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Abstract
This paper addresses the question to what extent Flemish subtitlers repro-
duce Belgian-Dutch colloquialisms of the spoken source text in the subtit-
les. Next to the official Belgian Standard Dutch language, Colloquial Belgian 
Dutch or tussentaal is frequently spoken on Flemish television. In this con-
text, it is particularly interesting to investigate whether the subtitlers copy 
those spoken colloquialisms to the subtitles or whether they translate them 
into standard language. This study compares the language used in twenty 
television programs to the corresponding subtitles in order to verify the lin-
guistic choices of the subtitlers. In addition, it will be examined whether the 
subtitles contain more lexical colloquialisms than morphological or syntactic 
colloquialisms, and whether the program genre influences these choices. The 
results reveal that Colloquial Belgian Dutch lexemes are more often reprodu-
ced in subtitles on Flemish television than morphological and syntactic collo-
quialisms. Furthermore, it is shown that especially the subtitles of entertain-
ment and comedy programs contain tussentaal. Based on these results, we 
conclude that the demotization process in Flanders is not confining itself to 
the spoken registers, since it also manifests itself in certain written contexts.

Keywords: audiovisual translation, subtitling, Belgian-Dutch, corpus-based, 
standardization, destandardization, demotization, language variation
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1  Introduction

The last few decades, many Dutch linguists have focused on the repertory of 
Dutch language varieties (e.g. Belgian Standard Dutch, Colloquial Belgian 
Dutch, regiolect, dialect) that are used on Flemish television. Van Gijsel et 
al. (2008), for example, demonstrated that tussentaal (i.e. an intermedi-
ate, substandard register of Belgian Dutch, also called Colloquial Belgian 
Dutch) has taken up a central position in Flemish (radio and) TV commer-
cials. In several other studies it was shown that tussentaal also appears 
in soaps, comedy programs and TV shows (e.g. De Ridder, 2007; Lefevere, 
2011; Prieels, 2013; Van Hoof, 2013). Furthermore, a corpus-based analysis 
of the language used in the reality series Expeditie Robinson of Zenner et al. 
(2007) revealed that the use of this Colloquial Belgian Dutch variety (ver-
sus Belgian Standard Dutch) depends on the conversational situation in 
which Flemish speakers are involved. Given the growing use of Colloquial 
Belgian Dutch in spoken public media, the question arises whether this 
informal variety does also penetrate the written registers, which would (at 
least partly) undermine the current belief that Belgian Standard Dutch 
is the only appropriate variety to use in written language. Although the 
aforementioned studies offer a valuable insight into the spoken language 
use on Flemish television, research into Belgian-Dutch subtitling is still 
relatively scarce (e.g. De Ridder, 2015; Remael et al., 2008). Nevertheless, 
it would be exceedingly interesting to investigate how Flemish subtitlers 
deal with this language variation in the spoken source text, since Flemish 
subtitlers have to choose whether they reproduce the colloquial variants 
of the spoken source text rather than converting these colloquialisms into 
standard language. Previous research has already focused on language 
variation in subtitling, yielding many interesting insights. Cavalheiro 
(2008), for instance, showed that the substandard variety spoken in the 
film Gone with the Wind was translated into an ‘equivalent’ substandard 
Portuguese variety in the subtitles on the private television channel. Other 
studies, however, have demonstrated that non-standard language varieties 
(such as dialect, slang, regiolect) in the spoken source text are generally 
standardized (i.e. translated into standard language) in the corresponding 
subtitles. Not only are these non-standard linguistic features often difficult 
to reproduce in written language, subtitlers are also frequently bound by 
the language policy of the TV channels, which generally support the use 
of standard language (e.g. Hamaida 2007; Pinto, 2009; Remael et al. 2008; 
Rosa 2001). We want to verify whether this is also the case in subtitling on 
Flemish television.
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In a geographical-oriented study, Vandekerckhove et al. (2006/2007) 
compared the intralingual subtitling practice of the Flemish public broad-
casting company VRT and the commercial channel VTM. Based on a cor-
pus of 793 fiction programs, it was shown that the Western regiolect was 
subtitled more often than the (dominant) Brabant regiolect on Flemish 
television. However, little to no attention went to the actual lexical, mor-
phological, syntactic, and pragmatical variation within the subtitles and, 
as a consequence, these findings do not answer the question as to whether 
subtitlers make more use of Colloquial Belgian Dutch or Belgian Standard 
Dutch. In a recent study, De Ridder (2015) analyzed the use of Belgian-
Dutch lexis in the subtitles of crime fiction series on the Flemish public 
broadcaster VRT. She found that intralingual subtitles (i.e. the source lan-
guage is Dutch) contain significantly more Colloquial Belgian Dutch lex-
emes than interlingual subtitles (i.e. the source language is a foreign lan-
guage, e.g. English). Nonetheless, this analysis merely focused on Colloquial 
Belgian Dutch lexicon (thereby omitting colloquial syntactic and mor-
phological constructions), and it did not investigate the Flemish spoken 
source text and its potential influence on the subtitlers’ linguistic choices. 
Furthermore, in the aforementioned studies the effect of extra-linguistic 
contexts (e.g. program genre) was not examined, since there was only one 
television genre taken into consideration.

To fill this gap, the present study compares the use of standard and col-
loquial lexical, syntactic, and morphological items in Belgian-Dutch sub-
titles to the corresponding Flemish spoken source text, and is based on a 
corpus of five program genres (viz. children’s television, comedy, documen-
taries, fiction, and light entertainment). The main goal of this study is to 
demonstrate how subtitlers deal with the frequent use of Colloquial Belgian 
Dutch in the spoken source text on Flemish television. More specifically, it 
is investigated (i) to what extent Flemish subtitlers reproduce the spoken 
Belgian-Dutch colloquialisms in the subtitles or whether they even add 
colloquialisms to the subtitles (thereby enforcing the Belgian atmosphere),  
(ii) whether the subtitles contain more lexical than syntactic or morpho-
logical colloquialisms, (iii) whether the program genre influences these lin-
guistic choices, and (iv) how the subtitlers themselves explain their linguis-
tic choices. In order to achieve these goals, various lexical, syntactic, and 
morphological features were extracted from a parallel corpus, containing 
both the transcriptions of the spoken language in twenty television pro-
grams and the transcriptions of the corresponding subtitles. These data 
allow us to examine to what extent the original footage of the television 
program influences the subtitlers’ linguistic choices. The outcome of this 
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study will subsequently give us more insight into the further spreading and 
acceptance of tussentaal Dutch in Flanders.

This paper is structured as follows. Section 2 gives a brief introduction 
into the contemporary language situation within Flanders, including its 
television landscape, and a concise overview of related linguistic research. 
In Section  3, the corpus materials and research method underlying this 
empirical case study are presented. The obtained results are discussed in 
Section  4, whereas the final section  summarizes the major conclusions 
following from this investigation and gives some perspectives for future 
research.

2  Standard Dutch and the growing use of Colloquial 
Belgian Dutch (‘tussentaal’) in Flanders: a brief 
outline

2.1  Language situation in Flanders
The contemporary Flemish language situation is characterized by what 
Auer (2005/2011) names diaglossia. Unlike diglossia, which implies a lan-
guage situation with on the one hand a codified, ‘high’ (standard) language 
variety and on the other hand one or more ‘low’ dialects (Ferguson, 1959; 
Fishman, 1967), diaglossia rather refers to a language continuum, consist-
ing of various intermediate language varieties with features of both the 
standard language on the one hand and the dialects on the other. Nowadays 
in Flanders, a Belgian variety of Standard Dutch is widely accepted in the 
more formal registers and in written language (in newspapers, magazines, 
handbooks, official documents, on radio and television, etc.). This variety 
is also called VRT-Dutch, referring to the language variety that is used in 
informative radio and television programs on the Flemish public broad-
caster. On the contrary, in less formal and informal contexts, however, lan-
guage use in Flanders is characterized by typical lexical and grammatical 
features that are widely used, but not accepted as Belgian Standard Dutch 
(BSD) by the language authorities (e.g. Dutch Language Union, Hendrickx 
1998). This non-standard informal variety is known as tussentaal (literally: 
‘in-between language’), and less often also termed Colloquial Belgian Dutch 
(CBD; e.g. Geeraerts & Van de Velde 2013; Ghyselen & Van Keymeulen 2016), 
a term that we will also use in this paper. Despite is name, however, it must 
be taken into account that tussentaal is not one coherent, homogeneous 
language variety, and that it is subjected to regional, social and even in-
dividual variation. Nevertheless, a couple of morphological, syntactic, and 
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phonological features have often been claimed to be ‘core’ elements of tus-
sentaal (e.g. Rys & Taeldeman 2007; Taeldeman 2008). But even these fea-
tures are proven not to be omnipresent in Flanders, and they do not have 
to be used per se in order to identify one’s colloquial speech as tussentaal. 
These colloquial language varieties have been a prevalent topic in numer-
ous heated discussions of Flemish linguists who shared the ‘integrationist’ 
vision (i.e. they advocated the adoption of the standard language of the 
Netherlands) and had been propagating the use of standard language for 
decades. This tussentaal was initially considered an inevitable transitional 
phase, an in-between language, used by speakers who are not yet capable 
to replace their dialect by the standard language, and which would ulti-
mately disappear (e.g. Beheydt, 1993; Hendrickx, 1998). However, as soon as 
it became clear that this ‘interlanguage’ (Selinker, 1972; De Caluwe, 2005) 
was not a temporary phenomenon, but rather a widely used informal va-
riety, it was described ‘as ugly and deficient, as an intolerable, unnatural 
mix of two real, natural language varieties: the dialects on the one hand, 
and Standard Dutch on the other’ (De Caluwe, 2005; see also Van Istendael, 
1989; Van de Velde, 1996; De Schutter, 1998; Goossens, 2000; Taeldeman, 
1992; De Caluwe, 2006). Although the tussentaal debate keeps alive until 
today, its focus has evolved from a reflective and evaluative point of view 
to a more empirical approach (Plevoets, 2013). From the beginning of the 
21th century onwards, an increasing number of empirical studies started to 
investigate the use of CBD in various situational contexts, without pass-
ing judgement or even condemning this informal variety. For instance, De 
Caluwe (2009) studied the language used by young people (aged between 
18 and 24 years) to outline their language behavior in informal conversa-
tions. Lybaert (2014a/2014b) set up an ethnographical study, in which her 
informants were asked to evaluate the spoken language in audio recordings 
in order to verify their attitude towards BSD and tussentaal (other attitudi-
nal studies can be found in Impe & Speelman, 2007; Ghyselen, 2009 and 
Vancompernolle, 2012). The research of Delarue (2016) focuses on the posi-
tion of tussentaal in educational contexts by analyzing the language use of 
school teachers. Other linguists attempted to define the form and content 
of tussentaal by compiling lists of its phonological and grammatical fea-
tures (e.g. Rys & Taeldeman, 2007; Taeldeman, 2008).

