past administrations before Marino’s had 
done little or nothing to tackle the inbred corruption of the city’s convoluted bureaucra-
cy and crumbling public services. The “Mafia Capitale” scandal, which had broken out 
in late 2014, revealed widespread corruption and a network of politicians and criminals 
involved in the management of refugee and migrant reception centres but which ex-
tended to all sorts of criminal activities, including rubbish collection (Damilano 2015; 
Squires 2014). Marino was not involved in “Mafia Capitale” at all and he managed to 
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project an image of himself as an honest politician totally at odds with the corrupt prac-
tices of past politicians. However, he had been under attack for a long time by many, 
including leading personalities from the Partito Democratico (PD), Italy’s main cen-
tre-left party, to which Marino himself belonged, as well as most media, who accused 
Marino of incompetence and corruption.

The NYT article was apparently validating the arguments of Marino’s enemies, who 
claimed that the city under his administration was in ruins. The article appeared in 
three different editions of the NYT, two in print (the New York edition and the Inter-
national edition) and one online, with the same contents but, as is standard practice for 
the New York Times, with different headlines: 

International edition:
A virtuous mayor vs. Rome’s vice (Pianigiani 2015a).

New York edition:
The Mayor’s honest, but is that enough to halt the eternal city’s decline? (Pianigiani 2015b).

Online edition:
Romans put little faith in mayor as their ancient city degrades (Pianigiani 2015c).

The three headlines gave different angles of the story: the International edition 
foregrounded Marino’s skills and honesty, but the NY edition’s praise for his skills is 
overshadowed by the city’s serious problems, while the headline of the online edition 
highlighted Marino’s low degree of popularity. The contents of the article initially ap-
peared in Italy through ANSA, Italy’s most important news agency, which mentioned 
the article as it appeared in the International edition of the NYT (ANSA even published 
a photo of its front page), but included the translation of the headline of the New York 
edition as: 

Il sindaco è onesto, ma lo è abbastanza per fermare il declino della città eterna? (ANSA 
2015).

This is a very accurate translation of the original headline of the New York edition, 
which read like:

The Mayor’s honest, but is that enough to halt the eternal city’s decline? (Pianigiani 2015b).

After a number of frantic calls made to the author of the article by the mayor’s press 
office to clarify the matter of the different headlines 1, Marino attacked ANSA for sup-
posedly having mistranslated the headline: 

Se si traducesse così la versione di latino o inglese il voto non sarebbe stato superiore al 
tre. Se qualcuno ha bisogno di un aiuto con le traduzioni di inglese siamo disponibili… 
Nessuno pretende che le agenzie conoscano l’inglese però è stato tradotto “Il sindaco è 

1  This was revealed by Pianigiani herself in a phone conversation with the author of this paper.
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onesto ma lo è abbastanza per fermare il declino della città eterna?”  Il titolo in inglese, 
lingua che conosco, significa “Un sindaco virtuoso contro i vizi di Roma” (Il Tempo 2015).

If a Latin or an English text were translated like this, the grade would not be higher than 
a fail. If anybody needs any help with translations into English, we are available.  Nobody 
expects news agencies to know English but [the headline] was translated as “Il sindaco 
è onesto, ma lo è abbastanza per fermare il declino della città eterna?”. The headline in 
English, a language I know, means “Un sindaco virtuoso contro i vizi di Roma” (my trans-
lation).

Marino’s criticism of ANSA’s supposedly wrong translation was a moot point, as the 
real issue was ANSA’s choice to translate the more hostile headline rather than the 
more Marino-friendly one. It was indeed the former headline rather than the latter, 
untranslated one which had a wide echo in Italian news media, most of which picked up 
the story and used it to further fuel the venomous campaign against Rome’s mayor. The 
choice as to what to translate (and how to translate it) can shape the political debate, 
but this also depends on the resonance that a news item has: earlier, in January 2015, 
the New York Times had published an article with similarly strong criticism of Marino’s 
administration, but that time no Italian news agency or newspaper had decided to pick 
up the story and translate the article.  

The second case study involves a piece by Wolfgang Münchau, called “Italy’s eco-
nomic recovery is not what it seems” (Münchau 2015), which was published in the 
Financial Times on November 15, 2015 and projected a gloomy prospect for Italy’s econ-
omy under the premiership of Matteo Renzi, the leader of the PD. Münchau has often 
written about Italy in the Financial Times, and the Italian translation of one of his 
articles on Romano Prodi’s 2006 electoral victory had been very controversial (Caimotto 
2010). Renzi became Italy’s Prime Minister in February 2014 and he had to face Ita-
ly’s huge public debt, which had long been a burden to the country’s economy. Official 
data released in May 2015 recorded a slight economic recovery as the GDP grew by 
0.3% (Politi 2015a), but Renzi’s economic reforms, including tax deductions for first 
home owners, were still considered by many insufficient, or even counter-productive, to 
tackle the poor state of Italy’s economy and to prevent the risk of leaving the Eurozone. 
Indeed, in “Italy’s economic recovery is not what it seems”, Münchau cast many doubts 
on the effectiveness of Renzi’s economic reforms and accused him of being too shy with 
banks, as he failed to introduce stricter rules for their financial activities. Münchau’s 
article was reported in Italy mainly by the right-wing press, such as Il Giornale and 
Il Tempo, while government-friendly newspapers such as La Repubblica quickly dis-
missed Münchau’s pessimism. A full translation of the article never appeared in the 
Italian press, and only a translated extract was part of a piece by Mario Valenza pub-
lished in Il Giornale:

“Attenti, uno tsunami finanziario sta per travolgere l’Italia e il governo Renzi non è at-
trezzato per reggere l’onda devastante della nuova crisi. Per questo, siete destinati a us-
cire dall’euro, con tutto quello che ne consegue”. Parole e musica dell’economista tedesco 
Wolfgang Münchau, che nel suo editoriale sul Financial Times colpisce durissimo Palazzo 
Chigi (Valenza 2015).
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 “Watch out, a financial tsunami is about to swamp Italy, and the Renzi government is 
not equipped to withstand the devastating wave of this new crisis. As a result, you are 
destined to leave the euro, with all the ensuing consequences.” Words and music by Ger-
man economist Wolfgang Münchau, who hits Palazzo Chigi very hard in his editorial 2 (my 
translation).

Interestingly, the alleged translation does not match any passage of Münchau’s ar-
ticle, and there is no equivalent expression of “uno tsunami finanziario” in the original 
piece (in English, the metaphor “financial tsunami” is well established, but there is 
nothing of the sort in the original text) 3. The only passages in Münchau’s original arti-
cle which vaguely recall the Italian translation are these: 

But what worries me is that the Italian government is not ready for when the impact of the 
slowdown in China and emerging markets hits Europe. Friday’s preliminary figures for 
Eurozone gross domestic product show that the slowdown has started. […] If Italy fails to 
bounce back strongly from this recession, it is hard to see how it can stay in the eurozone 
(Münchau 2015).

The Italian translation which circulated in the Italian media was therefore very 
different from the original. Münchau’s text presents a hypothesis, that is, that Italy’s 
economy is so troubled that the country may have to leave the euro (“If Italy fails to 
bounce back strongly from this recession, it is hard to see how it can stay in the Euro-
zone”), and might even be better off by leaving it. The Italian translation, if it can be 
called so, is much more drastic, and it assumes that leaving the euro is inevitable.  

Neither Renzi nor the PD made any public statement or comment on the alleged 
translation of Münchau’s piece, preferring to ignore it altogether. Antonio Angeli 
commented in Il Tempo on the lack of reaction from Renzi and his government when 
Münchau’s piece was published, and in reporting the bleak scenarios on the economy 
outlined by Münchau, Angeli concluded sarcastically: 

Insomma Renzi non convince il Financial Times. Ma questa frase, evidentemente, per il 
PD è intraducibile (Angeli 2016).

Renzi does not convince the Financial Times, but evidently this sentence is untranslatable 
for the PD (my translation). 

A third event involving translations from the foreign press took place about a month 
after the publication of Münchau’s article. On 30 December 2015, Beppe Grillo’s blog 
published the translation of an article written by James Politi for the Financial Times. 
Grillo is an Italian comedian and the founder of the Movimento Cinque Stelle (Five-
Star Movement). Founded in 2009, the Movimento has usually been portrayed as a 
populist movement. It indeed advocated direct democracy against the alleged corrupt 
political, financial and media establishment which, in the opinion of the Movimento’s 

2  Münchau is actually not an economist, but an associate editor and a weekly columnist of the Fi-
nancial Times.

3  In my email exchange with Münchau, he was puzzled by the presence of “uno tsunami finanziario” 
in the Italian text. 
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leaders, had long ruled Italy. For this reason, its candidates were chosen by the regis-
tered users of its online platform, on the assumption that they would not be chosen by 
restricted establishment circles but rather by the “people”.  Grillo’s blog, www.beppe-
grillo.it, was used as an instrument of information countering the official establishment 
news outlets, which were seen as biased towards the elite’s interests. 

Politi’s article appeared in two slightly different versions, one in print and the other 
online, with two different headlines:  

Print version:
Five star movement comes of age (Politi 2015b).

Online version:
Italy’s Five Star Movement wants to be taken seriously (Politi 2015c).

The blog translated and published the print version of the article, including its head-
line (Grillo 2015). The translation had a short introduction, in which the Financial 
Times is said to be “uno dei quotidiani più autorevoli e letti al mondo” (“one of the 
world’s most prestigious and widely read newspapers”). The emphasis on the Financial 
Times’ reputation aimed at validating the Movimento’s frequent claim that it had be-
come a reliable political movement ready to govern Italy. The headline of the piece in 
the blog which includes the translation of the article was as follows: 

Financial Times: “Il Movimento 5 Stelle è maturo per il governo” (Grillo 2015).

The quotation within inverted commas is meant to be the headline of the original 
article. However, the quotation literally means that the Movimento is ripe or ready for 
government (“Il Movimento 5 Stelle è maturo per il governo” means that “Five-Star 
Movement is ready for office”), an amplification of the original headline of the Financial 
Times’ print version (“Five star movement comes of age”), which did not necessarily 
imply the Movimento’s readiness for government. To make matters even more compli-
cated, the body of the translated text opens with a shorter translation of the headline of 
the print version of the Financial Times’ article, a translation whose meaning is closer 
to the original: “Il Movimento 5 Stelle è maturo” (“Five-Star Movement is mature”).  
From that point onward, the translation appearing in the blog follows the article which 
was published in the print version of the Financial Times and only occasionally changes 
the original text, albeit in some significant ways. An example of these changes is the 
subhead:  

Print version: 
Party with an eccentric past seeks to reinvent itself as serious alternative to Renzi (Politi 
2015b).

Online version:
Protest group has come a long way since its eccentric start and is now the country’s second 
party (Politi 2015c).

Translation:
Un partito dal passato eccentrico si reinventa come seria alternativa a Renzi (Grillo 2015).
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The translator followed the print edition, but changes the main verb, whereby “seeks 
to reinvent itself” becomes “si reinventa”, turning an effort into a certainty. At the be-
ginning of the text, the translation again followed the print version:

Print version: 
When the Five Star Movement burst into Italian politics in 2009 during the financial cri-
sis, it was defined by uncompromising protests and the burly sardonic figure of its leader, 
the comedian Beppe Grillo (Politi 2015b).

Online version:
When the populist Five Star Movement burst into Italian politics in 2009 during the finan-
cial crisis, it was defined by uncompromising protests and the burly, sardonic figure of its 
leader, the comedian Beppe Grillo (Politi 2015c).

Translation:
Quando il M5S esplose nella politica italiana nel 2009 durante la crisi economica, era car-
atterizzato da una protesta senza compromessi e dalla burlesca, sardonica figura del suo 
leader, il comico Beppe Grillo (Grillo 2015).

“The populist” again appeared in the online edition, but not in the printed version, 
which was chosen as the source text for the translation.   

The publication of the translation of the Financial Times article in Grillo’s blog 
attracted some polemical responses, as Grillo was accused of having manipulated the 
translation of the original article. The first to take issue with the supposedly wrong 
translation was Giampaolo Galli, an MP for the PD (Galli 2016). In his blog, Galli com-
pared the online version of the article, linked at the bottom of Galli’s blog entry itself, 
with Grillo’s translation, which was however based on the print version, and noted 
that “Italy’s Five Star Movement wants to be taken seriously” was translated with “Il 
Movimento 5 Stelle è maturo per il governo” (“Five-Star Movement is ready for office”). 
Similar differences were noticed between the original subhead (“Protest group has come 
a long way since its eccentric start and is now the country’s second party”) and the 
translation given by Grillo (“Un partito dal passato eccentrico si reinventa come seria 
alternativa a Renzi”, which means “Party with an eccentric past seeks to reinvent itself 
as serious alternative to Renzi”). Galli also pointed out that the adjective “populist” had 
also disappeared from the translation of the first sentence of the article, finally claiming 
that “È falso il titolo ed è falsa la traduzione dell’articolo” (“The headline is fake, and so 
is the translation of the article”).  

Galli’s attack on Grillo’s supposedly manipulated translation was picked up by sev-
eral Italian newspapers. Il Fatto Quotidiano, a newspaper which is generally not hos-
tile to Grillo’s Movimento, referred to Galli’s statements, summarizing the controver-
sial points: “Due versioni del titolo, un aggettivo scomparso e una traduzione “libera”” 
(“Two versions of the headline, a missing adjective and a “free” translation”).  It then 
commented on “seria alternativa a Renzi”, which is not present in the online version:

E proprio quest’ultima versione (“seria alternativa a Renzi”) non trova alcun riscontro con 
la traduzione letterale (Il Fatto Quotidiano 2016).
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This last version (“serious alternative to Renzi”) does not coincide with the literal transla-
tion (my translation). 

Italian journalist Massimo Gramellini took up the news and insisted on the sup-
posed mistranslation published in the blog, with a short article in the Italian newspa-
per La Stampa, titled, quite poignantly, “Grillost in Translation” (Gramellini 2016). 
Gramellini sums up all the events surrounding the translation, including Galli’s blog 
entry, again ignoring the print version of the text and instead focusing on the obvious 
differences between the online text of the FT article and its translation on Beppe Gril-
lo’s blog.  In his conclusions he argued: 

Ora, delle due l’una. O i grillini non conoscono l’inglese, e allora sono dei dilettanti né più 
né meno (ma forse un po’ di più) di chi ci governa. Oppure lo conoscono così bene da avere 
volutamente manipolato la realtà a fini di propaganda (Gramellini 2016).

Now, it’s one of two things. Either the “grillini” do not know English, and are therefore 
amateurs, no more no less (but perhaps a bit more) than those who govern us, or they know 
English so well that they have deliberately manipulated reality for propaganda purposes 
(my translation).

Similar accusations, including a very detailed account of the supposed manipula-
tions, were given by Jacopo Iacoboni, again in La Stampa (Iacoboni 2016), in a piece 
significantly called “Omissioni, aggiunte e traduzioni forzate: così Grillo strumentalizza 
il Financial Times” (“Omissions, additions and forced translations: that’s how Grillo 
manipulates the Financial Times”). In his analysis of Grillo’s translation of the sub-
head, Iacoboni speaks of “Traduzione allegra” (“Carefree translation”), pointing out the 
supposed addition of the adjective “seria” in the subhead of the Italian text and the 
omission of “populista” at the start of the translation. Iacoboni also speaks of the “fac-
tual and impartial” bias of the original article, which was instead changed into a more 
positive judgement of the Five Star Movement. 

In reporting the news, the Italian newspaper Il Messaggero (2016) was, to the best 
of my knowledge, the only one to concede that the wrong translation was due to the 
difference between the paper and the online version of the same article:

La differenza – a quanto sembra – potrebbe essere dovuta alla diversa impaginazione tra 
la versione cartacea e quella online.

The difference could apparently be due to the different layout of the printed paper and the 
online editions (my translation).

Grillo answered on Twitter on 5 January 2016 to all this criticism by inviting Gallo 
to “buy a dictionary” (Grillo 2016). 

4. Conclusions

The translated texts analysed in this paper and the reactions to their circulation 
in Italy emphasize the notion that the issues of manipulation and partiality are im-
mediately raised when translated news items are circulated and used to legitimize (or 
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delegitimize) certain politicians or parties. It is difficult to ascertain whether the three 
translated texts were deliberately manipulated, or whether the choice of the specific 
texts to be translated (i.e. online or printed) was in itself an act of political expediency. 
What is certainly true is that politicians and journalists have argued that these trans-
lations had been somehow manipulated because they seemed to serve specific political 
purposes. Politicians and journalists discussed these translations by using a rudimen-
tary metalanguage based on intuitive concepts of translation theory and practice. The 
yardstick by which the validity of a translation seems to be measured is its literal close-
ness to the original, and translations seen as “free” are usually associated with manip-
ulation, such as when commentators accused Grillo of providing a deliberately partial 
or wrong translation. Marino’s scornful remarks on language skills as well as Grillo’s 
invitation to his detractors to “buy a dictionary” are indications of the fact that not only 
are specific political issues hotly debated, but that language and translation compe-
tence can also become part of political arguments. Furthermore, Grillo’s and Marino’s 
appeals to correctness and faithfulness in translation touch on the issue of partiality in 
translation and advocate a supposedly correct style of translation from a self-projected 
position of pre-eminence and power.  

The three case studies analysed in this paper have proved that translation itself 
is often heavily contested and that certain translations are considered to be “wrong” 
because they are seen as the product of textual manipulation, with specific political 
interests in mind. Translated newspaper articles on Italian politics can clearly perform 
a very important function in Italy’s political discourse. Translated news, as well as how 
it is translated and whether it is translated at all, is part of the political debate and is 
used in favour of or against a party or a politician. If we view translation in a political 
context, as indeed we should, the three case studies show that translation is also, in and 
of itself, an arena of political struggle.  
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1. Introduction

This study provides an initial examination of the features of spoken legal English 
as produced by Italian EFL undergraduate students. The interlanguage of Italian 
learners of English has been investigated both in its written and oral form (e.g. Bonsegna 
2000; Calabrese 2006; Castello 2013; Castello and Davies 2012; Furiassi 2004; Prat 
Zagrebelsky 2004; Pulcini 2009; Selvaggio 1997), but attention has remained confined to 
general English and research has not yet addressed the various areas of specialization, 
e.g. medicine, law, and economics, in which English is used and learnt1. Several corpora 
of learner English produced by L1-Italian speakers have also been compiled (Gilquin et 
al. 2010; Housen 2002; Atwell et al. 2003), but to date there only exists one specialized 
English learner corpus, i.e. the Corpus of Business Letters, which consists of letters, 

1  Reference is not made here to English as a Lingua Franca, which is instead a widely investigated 
field from several different perspectives. What is missing today are studies about the process of 
learning English for Specific Purposes addressing the critical issues that learners are faced with when 
communicating in a number of specialized contexts. 