In the abovementioned studies, it was repeatedly demonstrated that 
CBD has become increasingly common and accepted in various (mainly 
spoken) situational contexts, whereas BSD loses its status of the most ap-
propriate variety. These results prove that the standard language ideology, 
which involves the dominant belief of ‘one best language’ (Swann et al., 
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2004), has changed (Lybaert, 2015). Previous studies repeatedly attempt-
ed to attribute these changes in spoken Dutch to a process of destandard-
ization or demotization (cf. Plevoets, 2008; Grondelaers & Van Hout, 2011; 
Grondelaers et al., 2011; Ghyselen, 2016; Delarue, 2016). Destandardization, 
is defined by Coupland & Kristiansen (2011, p. 28) as a context in which “the 
established standard language loses its position as the one and only ‘best 
language’”, which eventually leads to a greater tolerance towards language 
variation in all kinds of situations. Geeraerts & Speelman (2014) identify 
this as a process of dehomogenization. In a context of demotization, the 
standard language continues to be the ‘best’ variety, but with an extend-
ed interpretation of what this standard language exactly is, incorporating 
more variability (Mattheier, 1997). According to Grondelaers & Kristiansen 
(2013, p. 47), the standard language in this latter scenario continues to be 
the ‘best superiority language’ (e.g. in formal and written contexts), sup-
plemented by a ‘best dynamism language’ (in informal spoken contexts). 
Unlike spoken Dutch, the traditional standard language ideology has stayed 
intact right up until today for the written discourse. These conditions have 
created in Flanders a linguistic dichotomy between a formal (mostly writ-
ten) BSD variety on the one hand, and an informal (mostly spoken) CBD 
one on the other (Delarue, 2016, p. 25).

2.2  Language use on television: the Flemish public broadcaster VRT
Since its inception, the Flemish public broadcasting corporation VRT 
claims to be one of the most important distributors of BSD in Flanders. 
Its mission is to serve as an example of correct language use towards its 
audience. This norm-adherent language policy is written down in the VRT 
Language Charter (Hendrickx, 1998/2012), in which is stated that VRT 
aims to be the norm for the Belgian variety of Standard Dutch, stimulat-
ing its presenters to speak standard language. Tussentaal and dialect are 
only tolerated in radio and television programs in which it is functional, 
for instance, to retain the authenticity of the characters (e.g. in fiction and 
comedy). Newsreaders, reporters, journalists, voice-overs, and hosts in en-
tertainment programs are expected to use standard language. Furthermore, 
special attention goes to the use of BSD in children’s television programs 
(Hendrickx, 1998/2012).

In the light of the increasing use of CBD in conversational and educa-
tional contexts (De Caluwe, 2009; Delarue, 2014), it does not come as a sur-
prise that the language used in Flemish media has recently become a vexed 
question. For instance, Saman (2003) has demonstrated that the use of 
CBD in radio spots increased between 1991 and 2001. In addition, Van Gijsel 
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et al. (2004) have shown that language variation in radio and television ad-
vertising depends on format, medium, and target public. In their study, it 
was indicated that the use of tussentaal significantly increases in radio (vs. 
television) spots, in commercials intended for an adolescent target public 
and in dialogic minidramas. Lefevere (2011) and Prieels (2013) have found 
that, unlike the requirements of the VRT Language Charter (Hendrickx, 
1998/2012), TV hosts frequently speak tussentaal. By analyzing the language 
used in the reality-show Expeditie Robinson, Zenner et al. (2009) have also 
shown that the participants adapt their language use to the conversational 
context, which implies that they are aware of the informal nature of CBD. 
In a diachronic study, Van Hoof (2013) has demonstrated that together with 
its educational role, the use of BSD in television fiction has decreased in a 
period of thirty years. Aforementioned studies have indicated that spoken 
language on Flemish television nowadays shows a lot of variation. Next to 
BSD, CBD is frequently used by TV hosts, and in commercials and entertain-
ment programs. To ensure that the use of non-standard language varieties 
does not disturb the intelligibility of the television program, VRT provides 
intralingual subtitling. Intralingual subtitles are primarily intended for the 
deaf and hard-of-hearing audience, and are generally retrieved through 
teletext (i.e. closed subtitling) instead of appearing automatically on the 
screen (i.e. open subtitling). Only if the fragments are incomprehensible 
due to poor sound quality or murmuring, or when the speaker speaks dia-
lect or a foreign language (e.g. English), the subtitles appear automatically 
on the screen (Hendrickx 2003; 2011). Given the wide distribution of CBD, 
not only in informal spoken contexts, but also in the spoken language of 
public institutions, the present study verifies whether this colloquial va-
riety also infiltrates into the subtitles of the Flemish public broadcaster. 
Vandekerckhove (2007) and De Decker (2014), for instance, have demon-
strated that CBD frequently occurs in chat conversations of Flemish teen-
agers. Consequently, it is particularly interesting to investigate which vari-
ety is used by subtitlers, since subtitles are written reproductions of spoken 
language with its typical colloquial features (Díaz-Cintas 2010).

For the subtitling practice on the Flemish public broadcaster, guidelines 
are written down in the VRT’s guidebook for teletext subtitling (VRT, 2009). 
Next to instructions regarding the position and lay-out of the subtitles, this 
manual contains a number of guidelines concerning the use of standard 
and non-standard language. With regard to the lexicon, the style guide pre-
scribes that tussentaal is reproduced in the subtitles as much as possible to 
retain the authenticity of both the program and the characters. Furthermore, 
if the TV host uses tussentaal, although he is considered to speak BSD, his 
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non-standard words are reproduced in the subtitles. Tussentaal morpho-
syntax (e.g. the flexion of articles, adjectives, and pronouns) is always cor-
rected. Recently, Prieels et al. (2015) and Prieels & De Sutter (2017) have 
indeed provided a first indication that Flemish subtitles contain colloquial 
words and constructions. In these studies, it was not only shown that the 
subtitlers use more non-standard language than translators of written text 
genres, but it was also revealed that subtitlers’ linguistic choices are largely 
influenced by the source language, the speaker’s type (voice over vs. ac-
tor/interviewee), and the program genre. First, the frequency of colloquial 
variants significantly increased in intralingual subtitles of Flemish speak-
ers compared to interlingual subtitles of English speakers and intralingual 
subtitles of Netherlandic speakers. Secondly, if the subtitled speech came 
from an actor or interviewee (instead of a voice-over), the number of col-
loquial variants also increased significantly (Prieels et al., 2015). Finally, it 
was shown that the subtitles in informative documentaries and programs 
intended for children contained standard language to a large extent, where-
as the number of colloquial lexemes and constructions increased signifi-
cantly in the subtitles of fiction and comedy programs (Prieels & De Sutter, 
2017). In earlier studies, also Remael et al. (2008) and De Ridder (2015) have 
demonstrated that intralingual Dutch subtitles contain significantly more 
non-standard lexicon than interlingual Dutch subtitles. These results sug-
gest that Flemish subtitlers (consciously or unconsciously) reproduce the 
colloquial variants in the original footage of the television program in the 
subtitles. To confirm these assumptions, the influence of the spoken source 
text on the subtitlers’ linguistic choices needs to be examined, which is 
the main purpose of this paper. In addition, this study attempts to detect 
whether the traditional belief that BSD is the only appropriate written lan-
guage variety has changed. In other words, our research will provide further 
evidence as to whether the written discourse in Flanders is also character-
ized by a process of destandardization or demotization.

3  Methodology

3.1  Corpus materials
In order to examine to what extent the original footage of the television 
program influences the linguistic choices of the subtitlers, we built a par-
allel corpus, containing both the orthographic transcriptions of the spo-
ken language in twenty Flemish television programs and the correspond-
ing intralingual closed subtitles. The programs were transmitted by the 
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public broadcaster VRT (with the channels Eén and Canvas) between 2014 
and 2016 and can be equally divided into five genre categories: children’s 

Table 1  Overview of the television programs in the corpus

Genre TV program Episode

Documentaries

Koppen Operatie Vigilant Guard (01/06/2016)
De zwarte lijst (08/06/2016)

De vrije markt 18/06/2016
25/06/2016

Greece, the islands Episode 1 (20/06/2016)
Episode 2 (21/06/2016)

De Zevende Dag 05/06/2016
12/06/016

Fiction

Thuis Season 21, episode 4008 (01/06/2016)
Season 21, episode 4013 (08/06/2016)

De Ridder Season 3, episode 12 (05/01/2016)
Season 3, episode 13 (12/01/2016)

T. Season 1, episode 12 (06/12/2015)
Season 1, episode 13 (13/12/2015)

Tom & Harry Season 1, episode 9 (06/04/2015)
Season 1, episode 10 (13/04/2015)

Children’s television

Karrewiet Episode 107 (30/05/2016)
Episode 109 (01/06/2016)

D5R Season 3, episode 31 (01/06/2016)
Season 3, episode 32 (02/06/2016)

Klein gespuis Season 1, episode 5 (30/05/2016)
Season 1, episode 7 (1/06/2016)

Helden Season 3, episode 2 (04/06/2016)
Season 3, episode 3 (11/06/2016)

Comedy

Echt niet ok! Episode 8 (09/02/2016)
Episode 9 (16/02/2016)

Nieuw Texas Episode 6 (03/06/2015)
Episode 7 (10/06/2015)

Achter de feiten Episode 9 (14/05/2014)
Episode 10 (21/05/2014)

Hoe is het zover kunnen komen? (19/06/2016)
(29/06/2016)

Light entertainment

Dagelijkse kost Season 6, episode 1536 (30/05/2016)
Season 6, episode 1537 (31/05/2016)

Blokken Episode 4694 (30/05/2016)
Episode 4695 (31/05/2016)

1000 Zonnen (31/05/2016)
(01/06/2016)

Over eten (01/06/2016)
(08/06/2016)
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television, comedy, documentaries, fiction, and light entertainment. This 
division is largely based on Creeber’s (2008) genre classification (cf. Prieels 
& De Sutter, 2017) for a detailed description of each genre). Each genre con-
tains four different television programs of which each time two episodes 
of ten minutes were orthographically transcribed. In total, this corpus con-
tains 103,808 words (speech: n = 46,368; subtitles: n = 57,440). The table be-
low gives an overview of the different television programs that are included 
in our corpus.

3.2  Corpus data and method
In order to trace the linguistic choices of the subtitlers, various language 
features were extracted from our corpus. We are aware that the applied ter-
minology is not completely accurate, as the BSD variants are in fact also 
used and accepted in the Netherlands, and have thus a General Standard 
Dutch status. However, as this study focuses on the Dutch language vari-
eties used on Flemish television and VRT’s language policy is oriented to-
ward the use of a ‘Belgian variety of Standard Dutch’ (Hendrickx, 1998, p.1), 
we have chosen to adopt this terminology. Furthermore, General Standard 
Dutch features are automatically considered standard language in Belgium.

In a first step, the subtitles were manually scanned for colloquial fea-
tures. If a colloquial item was found in the subtitles, the written transcrip-
tion of the spoken source text was consulted to find the corresponding 
spoken variant. In addition, that same colloquial item was looked up in all 
speech transcriptions and the corresponding written alternatives of these 
spoken colloquialisms were checked to verify whether the subtitlers opt ei-
ther for the reproduction of the colloquialisms or whether they convert the 
colloquialisms into BSD. Finally, all standard language variants were also 
searched for in the spoken source text to examine whether subtitlers also 
opt for a colloquial variant when a standard variant is used in the origi-
nal speech. For example, the colloquial variant appelsien ‘orange’ was three 
times found in the subtitle corpus. In the transcriptions of the spoken 
source text, the corresponding spoken variants were in each case appelsien. 
Furthermore, an additional instance of appelsien was found in the tran-
scriptions of the spoken corpus. In the corresponding subtitle, however, 
this spoken instance of appelsien was converted into the standard variant 
sinaasappel. Attestations of sinaasappel were not found in the transcrip-
tions of the spoken source text. In other words, the selection process of 
the CBD feature appelsien resulted in 4 attestations in the spoken corpus, 
of which 3 instances were reproduced by the subtitlers and 1 instance was 
converted into the BSD alternative sinaasappel.
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In total, 55 CBD features were extracted from the corpus. These linguistic 
items were divided into three types, viz. a set with lexical features (cf. Table 2),  

Table 2 List of the lexical features that were used in this study

Feature Colloquial Belgian Dutch Translation
1 accident traffic accident
2 ajuin onion
3 ambras quarrel
4 appelsien orange
5 boeleke pet name for a baby
6 bol het af get out
7 brol trash
8 buizen to flunk
9 camionette delivery van
10 chance luck
11 chapelure breadcrumbs
12 chichi madam chichi lady (negative connotation)
13 dagdagelijks daily
14 efkes just (temporal)
15 flik cop
16 fretten to scoff (food)
17 frigo fridge
18 in het hol van Pluto at the back of beyond
19 gelijk like (comparison)
20 kostelijke affaire an expensive deal
21 kozijn cousin
22 kuisen to clean
23 kuisvrouw cleaning lady
24 madam madam
25 nonkel uncle
26 omwille van because of
27 patat patato
28 plezant cheerful
29 saucisse sausage
30 schoon good-looking
31 seffens soon
32 sjotten play soccer
33 smossen to make a mess of
34 stoefen to brag
35 vijzen to screw
36 weeral again
37 eens as soon as
38 zot crazy
39 zever twaddle
40 zwanzen to joke
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a set with morphological features (cf. Table 3), and a set with syntactic fea-
tures (cf. Table 4). Appendix 1 contains a representative selection of corpus 
examples of each of the linguistic features.

The selection of these linguistic features is based on a number of nor-
mative sources. To verify whether a variant was labelled CBD, we consulted 
Van Dale (2015), Taaladvies2 and lists of tussentaal features compiled by 
De Caluwe (2006) and language advisor Hendrickx (2001). Features were 
only selected if all three sources were unanimous in characterizing them 
as standard or non-standard language. It should be noted, however, that 
the status of a couple of these features is nowadays disputed. The posses-
sive construction with zijn (e.g. Pa zijn camionette ‘Fathers’ delivery van’), 
for instance, is accepted by some sources in informal written language. 
Nevertheless, we have chosen to add these items to our lists with colloquial 
features, as they are still not considered BSD.

One of the consequences of the methodology that we applied, is that we 
only selected the colloquial features that were reproduced in the subtitles 
and that other typical ingredients of tussentaal (e.g. the personal pronoun 
ge/gij and reduplication of the subject) were not included. Although these 
features did not appear in the subtitles, it could be interesting to know how 

Table 3  List of the morphological features that were used in this study

Feature Colloquial Belgian Dutch Translation
1 adjective (+e) colloquial flexion of adjective
2 possesive pronoun (+e) colloquial flexion of possessive 

pronoun
3 diminutive -ke diminutive
4 ikke flexion of the personal pronoun I
5 object u object you

Table 4 List of the syntactic features that were used in this study

Feature Colloquial Belgian Dutch Translation
1 comparative + dan + object comparative
2 durven + infinitive to dare + infinitive
3 zijn ontslag geven to resign
4 niet moeten not have to
5 preposition + preposition preposition + preposition
6 zijn possessive zijn
7 onze/ons + proper name our + proper name/generic name
8 de + proper name de + proper name
9 zet je erbij have a seat
10 aux + part + inf position of the participle in the verbal end group
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often subtitlers do convert these typical CBD elements into BSD. To solve 
this shortcoming, we consulted lists of tussentaal features, compiled by sev-
eral Dutch linguists (De Caluwe, 2006; Everaert, 1998; Geeraerts et al., 2000; 
Hendrickx, 2001; Lebbe, 1996; Taeldeman, 2008; Van Gijsel, 2008) in the 
past few decades. We selected nine features that are considered as typical 
ingredients of CBD and added them to our dataset in order to investigate 
how often subtitlers convert these elements into BSD. An overview of these 
CBD features is given in Table 5.

The data extraction and validation resulted in a final dataset of 1756 relevant 
Colloquial Belgian Dutch attestations (spoken: n = 1616; subtitles: n = 140)  
and 1490 relevant Belgian Standard Dutch alternatives (spoken: n = 0;  
subtitles: n = 1490).

3.3  Quantitative analysis
To verify whether the original, colloquial footage of the television pro-
gram influences the linguistic choices of the subtitlers, we calculated the 
proportion between CBD and BSD in the subtitle corpus in relation to 
the use of CBD in the spoken corpus. First, we counted the CBD variants 
in the spoken corpus. Next, both the CBD variants and the BSD variants 
in the corresponding subtitles were counted. These absolute scores of 
CBD variants and BSD variants in the subtitle corpus were then divided 
by the total number of CBD variants in the spoken corpus. This resulted 
in a relative frequency score which indicates how often subtitlers repro-
duce the CBD variants of the spoken source text in the corresponding 
subtitles or how often they translate those CBD variants into BSD. This 

Table 5 List of additional tussentaal features that were used in this study

Feature Colloquial Belgian Dutch Translation
Morphological features
1 verbuiging lidwoord: den, ne(n) flexion article
2 verbuiging aanwijzend 

voornaamwoord
flexion demonstrative pronoun

3 ge/gij personal pronoun you
4 1ste persoon enkelvoud + n colloquial conjugation 1st p. singular
5 2e persoon enkelvoud colloquial conjugation 2nd p. singular
Syntactic features
6 van/voor+ beknopte bijzin reduced clause
7 dubbele negatie double negative
8 redundant dat redundant that
9 subjectsreduplicatie reduplication of the subject
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calculation was made for the three feature sets separately with the inten-
tion of comparing the use of colloquial and standard lexical, morpholog-
ical, and syntactic variants by subtitlers. Additionally, similar CBD and 
BSD calculations were made for each program genre separately in order 
to verify whether the program genre influences the subtitles’ linguistic 
behavior. Because of the small size of our corpus materials, the frequen-
cy scores of the individual language variants will be left aside in the fol-
lowing section.

3.4  Qualitative analysis
In order to enhance the value of this research, we performed a qualitative 
analysis of the obtained results in the quantitative study, supplemented 
with semi-structured interviews, evaluation reports, and observational 
data that were collected at VRT’s subtitling department. As Ghyselen et 
al. (2016) mention, it is useful to supply our data on production with some 
data on perception. Furthermore, we want to get a better insight into the 
context in which subtitlers are working. Looking at the process of linguis-
tic data is a successful method that has been introduced in the studies 
on news production of Jacobs et al. (2011). The ethnographic approach 
in the present study will provide us with more contextual information, 
foregrounding some of the practical as well as political concerns subti-
tlers have to deal with (Sleurs & Jacobs, 2005). The underlying idea of 
this qualitative study is to get more insight into the subtitlers’ attitude to-
wards VRT’s language policy on the one hand and the language reality in 
Flanders on the other hand, which is crucial to understand their linguistic 
choices in the subtitles.

In a first step, we interviewed the head of Translation and Subtitling 
at VRT about the language policy of the public broadcaster in relation 
to the current linguistic situation and the increasing use of tussentaal 
on Flemish television. This meeting gave us a detailed insight into the 
guidelines VRT’s subtitlers are particularly bounded by. Next, we orga-
nized an interview with two subtitlers: the first interviewee (subtitler 1) 
is currently working at the editorial board of the T888-department (intra-
lingual closed subtitling); the second interviewee (subtitler 2) is currently 
working at the editorial board of translations and interlingual subtitling.3 
Both subtitlers are aged between 25 and 30 and they are both employed at 
VRT since 2012, after having completed their Master’s in Translation and 
Interpreting. The interviews took place in the office of the subtitlers and 
consisted of (i) a standardized questionnaire to document information 
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about the participants (e.g. age, education, geographical background) 
and (ii) a series of more or less structured questions concerning the 
subtitlers’ profession, their vision on language ideology and their opin-
ion towards the use of CBD in some corpus subtitles of this study. Each 
interview lasted about sixty minutes, so for the sake of the interviewer, 
the conversations were recorded. After having interviewed the subtitlers, 
our data were enriched by means of participant observation (Brannan & 
Oultram, 2012; Duranti, 1997) to get more detailed insight into the sub-
titling process. We observed subtitler 1 while she was subtitling an epi-
sode of the fiction series Thuis (season 22, episode 4185) and we asked the 
her to produce a so-called ‘continuous concurrent protocol’ (Ericsson & 
Simon, 1993), during which she explicated her choice for a specific word 
or construction in the course of the writing process. We made extensive 
field notes on what the subtitler did and said in the belief that listening is 
the best strategy for learning (Myers, 1986).

4  Results and discussion

4.1  Quantitative analysis
In this section, the results of our quantitative analysis are presented and 
discussed. First, we will examine to what extent Flemish subtitlers trans-
fer the spoken Belgian-Dutch colloquialisms to the subtitles and whether 
there are differences between lexical, morphological and syntactic variants, 
thus answering our first and second research question. Next, we will focus 
on the influence of the program genre on the subtitlers’ linguistic choices 
in order to answer our third research question.

4.1.1  General observations
When initially compiling our dataset, we only selected the CBD features 
that appeared in the subtitles. As a consequence, some typical tussenta-
al elements were not included in our dataset. To solve this shortcoming, 
we consulted existing lists of tussentaal ingredients and added a set of 
nine commonly used CBD features to our data. Even though these ele-
ments did not occur in the subtitles, it is interesting to examine how fre-
quently subtitlers convert them into standard language. Table 6 shows 
how many times these CBD items were used in the spoken source text 
and, consequently, how often the subtitlers converted these colloquial-
isms into BSD.
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In Table 6, three features immediately attract attention because of their 
high number of occurrence in the spoken corpus: the personal pronoun ge/
gij (n = 461), flexion of the article (n = 227), and reduplication of the subject 
(n = 117). It does not surprise, on the one hand, that subtitlers do not repro-
duce these CBD features in the subtitles, since VRT’s guidelines prescribe 
that morphosyntactic tussentaal elements should be converted into stan-
dard language. On the other hand, it will be shown later on in the analyses 
that other morphological and syntactic colloquialisms (cf. Table 3 and 4)  
do occur in the subtitles, although subtitlers are expected to translate them 
into BSD. Furthermore, the total number of attestations of each of the CBD 
features in Table 6 is significantly higher than the total number of attesta-
tions of the reproduced colloquialisms in Table 3 and 4 (see Appendix 2 for 
the total number of CBD and BSD attestations per dataset in the subtitles). 
Nevertheless, all features in Table 6 were converted into BSD in the corre-
sponding subtitles, regardless of their frequent occurrence in the spoken 
source text. Based on the interviews with the subtitlers (cf. Section 4.2.), it 
turned out that, for instance, the use of the personal pronoun ge/gij also 
requires a CBD variant of the following verb (e.g. ge zijt and not ge bent 
‘you are’). Although the personal pronoun ge/gij is a very commonly used 
colloquial feature, VRT does absolutely not approve the reproduction of the 
CBD variant of the verbal form (zijt). As a consequence, both the personal 
pronoun ge/gij and the verbal form zijt are converted into BSD, viz. je/jij 
bent (‘you are’). In Section 4.2., it will be explored in depth why subtitlers 
opt either for the reproduction or for the conversion of the CBD features.