Abstract
This paper provides a corpus-based multimodal investigation of spoken learner English pro-
duced by Italian mother-tongue university students simulating lawyer-client interviews as 
part of their in-course assessment tasks. The study examines the features of learner language 
in this particular area of ESP with respect to the choices that students make both at a verbal 
and at a wider non-verbal level.
The analysis was conducted on 17 video-recorded conversations between pairs of first-year 
students attending the Legal English module of the undergraduate degree course in Law at the 
University of Pisa. The role-plays were fully annotated for different linguistic and non-linguistic 
aspects, including facial expressions, hand gestures, head movements and body posture. 
The aim here is to cast light on student performance when using spoken legal English in order 
to propose new techniques for the improvement of didactic materials that are, still today, al-
most exclusively oriented towards teaching written legal language.
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e-mails, faxes, memos and reports produced by Italian students taking the BEC (Business 
English Certificate) examination2. There are as yet no publicly available corpora of spoken 
learner English for Specific Purposes produced by L1-Italian speakers. 

In order to start filling this gap, a small database of approximately 30,000 words of 
spoken legal English produced by Italian university students was created with the aim 
of analysing the dynamics and difficulties of interaction, both at the verbal and non-
verbal level, between pairs of learners simulating lawyer-client interviews. The database 
consists of video-recorded conversations which have been error-annotated and tagged 
for various linguistic and extra-linguistic dimensions3. For the present study, however, 
only a subcorpus of the most representative conversations (for a total of 4,599 words) 
was selected and analysed multimodally, following the technique proposed by Baldry 
(2000), Thibault (2000) and Baldry and Thibault (2006), which brings together verbal 
text and visual image in addition to a description of the function of non-verbal behaviour, 
such as body posture, hand gestures, facial expressions, etc. This analytical method has 
made it possible to observe how learners communicate from a broader, more complete 
perspective, which also takes proxemics and socio-cultural aspects into consideration.

The topic and starting point of the dialogues is a case of defamation presented in 
the ‘law in practice’ section of Unit 3 of Introduction to International Legal English 
(Krois-Lindner and Firth 2008: 33-37)4. Before engaging in role-play and prior to the 
recordings, the students were presented with the key terms and expressions used in 
this particular area of tort law and they practised using new vocabulary items, both 
inside and outside the classroom, with a series of different written and oral exercises. 
We started with a general reading in class on the topic of torts in common law and then 
analysed and discussed two famous tort law cases in the USA, i.e. Liebeck v. McDonald’s 
Restaurants and Palsgraf v. The Long Island Railway Company, so that students could 
first familiarize themselves with the basic contents and vocabulary of this area of civil 
law. Secondly, we worked on the key terms typically used in the field of defamation 
and when reporting about the procedural history of a case. This activity was followed 
by a number of gap-filling and matching exercises on the use of collocations and fixed 
phrases. We then listened to an interview between a student lawyer at a university law 
clinic and the imaginary client the students had to give advice to in their simulated 
dialogues. The students were finally asked to prepare a glossary for homework with 
all the new words and expressions learnt, and to check their exact pronunciation. The 

2   This corpus is currently under development. For more information and updates, consult the webpage 
of the Centre for English Corpus Linguistics at the University of Louvain-la-Neuve at https://uclouvain.
be/en/research-institutes/ilc/cecl/learner-corpora-around-the-world.html.

3  The corpus has not yet been made available in that it is currently being used only for research 
purposes as part of the Italian PRIN Project financed by the Italian Ministry for the University (PRIN 
2015 no.2015TJ8ZAS).

4  This case concerns the sale of a defective laptop by a hypothetical store called Carmecom. Right 
after buying the computer, an imaginary client (Charles Tholthorpe) notices that it has a burnt pixel in 
the middle of the screen. Therefore, he goes back to the store and asks for a replacement, but Carmecom 
refuses to replace it saying that under the guarantee at least 7 pixels have to be burnt in order to be 
eligible for a replacement. Mr Tholthorpe then gets upset and starts slandering the company. As a result 
of his behaviour, Carmecom’s lawyers send Mr Tholthorpe a letter in which they communicate their 
intention to sue him if he does not sign a retraction. The students taking part in the role-plays were 
asked to imagine and structure a possible conversation between Mr Tholthorpe and a lawyer giving him 
legal advice further to the receipt of this letter.



SIMULATING A LAWYER-CLIENT INTERVIEW: THE CASE OF ITALIAN EFL UNIVERSITY LEARNERS 43

 INTERVIEW: THE CASE OF ITALIAN EFL 

UNIVERSITY LEARNERS

34 students taking part in the role-play (7 males and 27 females aged between 19-25)5 
had an intermediate level of English, roughly corresponding to the B1/B2 level of the 
Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) for languages.

The paper is structured as follows: Section 2 examines word counts and frequencies 
of single lexical items and of multi-word units in the database in order to provide a 
first general description of learners’ use of distinctive lexis and phraseology. Section 
3 provides a quantitative and qualitative investigation of learners’ errors and tries 
to identify their possible causes. Section 4 addresses extra-linguistic elements and 
their interaction with speech in order to study the role and function of learners’ use 
of non-verbal behaviour during the communicative act in this particular context. 
Finally, Section 5 summarizes the results of the study, addresses the points that need 
improvement and highlights those aspects that will have to be tackled in future research 
on English for Specific Purposes learning.

2. Key lexical items and their frequencies

Before examining the lexical features of the small learner corpus used for the present 
analysis, let us briefly consider how the concept of ‘term’ has been defined in the linguis-
tic literature. It can generally be argued that terms are lexical items used in a more or 
less specialized way in a certain domain; they represent a functional class of lexical units 
(Sager 1990) characterized by a narrower scope of meaning and usage. Here are some 
typical definitions: “[The term is] a lexical item deliberately created within a specialised 
society, which is used especially among a group of people with the same vocation […]” 
(Nomoto 1982: 562); “The term […] is a linguistic symbol which is assigned to one or 
more concepts, which are defined from neighbouring concepts. It can be a word or a word 
group” (Felber 1984: 168); “[The term is] a lexical unit consisting of one or more than one 
word which represents a concept inside a domain” (de Bessé et al. 1997: 152). It follows 
that ‘terminology’ refers to the vocabulary of a specific discipline or field. While ‘vocabu-
lary’ is the core deposit of lexical items on which all utterances in a language are based, 
the status of ‘terminology’ is more restricted and even includes non-linguistic elements, 
such as mathematical symbols or chemical formulae, for instance. At a strictly linguistic 
level, “a terminology is a functionally identified subset of the vocabulary of a language” 
(Kageura 2012: 12). However, the dividing line between terms and ordinary words is not 
always clear-cut. This is because the former may, through repeated use, become ordinary 
in wider discourse and registers (cf. Dury 2008), while the latter may work as terms when 
their meaning is restricted by domain-specific usage. In semiotic terms and according to 
the view of lexical complexity (Merlini Barbaresi 2003; Bertuccelli Papi and Lenci 2007), 
the fact that terms refer to specialized concepts tends to make them more biunique, i.e. 
monoreferential, and therefore less complex on a parameter of diagrammaticity (Peirce 
1965). There are many examples of ordinary words and phrases that have taken on spe-
cialized meanings in legal language. Take, for instance, the word consideration in expres-

5  Their written consent to be videoed for the purpose of this in-course assessment task and for research 
was obtained prior to the recordings. The students were asked to sign a document granting permission 
for the footage to be used, according to the Italian Personal Data Protection Code (law no. 196 of 30 
June 2003).
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sions such as He gave consideration for the signing of the loan. This general English word 
is used in legal contexts to refer to the act of giving something of value, typically money, 
in exchange for something else (the loan, in this case). 

The literature on legal language, including the study of legal terminology, is ex-
tremely vast and it brings together various areas of research that range from legal 
linguistics proper to intercultural studies (cf. Gotti and Williams 2010). Since the publi-
cation of Mellinkoff’s (1963) seminal work The Language of the Law, legal language has 
been analysed extensively and from several perspectives (cf. Tiersma and Solan 2012). 
It has been examined both in general terms (e.g. Tiersma 1999) and within various spe-
cialized areas, such as legal writing (e.g. Asprey 2010; Bathia 2010), legal translation 
(e.g. Šarčević 2006; Gotti 2014), forensic linguistics (e.g. Olsson 2008), etc. However, it 
is beyond the purpose of this study to review the existing literature on legal language in 
general and on the topic of legal terminology in particular. In addition, the distinction 
made below between legal and non-legal words/expressions that learners use in their 
simulated lawyer-client interactions (Tables 1 and 2) does not rely on any existing clas-
sification of lexical items in terms of levels of specialization. Such a distinction is simply 
based on a glossary prepared during an in-class task before the actual speaking activi-
ties in which the learners were asked to group together all the lexical items belonging in 
various degrees to the semantic field of ‘law’ and to the specific area of defamation that 
had appeared in the preparatory exercises and brainstorming sessions. 

The 4,599-word subcorpus under investigation here was created by manually up-
loading the text from the video recordings of 17 pairs of students performing the dia-
logues in front of the class. The conversations were first transcribed and then annotated 
with metadata describing the gestural, kinesic and proxemic elements that the partic-
ipants employ in interaction. This metadata accompanies the still-frame images of the 
salient moments in the conversations during which the use of non-verbal cues is par-
ticularly prominent. The database was first analysed with the Key Words/Terms func-
tion of Sketch Engine6, which provided a summary of the frequencies and collocational 
behaviour of all the words in the corpus. With this function it was possible to identify 
instantly the typical lexical features of the dialogues. Table 1 shows the key terms of 
the corpus with their corresponding raw frequencies. The explicitly legal words that the 
learners used have been highlighted in bold. 

This initial automatic analysis provides only a general overview of the frequencies of 
single lexical items. It does not indicate whether or not they are used correctly. It shows, 
however, the presence of a number of words that do not actually exist in English or 
which are obvious mistakes in the contexts in which they appear (i.e. allora, alternately, 
ange, lasttop, warrancy, guarancy, refound, retractation, tractment and preparated). 
Out of the 531 tokens that Sketch Engine generated, 342 of them (64.4%) are general 
English words, while only 189 are clearly legal terms (approximately 35.6%). 

The most frequent legal term in the database is retraction. It appears almost 
exclusively in the phrase to sign/signing the retraction (Figure 1), which does not 
present any special difficulties for learners due to its similarity to the Italian expression 
firmare la ritrattazione. The verb retract, instead, is only minimally represented. In 
addition, the learners used the word retraction almost exclusively in association with 

6  https://www.sketchengine.eu.
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the verb sign. When used in other contexts some grammatical mistakes were made. 
Although the learners were exposed to and made aware of key legal vocabulary and 
fixed lexical items in a number of preparatory activities, they showed a tendency to 
freely experiment with certain patterns, sometimes producing wrong combinations (see 
Section 3). The word lawyer is commonly misused, but when used properly it appears in 
various collocational patterns typically involving verbs, e.g. call/contact a lawyer, talk/
speak with a lawyer, and in other types of common expressions in English, such as the 
lawyer’s remuneration, I received a defamatory letter from their lawyers, I got a letter 
from their lawyers, etc.; the terms damage and damages are often confused: the former 

Figure 1. Collocational behaviour of retraction

Table 1. Legal and non-legal key words in the corpus

Table 1. Legal and non-legal key words in the corpus   

RIESCI A DIVIDERLA IN DUE METÀ? E METTERLE una ACCANTO all’altra? 

 43 Carmecom  8 defamatory  2 truthfulness 
 33 laptop  7 accuse  2 ltd 
 33 letter  7 proceed  2 compensatory 
 26 shop  6 libellous  2 impulsive 
 26 morning  6 Bye  2 remuneration 
 25 retraction  6 Inc  2 burnt 
 24 okay  6 angry  2 imprisonment 
 22 lawyer  5 refound  2 faulty 
 21 yes  5 Ok  2 imprison 
 18 damage  5 gonna  2 defective 
 17 pixel  4 retract  2 accusation 
 16 legal  4 apologise  2 tense 
 15 sue  4 rubbish  2 unfair 
 11 defamation  4 posting  2 tray 
 10 Tholthorpe  4 compromise  2 compensate 
 10 threaten  3 guarancy  1 warrancy 
 10 burn  3 dot  1 tractment 
 9 Charles  3 Hardy  1 Carmecoms 
 9 refuse  3 lawsuit  1 lasttop 

	

 1 bye  1 underline   
 1 alternatly  1 disagreement   
 1 retractation  1 Gabriel   
 1 allora  1 injustice   
 1 preceed  1 Welcome   
 1 ange  1 unbelievable   
 1 preparated  1 alright   
 1 Afterward     
 1 slanderous     
 1 defaulted     
 1 burned     
 1 onerous     
 1 writ     
 1 restitution     
 1 summons     
 1 hasty     
 1 Okay     
 1 tort     
 1 denounce     
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is used prevalently as a verb, as in they will damage other people and you really damaged 
their reputation, and less as a noun, e.g. they must pay for my damage, the damage 
you had or the damage you caused them. Interestingly, legal is a word that Italian 
learners find hard to pronounce correctly, but its combinatory uses in the conversations 
(e.g., legal action/advice/proceeding) reflect the typical collocational patterns of English; 
similarly, sue, lawsuit, libellous and threaten are very often mispronounced but used 
correctly from a lexical-syntactic point of view (e.g. We can sue Carmecom, they will sue 
me, you can lose the lawsuit, libellous postings are punished by the law, I threatened 
to send a message); the word defamation is more frequently and naturally used than 
defamatory, which is instead likely to occur in miscollocations. 

Generally speaking, learners show a tendency to perform better with the production 
of noun-verb combinations (e.g. accusing me of defamation) and with phrases that do 
not entail adjectival premodifiers, as in they will sue me for defamation, the letter of 
defamation and the tort of defamation. As for the pair accuse/accusation, the former 
is more frequent and appears in various constructions, in both active and passive 
form, and in different tenses (e.g. they will accuse me of defamation, you are accused of 
defamatory […], so you’ve been accused by Carmecom of defamation, were you accused 
of defamation?), while the latter is rare.

The use of legal multi-word units is fairly limited. Table 2 shows that learners 
prevalently produce two-word combinations and that longer lexical sequences are 

Table 2. Legal and non-legal multi-word units in the corpus
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24 good morning  2 next week  1 buying anything 

 6 new laptop  1 gonna initiate legal 
action  1 civil case 

 5 legal action  1 initiate legal action  1 defective product 
 3 red dot  1 bad advertising  1 bad company 
 3 legal way  1 welcome good afternoon  1 interesting case 
 3 first option  1 pixel burn  1 real story 
 3 shop assistant  1 honest compromise  1 bad publicity 
 2 defamatory campaign  1 rude mode  1 legal authority 
 2 current civil law  1 use much money  1 little part 
 2 economic compensation  1 little part of laptop price  1 stupid thing 
 2 contact list  1 part of laptop price  1 close examination 
 2 good afternoon  1 annoying pixel  1 significant amount 
 2 civil law  1 warrancy policy  1 first reading 
 2 legal advice  1 laptop price  1 right person 
 2 good evening  1 selling defective product  1 back home 
 2 much money  1 lawyer remuneration  1 limited company 
 2 next time  1 sign retraction  1 little chance 
 2 good idea  1 way future  1 last week 
 1 way future customer  1 everything start  1 other hand 
 1 award damage  1 defamatory letter    
 1 stupid discussion  1 big amount   
 1 clinical law  1 future customer    
 1 defamatory lawsuit  1 hand shake    
 1 many mailing  1 legal proceeding    
 1 little manifestation  1 good bye    
 1 main mean  1 next event    
 1 wrong way  1 same day   
 1 good job  1 long time   
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infrequent (the legal expressions are highlighted in bold). The most frequent phrase 
that learners use correctly is legal action, followed by economic compensation, civil law 
and legal advice. In all the other cases, there are just single occurrences of two- or 
three-word lexical units. More than half of all the multi-word expressions in the corpus 
present some combinatory errors that will be discussed in Section 3.

3. Error analysis and explanation

This section presents and discusses the most common mistakes in the learners’ 
use of both general and legal English in the 17 simulated lawyer-client dialogues. 
Since the corpus of data collected for the analysis is small, there is no intention of 
making generalizations about this specific learner population’s interlanguage. The aim 
here is that of providing an initial assessment of Italian students’ oral performance 
in this particular ESP context, observing verbal as well as non-verbal aspects of 
miscommunication. This is because multimodal analyses of learner language are still 
non-existent in the area of legal English. 

Although the students taking part in the speaking activities were explicitly trained 
prior to the recordings in the use of legal terminology with respect to the field of 
defamation, it must be said that most of them had just enrolled in their law degree 
course and did not even have a mastery of domain-specific language in Italian. This 
condition obviously impacted on their performance. On the other hand, though, they 
should have acquired intermediate general English proficiency in their secondary school 
and pre-university courses, which instead was not always the case. Most of the students 
were weakest in grammar and vocabulary use7. Pronunciation problems, including 
stress and intonation, were also extremely frequent. Only on a few occasions, however, 
did these mistakes result in unintelligibility or comprehension difficulty during the 
activities. On closer examination of the recorded data, it became possible to interpret 
and understand initially unclear utterances.

The most frequent mistakes concerned the use of tense, aspect and mood, but the 
students also often omitted personal pronouns or inflections that mark number, subject-
verb agreement and possession; they struggled with word order and syntactic structure, 
and they had problems with phrasing, which was generally verbose and monotonous, 
with an abundance of stilted or short and choppy sentences. 

There are 104 cases of grammatical mistakes in the transcriptions, more than half of 
which are related to the incorrect use of verbs. While some of the latter mistakes are the 
obvious consequence of inaccuracy (Table 3), others are instead quite serious (Table 4) 
and show that these students are in need of further basic instruction in grammar. There 
is a strong general tendency to drop inflectional suffixes, especially the –ed marker of 
the past simple/participle of regular verbs and the –(e)s in the third person singular 
verb form of the present simple or in plural nouns. But irregular verbs are also often not 
used correctly, e.g. the past simple form of the verb tends not to be used systematically.

7  Grammar and vocabulary are treated here as two macro-areas, encompassing morphological, 
syntactic, semantic issues and single/multi-word lexical units as well as longer phrases and expressions, 
respectively.
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The students’ difficulties in using verbs and in structuring the sentence show some 
recurrent patterns. Apart from examples (5) and (6), which are isolated cases, common 
problems typically include misusing the simple present, which tends to replace the 
simple future (7), the present perfect (8) or even the past perfect (9); the simple past is 
often misused in place of the present perfect simple or continuous (10); the subjunctive 
and the conditional mood in if-clauses are confused (11, 12); modal auxiliary verbs and 
want appear in wrong syntactic constructions (13, 14, 15, 16); and the use of non-finite 
verbs in infinitival clauses is problematic (17).

Less frequent mistakes (Table 5) concern the use of ordinal numbers in dates 
(18), definite and indefinite articles and their agreement with nouns (19, 20, 21), the 
comparative and the superlative (22), the Saxon genitive (23) and prepositions in 
prepositional verbs (24). 

The data also include instances of wrong word order usage (Figure 2), which results 
in a number of fragmented and/or tangled sentences. Students appear to struggle with 

Table 3. Common students’ errors: lack of inflectional suffixes

Table 4. Common students’ errors: wrong use of verbs and tenses

Table 5. Less frequent students’ errors

1 I was very angry and I  *scream in front of the shop 
2 What did you do when they *refuse to replace it? 
3 This situation *stress me out 
4 I went out and *say and told all the people around 

 
 
3 

5 I  * Charles and I need your help 
6 It’s  *was a pleasure and 
7 Of course. I *do my best 
8 Finally I *decide that signing the retraction is 

the best way 
9 And told the people around what *happen to me 
10 I *thought for a long time about this case 
11 The letter said either I sign the retraction 

or I 
*would have been sued  

12 If you had known there is a pixel was 
burned out you never 

*bought it 

13 I must *to inform you about the risk 
14 I wouldn’t *to reach hasty conclusion 
15 In this way future customer *will not having do what I 

having do 
 

16 We  *want apologize We want 
17 I went on Carmecon shop for *buy a laptop 

 
 
 
4 

 
18 On  *twenty-five of November I went 
19 But *most important 

things 
is to try to sign  

20 Liability for selling *defective product  
21 Please give me *an explanations  
22 I think it’s *the better thing to do 
23 I received a letter from *Carmecom lawyers  
24 The shop assistant told me to *wait my turn  

 
5 
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fixed constructions (e.g. those embedding the verb suggest), which they ‘manipulate’ in 
a number of ways, often calquing the syntactic patterns of Italian. Sentence phrasing 
is sometimes long and laboured to the extent that students themselves may become 
confused at some point and get stuck in the middle of the conversation. More often, 
though, they produce odd sentences, which would probably be unintelligible out of 
context or for someone unfamiliar with Italian. Although it is true that ‘oddness’ is not 
necessarily a concern if speakers manage to convey their intended meaning8, there are 
some sentences in the corpus which are undoubtedly problematic and not transparent 
even for those familiar with the topic of the conversation.

As far as the students’ performance in the use of vocabulary is concerned, there are 
a total of 108 errors in the subcorpus examined, 67 of which concern single lexical items 
while 41 are mistakes with collocations. The most frequently misused word is lawyer, 
which the students treat as a title, as in the case of Doctor or Professor (e.g. Doctor 
White, Professor Chomsky, etc.). They do not seem to be aware of the fact that the 
word lawyer in English may not be used as a form of address and they keep repeating 
it throughout the dialogues in order to maintain a formal register (Figure 3). This is an 
obvious calque from Italian which, unlike English, allows the use of the word avvocato 
both as a title and as a polite form of address.  

Although the students had demonstrated that they had learnt specialized vocabulary 
related to the topic of defamation and tort in a number of activities prior to the enactment 
of the conversations, when it came to actively using legal words and expressions they 
produced several inaccuracies and mistakes. The word retraction, for instance, was often 

8  This is particular true for speakers of ELF (English as a Lingua Franca), whose drawing on their L1’s 
lexico-grammatical resources may be viewed as a sign of interlinguistic development (cf. Jenkins 2014).

Figure 2. Examples of syntactic dysfluency

Figure 3. Misuse of the word lawyer
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misread as *tractment or *retractation, guarantee as *guarancy, and refund as *refound; 
they often confused damage and damages, and did not seem to be aware of Italian-
English ‘false friends’, i.e. they used process for trial, cause for lawsuit, denounce for 
sue9, and so forth. Compound nouns are often mixed up too, with the result that certain 
exchanges may come across as potentially unintelligible. An interesting example is that 
of clinical law (I spoke with the clinical law and he told me that I must speak with 
a lawyer), whereby a student playing the client’s role actually refers to a ‘volunteer 
lawyer he met at a law clinic’. The use of legal verb-noun collocations appears as the 
most problematic area in the dialogues. The students either combine words disregarding 
the fact that English does not necessarily accept the same constructions as Italian (e.g. 
What happens if we go in a legal way?)10, or produce hybrid structures that mix lexical 
items from different lexical sets (e.g. I immediately provide to meet legal action to Mr 
Tholthorpe). Sometimes they produce very convoluted and odd/wrong expressions (e.g. 
We should try to bargain a damage in a trial to try to avoid a trial). 

Pronunciation problems with legal words and phrases also abound in the database. 
There are 78 instances of mispronunciations and 15 cases of wrong stress and intonation 
patterns, despite the fact that the students actually practised the pronunciation of key 
vocabulary items in the pre-dialogue activities. The most commonly mispronounced 
words are legal ('legʌl), sue ('sju:/'ʃu:), sued ('sju:d/'ʃu:d), lawsuit (lɔ:'swit/lɔ:'swi:t), 
threaten ('θri:ten), threatens ('θri:tenz), threatened ('θri:tened/'θrɛtened), libellous 
(li'bɛllus), damage (dʌ'mʌʒ) and charges ('tʃerʤis). 

Finally, on six different occasions it was impossible to understand what the students 
were trying to say (Table 6). They kept talking and did not allow themselves to be 
interrupted, despite the audience’s and my obvious signs of comprehension difficulty, as 
if their only aim was that of concluding the conversation swiftly and at the same time 
trying to use at all costs the words and expressions they had memorized. 

There are various reasons behind the students’ errors and difficulties that have emerged 
during the conversations. Their tendency to drop inflectional suffixes, as exemplified in 

9  This is because the Italian words for trial, lawsuit and sue are ‘processo’, ‘causa’ and ‘denunciare’, 
respectively.

10  This question calques the Italian Cosa succede se andiamo per vie legali?

Table 6. Examples of incomprehensible speech

 
25 L: If you’re not sure, probably we gonna try some options and we gonna initiate legal action to 

obtain alternatly the repair or the replacement of the product or the restitution of the price. 
C: Yes, it’s good, but how, why they must change their position for replace my 
laptop? 

26 C: I want back my money or to change my product. 
L: I know, but the way you proceed, you, you, you do, down, everything is the wrong way. 

27 L: I believe your case deserves a close examination. Now, in cases like yours the main 
mean of defence is justification. In other words, it means that the truthfulness of your 
sentences will be valid by the judge. 

28 L: You will sign the retraction, but if they want, if they don’t agree, we will go on with 
the action. 
C: Well, a good idea. I’m, I would use much money if I don’t try. 

29 L: I think you must not be anything, because the guarantee doesn’t compensate. 
 
 
6 
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Table 3, can be explained as the result of a morphological simplification process based 
on the principle of language economy, whereby verb and noun endings are lost if other 
elements in the sentence are enough to disambiguate the meaning. It is obvious, for 
instance, that in I was very angry and I *scream in front of the shop and What did you do 
when they *refuse to replace it? reference is made to a past event, which is indicated by the 
presence of was and did, respectively. Therefore, it is perhaps unconsciously perceived 
as unimportant to provide further linguistic markers of past tense. This phenomenon 
may also be explained by drawing upon the theory of markedness and complexity (cf., 
among others, Bybee 2011; Callies 2013; Kean 1992; Waugh and Lafford 2006), according 
to which ‘marked’ forms, i.e. structurally more complex words as in the case of plural 
vs. singular nouns (dogs/dog), feminine vs. masculine nouns (lioness/lion), past simple 
vs. present simple verbs (worked/work), tend to be less frequent and also to appear at 
later stages in first and second language acquisition as well as in language learning. 
This unmarking trend has also been observed in English as a Lingua Franca, both in 
Europe and Asia (Yano 2016), thus suggesting that non-native speakers of English 
find morphological inflections not difficult to understand per se, but perhaps somewhat 
redundant from a semantic viewpoint and are thus often eliminated in spoken discourse. 

As far as the students’ errors in the use of verbs and tenses are concerned (see 
Table 4 above), they are to a large extent due to L1 transfer, which affects students’ 
output both at a strictly structural and semantic level. Example (7), for instance, is a 
phraseological calque of the Italian expression Faccio del mio meglio, in which the future 
is not normally used, even though the phrase is understood as a promise for the future. 
This illocutionary act is typically expressed through the use of will in English, but not 
necessarily in Italian. Other examples of structural calquing can be observed in (16) and 
(17), which are typical mistakes in the interlanguage of Italian learners of English. On 
the other hand, examples (8) and (9) may again be explained as an unconscious attempt 
at ‘reducing’ complex constructions, as in the cases of morphological simplification 
discussed above: in (8) the student avoids using the Present Perfect, which is notoriously 
hard to master, because there is rarely a semantic equivalent to it in Italian; example 
(9) shows that the compound form of verbs is often avoided, although in this specific 
case also the corresponding Italian expression would require the use of an auxiliary 
before the main verb (Dissi/Dicevo alle persone intorno quel che mi era successo). 
This tendency towards structural reduction may be observed in (10) too, where the 
auxiliary have is dropped and only the nucleus of the verb phrase, i.e. the semantically 
significant element, is maintained11. Formally and cognitively complex constructions 
represent a hurdle for EFL users/learners. What is complex in itself may translate into 
processing difficulty and, consequently, misuse. Therefore, there is, on the one hand, 
a direct correlation between markedness and complexity and, on the other, a possible 
link between complexity and ease or difficulty in the use of a certain pattern. Example 
(11) is an interesting case of complexification, which appears to contradict the other 
uses described above. However, this is another instance of how long compound forms, 
especially when they occur in association with one another, as in the case of subjunctive 
conditional sentences, lead to confusion and to the production of wrong patterns. This 

11  Cf. Franceschi (2010) for a corpus-based analysis of the various Present Perfect uses by Italian 
University learners of EFL.
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may also be observed in (12), in which the if-clause is particularly problematic, although 
the prevalent tendency here is again to simplify the structure of the sentence. 

The cases of syntactic dysfluency exemplified in Table 6 are difficult to interpret 
because they are highly idiosyncratic. Yet, to a certain extent, they appear to result 
from the students’ tendency to bring together previously memorized chunks in a rather 
haphazard way.

Pronunciation problems, instead, are due to a number of different reasons, 
including the students’ insufficient exposure to listening materials, the inconsistent 
and irregular patterns of pronunciation of English (especially with respect to single 
vowel and diphthong sounds, e.g. land [lænd] vs. charge [tʃa:ʤ], treat [trit/tri:t] vs. 
threat [‘θrɛt], etc.), the similarities in spelling with other perhaps more familiar words 
which, however, are pronounced differently (e.g. suite [swi:t] vs. suit [su:t]), and the 
similarities in spelling with Italian words (e.g. legale, libello) that probably interfere 
with phonetic perception and production. Some confusion may also be caused by 
interference with languages other than Italian. This could be the case of damage, 
because its pronunciation sometimes resembles that of French.

4. Beyond the word level

It is an acknowledged fact that all communication is multimodal, i.e. we do not only 
use language to “make meaning”, but also rely on other non-verbal “modes” (Kress 
2010), such as gesture, posture, head movements and facial animation, often at the same 
time. Multimodality has been studied considering numerous aspects, e.g. its impact in 
the development of literary skills, the effects it produces for the reception of a certain 
idea or concept, its applications in different disciplines and fields (education, business, 
advertising, medicine, etc.) and so forth. Although it is a relatively new area of academic 
inquiry which developed in the 20th century (despite the fact that communication has 
always been multimodal, even before the advent of the digital era), the literature on 
multimodality is extremely vast and cannot be easily reviewed in just a few lines (cf. 
Jewitt 2016; Jewitt et al. 2016 for comprehensive overviews of the key themes and of the 
main theoretical as well as methodological issues within multimodality).  

In order to be able to carry out empirical research on multimodal communication, it 
is not enough to use the traditional mono-modal databases, because they do not provide 
the ‘bigger picture’ of real-life interactions (Adolph 2008). In other words, important 
contextual and non-verbal information is missing in static, text-only corpora, which 
are therefore not suitable to investigate the complex processes of meaning generation. 
There is a need for “annotated collection[s] of coordinated content on communication 
channels, including speech, gaze, hand gesture and body language […], generally 
based on recorded human behaviour” (Foster and Oberlander 2007: 307-308). It is by 
following this fundamental assumption that a collection of audio-visual data was used 
for the present analysis. On the one hand, the aim is to start working on the creation of 
an annotated multimodal learner corpus for ESP and, on the other hand, to show that 
the analysis of even small multimodal datasets provides a more complete and authentic 
picture of learners’ performance, while ultimately also raising instructors’ awareness of 
the importance of multiliteracies teaching and learning. 

This section provides examples of the students’ non-verbal signals accompanying 
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their speech during the 17 simulated lawyer-client interactions. In a number of 
circumstances, these elements appear to be used appropriately (according to the 
accepted principles of semi-formal or formal encounters) and to perform important 
functions, such as substituting words or supporting their meaning with a reinforcement 
effect. In other cases, instead, the students’ proxemics suggests that they are not fully 
aware of the “unwritten” rules of communication, especially in this particular context 
of semi-formal lawyer-client interactions.

Tables 7-10 below include, on the one hand, instances of body language use and of 
kinetographic gestures that effectively act out certain concepts, thus adding clarity to 
the message12; some other image frames, on the other hand, demonstrate that these 
students need to further develop their extra-linguistic skills in order to be able to 
conduct appropriate legal consultations. 

The image frames in Table 7 indicate that students often use iconic hand movements, 
which metaphorically replicate the semantic content conveyed by speech: in the first 
image it may be observed how the concept of helping is also expressed by physically 

12  The elements in bold in the tables are those with which the gestures are synchronized. 

Table 7. Examples of kinetographs accompanying speech

 

 

 

Table 7. Examples of kinetographs accompanying speech 

 

 Image frame Verbal text Non-verbal behaviour & interpretation 

1 

 

L: Well, I’m here to help you. Intersecting hands and fingers with 
palms up and moving them towards 
client, as if pretending to give 
something to her, showing willingness 
to help 

2 

 

L: I just want to encourage 
you to tell the story… 

Projecting left arm and hand towards 
client, showing willingness to help 

3 

 

L: We will sue them and we 
will ask them for damages, 
because the laptop has a 
guarantee and there is no 
reason why they shouldn’t 
change it. Ok? 

Opening arms and then bringing them 
further apart, indicating no 
understanding/disapproval of what 
happened to client 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 7. Examples of kinetographs accompanying speech
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mimicking the act of giving something; similarly, the arm and hand movements in the 
second image communicate the lawyer’s availability to listen to and assist her client; in 
the third image we can observe how the lawyer’s open arms help to communicate her 
“being open”, so as to try to understand what has happened to the client.

Table 8 contains examples of body postures and facial expressions that signal 
confidence and presence, thus playing an important role in establishing rapport. In the 
three image frames selected, the students playing the lawyer’s role are simply listening, 
without saying anything. Their bodies speak silently through eye contact, facial 
expressions and body posture. In (4) the lawyer is looking attentively and intensely at 
the client, with an attitude that facilitates her reporting of the facts; in (5) and (6) the 
lawyer’s posture and facial expressions suggest interest and curiosity as well as an open 
and friendly willingness to serve her client.

Table 9 presents two interesting cases of performative hand gestures. While in (7) 
the physical act of raising both hands into a stop position, in order to advise the client 
not to act too impulsively, is also accompanied by the use of the imperative, in (8) 
only the hand gesture is used to rather abruptly tell the client that she should stop 
speaking and let the lawyer decide how to proceed with the interview. Students should 
be informed that certain body language signals might be interpreted as aggressive in 

Table 8. Examples of positive body postures and facial expressions

 

 

Table 8. Examples of positive body postures and facial expressions 

 Image frame Verbal text Non-verbal behaviour & interpretation 

4 

 

C: At the first I threatened to 
write as many mailing lists as 
possible to tell people not to 
buy computers from 
Carmecom, but they didn’t 
take me seriously. So now I 
want a sort of revenge. I 
decided to hurt Carmecom […] 
its sellers to take me back my 
money. 

Looking at the client, holding hands 
together with fingers intertwined, 
showing interest/willingness to listen 

5 

 

C: They ask me to wait in a 
turn, but I started shouting in 
front of the […]. Now they ask 
me to sign a retraction, 
otherwise they will accuse me 
of defamation. Which is the 
best things to do? 

Looking straight into client’s eyes, head 
slightly turned to the left, index finger 
of right hand touching right cheek, 
showing concentration, attention, 
interest and willingness to listen 

6 

 

C: I think I will sign the 
retraction. 