As we already mentioned, CBD features occasionally do appear in sub-
titles on Flemish television. a first look into our corpus data demonstrated 

Table 6  Total number of attestations of typical CBD features in the spoken source text

Feature Colloquial Belgian Dutch Attestations in 
spoken source text

Morphological features
1 flexion article: den, ne(n) 227
2 flexion demonstrative pronoun: e.g. dieje(n), diene(n), dezen 63
3 personal pronoun ge/gij 461
4 colloquial conjugation 1st person singular (+n) 23
5 colloquial conjugation 2nd person singular 86
Syntactic features
6 van/voor + reduced clause 6
7 double negative 7
8 redundant that 79
9 reduplication of the subject 117
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that subtitlers use these colloquialisms only if the spoken source text con-
tains such a colloquial feature. In other words, subtitlers will never add a 
CBD feature to the subtitles if it does not appear in the original speech. For 
that reason, we will only incorporate the spoken Belgian-Dutch colloquial-
isms in the following analyses in order to find out to what extent they are 
transferred to the subtitles. Additionally, we will leave out the data of Table 6,  
because these tussentaal items did never occur in the subtitles. From this 
point on, we will merely focus on the features in Tables 2, 3, and 4 of which 
we know that subtitlers did use them. By doing so, we will not only be able 
to verify how often these spoken CBD variants are reproduced in the subti-
tles, but we will also reveal whether there are differences between lexical, 
morphological, and syntactic features.

Figure 1 shows the proportion between CBD and BSD variants that were used 
by the subtitlers for each feature set. The relative frequency of CBD is marked 
in light gray, whereas the relative frequency of BSD is marked in dark grey. 
The diagrams reveal two main findings. First, it can be observed that subtitlers 
make use of CBD variants in intralingual subtitles on Flemish television. These 
findings confirm the results of several recent studies into linguistic variation in 
Flemish subtitling (e.g. De Ridder, 2015; Prieels et al., 2015; Prieels & De Sutter, 
in press). Secondly, the diagrams show that subtitlers especially reproduce 
CBD lexemes in the subtitles, whereas syntactic and, in particular, morpholog-
ical colloquialisms are more often translated into standard language. For the 
lexical features, 89 of the 140 spoken Belgian-Dutch colloquialisms (63.57%) 
were reproduced in the subtitles, whereas 51 spoken CBD lexemes (36.43%) 
were converted into a BSD alternative. This outcome is not quite surprising, 
since the Flemish public broadcaster promotes the reproduction of colloquial 
lexicon to retain the authenticity of the television program and the charac-
ters. Nevertheless, the diagram shows that subtitlers in a significant number 

Figure 1  Use of Colloquial Belgian Dutch (light grey) and Belgian Standard Dutch 
(dark grey) in the subtitles
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of cases (36.43%) do translate the CBD lexemes into a BSD alternative. An in-
depth analysis of the dataset reveals that these results are largely influenced by 
the disproportion of three individual features. The CBD lexemes efkes (‘just’), 
gelijk (‘like’), and seffens (‘soon’) are merely once reproduced in the subtitles. 
Apart from that, these features are converted into standard language (respec-
tively 32, 7, and 4 times), which could explain the strong presence of BSD lex-
emes in the diagram. Other colloquial lexemes that were always reproduced 
in the subtitles (e.g. ajuin ‘onion’ and brol ‘rubbish’) merely appeared once in 
the corpus, which intensifies even more this disproportion between these two 
‘groups’ of lexical colloquialisms. For the reproduced CBD lexemes (i.e. the 
light grey part of the diagram), on the contrary, there is no such disproportion 
between the individual variants. To solve the disproportion that is caused by 
seffens, gelijk, and efkes, we calculated the normalized frequencies for all lexi-
cal variants. As such, each lexeme was assigned an equal weight, regardless of 
their frequency of appearance in the subtitles. The resulting diagram shows 
that subtitlers generally reproduce the CBD lexemes in the subtitles (89.96%), 
whereas only 10.04% of the lexical colloquialisms are converted into a BSD 
alternative (the diagrams with the normalized frequencies can be consulted in 
Appendix 3). In other words, the calculation of the normalized frequencies of 
the lexemes confirms that the results in Figure 1 are largely influenced by the 
disproportion of seffens, gelijk, and efkes.

Given the peculiar attention for these three lexemes, the question arises 
why subtitlers avoid seffens, gelijk, and efkes in particular. To get more in-
sight into the reason behind their linguistic choices, we set up a continuum 
with the variants that are reproduced in the subtitles at the left pole and 
the variants that are converted into BSD at the right pole. Next, the CBD 
lexemes with at least five attestations in our corpus were distributed along 
the continuum, with their position depending on how often they were re-
produced or converted into BSD in the subtitles.

Seffens, gelijk, and efkes are situated at the right side of the continuum, since 
these lexemes are generally converted into BSD in the subtitles. Buizen (‘to 

Figure 3  Continuum that visualizes the reproduction/conversion of the lexical 
 features in this study
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flunk’), kuisen (‘to clean’), plezant (‘cheerful’), and zot (‘crazy’), on the con-
trary, are clustered at the left pole of the continuum, as these CBD lexemes 
were reproduced in the subtitles in 100% of the cases. Omwille van (‘be-
cause of ’) and schoon (‘good-looking’) are distributed along the continuum. 
Although these lexemes are similarly labelled as CBD, subtitlers seem to 
cope differently with them. Probably, seffens, gelijk, and efkes are more sa-
lient than the other lexemes, which means that they are easily detected as 
CBD by language users. This could explain why subtitlers generally replace 
these lexemes by their BSD alternative. The salient nature of efkes can be at-
tributed to the inclusion of the -ke diminutive. In her study, Lybaert (2014) 
has demonstrated that the -ke diminutive is a salient morphological fea-
ture, since language users generally refer to this element as a typical feature 
of tussentaal. Based on the interviews in Section 4.2, we will discuss this 
salience effect, together with other reasons for the frequent conversion of 
seffens, gelijk, and efkes.

For the morphological features, Figure 1 shows that the subtitlers copied 
only 28 of the 358 spoken CBD morphemes (7.82%) to the subtitles, where-
as 330 spoken CBD features (92.18%) were replaced by a BSD alternative. 
Just like the outcome of the lexical features, the results for the morpho-
logical colloquialisms match our expectations. In its style guide, VRT pre-
scribes that morphosyntactic tussentaal items should always be corrected, 
so it does not come as a surprise that subtitlers generally convert these CBD 
morphemes into BSD variants. However, in 7.82% of the cases, the collo-
quial morphemes are reproduced by the subtitlers. We also calculated the 
normalized frequencies for the morphological set to eliminate a poten-
tial disproportion between the individual variants. The resulting diagram 
shows, however, that this calculation does not have a great influence on the 
results (cf. Appendix 3 for the diagrams with the normalized frequencies). 
The continuum below visualizes the occurrence of the individual CBD 
morphemes in the subtitles.

Figure 4  Continuum that visualizes the reproduction/conversion of the morpholog-
ical features in this study
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This profound look into our data indicates that out of the 28 repro-
duced CBD morphemes especially the diminutive -ke (n = 14) and the in-
formal object u (n = 9) are copied to the subtitles. These frequency differ-
ences between the individual morphological items are not atypical, since 
some morphemes are considered to be more salient than other (Van Bree, 
2000). However, it is remarkable that especially the diminutive -ke and 
the informal object u are reproduced by the subtitlers, whereas Lybaert’s 
(2014) study has demonstrated that these linguistic items in particular are 
two salient language features. In other words, language users easily detect 
these items as CBD variants. Although the mayor part of the CBD mor-
phemes of the spoken source text are converted into BSD, the subtitlers 
14 times opt for the reproduction of the diminutive -ke and 9 times for 
the reproduction of the informal object u. These numbers are remarkably 
high, albeit it can be assumed that subtitlers are aware that these mor-
phemes are tussentaal. During the interviews, these results were present-
ed to the subtitlers to clarify this remarkable outcome. In Section 4.2. we 
will discuss their comments in detail.

Finally, Figure  1 shows that 26 of the 52 spoken CBD construc-
tions (50.00%) were reproduced in the subtitles, whereas 26 spoken 
CBD constructions (50.00%) were converted into BSD constructions. 
Furthermore, when we calculate the normalized frequencies for each 
variant to assign them an equal weight, it turns out that the propor-
tion of CBD constructions in the subtitles even increases to 60.74% (cf. 
Appendix 3). Contrary to the lexical and morphological features, the fre-
quent occurrence of syntactic colloquialisms in the subtitles does not 
match our expectations, since VRT’s style guide prescribes that CBD syn-
tactic constructions should always be corrected. An explanation for this 
remarkable observation can be found in the study of Lybaert (2014), in 
which it was shown that the syntactic domain is less salient than the 
lexical domain. According to Van Bree (2000), this can be attributed to 
the abstract nature of the syntactic elements: unlike the lexicon, this 
domain is characterized by abstract rules, which makes it more automat-
ed or less concrete, so language users unconsciously use these features. 
When we put the syntactic features with at least five attestations along 
the continuum below, it can be seen that subtitlers cope differently with 
the individual variants
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The continuum demonstrates that subtitlers frequently transfer three col-
loquial features in particular: niet moeten (‘do not have to’), the possessive 
zijn, and ons/onze (‘our’) + proper name. Constructions with two (unin-
flected) prepositions, de + proper name, and aux + part + inf are generally 
translated into BSD. The frequent reproduction of ons/onze + proper name 
can be explained by the subtitling guidelines of VRT. In its style guide, the 
public broadcaster prescribes that the flexion of pronouns is not allowed 
in the subtitles, with the exception of the construction ons/onze + proper 
name. Other syntactic colloquialisms need to be converted into standard 
language. Assuming that, as language professionals, subtitlers are aware 
that niet moeten and possessive zijn are CBD features, there have to be other 
underlying arguments which explain why subtitlers opt for the reproduc-
tion of these colloquialisms in particular. In Section 4.2. we will discuss the 
subtitlers’ comments on this issue.