Nodding, smiling, communicating 
solidarity, agreement and satisfaction 
with client’s decision 
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another culture and that their impact should not be underestimated. Although some 
cross-cultural differences in body language use and the behaviour to be expected in 
formal lawyer-client interactions were discussed in the training phase, the students 

Table 9. Examples of performative hand gestures

Table 10. Examples of inappropriate body language

 

 

Table 9. Examples of performative hand gestures 

 

 

 Image frame Verbal text Non-verbal behaviour & interpretation 

7 

 

L: Don’t be so impulsive! Raising both hands into a stop position, 
reinforcing the suggestion to change 
behaviour) 

8 

 

L: Okay. In order to 
understand better the 
situation show me the letter, 
please. 

Raising both hand into a stop position, 
showing that she needs time to talk) 

 

 

 

 

Table 10. Examples of inappropriate body language 

 Image frame Verbal text Non-verbal behaviour & interpretation 

13 

 

C: Good afternoon, lawyer. 
L: Welcome. Can you sit? 
C: Thank you. 

Projecting body towards client and 
touching/almost holding his right arm 
(friendly/welcoming attitude) 

14 

 

L: Good morning. Let me 
introduce myself. I’m John. I’m 
[…] lawyer. Pleased to meet 
you. 
C: My pleasure. 

Standing in front of each other, keeping 
a short distance between  each other 
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often underestimated the importance of these factors and paid more attention to their 
linguistic performance. 

Table 10 contains two examples of body language use that would most likely be 
perceived as inappropriate in the context of a real lawyer-client interaction. In (13) there 
is physical contact between the two male students, going beyond a more traditional 
handshake: the lawyer has an over-friendly, reassuring attitude towards the client and 
nearly hugs him; in (14) the two female students stand very close to each other, which 
is also an unlikely scenario in a realistic situation. 

5. Conclusions

The present article has attempted to identify some of the recurrent difficulties that 
Italian university students have with the use of both general and specialized English in 
the context of simulated lawyer-client interactions. Their proxemic behaviour has also 
been observed following the widely recognized assumption that meaning is constructed 
contextually and multimodally. 

The analysis has highlighted the fact that overall many of these students still 
struggle with grammar and non-technical vocabulary, which makes us conclude that 
ESP instruction should not just focus on specialized lexis, but also aim at a constant 
reinforcement and maintenance of basic language skills. 

The students under investigation here frequently misuse very common and 
fundamental legal words and expressions, suggesting that they need to be repeatedly 
and more systematically exposed to written and oral stimuli, so that they can better 
familiarize themselves with single lexical items, collocational patterns and their correct 
pronunciation. ESP teaching should also follow a wide-angled socio-cultural approach 
taking into consideration a number of aspects that go beyond the verbal level. Although 
the data shows that many students use body language signals appropriately, others 
do not always seem to know how to behave formally or in accordance with cultural 
etiquette and expectations. However, these latter elements are of paramount importance 
for successful and effective communication. There are, of course, a number of possible 
variations and degrees of acceptability depending on the socio-cultural background of 
the people involved in the interaction. EFL students need to be fully aware of what 
is commonly expected, linguistically and non-linguistically, in the context of a formal 
exchange between a lawyer and a client. Non-verbal aspects of communication are often 
neglected by language instructors, but they should instead be given the same weight as 
learning grammar and vocabulary. 

The present study has a number of limitations that need to be acknowledged in 
order to improve future research in this area. First of all, more data should be collected 
and analysed multimodally if one intends to make generalizations about the features of 
Italian law students’ interlanguage and communicative abilities. This requires a long-
term commitment, because gathering data, transcribing and tagging it is an extremely 
labour-intensive and time-consuming activity. However, this is a necessary step, which 
would make it possible to obtain a more complete picture of how learners interact, 
verbally and non-verbally, in this specialized context. In addition, data should include 
recordings of students with different levels of proficiency in English and who are at 
later stages in their law degree course in order to observe potential changes in their 
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performance. This was not possible at Pisa University, where legal English is taught to 
first-year students only, many of whom also refused to take part in the activities and/
or did not want to be videoed. Therefore, a larger project involving more universities 
and students is necessary to add a more solid scientific basis and research perspective 
to the study. This would also make it possible to start creating multimodal learner 
corpora and analysing ESP communication as a holistic, all-encompassing phenomenon 
consisting of various components. 
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1. Introduction 

The “democratic deficit” (White Paper on a European Communication Policy 2006: 
9) thesis affords one of the most incisive critiques of the contemporary process involving 
European integration. The European Union is perceived to be critically lacking in 
authentic democratic legitimacy which ought to entail the full participation and 
involvement of all European citizens, who currently continue to identify their political 

Abstract
In the last few years, studies on the informative publications made available to a wide audience 
by the European Union have shown that the EU institutions and bodies notably draw upon a 
variety of different discursive practices and genres to appeal to their citizens (Caliendo 2009; 
Caliendo and Piga 2014; Magistro 2007a). Although critical research focusing specifically on 
EU informative documents is still at an early stage, the above-mentioned trends have been 
widely documented from many perspectives, highlighting instances at a micro-textual level, as 
well as larger-scale discursive and visual elements. This paper intends to broaden investigation 
of the communicative strategies adopted by the EU to gain consensus and promote its institu-
tional project, but it aims to do so from a cross-cultural perspective. Attention is called to the 
discursive devices and structures employed in EU brochures of a comparable nature in differ-
ent cultural backgrounds and using as a means of expression two different languages: Italian 
and English. It is assumed that, despite the relative uniformity of EU brochures established by 
the requirements of the genre, there might be a significant contextual and intercultural varia-
tion in the rhetorical strategies adopted by the European Commission. The aim is to analyse to 
what extent the two different national contexts and languages influence the strategic features 
of EU informative material. In particular, focus will be placed on the Representation of Social 
Actors (van Leeuwen 1996) and on the concepts of ‘personalization and humanization’ of EU 
institutions in the Italian and English versions of EU brochures, along with the social impact 
of such communicative strategies discussed within the framework of CDA.
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rights within the borders and parameters of their own nation states. As a result, there 
is little or no legitimacy accorded through direct democratic procedures at a European 
level of decision-making processes; therefore, governance fails to be both steered by and 
accountable to the peoples of the EU through direct relations with them as EU citizens. 

One of the upshots of this widespread and pervasive lack of public support has been 
the radical change in strategy and in modes of interaction put in place by the European 
Commission through a series of discursive practices that intend to be more “socially 
constitutive” (Fairclough 1992: 64; Fairclough and Wodak 1997; Wodak et al. 1999), 
since they act in such a way as to forge redesigned and modernized communication 
bonds that tie European citizens to a Community. In line with this view, considerable 
attention has been devoted by Caliendo and Piga (2014), Caliendo and Napolitano 
(2008), and Magistro (2007a and 2007b) to some of the pragmatic and rhetorical traits 
that characterize the creation of a common European identity in the general process of 
legitimation and endorsement of European institutions. 

Focusing on the interwoven set of relations between linguistic devices and EU 
identity shaping, Magistro (2007a and 2007b) and Piga (2013) have documented style-
shifting trends from Eurojargon to a ‘layperson’s language’, a conversation-like type of 
discourse as well as traits of slogan-like writing typical of promotional discourse. One 
chief aspect to emerge is how EU identity is one of the “public goods” (Rutherford 2004: 
144) being promoted by the European Union in order to gain greater consensus and 
foster popular participation in support of the EU construction process. In addition, it has 
also been demonstrated (Caliendo and Piga 2014; Caliendo and Napolitano 2008) that 
endorsement also seems to ‘appeal’ to the eye of EU citizens through forms of motivation 
based on economic factors, that is, all of those features of a pragmatic character related 
to tangible achievements (i.e. affluence, prosperity, better living standards, etc.). The 
European Union is therefore increasingly advertising its self-portrayal as a provider of 
a renewed supranational identity, by giving the positive idea of promoting initiatives, 
services and tangible goods that are ‘advertised and sold’ as the pragmatic results 
brought about by EU membership. What is more, it has also been documented that the 
attempt to build a sense of social congruency between EU members is not only based on 
economic factors and utilitarian grounds, but also on noble and deeper values such as 
history, common roots, a common heritage of values, and humanistic ideals (Piga 2013). 
This proliferation of morally loaded terms is noteworthy in itself; it indicates that there 
is considerable concern over EU institutions: the absence of a real community in Europe 
and a genuine sense of “social identity” (Herrmann et al. 2004: 5) among its citizens. In 
order to deal with this lack of ‘empathic attachment’, a strategy widely adopted by EU 
institutions has been to stress the common roots and common heritage of values among 
its citizens. 

In previous studies of EU informative materials, it has been documented that diverse 
linguistic strategies were employed for self- and ‘other’ forms of representation, that is 
to say, EU self-referentiality and citizen-representation respectively. These linguistic 
strategies have served a number of different purposes, such as strengthening roles, 
conveying agency and accountability (Magistro 2007a, 2007b) by exploiting linguistic 
devices at a macro- and micro-level of language. However, in the brochures and 
booklets previously examined, as far as self-representation and other-representation is 
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concerned, no reference was made to other versions of the materials written in any of 
the other existing official languages of the EU. 

Against this background, the current work intends to broaden the investigation 
into the linguistic communicative strategies adopted by the EU to gain consensus and 
promote its institutional project, but it aims to do so from a cross-cultural perspective. 
Attention is paid to the discursive devices and structures employed in the brochure 
Europe in 12 lessons in two different cultural backgrounds, and using two different 
languages: Italian and English. It is assumed that, despite the relative uniformity of 
EU brochures established by the requirements of the genre, there might be significant 
contextual and intercultural variation in the rhetorical strategies adopted by the 
European Commission. The objective of this work is to explore to what extent the 
two different national contexts and languages influence the strategic features of EU 
informative material. In particular, focus will be placed on the Representation of Social 
Actors (van Leeuwen 1996) and on the concepts of ‘personalization and humanization’ 
as a strategy for the EU’s self-representation of EU institutions in both the Italian and 
English versions of EU booklets. 

2. Theoretical framework

As already indicated in the Introduction, this study draws upon several sources 
which explain how EU institutions utilize discursive practices and genres to address and 
to appeal to their citizens. Starting from the assumption that language and discourse 
are socially constitutive (Fairclough 1992; Fairclough and Wodak 1997), fundamental 
source for this investigation is represented by some previous research which looks at 
the pragmatic and rhetorical traits of European documents aimed at legitimating and 
endorsing European institutions, with the objective of creating a European identity 
(Caliendo 2009; Caliendo and Piga 2014; Magistro 2007a; Caliendo and Napolitano 
2008). As Caliendo (2009: 163) explains citing Caliendo and Napolitano (2008: 322), 
remarkable changes are occurring in the communicative strategies at an institutional 
level, and these changes are the result of the need to “promote EU values and identity 
more effectively, while prompting civic participation and popular endorsement”. 
Both Caliendo and Piga (2014) and Caliendo and Napolitano (2008) have analysed 
the discursive practices enacted by the EU institutions and witnessed the presence 
of legitimating and new consensus-building strategies in European informative 
publications. 

Piga (2013) focuses on the communicative and persuasive strategies of the European 
Union institutions by analysing a corpus of promotional and advertising texts. The 
investigation aimed to illustrate the evolution of such strategies from both a synchronic 
and a longitudinal perspective (2001-2009). The analysis conducted, both qualitative 
and quantitative, focuses on restructuring phenomena and contamination of the 
institutional genre. The longitudinal analysis in particular draws upon Critical Discourse 
Analysis through a discussion of the “commodification-through-easification” (Piga 2013: 
211) of the European Commission’s discourse. The transformations of the language 
patterns adopted by the EU institutions when communicating to citizens are analysed 
through the lens of interdiscursivity where the main trends are ‘democratization of 
discourse’, ‘commodification’ and ‘technologization of discourse’ (Fairclough 1992: 200). 
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Piga (2013) illustrates how the discourse of consumerism through democratization and 
conversationalization is colonizing EU discourse, which is increasingly promoting and 
advertising Europe as a ‘product’, emphasizing the prosperity, benefits and opportunities 
that EU membership can bring about. 

The present study takes into account all of these thought-provoking and insightful 
investigations and combines them with van Leeuwen’s (1996) examination of the role 
of social actors and the way in which they are represented in English discourse. The 
two categories of inclusion/exclusion and role allocation devised by van Leeuwen are 
considered to be particularly revealing of the search for a common European identity, 
aimed at smoothing the process of European integration. In particular, focus is placed 
on the concepts of the ‘personalization and humanization’ of EU institutions in the 
Italian and English versions of the EU booklets taken into consideration, in order to 
determine whether and how certain linguistic and communicative strategies can concur 
in consolidating a European identity.

3. Data and methodology 

A look at the EU informative instruments made available to a wide audience reveals 
the different forms they take, the manner in which they exploit different discourse 
strategies and how they are tailored to different groups of recipients. The European 
Union endeavours to guarantee that its message is made accessible to all EU citizens/
readers, whatever their interests and their diverse backgrounds, education and 
culture might be. The result is a multilayered production of documents designed to 
disseminate information and knowledge about the EU and popularizing their specialist 
and technical features. This is a multifaceted process of communication devoted to the 
citizens/readers in which the right of citizens to be informed is paramount.

Communication policy should become an EU policy in its own right, at the service 
of the citizens. It should be based on genuine dialogue between people and the 
policymakers […] People from all walks of life should have the right to fair and full 
information about the European Union, and be confident that the views and concerns 
they express are heard by EU institutions. The European Parliament, Member States 
and the representation of European citizens have a special role to play, as peoples’ 
support for the European project is a matter of common interest. (White Paper on a 
European Communication Policy 2006: 4) [italics added]. 

The authors of the present paper are fully aware that translation of the various 
official documents is an integral part of the legislative process in the European Union. 
As Cao (2007: 151) underlines:

as regards drafting, in the EU, as part of the European Community legislative 
process, a proposal for a particular piece of legislation first comes from the European 
Commission (EC). […] the initial draft of a legislative proposal is prepared by the 
technical department or technical experts for the sector concerned. Drafters must write 
in either English or French and their choice is determined by the language used in their 
department. 
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Cao (ibid.) goes on to explain that the second step involves the submission of the draft 
to the other Commission departments as part of the internal consultation procedure. 
Later, as a third step, the text must then be translated into all the official languages1. 
This is certainly different from the multilingual drafting experimented at the United 
Nations (ibid.). 

Regarding the documents under scrutiny here, we cannot possibly know whether 
they are considered in the same way as pieces of legislation and whether their drafting 
follows the procedures outlined above. It is also impossible to know whether the original 
text was in either English or French, so it would be a bit hazardous to attempt an 
analysis based on translation procedures, or on the characteristics of the presumed 
source text and features of the target text. This is one reason why this paper is not going 
to consider the translation dimension. As previously explained above, this paper intends 
to carry out a linguistic analysis of two documents which are designed to disseminate 
information and knowledge about the EU and which consider the right of citizens to be 
informed as essential and paramount. The discursive features in the booklets will be 
scrutinized both quantitatively and qualitatively, in order to identify differences and/
or similarities in the rhetorical and pragmatic linguistic strategies implemented by the 
EU to promote its institutional projects.

The series of publications made available by the EU to the general public ranges 
from simple informative leaflets aimed at a wide audience to more specialized booklets 
addressed to the technically-minded. The full range of publications can be categorized 
into three different types:

Leaflets: simple informative publications consisting of only one folded sheet of paper.
Factsheets: small paper-covered books made up of just four pages. 
Booklets: small paper-covered books with a number of pages ranging approximately 

from 20 to 200. 
The following booklets have been selected as the main core of our corpus:
a) Europe in 12 lessons. The European Union explained, in English; 
b) L’Europa in 12 lezioni. Le politiche dell’Unione Europea, in Italian.
These booklets were chosen for two main reasons: a) among all the informative pub-

lications, they represent the most detailed overview of the EU addressed to a wide 
audience; b) since these booklets include a summary of a large number of topics that 
are developed in greater detail in the other booklets, this has facilitated a synchronic 
approach of differences and/or similarities in the rhetorical and pragmatic linguistic 
strategies adopted by the EU in relation to the vast range of topics proposed. 

The original publication of the booklet by EU expert Pascal Fontaine has now been 
revised, and a new version is currently published and available on the EU Law and 
Publications section of the website https://publications.europa.eu/. The versions anal-
ysed here date back to 2014 and both are 44 pages long. 

Table 1 below shows the subdivision into sections in the two booklets: topics range 
from the historic steps which have led European countries to unite in a community 

1  The equal status of all national languages as official languages within the EU and, theoretically, also as working 
languages has been constantly discussed since the first EU founding treaties were made public. Indeed, European mul-
tilingualism has always been perceived as a crucial component in the building of a European identity (or better still, 
European identities), and in the maintenance and safeguarding of societal and individual multilingualism. 
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(Lesson 2) to the current functions and tasks of the European Union (Lessons 4 and 5). 
Both booklets include information on the single market (Lesson 6) and the euro (Les-
son 7), and then go on to explain how smart and sustainable growth can be achieved 
through knowledge, innovation, education and the digital society (Lesson 8). The fol-
lowing lessons in the booklets clarify what it means to be a European citizen (Lesson 9), 
and how EU countries cooperate in the area of justice in order to make Europe safer for 
its people (Lesson 10). Lessons 11 and 12 consider the European Union in the context of 
international affairs and negotiations, and what future the EU may have if integration 
is based on solidarity, common rules, common policies and common interests.

The analysis covers two different areas: in the first instance the discursive represen-
tation of the social actor ‘European Union’ is investigated, in order to ascertain whether 
a process of humanization of the institutions can be posited.  This trend has in fact been 
praised and further encouraged by the European Commission in its White Paper on a 
European Commission Policy:

Action should focus on […] giving Europe a human face. The European Union is 
often perceived as ‘faceless’: it has no real public identity. Citizens need help to connect 
with Europe, and political information has greater impact when put in a ‘human in-
terest’ frame that allows citizens to understand why it is relevant to them personally. 