Although this first analysis revealed that lexical colloquialisms are 
more often reproduced in intralingual subtitles on Belgian television than 
morphological and syntactic colloquialisms, it merely gives an idea of the 
subtitlers’ linguistic choices in general, without taking into consideration 
program genre differences. Furthermore, our results showed that subti-
tlers in a remarkable number of cases do opt for the reproduction of CBD 
morphemes (7.82%) and constructions (50.00%), although tussentaal 
morphosyntax should always be corrected according to the style guide. 
As a consequence, the question arises by which factors the subtitlers are 
driven to reproduce these morphological and syntactic colloquialisms. In 
a previous study (Prieels et al., 2015), we have studied the effect of the 
program genre on the subtitlers’ linguistic choices, which showed that 
subtitles in informative programs contain standard language to a large ex-
tent, whereas the number of CBD lexemes and constructions increased 
significantly in the subtitles of entertainment programs. Therefore, we will 
focus in the next paragraph on the influence of the contextual parameter 
program genre with regard to the use of CBD or BSD in the subtitles. By 

Figure 5  Continuum that visualizes the reproduction/conversion of the syntactic 
features in this study
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doing so, we will be able to answer the question whether the language 
choices made in subtitles produced for Flemish television differ according 
to the program genre.

4.1.2  The influence of (program) genre on the subtitlers’ linguistic choices
In a recent study (Prieels & De Sutter, 2017), we have demonstrated that the 
intralingual subtitles of Belgian Dutch television programs show a lot of 
genre variation, as certain genres (fiction and comedy) contain more CBD 
in the subtitles than other genres (documentaries and children’s television). 
In this section, it will be indicated in which genres the subtitlers reproduce 
the Belgian-Dutch colloquialisms of the spoken source text in the corre-
sponding subtitles and whether their choices differ depending on lexical, 
morphological, and syntactic variants.

In Figure 6, the proportion between CBD and BSD variants in the intralin-
gual subtitles of five program genres is presented for each feature set. Once 
again, it can be observed that subtitlers often transfer the CBD lexemes and 
constructions in the spoken source text to the subtitles, whereas they gen-
erally translate the colloquial morphological elements to BSD (cf. supra). 
Furthermore, the diagrams reveal genre differences with regard to the use 
of BSD and CBD, especially with regard to the lexical and syntactic features. 
For the lexical variants, it can be seen that the spoken CBD lexemes are 
more often reproduced than converted into BSD in the subtitles of light 
entertainment (58.54%), fiction (73.53%), and comedy (68.00%), whereas in 

Figure 6  Use of Colloquial Belgian Dutch (light grey) and Belgian Standard Dutch 
(dark grey) in the subtitles of five program genres
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the subtitles of children’s television, 80.00% of the spoken CBD lexemes are 
replaced by a BSD alternative. In the subtitles of documentaries, the num-
ber of CBD lexemes is also remarkably higher (80.00%) than the number of 
BSD lexemes (20.00%). In this genre, however, the small number of attesta-
tions (n = 5) could give a distorted picture. Although the relative number of 
CBD lexemes is the highest in the subtitles of documentaries, the absolute 
number of CBD lexemes is more than six times higher in the subtitles of 
light entertainment, fiction, and comedy (cf. Appendix 2 for the total num-
ber of CBD and BSD attestations per dataset in each genre). In the diagram 
with the morphological features, the influence of the program genre is less 
outspoken. The morphological colloquialisms are generally converted into 
a BSD alternative and the higher amount of CBD in the subtitles of docu-
mentaries (14.29%) can be attributed to the small number of attestations  
(n = 15), which prevents us of generalizing these results. Even though the 
relative number of CBD morphemes is the highest in the subtitles of doc-
umentaries, their total number of CBD morphemes is even lower than in 
the subtitles of fiction and comedy. The diagram with the syntactic features 
shows that the spoken CBD variants are more often reproduced than con-
verted into BSD in the subtitles of comedy (75.00%), light entertainment 
(66.67%), and fiction (56.52%), whereas in the subtitles of children’s tele-
vision and documentaries, the spoken CBD constructions are more often 
replaced by a BSD alternative (resp. 77.78% and 60.00%).

The higher number of CBD lexemes and syntactic constructions in sub-
titles of comedy, and to a certain extent in those of fiction and light enter-
tainment, can be explained by the general aim of those programs. The main 
objective of laughing and entertaining programs is to amuse the audience 
by creating an informal, spontaneous atmosphere which has a greater 
chance of showing spontaneous, colloquial utterances (e.g. Mcllveny et al., 
1993; Remael, 2003; Rutter, 1997). Furthermore, the public broadcaster toler-
ates the use of CBD in favor of the authenticity of entertainment programs. 
As a result, the subtitlers seem to reproduce the colloquial features in the 
subtitles to retain this informal, spontaneous nature of the TV program and 
to avoid that ‘the characters speak like a printed page’ (Rosa, 2001, p. 216). 
Conversely, the educational role of children’s television could explain why 
subtitlers translate the CBD variants into BSD. Children’s programs aim to 
perform an exemplary role (Nikken & Friebel, 1990), also on the level of 
language use, which results in the recurring use of BSD, both in the spoken 
source text and in the subtitles. Furthermore, in its Language Charter, the 
public broadcaster VRT emphasizes the importance of standard language 
in children’s programming (Hendrickx, 1998/ 2012).
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4.2  Qualitative analysis
The quantitative analyses in the previous paragraph yielded some interest-
ing results with regard to the use of Belgian-Dutch colloquialisms in sub-
titles on Flemish television. Not only have we learnt that subtitlers more 
often reproduce CBD lexemes than CBD morphological and syntactic fea-
tures, but it has also become clear that the program genre influences the 
subtitlers’ linguistic choices. Furthermore, we have seen that subtitlers do 
neither consequently reproduce the colloquial lexemes, nor do they con-
vert every morphological or syntactic colloquialism into BSD. The dimin-
utive -ke and the informal object u, for instance, are frequently copied to 
the subtitles, whereas the lexemes efkes, seffens, and gelijk are almost every 
time replaced by a BSD alternative. As a result, the obtained findings re-
quire some more clarification. Therefore, we have interviewed the head of 
the subtitling department and two subtitlers at VRT. Subtitler 1 currently 
works at the editorial board of the T888-department (intralingual closed 
subtitling) and subtitler 2 currently works at the editorial board of trans-
lations and interlingual subtitling. Initially, both departments worked sep-
arately, but nowadays the distinction between open and closed subtitling 
is less definite, since open subtitling largely adopts the procedures of the 
closed subtitling department. In addition, we observed subtitler 1 while 
she was subtitling an episode of the fiction series Thuis (season 22, episode 
4185). At VRT’s subtitling department, each subtitler manually subtitles a 
couple of TV programs a day. During the subtitling process, subtitler 1 reg-
ularly consults the Van Dale dictionary to verify the normative status of a 
word. Taaladvies is used for the verification of grammatical constructions. 
When the subtitler has finished, the subtitles are sent to a colleague for the 
final editing. In the following sections, we will first focus on the subtitlers’ 
vision concerning VRT’s subtitling guidelines. Next, we will discuss their 
comments on some corpus examples, thus answering our fourth research 
question. In the discussion, quotes of the interviewees are translated by the 
authors of this paper and put between quotation marks.

4.2.1  The subtitlers’ perceptions of the subtitling policy at VRT
Based on the interviews, it became clear that the subtitlers attach great 
value to VRT’s subtitling instructions. With regard to the lexicon, Van Dale 
dictionary is their main authoritative source. During the subtitling process, 
it was remarkable how often subtitler 1 consulted Van Dale dictionary to 
verify which label was ascribed to certain words: ‘If Van Dale dictionary 
labels a word as “colloquial” or “informal”, this lexeme must be reproduce in 
the subtitles’. Only in case of spatial or temporal restrictions, a subtitler will 
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deviate from this rule (e.g. ongeval [‘accident’] counts less characters than 
accident [accident]). Even interjections like allee, amai, voilà, hé, and huh 
are reproduced in the subtitles, because Van Dale dictionary labels them 
as CBD. According to the head of the subtitling department, VRT’s tolerant 
attitude toward the use of colloquial lexicon is mainly based on the needs 
and requirements of the deaf and hard-of-hearing audience. They want the 
subtitles to stay as close as possible to the spoken source text, not only to 
match the mouth image, but also to expand their knowledge of the Dutch 
language. Nevertheless, subtitler 1 admits that although the public broad-
caster promotes the reproduction of colloquial lexicon, she would only use, 
for example, verschieten (‘to be frightened’) in the subtitles of a fiction se-
ries, whereas she would replace this colloquial lexeme by its BSD alternative 
schrikken in a documentary. In fiction series, the use of colloquial varieties 
serves a useful purpose, which is to create an authentic atmosphere. These 
colloquial varieties do not have such a function in other program genres, so 
the subtitlers ‘clean them up’.

With regard to morphosyntactic constructions, the subtitlers defend 
VRT’s strict guidelines: ‘Colloquial grammatical constructions are absolute-
ly not allowed in the subtitles’. Even if the BSD construction is too long to 
fit into the frame and the CBD variant counts less characters, subtitlers will 
always rephrase the sentence until they have formulated a grammatically 
correct subtitle. One of their main concerns is the audience. According to 
the subtitlers, it would undoubtedly raise an avalanche of complaints if the 
subtitles contained grammatical mistakes. Subtitler 2 admits, however, that 
in the last years, the instructions concerning grammatical correctness have 
changed. Taaladvies, for example, has become more tolerant toward certain 
grammatical issues. Linguistic items that were disapproved before (e.g. dit 
keer ‘this time’) are nowadays considered as standard language. Although 
subtitler 2 does not always agree with this, ‘as a subtitler, he has to put his 
feelings aside and follow the instructions’. This proves once again that the 
subtitlers attach great importance to these subtitling guidelines.

At the end of the interview, both subtitlers indicate that they fully sup-
port the linguistic guidelines as they are formulated in VRT’s style guide. 
Although these instructions must be followed in theory, the head of the 
subtitling department emphasizes that, in actual practice, the subtitlers 
merely ‘aim to follow the official subtitling guidelines’. Due to pressure of 
time, for instance in live subtitling and last-minute translations, ‘errors can 
occasionally be found in the subtitles’. In order to eliminate language mis-
takes, the majority of the subtitles are submitted to a final editing process 
before they appear on the screen. To alert the subtitlers to their mistakes, 
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the subtitling department has recently introduced a feedback system. After 
the revision by the editorial board, a document with corrections and com-
ments is sent to all editors, including the responsible subtitler. By doing so, 
VRT hopes to inform its subtitlers about frequently made errors in order 
to make them avoid similar mistakes in the future. The system turned out 
to be successful, since the subtitlers think it is very helpful, especially to 
supervise beginner colleagues.

4.2.2  The subtitlers’ perceptions of the subtitling reality at VRT: some corpus 
examples

The results in Section 4.1.1. have shown that lexical colloquialisms are more 
frequently used in the subtitles of Flemish-spoken television programs 
than syntactic and, particularly, morphological colloquialisms. These 
findings are illustrated with some corpus examples below. Each example 
consists of the original spoken text and the TV program between brackets 
(first line), the corresponding subtitle (second line) and the translation in 
English (third line). The CBD features that were incorporated in our study 
are marked in bold; other colloquialisms are marked in italics.

 1.  Een kuisvrouw kost geld, alles kost geld tegenwoordig. (1000 Zonnen)
  Een kuisvrouw kost geld, alles kost geld tegenwoordig.
  A cleaning lady costs money, everything cost money nowadays.

2.  Hoeda? Is z’ ambras komen maken? (Thuis)
  Hoe? Is ze ambras komen maken?
  How? Did she come here to make a quarrel?

 3. Onze papa deed dat ook met den ajuin. (Dagelijke kost)
  Onze papa deed dat ook met ajuin.
  Our father also did that with onion.

4. Is er al cava? Ah, ja. Wilde mij is een glaske geven? (Echt niet ok!)
  Is er al cava? Ah, ja. Wil je mij eens een glaasje geven?
  Do you have cava? Could you give me a glass?

5. Om de Luc e plezier te doen, da ‘s alles. (Thuis)
  Om Luc een plezier te doen. Dat is alles.
  To do Luc a favor. That’s all.

In example 1, 2, and 3 the spoken CBD lexemes kuisvrouw (‘cleaning lady’), 
ambras (‘quarrel’), and ajuin (‘onion’) are reproduced in the subtitles, 
whereas the CBD -ke morpheme in example 4 and the CBD construction 
de Luc in example 5 are converted into a BSD alternative. When we present 
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these corpus examples to the subtitlers, they declare that the five exam-
ples are completely in accordance with the subtitling guidelines. First, the 
colloquial -ke diminutive and the construction de Luc are both corrected, 
since these variants are not accepted by the official language advices of the 
Dutch Language Union, on which VRT’s subtitling guidelines are based. 
Although glaske is very commonly used in everyday speech, it will never 
appear in written language, so according to the interviewees, ‘it would be 
odd to read this -ke diminutive in the subtitles’. As a consequence, subti-
tlers will always use the BSD variant glaasje. Secondly, words like kuisvrouw, 
ambras, and ajuin which are labelled as CBD in Van Dale dictionary are 
allowed by VRT’s style guide. According to the subtitlers, converting these 
lexemes into standard language could even cause a disturbing effect, since 
the subtitles would then deviate too much from the spoken source text. 
Furthermore, not only are kuisvrouw, ajuin, and ambras ‘commonly used in 
spoken conversations, kuisvrouw as well as ajuin do also frequently occur in 
written language (e.g. in recipes or advertisements)’. According to subtitler 
1, these lexemes are sufficiently intelligible to the audience and ‘they do not 
“feel” Flemish’, which supports them to be used in the subtitles.

In the aforementioned corpus examples, there are some CBD features 
that were not transferred from the spoken source text to the subtitles. The 
deletion of -t (da[t] ‘that’), the end vowel (z[e] ‘she’), and the first vowel ([i]s  
‘is’) as well as the colloquial form of the personal pronoun (wil)de (‘could 
you’) are translated into BSD. Subtitler 1 explains that the deletion of vowels 
([i]s ‘is’ and [ee]ns ‘once’) only occasionally occurs in open intralingual sub-
titling. This can usually be attributed to spatial and temporal restrictions, 
since subtitlers are bounded by the so-called six-second rule, which involves 
that television viewers are able to read two-lined subtitles with a maximum 
of 70 to 74 characters in a time span of six seconds (Díaz Cintas & Remael, 
2014). In closed intralingual subtitling, on the other hand, this vowel reduc-
tion is not usual, because it could cause confusion to the deaf and hard-of-
hearing audience. The -t deletion in da[t] [i]s (‘that is’) is ‘too dialectical’, so 
subtitlers will never reproduce this colloquial feature in the subtitles. The 
same goes for the colloquial form of the personal pronoun je/jij. In CBD, je/
jij can be produced as ge/gij or as an enclitic -de (e.g. wilde). According to 
subtitler 2, these colloquial variants are never used in the subtitles, because 
they will often cause grammatical issues. The personal pronoun ge/gij, for 
instance, requires a colloquial conjugation of the verb (e.g. ge waart and 
not ge was ‘you were’). The reproduction of this CBD variant of the verbal 
form (waart) is absolutely not approved by VRT. Furthermore, the person-
al pronoun ge/gij rarely appears in written language (with the exception of 
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chat and text messages), even though it is very commonly used in spoken 
conversations. As a consequence, subtitlers will always convert the personal 
pronoun ge/gij and the verbal form waart into standard language, viz. je/jij 
was (‘you were’).

With regard to the lexical features, the quantitative analyses have also 
indicated that the colloquial lexemes efkes (‘just’), gelijk (‘like’), and seffens 
(‘soon’) were merely once reproduced in the subtitles, whereas in all other 
cases they were converted into a BSD alternative (cf. some corpus examples 
below).

 6. Efkes serieus blijven, hè. (Achter de feiten)
  Even serieus blijven, hè.
  Just be serious.

 7. Ik heb twee keer gehuild gelijk een klein kind. (Echt niet ok!)
  Ik heb twee keer gehuild als een klein kind.
  I cried like a baby twice.

8.  En dan kunnen we seffens als die in den oven steken. (Dagelijkse kost)
  En dan kunnen we straks, als ze in de oven steken… 
  And later, when they are in the oven, we can … 

On the one hand, the subtitlers attribute the frequent conversion of geli-
jk into als to spatial and temporal restrictions. About efkes and seffens, 
on the other hand, there has been a lot of discussion in the past. Initially, 
both lexemes were systematically converted into standard language, be-
cause the subtitlers supposed that efkes and seffens were dialect. At a cer-
tain moment, it turned out that Van Dale dictionary labels these words 
as ‘colloquial’ (BE, spreektaal) and, in accordance with their guidelines, 
CBD words should be reproduced in the subtitles. Both subtitlers, how-
ever, agree that efkes and seffens ‘feel more dialectical compared to kuis-
vrouw and ajuin’, which triggers them to use the BSD variant. Especially 
efkes has a strong dialectical connotation, because of the -ke diminu-
tive it contains. Based on the interviews, it turns out that efkes as well 
as seffens are two delicate questions, about which the subtitlers did not 
yet reach an agreement. Another remarkable lexeme is the colloquial 
variant schoon. Most of the time, schoon is transferred to the subtitles, 
except for once:

 9.  Goh wete, ik vond da toen een heel schoon kind, maar als ik nu foto’s zie, 
dan denk ik van: oh, zo schoon was dieje precies toch nie. (Echt niet ok!)
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  Ik vond dat toen een mooi kind, maar als ik nu foto’s zie, denk ik: zo 
schoon was die toch niet.

  At first, I thought it was a pretty baby, but when I see pictures now, I 
think: well, in fact he wasn’t that pretty.

Subtitler 1 declares that schoon has a similar connotation as efkes and sef-
fens: ‘In the subtitlers’ mind, this word sounds very Flemish, which results 
in a reflex to “clean it up” by translating it into standard language’. She ad-
mits that she would use schoon in a subtitle, but only because she knows 
that Van Dale dictionary labels it as CBD. Subtitler 2 adds to this point that 
consistency in subtitling is very important. If a subtitler opts for the collo-
quial variant the one time, he also has to use it the other, and vice versa. 
Usually, ‘errors’ similar to example 9 are eliminated during the final editing.

Contrary to their tolerant attitude toward the use of colloquial lexicon 
in television subtitling, both subtitlers declare that VRT is very strict toward 
morphosyntactic accuracy: ‘In spoken language, a lot of errors are made 
against grammatical constructions and the guidelines prescribe that these 
“blunders” must be corrected’. Nevertheless, our data have shown that mor-
phological colloquialisms (cf. Table 3) are occasionally reproduced in the 
subtitles, and syntactic colloquialisms (cf. Table 4) even quite often (more 
than 50% of the cases). The corpus examples below illustrate the occur-
rence of some of these morphological colloquial features in question.

10. Ja, ma, ik ben ekik ook nie verliefd op u, hè. (Thuis)
  Ik ben ook niet verliefd op u.
  I am not in love with you either.

11. Wij houden u gevangen. (Helden)
  Wij houden u gevangen.
  We keep you in prison.

12. Lieveke, ik begrijp da ge da event wilt organiseren. (Thuis)
  Lieveke, ik begrijp dat je dat event wil organiseren.
  Darling, I understand you want to organize this event.

13. Euh ja, dan hebben wij niks te doen hè make, of wel? (Tom & Harry)
  Ja, euh… Dan hebben wij niks te doen, hè make? Of wel?
  Well uhm, we have nothing planned then, have we mother?

The reproduction of the informal object u in the examples 10 and 11 has 
no specific function, according to the interviewed subtitlers. In theory, 
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the colloquial u-form is systematically replaced by the BSD je/jou-form. 
However, it occurs on occasion that subtitlers unconsciously copy the  
u-form to the subtitles. This can be attributed to the existence of a formal 
u(w) in the standard language, which is the polite form to address the sec-
ond person singular (e.g. Meneer, u hoeft zich geen zorgen te maken over uw 
bagage ‘Sir, you don’t have to worry about your luggage’). As a consequence, 
subtitlers do often not realize that they are using the informal, colloquial 
variant. It is one of the most frequent mistakes and even during the final 
editing, editors easily miss it, especially when there is more than one error 
in the text. With regard to the -ke diminutive, subtitler 1 explains that in 
T888-subtitling this colloquial morpheme is exceptionally allowed when 
referring to nicknames or pet names. Especially in fiction programs, char-
acters use these diminutives when speaking to their family or loved ones 
(e.g. schatteke, lieveke, bolleke ‘darling’, moeke ‘mommy’, pake ‘daddy’). In 
this context, the Flemish television soap Thuis took a pioneer role.4 Some 
characters in the soap are systematically addressed by a diminutive (e.g. 
Simonneke ‘Simonne’, make ‘mommy’, Lowieke ‘Lowie’) that is almost con-
sidered as their real name, because it is exclusively used to refer to one spe-
cific person. For this reason, VRT also started to use these nicknames in the 
subtitles of the soap. Through the years, the use of this -ke diminutive in 
nicknames and pet names also became common practice in the subtitles of 
other fiction programs.

The quantitative analyses in 4.1.1. did not only point out that morpholog-
ical colloquialisms are occasionally reproduced in the subtitles, but also a 
couple of colloquial syntactic features are copied to the subtitles (cf. some 
corpus examples below).

14. Euh, da moet ik zelfs nie opzoeken. (Tom & Harry)
  Dat moet ik zelfs niet opzoeken.
  I don’t have to look it up.

15.  En die hogere risicopremie, die zal moeten betaald worden. (De vrije 
markt)

  Die risicopremie zal moeten betaald worden.
  This insurance premium must be paid.