Table 1. The twelve lessons in the two booklets, English and Italian

THE EUROPEAN UNION EXPLAINED
Europe in 12 lessons

LE POLITICHE DELL’UNIONE EUROPEA
L’Europa in 12 lezioni

1. Why the European Union? 1. Perché un’Unione Europea?

2. Ten historic steps 2. Dieci tappe storiche

3. Enlarging the EU and getting on with the neighbours 3. Allargare l’UE e avere buone relazioni con i vicini 

4. How does the EU work? 4. Come funziona l’Unione Europea?

5. What does the EU do? 5. Di cosa si occupa l’Unione Europea?

6. The single market 6. Il mercato unico

7. The euro 7. L’euro

8. Building on knowledge and innovation 8. Conoscenza e innovazione quale punto di partenza

9. What does it mean to be a European citizen? 9. Cosa significa essere un cittadino europeo?

10. A Europe of freedom, security and justice 10. Un’Europa di libertà, sicurezza e giustizia

11. The EU on the world stage 11. L’Unione Europea sulla scena mondiale

12. What future for Europe? 12. Un futuro per l’Europa
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EU institutions and all levels of government can do more to ‘give a human face’ to the 
information they provide (European Commission 2006: 9) [italics added]

The study will also try to show whether and to what extent this discursive represen-
tation is achieved through the concept of interdiscursivity or, on the other hand, wheth-
er EU institutions employ an institutional language stricto sensu. In addition to this, 
a further level of linguistic analysis is to find out whether the EU adopts the linguistic 
strategy of ‘multivocality’, namely linguistic and discursive constituents belonging to 
a variety of different discursive practices, promotional and institutional at the same 
time which, as defined by Jørgensen and Phillips (2002: 151), “consists of the delinea-
tion of different voices or discursive logics in the text”. A Critical Discourse Analysis 
framework approach is applied to this study: at both stages the intended social effects 
of the European Union’s discursive choices will be examined in order to ascertain what 
presumed institutional plan can plausibly motivate these discourse strategies. 

4. The representation of social actors

In The Representation of Social Actors, Van Leeuwen (1996) tries to analyse how 
social actors can be represented in English discourse. The author endeavours to 
discover what the choices are within the English language when referring to people 
(ibid.: 32). He draws up a “sociosemantic inventory” of the ways in which social actors 
can be represented, by attempting to establish the sociological and critical relevance of 
his categories. He then investigates how these categories can be realized linguistically 
(ibid.). The research question van Leeuwen attempts to answer can be formulated as 
follows: “What are the ways in which social actors can be represented in […] discourse?” 
(ibid.). Since the scope of this work lies primarily in self-representation, van Leeuwen’s 
model is applied in order to discover how the European Union, which metonymically 
is a social actor, represents itself and the others in the texts under scrutiny. Hence, 
van Leeuwen’s research question has been re-contextualized as follows: what are the 
most significant ways in which the European Union represents itself and others at a 
cross-cultural level? What choices do the English and the Italian language provide for 
referring to the social actors in the two different versions of these booklets? 

Van Leeuwen’s representation includes several categories such as exclusion vs. 
inclusion, role allocation, genericization vs. specification, association and dissociation, 
indetermination vs differentiation, nomination and categorization, functionalization 
and identification, personalization and impersonalization, and, last but not least, 
overdetermination. In this particular context, exclusion vs. inclusion and role allocation 
will be considered, in both versions of the booklets.

In van Leeuwen’s (1996: 38) words, “representations include or exclude social actors to 
suit their interests and purposes in relation to the readers for whom they are intended”. 
A distinction must be made between suppression and backgrounding. According to van 
Leeuwen (ibid.: 39), “(i)n the case of suppression, there is no reference to the social 
actor(s) in question anywhere in the text”, whereas “in the case of backgrounding, the 
exclusion is less radical: i.e. the excluded social actors may not be mentioned in relation 
to a given activity, but they are mentioned elsewhere in the text, and we can infer with 
reasonable (though never total) certainty who they are. They are not so much excluded 
as de-emphasised, pushed into the background.” It is assumed here that a quantitative 
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and statistical analysis can help shed light on a) who the most frequently included 
social actors are and b) who the most frequently backgrounded or suppressed social 
actors are in the booklets under scrutiny.

The concept of role allocation refers to the part that the participants or actors in 
a given discourse event play in order to fulfill the author’s communicative intention 
and objectives. Participants can be “activated” or “passivated”: they can be represented 
as active, dynamic forces in the pursuit of a given activity or simply as the agentless 
patients of such activity (ibid.: 43-44). The grammatical system by which representation 
is achieved is that of “transitivity” (Halliday and Matthiessen 2004: 44). In transitivity 
structures, actors are codified as Actors in material processes, Senser in mental 
processes, Behaver in behavioural processes, Assigner in relational processes, and 
Sayer in verbal processes (Halliday 1985; Halliday and Matthiessen 2004).

Both quantitative and qualitative analyses were conducted, with the objective of 
discovering whether there are any similarities or differences in the types of social 
actors included in the two booklets, whether the humanization of institutions can be 
hypothesized, and what types of roles are played by the different actors in the two 
booklets. 

5. Analysis and discussion

5.1. Inclusion vs exclusion
The quantitative analysis entailed an intensive reading of the two booklets aimed 

at identifying the social actors included in the texts. The social actors identified 
were subdivided into two main categories, INSTITUTIONS and CITIZENS, and 
manual2 counting revealed their occurrences and frequency in the two texts, taking 
into consideration section by section, lesson by lesson in the two languages. Tables 2 
and 3 show the results for the most frequent expressions and phrases identifying EU 
institutions and their citizens.

From a preliminary observation, it can be affirmed that INSTITUTIONS are more 
frequently cited in both texts, with a wide variety of expressions defining the same body 
or institution. For example, the European Union is defined as ‘the EU’, ‘the European 
Union’ and ‘the Union’. The Member States are defined as ‘the Member States of the 
EU’, ‘the members of the EU’ and the ‘Members States of the European Union’. The 
same occurs in the Italian version. The category CITIZENS is generally represented by 
rare occurrences of ‘people’, ‘population’, ‘citizens’ and ‘EU citizens’. 

As can be seen in Table 4, the initialism ‘EU’ is used much more frequently (237 
times) than the corresponding Italian, i.e. ‘l’UE’ (141). Both lexical items ‘the European 
Union’ (72) and ‘l’Unione Europea’ (100) are frequently used in the booklets, though less 
frequently than ‘EU’ and ‘UE’. The abbreviation ‘l’Unione’ in Italian occurs much more 
frequently (58 times) than the corresponding ‘the Union’ in English (just 9 occurrences 
in total). “Gli Stati Membri” appears many more times (76) than the corresponding 
English phrase (40 occurrences), while the English version shows a preference for ‘EU 
countries’ (43 occurrences) compared to ‘i paesi dell’UE’ which is used only 11 times. In 

2  A machine-readable version of the documents was not available.
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the CITIZENS category the most striking difference is given by the use of ‘EU citizens’ 
in the English version, occurring 12 times, while ‘i cittadini dell’UE’ is used only once. 
The Italian language shows a preference for ‘i cittadini’ (17) and ‘i cittadini europei’ (5).

Table 4 shows in a synoptic fashion the most frequently occurring expressions in 
both booklets: an intensive reading and further analysis reveals that the Italian ver-
sion shows much more variation in the use of nouns and phrases referring to both IN-
STITUTIONS and CITIZENS. Even though their occurrences are not very high, their 
mentioning here does seem opportune. 

Other expressions found in the Italian version of the booklet which belong to the 
INSTITUTIONS category include: le istituzioni europee (2); i paesi d’Europa (1); i paesi 
dell’Unione (3); i paesi dell’Unione Europea (1); le nazioni europee (1); i paesi membri 
(1); le istituzioni dell’Unione (1). Other expressions which refer to the CITIZENS 
category are: la popolazione dell’UE (1); i popoli (1); i cittadini dell’Unione (3); i cittadini 

Table 2. Social actors in “Europe in 12 lessons”

 

 

 ACTORS 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 Totals 

 
 
 
 
I 
N 
S 
T 
I 
T 
U 
T 
I 
O 
N 
S 
 

(the) EU 19 10 28 30 31 20 6 1 27 22 34 9 237 
(the) European 
Union 

3 4 13 4 7 7 2  13 5 12 2 72 

the Union   3 1 1  2  2    9 
Europe 6 3 2  7 4 8 4 5 3 2 11 55 
(the) Member 
States 

3 3 3 9 5 2   3 3 2 7 40 

EU(’s) Member 
States 

1  3 2  3 2 1 1 1 1 1 16 

EU members   1          1 
Member States 
of the  
European Union 

1  1    1      3 

EU member 
countries 

   1         1 

European 
countries 

3  2          5 

EU countries 6 1 1 5 3 7 7  7 6   43 
(the) European 
Parliament 

 2 1 10 1  1  5  1 1 22 

(the) Parliament    17     2 2 1  22 
(the) European 
Commission 

1 1 1 4 3 4 1 1 2  1  19 

the Commission    19  5   2  2  28 
(the) European 
Council 

 2 2 6 1  3 1 1 1 2 1 20 

the Council    24      2   26 
EU institutions 1   2     4   1 8 
EU governments    1      2 1  4 

C 
I 
T 
I 
Z 
E 
N 
S 

people (s) 1   1 2 3  1 8 6  1 23 
population (s) 1   2         3 
citizens 2    1    7 2  1 13 
(the) Europeans 4  1       1   6 
humankind 1            1 
European 
citizens 

1         1   2 

Table 2 . Social actors in “Europe in 12 lessons” 
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dell’Unione Europea (2); gli uomini (4); i popoli d’Europa (3). Even if they occur only 
rarely, they add variety to the texts, giving the drafters the chance to avoid repetition 
of the expressions in Table 4, which seem to be much more standardized.

The institutions of the EU included in the two booklets are always presented in the 
third person, in order to explain their tasks within the Union and their commitments 
before the citizens. The institutions never ‘speak’ in the first person plural, so no occur-
rences of ‘we/us/our’ have been found. Both the presence of the ‘inclusive we’ and the 
‘exclusive we’ would have shown or created a different correlation between institutions 
and citizens, or a kind of ambivalence between institutions and citizens, a we-are-in-
the-same-boat relationship, revealing the emergence of a certain kind of ‘identity’ be-
tween institutions and citizens. As underlined by Magistro (2007a: 57-58), “One of the 
first traces of an appealing person-to-person approach is the use of the pronoun ‘you’ 
to address the reader(s) and ‘we’ (exclusive) to refer to the institution. The use of these 

Table 3. Social actors in “L’Europa in 12 lezioni”

 

 

 ACTORS 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 Totals 

 
 
 
 
I 
S 
T 
I 
T 
U 
Z 
I 
O 
N 
I 

(l’) UE 12 7 14 18 16 7 5 1 21 13 22 5 141 
(l’) Unione 
Europea 

8 4 25 4 11 11 1  12 3 17 4 100 

(l’) Unione 2  4 12 8 1 3  6 13 6 3 58 
(l’) Europa 6 1 2  5 4  4 5 1 1 11 40 
(gli) Stati Membri 4 3 8 12 6 8 9  7 7 5 7 76 
(gli) Stati Membri 
dell’UE 

 1  2 1 3 2 1 1 1 1 1 14 

membri dell’UE              
(gli) Stati Membri 
dell’Unione 
Europea 

2   1   1      4 

(gli) stati membri 
dell’Unione 

1            1 

i paesi europei 2  2   1   1 1   7 
i paesi dell’UE     1 2 4  2 2   11 
il Parlamento 
europeo 

 1 1 12     5  1  20 

il Parlamento    12   1  1 2 1  17 
la Commissione 
europea 

1  1 5 2 4  1     14 

la Commissione    18  4 1  1 1 2  27 
il Consiglio 
europeo 

  2 6 1  2 1 1 1 2  16 

il Consiglio   1 26  1   3    31 
le istituzioni 
dell’UE 

      1  1   1 3 

i governi dell’UE          1 1  2 
C 
I 
T 
T 
A 
D 
I 
N 
I 

le persone     1 6   4 2   13 
l(a)(e) 
popolazion(e) (i) 

1   3 1    1  1 1 8 

i cittadini 3        10 2  2 17 
gli europei 3   1        1 5 
l’umanità 2            2 
i cittadini europei 1  1 1     1 1   5 
i cittadini dell’UE            1 1 

 

Table 3. Social actors in “L’Europa in 12 lezioni” 
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references results in a greater involvement of the citizen and ‘personification’ of the in-
stitution.” Just 13 occurrences of the pronoun ‘you’ have been found in Lesson 9, ‘What 
does it mean to be a European citizen?’ in the English version. The author addresses 
the reader directly explaining what the advantages are of travelling, living and working 
in Europe:

(1) from the English version
If you are an EU citizen you have the right to travel, work and live anywhere in the 

European Union (p. 28).

In the second paragraph “How you can exercise your rights as a European citizen”, 
the pronoun “you” is used to explain to the readers what type of political rights they 
have as European citizens:

(2) from the English version
As a citizen of the European Union you are not just a worker or a consumer, you also 

have specific political rights. Since the Maastricht Treaty came into force, regardless of 

Table 4. Overview of social actors referencing in the two booklets

 

 

 

ACTORS Totals Totals ACTORS 

 
 
 
 
 
I 
N 
S 
T 
I 
T 
U 
T 
I 
O 
N 
S 

 

(the) EU 237 141 (l’) UE  
 
 
 
 
I 
S 
T 
I 
T 
U 
Z 
I 
O 
N 
I 
 

 

(the) European Union 72 100 (l’) Unione Europea 
the Union 9 58 (l’) Unione 

Europe 55 40 (l’) Europa 
(the) Member States 40 76 (gli) Stati Membri 

EU(’s)Member States 16 14 (gli) Stati Membri dell’UE 
EU members 1 0 membri dell’UE 

Member States of the European 
Union 

3 4 (gli) Stati Membri dell’Unione 
Europea 

EU member countries 1 1 (gli) stati membri dell’Unione 
European countries 5 7 i paesi europei 

EU countries 43 11 i paesi dell’UE 
(the) European Parliament 22 20 il Parlamento europeo 

(the) Parliament 22 17 il Parlamento 
(the) European Commission 19 14 la Commissione europea 

the Commission 28 27 la Commissione 
(the) European Council 20 16 il Consiglio europeo 

the Council 26 31 il Consiglio 
EU institutions 8 3 le istituzioni dell’UE 

EU governments 4 2 i governi dell’UE 
C 
I 
T 
I 
Z 
E 
N 
S 

people (s) 23 13 le persone C 
I 
T 
T 
A 
D 
I 
N 
I 

population (s) 3 8 l(a)(e) popolazion(e)(i) 
citizens 13 17 i cittadini 

(the) Europeans 6 5 gli europei 
humankind 1 2 l’umanità 

European citizens 2 5 i cittadini europei 
EU(’s) citizens 12 1 i cittadini dell’UE 

Table 4. Overview of social actors referencing in the two booklets  
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your nationality, you have had the right to vote and to stand as a candidate in local 
elections in your country of residence and in elections to the European Parliament. (p. 
28-29).

The only reference to the citizen(s) as “you” in the Italian version is given by the 
verbs in the second person “avete” and “potete” in the paragraph “Viaggiare, vivere e 
lavorare in Europa” (Lesson 9: Cosa significa essere un cittadino europeo?):

(3) from the Italian version
Il Cittadino europeo ha diritto di circolare liberamente, lavorare e risiedere ovunque 

nell’Unione. Se avete completato un corso universitario della durata di almeno tre anni 
le vostre qualifiche saranno riconosciute in tutti i paesi dell’UE […] Potete lavorare nel 
settore sanitario, dell’istruzione e in altri servizi pubblici […] di ogni paese dell’Unione 
Europea (p. 28).

To sum up, while CITIZENS in general appear to be suppressed or backgrounded in 
the majority of the sections where INSTITUTIONS are instead foregrounded, in Section 
9 they are addressed as travellers, workers, consumers and, last but not least, voters 
and electors. Lesson 9 is the only one where a person-to-person approach can be found. 
Throughout the two booklets, as previously stated, the citizens are not involved directly, 
whereas the institutions are described in detail in terms of what they do and offer as in-
stitutional bodies or entities, with no elements of personification or humanization.

5.2. Role allocation
This Section is devoted to the roles that social actors play in their assigned represen-

tations. As stated above in Section 4, the concept of role allocation refers to the function 
that the participants in a discourse event are called on to play in order to perform the 
author’s communicative purposes. Participants can be ‘active’ or ‘passive’: that is, they 
can be represented as dynamic forces in the pursuit of an action, or simply as agentless 
patients of such action (van Leeuwen 1996: 43-44). The grammatical system by which 
representation is achieved is that of transitivity (Halliday and Matthiessen 2004). 

As van Leeuwen (1996: 43) points out, the distinction between activation and passiv-
ation transcends the actual grammatical realization of the representation: “there need 
not be congruence between the roles that social actors actually play in social practices 
and grammatical roles they are given in the texts. Representation can reallocate roles, 
rearranging social relations between the participants”. This entails that activation and 
passivation are not bound to what Halliday and Matthiessen (2004: 173) call the “semi-
otic space” of grammatical features, but primarily relate to the extralinguistic domains 
that actors actually play in social practices. In this respect, for example, activation can 
be accomplished by conveying ‘participation’ of the Actor in processes in which the action 
is expressed through the use of foregrounding grammatical roles in Material processes:

(4a) from the English version
The European Commission has taken actions to improve worker mobility, and par-

ticularly to ensure that educational diplomas and job qualifications obtained in one 
country are recognized in all the others (p. 22). 
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(4b) from the Italian version 
La Commissione Europea ha adottato provvedimenti per favorire la mobilità dei 

lavoratori e soprattutto per garantire che i titoli di studio e le qualifiche di uno Stato 
membro fossero riconosciuti in tutti gli altri (p. 22).

 
At the same time, Activated social actors are also realized in transitivity structures 

by grammatical participant roles as Senser in Mental processes: 

(5a) from the English version
The EU wishes to promote humanitarian and progressive values, and ensure that 

humankind is the beneficiary, rather than the victim, of the great global changes that 
are taking place (p. 5).

(5b) from the Italian version
L’Unione Europea intende promuovere valori umanitari e progressisti e far sì che 

l’umanità possa beneficiare dei cambiamenti planetari attualmente in corso e non 
esserne la vittima (p. 5).

Activation is also achieved in the corpus through “circumstantialisation” (van Leeu-
wen 1996: 44), giving an Actor accountability for a specific action, as can be seen in the 
following example: 

(6a) from the English version
These laws [regulations, directives, and recommendations], along with EU policies 

in general, are the result of decisions taken by a Council (representing national gov-
ernments), the European Parliament (representing the people) and the European Com-
mission (a body independent of EU governments that upholds the collective European 
interest) (p.11). 

(6b) from the Italian version
Questi atti legislativi e, in maniera più generale, le politiche dell’Unione, sono il 

risultato delle decisioni prese dal Consiglio (che rappresenta i governi nazionali), dal 
Parlamento europeo (che rappresenta i popoli dell’Europa) e dalla Commissione europea 
(organo indipendente dai governi e garante dell’interesse comune degli europei) (p. 11).

Although “by a Council […], the European Parliament […] and the European Com-
mission”, as well as “prese dal Consiglio […], dal Parlamento europeo e dalla Com-
missione europea” appear in Rhematic position3 as a passive-voiced sentence, from a 
functional sentence perspective both these sentences highlight the dynamic role of EU 
institutions and bodies, which are represented as active operational forces in the vari-
ous EU building processes. 

3  Following the terminology of the Prague School of Linguistics, the Theme is the element which serves as the point 
of departure of the message, namely it is that which locates and orients the clause within the context. The remainder of 
the message, that is the part in which the Theme is developed, is called the Rheme (Bazzanella 2001). 
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In contrast to the previous examples, activation in the texts analysed is also extended 
to “metaphorical” (Halliday and Matthiessen 2004: 639) representation. Halliday (1985) 
and Halliday and Matthiessen (2004) distinguish between “congruent” (or non-metaphor-
ical) and “metaphorical” representation. The concept of congruency can be interpreted 
as appealing to a rather free notion of how events are represented ‘as a rule’ in the ‘un-
marked’ case; for instance, representing processes as processes, as opposed to represent-
ing processes as entities. “Activities” in Example 7 below, for instance, is a grammatical 
metaphor, namely a process being metaphorically represented as an entity that seman-
tically operates like any other entity. Otherwise stated, some entities, things, are part of 
the nominal (noun) vocabulary of English or Italian but pragmatically they “belong to a 
particular sub-category with a special connection with verbs (and thus processes)” (Fair-
clough 2003: 143; see also Halliday 1985; Halliday and Matthiessen 2004). In this regard, 
a pervasive form adopted in the texts under scrutiny is to realize activation through the 
use of premodification of these types of process nouns: 

(7a) from the English version 
The European Union’s activities impact on the day-to-day life of its citizens by ad-

dressing the real challenges facing society: environmental protection, health, technolog-
ical innovation, energy etc. (p. 16).

(7b) from the Italian version
Le attività dell’Unione Europea incidono sulla vita quotidiana dei cittadini europei 

affrontando le sfide poste dalla società moderna: protezione dell’ambiente, salute, 
innovazione tecnologica, energia ecc. (p. 16).

As can be seen, the English version differs significantly from the Italian version 
in the form and in the distribution of the NP structure. The English stylistically un-
marked structure of the NP is a modifier-head as opposed to the prototypical Italian 
postmodification head-modifier. However, examples of postmodification also occur in 
the English version of the booklet, thus indicating that there is no syntactical incongru-
ity between the two systems, as can be noted in the following examples:

(8a) from the English version 
That is the purpose of the EU’s ‘solidarity policies’, designed to help underdeveloped 

regions and troubled sectors of the economy (p. 18).

(8b) from the Italian version
Tale è lo scopo delle “politiche di solidarietà” dell’Unione Europea, concepite per 

aiutare le regioni meno sviluppate e i settori dell’economia in difficoltà (p. 18).

The other examples of activation that occur in the corpus concern grammatical par-
ticipant roles of EU institutions (and related bodies), coded as Carrier in relational 
processes, as can be noted in the following examples: 

(9a) from the English version
Europe is proud of its humanitarian tradition of welcoming foreigners and offering 

asylum to refugees fleeing danger and persecution (p. 32).
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(9b) from the Italian version
L’Europa è fiera della sua lunga tradizione di accoglienza degli stranieri e di asilo 

offerto ai rifugiati in fuga da pericoli e persecuzioni (p. 32).

There are no occurrences in the corpus of activations as Behaver in behavioural 
processes or as Sayer in verbal processes. 

All the activations found in the Processes described are (except for Lesson 9, which 
will be discussed below) ‘institutional’ in nature, and what might be grouped together 
as the “movers” (Fairclough 2003: 145), those that make things happen (EU, the Euro-
pean Union, Europe, the European Central Bank, the European Commission, etc.; l’UE, 
l’Unione Europea, la Banca Centrale Europea, la Commissione Europea, etc.). ‘EU peo-
ple/citizens’ are extensively backgrounded throughout the corpus; they are never ‘acti-
vated’ either in Thematic or in Rhematic position within Circumstance in prepositional 
phrases. As can be seen from the examples above, where institutional social actors are 
included and activated, they occur as Material processes, Mental Processes, the Carrier 
in Relational Processes, and in Process nouns as Premodification and Postmodification. 
Overall, in the booklets the pervasive inclusion of institutional social actors appears 
to promote EU self-referential discourse whose focus, albeit promotional, seems to be 
centred on the institutions and its initiatives and not on the citizens. The positive idea 
of progressing and promoting initiatives is therefore exclusively related to the EU insti-
tutions, without any involvement of non-institutional social actors. Activation, rather 
than passivation, seems to be the significant strategy adopted in the corpus “Europe 
in 12 lessons / L’Europa in 12 Lezioni” as the concept of ‘being active’ is the central 
message of these texts. The booklets reject the idea that EU institutions and their 
related bodies are inactive ‘passivated undergoers’ of EU integration and therefore por-
tray themselves as goal-oriented and hard-working contributors to the building of EU 
processes. 

However, one question still remains open: if, on the one hand, there are those social 
actors who act as actors in a given process (loosely, the doers of the deeds, or those who 
make things happen), on the other hand, there are the beneficiaries of these processes 
(loosely, those affected by processes). According to van Leeuwen (1996: 44), passivation 
requires a further distinction: a passivated social actor can be “subjected or beneficial-
ised”. Subjected social actors in a given representation are treated as direct objects. As 
activation, they can be realized by “participation” (ibid.) in those cases in which the 
passivated social actor is the Goal in relation to material processes, the Phenomenon 
in mental processes, or the Carrier in Relational processes (Halliday and Matthiessen 
2004: 294). The Beneficiary, on the other hand, is “the one to whom or for whom the 
process is said to take place” (ibid.: 293). As well as being realized lexically or pragmati-
cally by inferring it from the context, the Beneficiary can take prepositions (for example 
to or for + nominal group, etc.) (Halliday 1985), whereas Subjection, being realized as a 
direct object, does not. In examples (4a) and (4b) above, for instance, “actions/provvedi-
menti” is the Goal of the Material process ‘to take’, whereas the Beneficiary is twofold: 
the first to benefit from the EU actions are virtually all the EU citizens of a working 
age who are free to live and work in any EU country; the second refers to “foreign qual-
ifications”, and construes a “benefactive” (Halliday and Matthiessen 2004: 191) role of 
the EU in that it portrays the participants that are benefiting from the performance of 
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the process, namely all European students, whose qualifications are equally recognized 
all over Europe. 

Although ‘citizens/people’ never occur as actors in the corpus under investigation 
(apart from Lesson 9), they are pervasively the real beneficiaries of all of these actions. 
By claiming to position ‘the general public’ (citizens, employees, workers, students, 
travellers, etc.) at the centre of the EU benefactive policy – at the heart of the EU – EU 
institutions are suggesting an act of ‘empowerment’; ‘citizens/people’ have the power 
‘to move’, ‘to study’, ‘to travel’, to work’ anywhere in Europe. From a semantic point of 
view, the meaning of ‘to empower’ is to make someone more confident, responsible and 
assertive. In other words, ‘empowerment’ is a process of progress, rising, emancipation 
and growth.

The situation is quite different in Lesson 9 (“What does it mean to be a European 
citizen?”), where the number of institutional social actors activated is reduced to just 10 
occurrences, whereas the list of active non-institutional social actors includes 19 occur-
rences, with as many five different social actors (workers, consumers, citizen, people), 
including the use of “you”, especially activated in Material processes:

(10a) from the English version
You can work in health, education and other public services […] of any EU country 

in the European Union (p. 28).

(10b) from the Italian version
Potete lavorare nel settore sanitario, dell’istruzione e in altri servizi pubblici […] di 

ogni paese dell’Unione Europea (p. 28).

Thus, there seems to be a shift in the focus of EU discourse in Lesson 9 that goes 
from being highly self-referential in all the other Lessons to more audience-oriented, 
with the foregrounding of the addressees of the message it conveys. As stated above, this 
trend towards a progressive exclusion of institutional actors in favour of an inclusion 
of more non-institutional ones is absent in the others sections. However, the general 
significance of activation and passivation throughout the texts seems to be transparent: 
where institutional social actors are mainly activated and their capacity for agentive 
action that make things happen is highlighted, they act as the ‘cause’ of all processes, 
while ‘citizens’ are the beneficiaries, the ones affected by these processes; on the other 
hand, where ‘citizens’ are foregrounded and activated, they act simply as the ‘effect’ of 
the actions taken by EU institutions, as if they were now ‘empowered to reap all the 
EU benefits’. For example, since [cause] “The European Commission has taken actions 
to improve worker mobility, and particularly to ensure that educational diplomas and 
job qualifications obtained in one country are recognized in all the others”, [effect] “You 
[one] can work in health, education and other public services […] of any EU country in 
the European Union”. 

6. Conclusions

Although our conclusions should be regarded as tentative, since our corpus is small and 
may not be fully representative, our goal was to ascertain whether the data pointed to 
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the existence of any differences between the realization of the same genre in two dif-
ferent cultural backgrounds. The analysis would have certainly deserved much more 
space, but the examples found and the investigation carried out demonstrate that there 
are no striking differences between the two versions of the booklets (despite some dis-
similarities in the grammatical realization of the NP structure in the two languages).  
In both booklets, institutions as bodies and entities are named and referred to much 
more frequently than citizens as people of the EU, as workers, consumers, travellers 
and voters. Therefore, institutions are foregrounded while people and citizens are ex-
tensively backgrounded (if we exclude Lesson 9 which is directly addressed to them in 
both versions of the booklet). Discourse is generally focused on the institutional actors 
and their initiatives, and the institutions included (the EU, the Council, the European 
Parliament, the European Commission, etc.) are active bodies engaged in the various 
processes and actions. European citizens appear as the implicit beneficiary of these 
actions and processes. 

Through these booklets, the EU is actually promoting all those benefits which 
come from its institutions and affect and improve specific areas of citizens’ real lives 
such as jobs, food safety, social opportunities and even solidarity. The similarities in 
the two booklets show a common consensus-building purpose expressed through the 
explanation of actions and processes carried out by the various bodies, without overtly 
resorting to specific persuasive or promotional features typical of advertising discourse. 

Overall, our analysis of the informative material suggests that the humanization 
of EU institutions does not transpire as evidently as in other informative material 
investigated in previous research (Caliendo and Piga 2014; Magistro 2007a and 2007b; 
Piga 2013). There are no aspects of a definite personification conferred to the institutions 
through, for example, reference to real identities, evocation of personal experiences, or 
emphasis on people-specific characteristics belonging to EU officials. In both booklets 
it emerges that the Union and its citizens are no longer described as inclusive and 
humanized ‘we, common Europeans’, but as separate entities. Therefore, the previous 
following equivalences “EU=Europe=demos=we” (Piga 2014: 73), which marked the 
difference between speaking “within’ the discourse of the EU and speaking ‘about’ the 
discourse of the EU” (ibid.: 73), is no longer evident in the texts under scrutiny here. It 
would seem that the choice of providing no faces and no voices for the real actors in the 
backstage of the European Union is a formula intentionally used in order not to convey 
the people-oriented approach of the Union and therefore not to intimately connect 
the writer and the reader, EU institutions and their citizens. The analysis of these 
two booklets, thus, throws light on a different communication pattern: the narrating 
voice now shifts from the institution’s ‘spokespersons’, who are at the same time civil 
servants, thus ideal intermediaries in the exchange process and in the identification 
stage, to a self-referential and institution-centred perspective.
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1. Introduction

This study intertwines with parallel research (Maglie 2015a) investigating three 
sets of Patient Information Leaflets (PILs) for three different drug categories (i.e. over-
the-counter [OTC] drugs, OTC drugs with medical supervision, and drugs with medical 
prescription) in English and in Italian, where the Italian drugs are the direct counter-

Abstract
The present study is designed to investigate scientific popularization through two main genres 
used in the pharmaceutical context: Patient Information Leaflets (PILs) and online video ads. 
It presents results from previous research focusing on PILs of three drug categories (i.e. over-
the-counter [OTC] drugs, OTC drugs with medical supervision, and drugs requiring medical 
prescription) in English and Italian. It goes on to analyse commercials for the same drugs 
found on YouTube. The choice of starting from a written text (PIL) to study a multimodal 
text (video) derives from the desire to monitor the varying dynamics and nature of medical 
communication across languages and cultures, in particular when pharmaceutical industries 
commercialize their drugs to patients and to the general public. The linguistic (spoken, written 
and style of language) and visual (image, setting, product presence and positioning) aspects of 
pharmaceutical communication were quantitatively and qualitatively analysed using a corpus 
of videos collected ad-hoc and converging various analytical approaches into Multimodal Dis-
course Analysis (MDA), as proposed in Kress and van Leeuwen (1996, 2001), O’Halloran (2004) 
and Kress (2010). The study reveals the significant role played by the web in instructing online 
users about good health practices through videos produced by pharmaceutical companies for 
TV advertising or for their own websites and posted by themselves and/or by laypeople on You-
Tube. In so doing, they circumvent the blanket advertising ban for prescription drugs applied 
in EU member States, and YouTube becomes a sort of bridge in the advertising process between 
the pharmaceutical company and the consumer, mainly in those countries where drugs requir-
ing medical prescription cannot be advertised. In this new scenario, studies like this should be 
fostered in order to further investigate the multimodal discourse of drug information on the 
Internet across languages and cultures, and to assess the online sources that laypeople use to 
take informed decisions about their own health. 
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parts of the British drugs insofar as they share the same active ingredients, the same 
name and/or they are produced by the same drug companies. In particular, the research 
investigated two PILs of OTC drugs (Vicks Sinex Soother and its Italian counterpart, 
Sinex Aloe), two PILs of OTC drugs which may require the direct supervision of a physi-
cian (Calpol and Tachipirina), and four PILs of medicines available only with a doctor’s 
prescription (Spiriva and Spiriva Respimat), with a special focus on those language fea-
tures particularly designed to enhance user-friendliness. The popularizing strategies 
found in the English texts to facilitate text readability for the consumer were compared 
with those found in the Italian counterparts, highlighting both similarities and idiosyn-
crasies. The concluding remarks suggest that the Italian PILs investigated (except for 
Spiriva and Spiriva Respimat) need to make further progress in terms of information 
design, terminological simplification and interaction with the consumer, taking their 
British counterparts as a model for user-friendliness and readability.

Using new materials relating to the drugs addressed in the above-mentioned re-
search, the present study further investigates product promotion in the pharmaceuti-
cal industry, mainly through advertising campaigns (i.e. TV commercials) for all three 
drug categories, but also through narratives viewable on the Internet (i.e. patient-vol-
unteered and/or institutional information on how to take the medicine) for the set of 
drugs available only with a doctor’s prescription. The Internet abounds with videos 
explaining how to take Spiriva and Spiriva Respimat, as this drug needs to be taken 
using particular devices which patients should learn to use properly in order to solve 
their severe respiratory problems. 

The dissemination of information – given the shift from PILs (Maglie 2015a) to the 
screen – is investigated in terms of the distribution of messages and meanings across 
languages and cultures (English and Italian) and media (videos on YouTube). This 
change from the page to the image has some inevitable consequences. Firstly, the read-
ing of a PIL comes after the consumer’s purchase of a certain drug, whereas watching 
a TV commercial may come before the consumer’s choice of that drug. The former text 
has an informative aim, while the latter, the multimodal text, has a more persuasive 
objective. Thus, even though the drug does not change, the information about it changes 
according to the medium used. Secondly, the PIL is a legal requirement and contains 
information in accordance with “several legal regulations and standards, produced by 
the pharmaceutical company” (ibid.: 159): even drug advertising must comply to the 
World Health Organization (WHO) (2007) regulations. However, the proliferation of 
new genres, forms and sites of dissemination, such as YouTube, in conjunction with 
an increase in online users searching for health information, advice and counsel (Mag-
lie 2015b: 47), crosses the borders set by the WHO. For instance, direct-to-consumer 
advertising (DTCA) for prescription drugs is prohibited in Italy (WHO 2007), but an 
Italian online user can easily watch it on YouTube. Thus, even if a specialized interna-
tional agency tries to regulate drug information to patients, its effort is nullified by the 
free flow of information offered by social media, such as YouTube, where everyone can 
access information on a drug which could dramatically change his/her state of health.

YouTube as a new form of viewing, messaging and knowledge production has be-
come an integral part of the new media landscape, and theories of communication “have 
to describe this world and attempt to articulate and theorize its practices both in terms 
of continuities and changes” (Kress 2010: 27). The present study responds to Kress’s 



MULTIMODAL PRODUCT PROMOTION IN THE PHARMACEUTICAL INDUSTRY ACROSS LANGUAGES AND CULTURES 81

request, since it investigates the promotion of drugs from the text to the site in order to 
monitor how pharmaceutical companies make and disseminate messages and meanings 
around their products. To achieve such an aim, the promotion of drugs is investigated 
firstly by drawing on the results of the analysis on PILs (Maglie 2015a) and secondly 
by collecting a corpus of 36 multimodal texts, i.e. YouTube videos. In particular, twelve 
videos for each drug category were chosen for analysis to guarantee both a balanced 
qualitative analysis and, due to their complexity, a deeper analysis of the various semi-
otic devices used to communicate meaning (Plastina 2015: 196). 

In order to evaluate as far as possible what is gained and what is lost from the shift 
between the text and the video in terms of messages and meanings, the research aims 
to answer the following questions:
1. How do videos maintain/break continuity with the PILs? 
2. How are messages/meanings distributed in multimodal texts across languages and 
cultures?