Both subtitlers 1 and 2 declare that the ‘errors’ in example 14 and 15 should 
have been corrected. VRT is very strict with regard to grammatical correct-
ness, not only in spoken language use, but also in subtitling, and subtitlers 
are not free to choose whether they copy a colloquial construction or not. 
Nowadays, subtitlers regularly receive feedback concerning some prevalent 



 Guest (guest)

IP:  193.190.193.1

A MIXED-METHOD APPROACH TO THE USE OF COLLOQUIAL BELGIAN DUTCH

PRIEELS & DE SUTTER 241

syntactic constructions that are often used erroneously. If the editors no-
tice that a subtitler systematically makes the same ‘mistake’, an e-mail with 
feedback is sent to the entire team by the head of the department, who had 
been involved in the development of VRT’s subtitling guidelines. Subtitler 
1 explains that niet moeten only recently came to the attention and the fre-
quent use of this colloquial feature in our corpus proves that at least some 
subtitlers are still not aware that niet moeten is a colloquial construction. 
Acoording to subtitler 1, niet moeten (‘not have to’) and the verbal end group 
moeten betaald worden (‘must be paid’) must have been reproduced by ac-
cident. The reproduction of moeten betaald worden in the TV program De 
vrije markt can be explained by the pressure of time. De vrije markt is always 
subtitled last-minute, because the subtitling department receives this pro-
gram only a couple of hours before it is broadcast. As a result, there is no 
final editing, so ‘inconspicuous’ grammatical colloquialisms are not always 
removed from the subtitles because of this lack of time. On the other hand, 
subtitlers get plenty of time to prepare the subtitles of fiction series like 
Tom & Harry, so the reproduction of the colloquial feature niet moeten in 
this TV program cannot be attributed to lack of time. According to subtitler 
1, few subtitlers initially knew that this construction is not correct. As no 
attention was given in the past to the use of niet moeten, it often appeared 
in the subtitles.

In sum, the interviews have given us a valuable insight into the linguis-
tic choices that subtitlers make when subtitling a television program. First, 
it was repeatedly shown that the subtitlers attach great value to the nor-
mative advice of the Dutch language authorities on which the subtitling 
guidelines of the public broadcaster are based. For instance, both subti-
tlers mentioned that they regularly consult Van Dale dictionary during 
the subtitling process. Since VRT’s subtitling guidelines prescribe that col-
loquial lexicon should be reproduced in the subtitles, a subtitler will use 
a word that is labelled CBD, whereas dialect words will be translated into 
BSD. Furthermore, since VRT is very strict toward grammatical accuracy, 
Taaladvies is frequently consulted to ensure that all morphosyntactic collo-
quialisms are corrected and converted into BSD in the subtitles. Secondly, 
the interviews revealed that subtitlers assign different levels of colloquial-
ity to the individual colloquialisms. These connotation differences are also 
implied in the terminology they use to refer to the colloquialisms. Although 
Van Dale dictionary labels the following words equally as CBD, the subti-
tlers declared that, for instance, efkes, seffens, schoon, and ambras ‘feel more 
dialectical’ compared to ajuin and kuisvrouw. They attribute this difference 
to the common use of ajuin and kuisvrouw in everyday spoken and written 
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contexts. As a result, these two lexemes are supposed to be generally known 
by the Flemish audience and because of this general intelligibility, they are 
also used in television subtitling. On the contrary, efkes, seffens, and schoon 
are perceived too dialectal, so subtitlers generally convert these lexemes 
into BSD, thus ignoring the labelling of Van Dale and the instructions of the 
subtitling style guide. In addition, the subtitlers admitted that some collo-
quial features are difficult to detect, as a result of their ‘frequent occurrence 
in everyday language’. In other words, the informal object u, the colloqui-
al position of the participle in the verbal end group group and the con-
struction niet moeten, for example, are three non-salient colloquial features 
that are often unconsciously copied to the subtitles. Finally, the interviews 
confirmed that the program genre determines the use of CBD or BSD to a 
certain extent. Although the subtitle guidelines do not explicitly prescribe 
these genre differences, the subtitlers insinuated several times that certain 
colloquial lexemes (e.g. ambras and schoon) and morphological features 
(e.g. -ke diminutive) are only used in fiction series, and especially in the 
soap Thuis, to retain the ‘couleur locale’. In informative programs such as De 
Zevende Dag, these colloquialisms must be translated into BSD.

5  Concluding remarks

In light of the increasing use of CBD in spoken public media, this paper 
aimed to investigate how subtitlers in Flanders deal with linguistic vari-
ation in the spoken source text on the Flemish public broadcaster VRT. 
For many years, the growing popularity of tussentaal has been a source 
of great concern, which repeatedly resulted in heated discussions among 
Dutch linguists and politicians. However, in the past two decades, this 
evaluative and rather negative focus on tussentaal has evolved into empir-
ical research, in which the use of this colloquial variety is investigated in 
various situational contexts and in which the future position of tussenta-
al is speculated. These studies have demonstrated that CBD has recently 
entered the public institutions such as the public broadcast media and 
education. Given the increasing use of this colloquial variety, not only in 
informal spoken contexts, but also in the spoken language of public in-
stitutions, this study verified whether CBD also infiltrates into the writ-
ten language (viz. subtitles) of public authorities. Comparing the original 
speech of twenty Flemish television programs, broadcast by VRT between 
2014 and 2016, to the corresponding intralingual subtitles, we analyzed the 
linguistic choices of subtitlers in five program genres. More specifically, 
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it was investigated to what extent the subtitlers reproduce the lexical, 
morphological, and syntactic colloquialisms of the spoken source text in 
the subtitles, and whether the program genre influences these linguistic 
choices. In addition, we interviewed two subtitlers and the head of VRT’s 
subtitling department in order to receive their comments on the results of 
our corpus study.

First, it was revealed that CBD lexemes are frequently reproduced in 
subtitles on Flemish television, whereas colloquial morphological items 
are generally converted into BSD. Syntactic colloquialisms take up a mid-
dle position. The frequent reproduction of CBD lexicon can be explained 
by VRT’s tolerance towards the use of colloquial lexemes in the subtitles. 
By doing so, the public broadcaster wants to meet the audience’s wishes to 
repeat the spoken source text as literally as possible in the subtitles. The 
general conversion of morphological colloquialisms is also in accordance 
with VRT’s subtitling guidelines. However, our results have demonstrated 
that the informal object u and the -ke diminutive are not systematically 
converted into BSD. On the one hand, the subtitlers explain this by the 
specific function of the -ke diminutive to refer to pet- and nicknames in 
fiction series. On the other hand, the informal object u is often uncon-
sciously reproduced by the subtitlers, because they are not always aware 
of this colloquial variant. For similar reasons, syntactic colloquialisms are 
frequently used in the subtitles. According to the subtitlers, the colloquial 
position of the participle in the verbal end group and the construction niet 
moeten, for example, are difficult to detect, because these CBD variants are 
very commonly used constructions in everyday language. Based on these 
results, it can be said that certain morphological and syntactic colloquial-
isms seem to be highly entrenched into the subtitlers’ cognitive language 
system. In other words, the use of these CBD variants ‘has become a highly 
automated routine’ (Schmid, 2007, p. 118). Several studies have associated 
this cognitive entrenchment to word frequency (e.g. Bardovi-Harlig, 1987; 
Bybee, 2001; Schmid, 2010). According to Langacker (1987, p. 51), ‘every use 
of a structure has a positive impact on its degree of entrenchment, where-
as extended periods of disuse have a negative impact’. Simultaneously, 
aforementioned studies presume that there is also a directly proportional 
relation between the frequency of a variant and its salience. In our study, 
however, the subtitlers themselves admitted that it is difficult to recognize 
commonly used colloquial variants, which contradicts the assumption 
that deeply entrenched linguistic features are cognitively salient features 
that ‘have a better chance of entering our focus of attention’ (Schmid, 
2007, p. 120).
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Second, both the quantitative analyses and the subtitlers themselves 
indicated that the program genre influences the linguistic choices that are 
made in the subtitles. Whereas the Belgian-Dutch colloquialisms are gener-
ally translated into standard language in the subtitles of informative genres 
(documentaries) and programs with an educational role (children’s televi-
sion), the number of colloquial features increased significantly in the subti-
tles of humorous (comedy) and entertainment (fiction and light entertain-
ment) programs. Since the use of colloquial language in these programs is 
a conscious strategy to create an authentic, amusing or comic atmosphere, 
it does not surprise that subtitlers also want to create this spontaneous ef-
fect in the subtitles, thereby reproducing the informal linguistic items of 
the original footage. Although the subtitles of documentaries also contain 
a high amount of CBD lexicon, the low number of attestations reduces the 
representativeness of this result.

In general, it can be assumed that nowadays CBD or tussentaal is no 
longer exclusively used in the spoken registers, since it also occurs in the 
written language of the policymakers. As a consequence, the question 
arises whether this will effect a new shift in the current standard lan-
guage ideology, which holds the belief that BSD is the only appropriate 
variety to use in formal contexts and in written language. At the begin-
ning of this paper, it was asked whether BSD is losing its position as the 
one and only ‘best language’ and whether the status of tussentaal is up-
grading from a merely informal spoken variety to a generally used, both 
spoken and written, informal language variety. In other words, is the lan-
guage situation in Flanders characterized by a process of respectively 
destandardization or demotization? First of all, the results of our study 
seem to reflect the current standard language ideology at least partially. 
Especially in more formal and more informative written contexts, BSD 
continues to be the outstanding variety to be used. Nevertheless, the un-
conscious reproduction of certain colloquial features suggests that CBD 
is strongly entrenched into the Dutch language system, which makes us 
believe that the current status of certain CBD items should be recon-
sidered and, if necessary, should be changed into BSD, as professional 
language users also regard them as such.

In our view, it seems that the ‘pool’ with standard language features 
is being complemented with more colloquial features. In addition, lan-
guage authorities promote the functionality of colloquial lexicon in 
more informal written contexts, because the use of standard language 
could damage the authentic character of the program. BSD is no lon-
ger the most appropriate language variety and even seems to have its 
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shortcomings in these contexts. In other words, the role of CBD has 
become increasingly important in Flanders, and especially in national 
broadcasting contexts, it is gaining a more central place. In this respect, 
our results seem to support the demotization hypothesis. A process of 
destandardization seems implausible, since the condition of a ‘crum-
bling standard language ideology’ is not fulfilled (Ghyselen et al., 2016, 
p.84). On the contrary, BSD is still believed to be the outstanding writ-
ten variety, also in television subtitling. Nevertheless, if we want to draw 
watertight conclusions about the dynamic processes that affect the po-
sition of Dutch in Flanders, in-depth diachronic research is needed to 
substantiate these assumptions.

Notes

1. The first author holds a PhD fellowship with the Flemish Research Foundation (FWO).
2.  Taaladvies is currently regarded as the main source of normative guidelines for language 

users in the Dutch language area.
3. The names of the interviewees will not be mentioned in order to preserve their privacy
4.  Thuis (‘Home’) plays out the daily life of several middle class families and is broadcast 

each day by VRT since 1955.
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Appendices

Appendix 1  Corpus examples of each of the linguistic 
features

A. Lexical features
Feature 1: accident

traffic accident
Allee, ik heb precies een accident gehad.
‘Gee, it is like I had an accident.’ 

Feature 2: ajuin
Translation: onion
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Corpus example: Onze papa deed dat ook met ajuin.
‘Our dad did that with onion too.’ 

Feature 3: ambras
Translation: quarrel
Corpus example: Hoe? Is ze ambras komen maken?

‘What? Did she come here to pick a quarrel?’ 
Feature 4: appelsien
Translation: orange
Corpus example: Pelé à vif, dat is een beetje zoals een appelsien.

‘Pelé a vif, it is a bit like an orange.
Feature 5: boeleke
Translation: pet name for a baby
Corpus example: Waar is dat klein boeleke hier?