2. Methodological framework and procedure

In agreement with the invitation to bring together all means of making meaning 
under the same theoretical roof (Kress 2010), this quantitative and qualitative corpus 
study converges various analytical approaches onto Multimodal Discourse Analysis 
(MDA), as proposed in Kress and van Leeuwen (1996, 2001), O’Halloran (2004) and 
Kress (2010), to investigate both the linguistic and visual aspects of communication. 
Specifically, MDA was used to investigate the semiotic features of product-specific vid-
eos so that “the analysis and interpretation of language use is contextualized in con-
junction with other semiotic resources which are simultaneously used for the construc-
tion of meaning” (O’Halloran 2004: 1). Writing, and in this work also speaking, imagery 
and colour were investigated as “each has its distinct potentials for meaning” (Kress 
2010: 1). 

Image shows what takes too long to read, and writing names what would be difficult to 
show. Colour is used to highlight specific aspects of the overall message (ibid.: 1).

Inspired by Quillard’s (2010) study, which was built on a solely verbal-based ap-
proach, the study presented here also takes into consideration the multimodal cor-
pus of TV drug commercials screened in Anglophone countries in order to answer the 
above-mentioned questions which examined multimodal communication in mixed-cul-
ture interactions, thus showing the importance of localization of cultural values across 
communities that share the same language but not the same geographical and cultural 
space. In particular, the first set of data related to OTC drugs contains six examples of 
South African advertisements, which are compared/contrasted with six other adverts 
from Italy, the UK, the US and other Anglophone countries (see Appendix - Table 1). 
The same occurs for the second set of data including OTC drugs with medical supervi-
sion, but the country of reference changes. In the second case, the focus is on six exam-
ples of Filipino advertising, which are compared/contrasted with six commercials from 
the US, the UK and Ireland. Where possible, because only some drug categories can be 
advertised in accordance with current Italian advertising regulations, the commercials 
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are compared to their Italian counterparts (i.e. only for the first set of data) (see Ap-
pendix - Table 2) and the study broadens to investigate aspects of consumer-oriented 
translation (e.g. overt/covert translation (House 1977/1981), not only from the source 
language (SL) to the target language (TL), but also from source image (SI) to target 
image (TT). Moreover, only for the third set of data made up of drugs with medical pre-
scriptions is the audiovisual corpus of six TV drug commercials further enriched with 
six other multimodal texts different from TV commercials, yet still related to the drugs 
investigated (see Appendix, Table 3), to analyse – drawing on Conversation Analysis 
(CA; Bowles and Seedhouse 2007) – how laypeople play an active role in the health 
communication delivered online. 

The argument which I put forward in justification for the choice both of different 
countries for the first and second set of data and of another type of videos for the third 
set of data relies on the diversified presence of multimodal pharmaceutical texts on 
YouTube in terms of number and time (date/year) of broadcasting: in the first and sec-
ond case, a huge number of contemporary South African and Filipino TV ads, respec-
tively, and in the third case no examples of adaptation/localization for Spiriva/Spiriva 
Respimat advertising. The central focus on multimodal product promotion of three drug 
categories in different Anglophone countries and – when possible – in Italy, in terms 
of linguistic (spoken, written and type of language: local/official, informal/formal, emo-
tive/non-emotive, technical/popularized) and visual (image, setting, product presence 
and positioning) features, brings to the fore multifaceted intercultural issues compared/
contrasted across the three sets of data in terms of globalization/localization, gender 
representation and role. Moreover, the special focus on multimodal text-types other 
than adverts in the third set of data broadens and enriches the scope of the research of 
further important examples that merit further in-depth analyses in the future. 

Audio messages and on-screen text in the three sets of data were first transcribed 
and then connected with images to focus exclusively on a central issue: how the flux of 
information on the drug (i.e. what x is and what it is used for, how to take x, side-effects 
etc.) departs from the PILs to arrive at product-specific commercials. In so doing, traces 
of continuity and change between the two modes of communication were detected, while 
elements of language and culture difference were registered in order to identify the 
desired message and intentional meaning pharmaceutical companies want to promote 
about their products and about themselves to their potential customers (readers and/
or viewers). All this analysis is framed within “‘free-for-all’ web […] resources” (Tessuto 
2015: 213), in this case YouTube, which uses “a ‘democratizing’ style of discourse” (ibid.: 
233) that goes beyond all differences in language and culture to create a universal ‘com-
munity of interest’ (Sarangi 2015: 29), which can make more informed decisions about 
their own health. 

3. Findings and discussion

3.1. Promotion of OTC drugs: from PILs to YouTube
The analysis of the first couple of PILs, Vicks Sinex Soother and its Italian coun-

terpart Sinex Aloe, reported in Maglie (2015a: 168-172), shows that the texts differ 
in terms of the information provided, the level of readability and in the readers’ in-
volvement. The British PIL is without doubt more user-friendly (e.g. use of personal 
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pronoun ‘you’ and of the possessive adjective ‘your’) and visually engaging, whereas the 
Italian PIL is more medicine-oriented (e.g. the subject of headings is usually Sinex Aloe 
and there are few occurrences of the second person pronoun) and the visual appeal is 
entirely absent 1. When investigating how a leaflet undergoes an inter-semiotic trans-
lation, replacing its verbal message with a TV commercial, the Vicks product analysed 
was changed in favour of Vicks Vaporub (see Table 1) due to a scarcity of advertising 
samples for Vicks Sinex Soother and its Italian counterpart Sinex Aloe to be found on 
YouTube. 

Findings show that free-for-all communication across boundaries provided by You-
Tube demarcates ‘cultural groups’ who “have their specific and distinct semiotic re-
sources, differently arranged and valued” (Kress 2010: 73). All Vicks Vaporub videos 
coincide, as they show various families struggling mainly with their son/daughter and 
sometimes with the dad with a blocked nose, cough and congestion, given that the drug 
was developed primarily for young users (see Table 1). Even though the narrative situ-
ation may be different, e.g. the night before a school play (South African Vicks Vaporub 
2007), a sports competition (South African Vicks Vaporub 2010), or the daughter’s 
birthday (British Vicks Vaporub 2009), commercials show families sharing the same 
‘lifeworld’ (Schütz and Luckmann 1973) behaviour when they look after their sick child: 
Vicks Vaporub gently rubbed on the chest of the son/daughter by a smiling mother. In 
all videos, after the mother rubs the product, the immediate result is perceived through 
a powerful image and sound salience: the child breathes easily and strongly while the 
breathing sound is fully perceived. 

On the one hand, the images are identical for Vicks Vaporub released in 2015 for 
Italy and Great Britain, and in 2017 in the US: at night, everybody is asleep in their 
bedrooms, but the child starts coughing and lights come on. It would be a sleepless 
night if it were not for Vicks Vaporub. Lights can be turned off and everybody sleeps 
peacefully in the double bed. On the other hand, in South Africa an initially local cul-
ture-specific campaign has been globalized since 2016. The South-African commercial 
is glocalized (Adab 2000: 224), as it shows a black family with a son with a bad cold, 
but the story largely unfolds in the kitchen or in the sitting room (Vicks Vaporubs 2007, 
2008, 2010). The son’s bedroom appears in all commercials from 2007 to 2011; the par-
ents’ bedroom is seldom shown, and parents are rarely seen wearing pyjamas. In South 
Africa, bedroom scenes may be perceived as something too private to be openly shown 
on TV. However, the contents of the Vicks Vaporub 2016 and 2017 adverts become total-
ly globalized except for the darker skin colour of the members of the family: the advert 
worldwide is set exclusively in the parents’ bedroom at night. Thus, the Vicks Vaporub 
TV ads broadcast in India and Arabia during the same year (2015) tell the same do-
mestic story as the Vicks Vaporub adverts shown in 2016 and 2017 in South Africa: the 
former Indian ad is identical to the South African counterpart except for the actors, but 
the latter is different not only because of the actors but also because of those who are 
shown wearing pyjamas (only father and son). The mother is wearing traditional dress 
and is not portrayed sleeping with her husband and son. 

If we continue to compare Anglophone countries (in particular, the US, the UK and 
South Africa) in the period from 2000 to 2013, although the commercial shows different 

1  Such a lack of interaction typifies the textual tone of PILs in Italian (Cacchiani 2006).



84 ROSITA MAGLIE

globalized and/or glocalized families, borders become blurred when gender issues are 
dealt with. Six freeze-frames from the US, the UK and South Africa are reported above. 
The first set shows the British Vicks Vaporub advert (2009, Figures 1-2); the second 
shows the corresponding American advert (2011, Figures 3-4), and the third the corre-
sponding South African ad (2008, Figures 5-6). In the first two sets, we may note the dif-
ferent gender of the parent and the way the girl and the boy are portrayed, which reflect 
feminine and masculine stereotypes. Girls are princesses and boys are football players. 
In the South African commercial, gender stereotypes are reiterated as the daughter 
pretends to be a nurse while the son pretends to be a doctor. Such a narrow view on gen-
der representation is no longer detected in the Vicks Vaporub advertising broadcasted 
later in the same countries (Figures 1-6).

The findings on dialogue and on-screen text show that plain language is used across 
languages and cultures, but in the South African ad (except for the 2017 ad) the emo-
tional touch is inserted to convey the message of parental goodness: the off-screen voice 
saying “we make a mother’s touch more soothing”, and the mum saying: “It broke my 
heart to see my baby sick […] but I know Vicks Vaporub’s warmth and the mother’s 
touch work through the night to relieve cold and congestion.” The information conveyed 
by the exclusive pronoun ‘we’ (the pharmaceutical industry and the product), the ref-
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erence to Vicks Vaporub balsam giving off warmth which relieves cold and congestion, 
the gentle persuasion of a mother who – knowing the efficacy of the product – uses the 
words of ‘love and care’, such as ‘touch’, ‘heart’ and the emotional meanings of ‘sooth-
ing’, ‘warmth’ and ‘relieve’ work according to a balanced information-to-persuasion ra-
tio (Torresi 2010).

Relying on screen-text, the South African, Italian and US commercials respectively 
show three different final images. The first dwells upon the action of the product, which 
is reiterated by the balsamic fumes making the shape of an eight (i.e. eight hours: 
Figure 7); the second focuses on its triple effect on cold symptoms (i.e. blocked nose, 
cough, and sore throat: Figure 8), and the message is reinforced showing a numbered 
one-to-three list; the fumes this time make the shape of a three which stands for the 
three symptoms, and of one which stands for one product. This image also offers anoth-
er interpretational key: the boost (Torresi 2010) to the outstanding quality of one single 
drug that can address three different symptoms. The third and last image highlights 
the immediacy of the effect of the product (Figure 9). As for the informative power of 
these three images, the Italian image is the most exhaustive as it lists all three symp-
toms the drug relieves. On the contrary, the first partially zooms in on its positive 
effects on breathing and the third exclusively on the cough. 

The position of the product is also worth analysing. The South African advert places 
the product on the right, whereas in the US/UK and the Italian ads it is on the left. 
Applying Kress and van Leeuwen’s (1996: 193-194) grammar of visual design, when a 
product is positioned on the left (given information), it suggests that its image is less 
salient than the information put on the right in the overall composition plan. Converse-
ly, the product placed on the right (new information) centralizes all the salience in the 
image shown (Figures 7-9).  
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3.2. Promotion of OTC drugs taken according to the advice of a doctor or pharmacist: 
from PILs to YouTube
This second subsection briefly describes the analysis on PILs of two drugs exclusive-

ly administered to children, British Calpol and the Italian Tachipirina, carried out in 
Maglie (2015a: 172-176). Then it goes on to analyse exclusively Calpol ads in Anglo-
phone countries (the UK, the US, Ireland and the Philippines), as Tachipirina ads on 
YouTube do not advertise products that can be administered to children but only over-
the-counter products manufactured by the same pharmaceutical industry that can be 
taken only by adults.

The investigation of the British Calpol and the Italian Tachipirina PILs presents 
greater language and layout differences with respect to the first group of PILs analysed 
in the previous section. The Italian PIL is not at all patient-centred, as it contains 
“medical terminology, nominalized, objective and a passive style with empty verbs” 
(Maglie 2015a: 176). Moreover, it presents the information – always in a black, bold font 
– in topic-giving and thematizing headings. On the other hand, the English PIL uses 
a coloured layout with headings and subheadings written in different colours and font 
types, exclamation marks and other informative icons to catch the reader’s attention, 
and helps him/her read and understand the information, as s/he is always addressed 
using a personal and direct tone.

The user-friendliness of the English PIL is surpassed by the immediacy of the Cal-
pol advertisement broadcasted in the Philippines (2009) which, in just a few seconds, 
shows parents the best practice to follow: when the child has a temperature (Figure 
10), they go to the chemist’s and buy Calpol (Figure 11); the child takes it (Figure 12) 
and after 15 minutes (Figure 13) mother and child can start to play and smile again 
(Figure 14).

In terms of their communicative functions and according to Montalt and González 
Davies (2007: 31), drug advertisements belong to commercial genres used to buy and 
sell products (persuasive function), whereas PILs belong to educational genres as they 
are used to teach and learn in a wide range of contexts, from university courses to do-
mestic life (informative function). My claim – as the commercial above shows (Figures 
10-14) – is that the borders between these two categories are blurred since commercials 
can prove to be highly educational.  

Calpol is advertised worldwide. However, due to a ban in the European Member 
States on advertising prescription drugs, Tachipirina, the Italian counterpart of Cal-
pol, despite being an OTC drug with medical supervision, cannot be advertised in the 
media. Consequently, this section analyses twelve Calpol TV ads due to their huge 
presence on YouTube: six Calpol commercials in the Philippines, and six ads in the 
UK, Ireland and the US. The Calpol version in the Philippines is bi-lingual – Filipino 
and English – (Calpol 2009, 2014 and 2016) or exclusively in English (Calpol 2014 
and 2016). The mother uses exclusively Filipino in one commercial (Calpol June 2014), 
partly Filipino – when describing daily routine – and partly English – when describing 
what to do when your child is ill – in three other TV ads (Calpol 2009, August 2014 and 
February 2016), and exclusively English in two other adverts (Calpol 2014 and 2016). 
In the first case (Calpol June 2014), a professional male voice speaks in English and 
persuades the mother to use the drug by drawing on professional reliability and the 
rapid efficacy of the product. It does so using lexical boosts (Teh 1986; Bhatia 1993: 51-
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52), words that have superlative positive meaning, such as ‘over’ before a huge number, 
i.e. 500,000 doctor prescriptions for Calpol (Figure 15), and ‘nothing’ which, put in a 
comparative sentence, against Calpol underlines that it is a top-quality medicine (Fig-
ure 16). The third image is confirmation of the effectiveness of the language of ‘love and 
care’, again rendered with the mother’s caress (Figure 17). The fourth image shows the 
screen text is in Filipino, but the voice speaks in English (Figure 18).  

The other two Filipino Calpol ads coincide in images but, as mentioned above, in the 
former the mother uses both languages, and in the latter only English (Calpol Febru-
ary 2016 and March 2016 respectively). In the first case, she speaks Filipino when she 
describes daily routines and the mistakes a mother can make, and switches to English 
when she states that no mistake should be made when a child gets sick. The use of 
both Filipino and English in two different language contexts, Filipino when speaking 
informally about home intimacy and English for scientific formal communication, may 
be a hybridized form of distribution of meanings and messages, where local traditional 
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language forms coexist with international outer language forms, which exert power and 
authority in the Philippines. 

Persuasiveness continues to work using the image to offer an emotional style and 
the screen text to convey the scientific information placed on the right (new informa-
tion) in the first freeze-frame (Figure 19), and then placed on the left (given informa-
tion) in the following frame (Figure 20). The same can be stated for the images: the 
given datum (left side) is that the child is ill, but the new good information (right side) 
is that he is healthy and loving after taking Calpol. The scientific lure relies on the 
efficacy of the drug, this time in curing all the listed symptoms (Figure 19), and on the 
authoritative reference to WHO which considers paracetamol, contained in Calpol, the 
first line treatment (Figure 20). 

From a gender perspective, while the most recent Philippine Calpol ad (February/
March 2016) is highly stereotyped in portraying the little girl (Figure 21), the previ-
ous Philippine Calpol makes a difference (June/August 2014), showing a girl playing 
basketball with her brothers (Figure 22). However, the investigation focusing on how 
boys and girls are represented in Calpol advertising in UK and in Ireland reveals a 
similar pattern detected previously for Calpol 2016 (Figure 21): in Ireland girls like to 
go shopping (Figure 23) and boys like watching soccer matches (Figure 24). However, in 
Ireland four years later, another Calpol advert was broadcast where no gender stereo-
type is detected: kids, no matter what gender they are, get up to mischief outside and 
inside their homes. A similar pattern emerged when considering Calpol advertising in 
the UK from a diachronic perspective: there was a faint aura of gender preconception 
in Calpol 2009 that is completely absent in the two adverts broadcast in 2015. Calpol 
2009 showed a girl trying to put on make-up (Figure 25), and two Calpol adverts (2015) 
show kids of both sexes performing the same activity (Figure 26).

A continuous thread runs through the various versions of the UK and Irish TV 
ads, as all of them represent very dynamic kids. The Calpol pharmaceutical industry 
is always referred to as ‘real’ people who understand both parents, as they consider it 
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‘natural’ for them ‘to be protective’ (Calpol 2010), and kids who ‘are not themselves’ 
when they are ill (Calpol 2015 in the UK and 2016 in Ireland). In the 2015 advert set 
in a hypermarket, Calpol is referred to a ‘family’. As a consequence, they provide kids 
and parents with a set of Calpol products which help kids “get back/bounce back to 
their adorable/ (normal) selves /(adorable) normal”. Only those who have kids (screen 
text “if you’ve got kids you’ll understand” shown in the British Calpol 2009 and Irish 



90 ROSITA MAGLIE

Calpol 2012) can understand what ‘adorable’ normality really means when speaking 
about kids: no matter where they are, they are always getting into mischief. In the 2009 
advert, Calpol even says sorry to parents for helping their kids get back to their normal 
selves while showing kids turning the house upside-down. 

The scientific information is provided in the written form with the use of very gen-
eral words, such as “headache, earache, raised temperature, sore throat” (Calpol 2009) 
and “cough, pain and fever, blocked nose” (Calpol 2015 and Calpol 2016), but in other 
TV ads the screen text appears inviting the adult always to read the leaflet, and in-
forming them of the active ingredient of the product and the main symptoms it treats 
(Calpol 2009, Calpol 2010, and Irish Calpol 2012). In the 2015 Calpol commercial, a 
male voice lists all the symptoms that the products cure, always using very common 
expressions, i.e. “a bunged-up little nose and teething”. The term of endearment ‘little’ 
before ‘nose’ strengthens the idea of affection felt by Calpol towards ill kids. Moreover, 
the expressions ‘bunged-up’ and ‘teething’ reiterates the idea that Calpol is part of the 
family and speaks the same informal language as every family member does.   

3.3. Promotion of drugs requiring prescription, from PILs to YouTube
The third and final subsection considers two English and two Italian PILs of drugs 

available only with a medical prescription, investigated in Maglie (2015a: 176-182) 
from a translation point of view. As far as the layout is concerned, there is a perfect 
symmetry between the PILs. While differences are registered, they concern the lan-
guage in terms of tenor (more personal in the English PILs than in the Italian PILs), 
and of lexical condensation and terminologization (nominalizations and technical terms 
in the Italian PIL). One exception to the rule is registered when the Italian PIL uses 
emotional language 2. 

During the adverts, broadcast exclusively in English, there are two voices: a mid-
dle-aged actor and an off-screen voice. When the actor is a woman, the voice off-screen 
is a man’s voice, and vice versa in all the commercials except for one case. This choice 
could be considered gender-equitable, as in this alternate role between men and wom-
en, as patients and experts, both genders are represented with the same regard and 
consideration. 

What is similar is the beginning of the ad when the actor is speaking; what is iden-
tical is when the off-screen voice is speaking. Every ad except one (Spiriva 2011) starts 
with a face-saving act (Yule 2017: 148): the actor shows solidarity with the viewer who 
is linked to him/her by a common goal. S/he addresses the viewer directly (i.e. s/he uses 
‘you’), both to those who have Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease (COPD) and 
those who do not. The message draws on the idea, on the part of the viewer, of knowl-
edge about COPD and of its sense of unpleasantness. When the viewer has it, s/he knows 
how hard it is to breathe and when s/he does not, the actor asks a question: “Do you want 
to know how hard it is/it can be to breathe with COPD?” The only commercial (Spiriva 
2011) which is different starts with the male actor focusing not on the COPD patient but 
on the disease, reiterating the idea of difficulty not only in breathing, but in doing a lot 
of things. As he is ‘a guy’ – as he says – he wants to do a lot of things (i.e. go exploring, 
try new things etc.), he went to his doctor to get something to help him breathe better.  

2  Texts fragments to illustrate the point are provided in Maglie (2015a: 176-182).
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At this point, the actor portrays today’s patient as someone who is well-informed 
(in fact s/he says what COPD affects); someone who can make well-informed decisions 
about his/her health (in fact, s/he can describe how the drug works), and someone who 
ought to share his/her knowledge (in fact, s/he acts as testimonial to advise others who 
suffer from the same disease). In this section of the commercial, there are two ways 
of ordering the information: either the presentation of the drug first and then how it 
works, or the opposite, but in both cases the words used are more or less the same. 
The sentence “Spiriva is a once daily inhaled (COPD) maintenance treatment” uttered 
by the actor, except for one case, shows the patient can use scientific phrase structure 
rules appropriately. S/he uses a long fixed phrase with five constituents which work as 
adjectives and one final head noun. As such a rule is effective in scientific discourse, 
since it saves words and condenses the message, it shows it can be effective even in 
advertising, as the shorter the commercial is, the less it costs.

When they talk about how Spiriva works, there is great identification on the part of 
the speaker with the disease and his/her body. As COPD is a chronic disease which will 
accompany the patient throughout his/her life, s/he considers it as part of his/her life. S/
he uses possessive adjectives before symptoms and airways (e.g. ‘my COPD symptoms’, 
‘my airways’). As COPD is a disease that cannot be eradicated definitively, Spiriva is 
presented as something that does not solve but helps to control symptoms and to reduce 
flare-ups. However, “it keeps airways open” – an expression which clashes with the 
sense of heaviness stated initially by the COPD patient – “for a full 24 hours” – another 
expression that works as a lexical boost (Teh 1986; Bhatia 1993:51-52), since ‘full’ em-
phasizes the extent of its efficacy, and ‘24 hours’ is used instead of ‘one day’ in order to 
emphasize that each single hour of the twenty-four hour period will be experienced as 
symptom-free, and the consumer will feel more consistently well. 

Now the voice-off intervenes and the pace of the speech increases. It deals with in-
formation which is inserted in a PIL in the two following paragraphs: what Spiriva is 
and what it is used for and its possible side effects. This speech portion is informal and 
it is characterized by de-terminologization (Montalt and González Davies 2007: 231, 
251) and generalization in all cases (e.g. ‘enlarged prostate’, ‘trouble urinating’, ‘kidney 
problems’, ‘vision changes’), except for two cases of terminologization: ‘glaucoma’ and 
‘constipation’. The informality is rendered with the use of both ‘you’, when listing the 
possible side effects (“if you have […]”), and of the imperative mood (“stop taking,” “talk 
with your doctor,” and “call your doctor”). 

At this point the actor concludes with the slogan, “Nothing can reverse COPD, Spiri-
va helps me breathe better/easier,” which stresses the idea of the incurability of the 
disease and of the function of the drug to assure the patient a ‘better/easier’ quality of 
life. The voice-off concludes in two ways: 1) “breathing with COPD is no small thing. 
Ask your doctor about Spiriva”, (2) “does breathing with COPD weigh you down? Don’t 
wait, ask your doctor about Spiriva.” Even though these two cases are structurally dif-
ferent (affirmative vs. interrogative), they draw on the severity of the disease, rendered 
by the informal expression ‘no small thing’, and the symptom of heaviness (see below). 
The solution in both cases is to go to your doctor and ask about Spiriva.

All these commercials except one (Spiriva 2011) use a metaphor-as-sign (Kress 
2010) that works as a facilitator to quickly understand the sense of heaviness perceived 
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by a COPD patient: an elephant 3. It is shown sitting on the chest of a lying man/woman, 
and then walking next to or following the man/woman (Figures 27-30 from Spiriva 2013 
and 2012 respectively). 

Images 27 and 28 show how a COPD patient can feel without Spiriva, and images 29 
and 30 metaphorically show that nothing can solve the disease definitively, but COPD 
follows him/her like a shadow. The elephant changes its position from the patient’s 
chest to his/her side when the patient is sitting with his/her arms on a table with his/
her fists closed. Suddenly s/he opens his/her hands and the Spiriva drug appears. There 
is a moment of great salience: the hands open, the drug appears, the man/woman says: 
“Spiriva keeps my airways open”, and the writing reiterates the concept. Each mode in 
different ways perfectly conveys the idea of freedom from constriction thanks to Spiri-
va. What is written at the bottom of the screen is the same in five of the six ads (Figures 
31-35 are taken from Spiriva adverts 2012-2015).

One (Spiriva 2011) is completely different and deserves analysis. There are different 
slogans alternating on the screen in the upper-centre section in large characters on a 
green background, and in the lower-centre section in small characters on a static black 
background. The former, the “ostensibly, most salient part” (Kress and van Leeuwen 
1996: 194), deals with the discourse firstly of health expectations, i.e. unique opportu-
nities for someone to breathe better, and secondly on Spiriva, i.e. its characteristics and 
positive effects. The latter contains ‘down-to-earth’ information (ibid.) on COPD and 
the drug. When both the former and the latter slogans follow one another swiftly, the 
COPD patient is portrayed when he is with his grandchild, going fishing with one of 

3  The 2017 advertising campaign has relied on a bear rather than an elephant (see more at https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=J9LwjpBInEs). 
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his friends, and with a woman (his partner or friend) in a nightclub with live music. In 
all these situations, he behaves as if he does not suffer from COPD: he does whatever a 
man of his age does. These three contexts are aimed at showing what life can be like if 
a COPD patient takes Spiriva.

3.3.1. How to use Spiriva drugs, from PILs to YouTube
This section briefly introduces what can be found in videos other than TV com-

mercials on Spiriva available on YouTube, which would certainly deserve much more 
discussion in the paper 4. However, what can be stated here is that when the reader 
uses the PIL alone, s/he only has the images (Figures 36-37) to rely on, and his/her 
understanding is helped along by the use of numbers which order the drawing/photo 
sequence, and by arrows which indicate the movements the customer should perform. 
From the PILs to the videos (Figures 38-43), communication certainly improves as the 

4  For reasons of space, I have not provided information on the six YouTube videos in Table 3. I post-
pone in-depth discussion of this special set of videos to a dedicated paper. 
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static drawings or photos are substituted with a professional/patient who shows and 
explains at the same time how to take Spiriva. Figure 41 shows that understanding in 
this video is further enhanced by tapescripts.

As far as language is concerned, findings show that whatever video the online user 
chooses to watch, i.e. the professional or the patient who explains (Figures 38-39 and 
40-41 respectively) or the patient-healthcare professional interaction (Figures 42-43), 
patients always express confidence and expertise. Drawing on conversation analysis 
(Bowles and Seedhouse 2006) these videos can be interpreted as presenting patients 
who, instead of feeling uncomfortable, show to be gaining the right to talk: they are 
culturally domesticating the ST (i.e. the PIL), re-contextualizing it in order to counter-
balance the experts’ monologue and make it more accessible, thus acting as bridges to 
fill the gap between medical practitioners and laypeople. In Italian, only one video was 
found, which is the result of a robot-voice translation from the English counterpart, 
thus suggesting that in Italy we still have a long way to go in terms of playing an active 
role in the management of our own health on the web. 

4. Concluding remarks

With reference to the goal and the research questions pointed out in the introduc-
tion, the product-specific commercials analysed in this study maintain a sort of conti-
nuity particularly with the British PILs in terms of user-friendliness (e.g. terminolog-
ical simplification for Vicks Vaporub and Calpol) and visual engagement (e.g. notices/
charts/tables/screen text/voiceover narrator for Vicks Vaporub and Calpol and voice-
over narrators, slogans and screen text for Spiriva/Spiriva Respimat). Moreover, these 
multimodal texts across languages and cultures represent a sort of real ‘gain’ in the 
emotional dimension with respect to the PILs. The important messages about the three 
drug-categories (what x is, what it is used for, how to take it and side-effects) are inter-
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twined with home life and daily routine (a family with an ill child for Vicks Vaporub and 
Calpol and an active middle-aged person for Spiriva/Spiriva Respimat). The reitera-
tion of the same globalized familiar narration, notwithstanding differences in language 
use (Italian for Vicks Vaporub and Filipino/English in Calpol), the presence of some 
culture-specific elements (a mother wearing traditional dress in Vicks Vaporub) and 
the use of metaphor-as-sign (the elephant in Spiriva/Spiriva Respimat), guarantees a 
democratizing style of discourse worldwide across the three drug categories. Moreover, 
through their product-specific commercials, pharmaceutical companies can offer the 
general public the desired message and the intentional meaning they want to promote 
about themselves and their own product as people who consider their customers’ health 
very highly (in Calpol they even define themselves as a family), and as the best solution 
designed to solve/manage their health problems.

The promotion of drugs directed at consumers over the Internet is “still a largely 
unexplored field, both in terms of the wider potential impact on health consumers and 
on medical communication” (Plastina 2015: 195), and the current study, focusing on 
three categories of product-specific advertisements delivered through YouTube, makes 
a contribution to expanding our knowledge of a new and popular way to spread medical 
knowledge across languages and cultures, which has been changing the physician-pa-
tient relationship from a merely informative to a meaningfully emotional point of view. 
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Pharmaceutical companies in this study have shown that they take the impact of this 
emotional dimension on the general public into great consideration when commercial-
izing their drugs worldwide. The emotional dimension in medical treatment, conveyed 
via the Internet, needs to be considered, assessed and promoted as it may occupy a 
crucial role in fostering patients’ knowledge of their condition, their beliefs about being 
able to adhere to treatment and about the usefulness of treatment, and their level of 
satisfaction.  
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Name of the product  Date/year of 

publication/ 
broadcasting 

Geographical  
info (origin, 
distribution etc.) 

Brief description of the advert 

1. Vicks Vaporub 2007 South Africa A boy should take part in a school play the 
following day but he’s ill. His mum uses the 
product, and the day after he goes to school 
and is a really good actor. 

2. Vicks Vaporub 2008 South Africa The boy pretends to be a doctor, examining 
his dad who has a terrible cold; the girl 
pretends to be a nurse. 

3. Vicks Vaporub 2010 South Africa A boy should take part in a soccer match the 
following day but he’s ill. His mum uses the 
product, and the day after he is well, plays 
the match and wins a cup. 

4. Vicks Vaporub 2011 South Africa The mum is taking care of her son’s cold 
using the product. The following morning he 
and his sister get up early and go to their 
parents’ bedroom to wake them up.   

5. Vicks Vaporub 2016 South Africa At night in a double bed, a father and son 
are dreaming, but coughing wakes up both of 
them and even the mum. She protects her 
loved ones’ sweet dreams using the product. 

6. Vicks Vaporub  2017  South Africa 
 

At night in a double bed a son is dreaming, 
but coughing wakes him up, as well as his 
mum and dad. The mum protects her loved 
ones’ sweet dreams using the product. 

1. Vicks Vaporub 2015 India At night in a double bed a father and son are 
dreaming, but coughing wakes up both of 
them and even the mum. She protects her 
loved ones’ sweet dreams using the product. 

2. Vicks Vaporub 2015 Arabia At night in a double bed a father and son are 
dreaming, but coughing wakes them both 
up. The mum, wearing traditional clothing, 
enters the room and protects her loved ones’ 
sweet dreams using the product. 

3. Vicks Vaporub 2015 Italy  At night everybody is sleeping in their 
bedrooms, but the son starts coughing and 
the dad sneezing, waking everybody up. The 
mum takes care of her loved ones using the 
product. In the end, everybody sleeps in the 
double bed. 

4. Vicks Vaporub 2011 US The champion Drew Brees uses the product 
when his ‘football player’ child is ill. 

5. Vicks Vaporub 2009 UK A mum uses the product when her ‘princess’ 
daughter is ill. 

6. Vicks Vaporub  2015/2017 US/UK At night everybody is sleeping in their 
bedrooms, but the son starts coughing and 
the father starts sneezing, waking everybody 
up. The mum takes care of her loved ones 
using the product. In the end, everybody 
sleeps in the double bed. 

 
 
 
 

Table 1. The first set of data (name of product, year of broadcasting, country and brief description of 
the advert) 

Appendix
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Name of the product  
 

Date/Year of 
broadcasting 

Geographical info 
(language(s) spoken) 

Brief description of the advert 

1. Calpol 2009 Philippines 
(languages 
Filipino/English) 

A mother speaks two languages: when she 
describes her day as a teacher she uses 
English and as a mother she uses Filipino, 
but she uses mainly English when 
describing what to do when your child gets 
ill.  

2.Calpol  June 2014 Philippines 
(languages 
Filipino/English) 

A mother comes back home and her son is 
ill. A female voice describes the domestic 
scene using Filipino, but a male 
professional voice gives info about the drug 
using English. 

3. Calpol Aug 2014 Philippines 
(languages: 
Filipino/English) 

A mother speaks two languages when 
talking about her daughter who loves 
playing with dolls but also basketball with 
her brothers. A professional male voice 
gives info about the drug using English 
and Filipino. 

4. Calpol September 
2014 

Philippines 
(Language: English) 

A mother speaks English when talking 
about her daughter who loves playing with 
dolls but also basketball with her brothers. 
A professional male voice gives info about 
the drug using English. 

5. Calpol February 
2016 

Philippines 
(languages: 
Filipino/English) 

A mother speaks Filipino when describing 
her daily routine full of little mistakes. But 
she uses English when explaining no 
mistakes are admitted when her child gets 
ill. A professional female voice gives info 
about the drug. 

6. Calpol   March 2016 Philippines 
(language: English) 

A mother speaks English when describing 
her daily routine full of little mistakes. But 
no mistakes are admitted when her child 
gets ill. A professional female voice gives 
info about the drug. 

7. Calpol 2010 UK Parents are protective when taking care of 
their kids, not only when it is not 
necessary, e.g. in everyday activities (in 
the swimming pool, during a race, when 
kids blow out their birthday candles), but 
mainly when it is necessary, i.e. when 
their kids are ill.  

8.Calpol 2012 Ireland Little girls love trying high-heeled shoes 
and perfumes and little boys love watching 
soccer matches on TV when they are in 
shops. 

9.Calpol   2009 UK Little kids get into mischief inside and 
outside the house. 

10.Calpol  2015 UK Kids get into mischief inside and outside 
the house (different kids and actions from 
the 2009 version). 

11.Calpol 2015 UK/US Kids get into mischief in a hypermarket.  

12.Calpol 2016 Ireland Kids get into mischief inside and outside 
the house (the very same version as that of 
2015). 

 Table 2. The second set of data (name of the product, month/year of broadcasting, country/language 
spoken and brief description of the advert)
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Table 3. The third set of data (name of the product, year of broadcasting, country and brief 
description of the advert)  
 

Name of the product  
 

Year of 
broadcasting 

Geographical info 
(origin, 
distribution etc.) 

Brief description of advert 

1. Spiriva 2011 Anglophone 
countries 

Man with his grandchild outdoors, with 
friends fishing and having fun (with music 
and slogans written in background) 

2. Spiriva  2012 Anglophone 
countries 

Man at home playing billiards (with 
elephant) 

3. Spiriva 2013 Anglophone 
countries 

Man on a safari with his wife/partner (with 
elephant) 

4. Spiriva 2013 Anglophone 
countries 

Woman at work (with elephant) 

5. Spiriva Respimat 2013 Anglophone 
countries 

Woman on the beach with her grandchildren, 
her daughter and son-in-law / her son with 
daughter-in-law (with elephant). 

6. Spiriva Respimat  2015 Anglophone 
countries 

Woman on holiday with her husband/partner 
(with elephant) 

 Table 3. The third set of data (name of the product, year of broadcasting, country and brief description 
of the advert)
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