‘Where is the little baby?’ 
Feature 6: afbollen
Translation: get out
Corpus example: Bol het af, jong.

‘Get out, you.’ 
Feature 7: brol
Translation: trash
Corpus example: 600 euro aan brol die we niet nodig hebben.

‘600 euros of trash that we don’t need.’ 
Feature 8: buizen
Translation: to flunk
Corpus example: Maar je bent gebuisd voor lo, Kleine.

‘But you flunked PE, little one.’ 
Feature 9: camionette
Translation: delivery van
Corpus example: Er was eens iets met de motor van onze pa zijn camionette.

‘One day, something went wrong with our father’s delivery van.’ 
Feature 10: chance
Translation luck
Corpus example: Chance dat dat niet gevallen is.

‘Luckily it didn’t fall’.
Feature 11: chapelure
Translation: breadcrumbs
Corpus example: Daar gaan we een eitje onder pletten, chapelure, wat bijkruiden.

‘Then we add a crushed egg, some breadcrumbs, some spices.’ 
Feature 12: chichi madam
Translation: chichi lady (negative connotation)
Corpus example: Maar voor die chichi madam wil ik niet meer werken.‘But I don’t want to work 

anymore for that chichi lady.’ 
Feature 13: dagdagelijks
Translation: daily
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Corpus example: ..die wij op school vaak op dagdagelijkse basis meemaken.
‘…which happens daily at school.’ 

Feature 14: efkes
Translation: just (temporal)
Corpus example: Heel efkes....

‘Just a minute...’ 
Feature 15: flik
Translation: cop
Corpus example: Daar, de flikken.

‘There are the cops.’ 
Feature 16: fretten
Translation: to scoff (food)
Corpus example: Ik fret chips.

‘I scoff chips.
Feature 17: frigo
Translation: fridge
Corpus example: Het kan gaan over het krediet van je wagen, je frigo of je huis.

‘It can be about the credit of your car, your fridge or your home.
Feature 18: in het hol van Pluto
Translation: at the back of beyond
Corpus example: Ik ga niet afspreken in het hol van Pluto.

‘I am not going to meet at the back of beyond.’ 
Feature 19: gelijk
Translation: like (comparison)
Corpus example: Gelijk Paulien en Ruben.

‘Like Paulien and Ruben.
Feature 20: kostelijke affaire
Translation: expensive deal
Corpus example: Goh, die parking hier, zeg. Kostelijke affaire, hoor.

‘Phew, that car park is an expensive deal, isn’t it.’ 
Feature 21: kozijn
Translation: cousin
Corpus example: Onze pa laat zijn kozijn daarnaar kijken.

‘Our dad will show it to his cousin.’ 
Feature 22: kuisen
Translation: to clean
Corpus example: Om het huis te kuisen en te koken.

‘To clean the house and to cook.’ 
Feature 23: kuisvrouw
Translation: cleaning lady
Corpus example: Een kuisvrouw kost geld, alles kost geld tegenwoordig.

‘A cleaning lady costs money, everything costs money nowadays.’ 
Feature 24: madam
Translation: madam
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Corpus example: Maar madam, jij moet je toch niet excuseren.
‘But madam, you don’t have to apologize.’ 

Feature 25: nonkel
Translation uncle
Corpus example: Dat is het nummer van mijn nonkel.

‘That is the number of my uncle.
Feature 26: omwille van
Translation: because of
Corpus example: ..niet zozeer omwille van een gebrek aan startkapitaal..

‘..not so much because of a lack of starting capital..’ 
Feature 27: patat
Translation: patato
Corpus example: Een patat zonder zout…

‘A patato without salt...’ 
Feature 28: plezant
Translation: cheerful
Corpus example: Wobbe, pépé, ik vond het superplezant.

‘Wobbe, gramps, I had so much fun.’ 
Feature 29: saucisse
Translation: sausage
Corpus example: En dat is met stukjes saucisse erin, ik denk Boulogne.

‘There are some pieces of sausage in it, I think it is Boulogne.’ 
Feature 30: schoon
Translation: good-looking
Corpus example: Zo schoon was die toch niet.

‘He was not that good-looking.’ 
Feature 31: seffens
Translation: later
Corpus example: En dan kunnen we seffens, als ze in de oven steken..

‘And later, when they are in the oven, we can …..’ 
Feature 32: sjotten
Translation: play soccer
Corpus example: Mijn vlees is aan het rusten. Sjotten?

‘The meat is resting. Let’s play soccer’ 
Feature 33: smossen
Translation: to make a mess of
Corpus example: Ben je aan het smossen?

‘Are you making a mess of it?’ 
Feature 34: stoefen
Translation: to brag
Corpus example: Ik ben dat gestoef van Toon beu.

‘I am tired of Toon’s bragging.’ 
Feature 35: vijzen
Translation: to screw
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Corpus example: Kom, vijs die deur aan de kast en hou je bakkes.
‘Come on, screw this door onto the closet and shut up.’ 

Feature 36: weeral
Translation: again
Corpus example: Wat? Weeral?

‘What? Again?’ 
Feature 37: eens
Translation: as soon as
Corpus example: Eens die basisbehoeften vervuld zijn..

‘As soon as these basic needs are fulfilled..’ 
Feature 38: zot
Translation: crazy
Corpus example: Zot, ik ben zes keer gebuisd hè.

‘Are you crazy? I flunked six times.
Feature 39: zever
Translation: twaddle
Corpus example: Och, negen van de tien is het zever wat de mensen zeggen.

‘Oh, nine out of ten people are twaddling.’ 
Feature 40: zwanzen
Translation: to joke
Corpus example: Ik zwans maar, hè.

‘Oh, I am joking.’ 

B. Morphological features
Feature 1: adjectief (+e)
Translation: colloquial flexion of the adjective
Corpus example: Groot-Brittannië heeft het voordeel van een lagere pond als export..

‘Great Britain has the advantage of a lower pound as export..’ 
Feature 2: bezittelijk voornaamwoord (+e)
Translation: colloquial flexion of the possessive pronoun
Corpus example: Onze jubilee, dat wordt een ramp, hè.

‘Our anniversary is going to be a disaster, isn’t it?’ 
Feature 3: diminutief -ke
Translation: diminutive
Corpus example: Pake, voorzichtig.

‘Daddy, be careful.’ 
Feature 4: ikke
Translation: flexion of the personal pronoun I
Corpus example: Ikke Samson.

‘I [want] Samson’ 
Feature 5: object u
Translation: object you
Corpus example: Ik ben ook niet verliefd op u.

‘I am not in love with you either.’ 
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C. Syntactic features
Feature 1: comparatief + dan + object
Translation: comparative
Corpus example: Ik heb meer dan jou.

‘I have more than you.
Feature 2: durven + inf
Translation: to dare + infinitive
Corpus example: We durven uw event niet organiseren, we zijn nog niet klaar.

‘We don’t dare to organize your event, we are not ready yet’.
Feature 3: zijn ontslag geven
Translation: to resign
Corpus example: Ja, daarom heb ik mijn ontslag gegeven.

‘Yes, that is why I have resigned.’ 
Feature 4: niet moeten
Translation: not have to
Corpus example: Je moet niet bang zijn.

‘You don’t have to be afraid’.
Feature 5: vz + vz
Translation: preposition + preposition
Corpus example: ..en probeert zich niet naar voor te schuiven als het machtsblok.

‘..and doesn’t try to move forwards as power block.’ 
Feature 6: zijn
Translation: possessive zijn
Corpus example: Nathalie, mag je iemand anders zijn kind straffen?

‘Nathalie, is one allowed to punish someone else’s child?’ 
Feature 7: onze/ons + eigennaam/soortnaam
Translation: our + proper name/generic name
Corpus example: Ja, ik ben hier met mijn man en onze Harry en Babette.

‘Yes, I am here with my husband and Harry and Babette.’ 
Feature 8: de + eigennaam
Translation: the + proper name
Corpus example: Dit is de Frans.

‘This is Frans.’ 
Feature 9: zet je erbij
Translation: have a seat
Corpus example: Allee Hélène, zet je erbij.

‘Come on, Hélène, have a seat.’ 
Feature 10: aux + part + inf
Translation position of the participle in the verbal end group
Corpus example: Die risicopremie zal moeten betaald worden.

‘This insurance premium must be paid.
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D. Additional features
Feature 1: verbuiging lidwoord: den, ne(n)
Translation: flexion of the article
Corpus example: Hij zal ne fantastische papa zijn.

‘He will be a great dad.’ 
Feature 2: verbuiging aanwijzend vnw: diene(n), dieje(n), dezen
Translation: flexion demonstrative pronoun
Corpus example: Fantastisch nummer trouwens, diene Hold Back The River.

‘Great song, that Hold Back The River.’ 
Feature 3: persoonlijk voornaamwoord ge/gij
Translation: personal pronoun you
Corpus example: Ik weet nie of ge mij kunt horen, oma.

‘I don’t know whether you can hear me, grandma.’ 
Feature 4: 1ste persoon enkelvoud + n
Translation: colloquial conjugation 1st person singular
Corpus example: Ik zen gelukkig, hè.

‘Well, I am happy.’ 
Feature 5: 2e persoon enkelvoud
Translation: colloquial conjugation 2nd person singular
Corpus example: Gij zijt ‘t probleem.

‘You are the problem.’ 
Feature 6: van/voor + beknopte bijzin
Translation: reduced clause
Corpus example: Deze sla is te goed voor te versnijden.

‘This lettuce is too good for cutting.’ 
Feature 7: dubbele negatie
Translation: double negative
Corpus example: Da had ik nooit nie gedacht da ik da ging winnen.

‘I never thought I would win this game.’ 
Feature 8: redundant dat
Translation: redundant that
Corpus example: Wa da gij voor de kinderen doet, dat is onbetaalbaar.

‘The things you do for the children cannot be repaid.’ 
Feature 9: subjectsreduplicatie
Translation: reduplication of the subject
Corpus example: Ja, ge moogt gij de creativiteit van de jeugd ook nie aan banden leggen, hè.

‘You must not curb the creativity of youth.’ 
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Appendix 2  The total number of BSD and CBD attestations 
per dataset

Dataset Label Program genre

Light 
entertainment

Fiction Comedy Documentaries Childrens’ 
television

% % % % %
Lexical features CBD 24 27.0% 25 25.8% 34 40.5% 4 4.5% 2 2.2%

BSD 17 33.3% 9 17.6% 16 31.4% 1 2.0% 8 15.7%
Syntactic features CBD 4 10.7% 13 39.3% 3 25.0% 4 7.1% 2 17.9%

BSD 2 12.5% 10 45.8% 1 4.2% 6 4.2% 7 33.3%
Morphological 
features

CBD 2 7.1% 9 39.3% 10 35.7% 2 10.7% 2 7.1%
BSD 71 21.5% 124 37.6% 90 27.3% 12 3.6% 33 10.0%

Appendix 3  Diagram with the normalized frequencies of 
the CBD and BSD variants in each feature set

Figure 2  Normalized frequencies of the CBD (light grey) and BSD (dark grey) vari-
ants in each feature set
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