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Raffaele Zago
“I AM SUPER EXCITED TO BE ON THIS SHOW”:

EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE IN THE VOICE USA

ABSTRACT. Expressivity — i.e. the overt expression of stances, feelings,
emotions, and attitudes — is a prominent feature of colloquial conversation and is
found in a variety of contemporary discourses, among which is TV discourse. This
paper will consider the paradigmatic case of the TV singing competition show The
Voice USA. Through an analysis of keywords in 109 episodes extracted from the TV
Corpus (Davies 2019), it will be illustrated that the language of the show displays a
remarkably high degree of expressivity. Juxtaposing the findings obtained for The
Voice USA and congruent evidence from previous literature, the paper will suggest
that expressivity has become a ‘compulsory’ element in contemporary
communication,

Keywords: expressivity, hyperbole, emotional language, TV discourse, English.

ABSTRACT. L’espressivita — intesa come diretta manifestazione di punti di vista,
emozioni e atteggiamenti — € un tratto prominente del parlato colloquiale e si
manifesta in varie tipologie di discorso, fra le quali vi € quello televisivo. Il presente

lavoro prende in esame il caso paradigmatico del programma The Voice USA,
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competizione televisiva fra aspiranti cantanti. Attraverso 1’analisi di keywords in un
campione di 109 episodi estratto dal TV Corpus (Davies 2019), il lavoro mette in
evidenza che The Voice USA si caratterizza per un tasso particolarmente elevato di
espressivita. Il confronto fra i risultati di questa indagine e un quadro di riferimento
piu ampio permette di configurare 1’espressivita come un elemento ‘necessario’ della
comunicazione contemporanea.

Parole chiave: espressivita, iperbole, emozioni, discorso televisivo, lingua inglese.

1. Introduction

Contemporary English discourse has an expressive inclination, i.e. a pronounced
tendency towards the overt expression of stances, feelings, emotions and attitudes.
Expressivity is, in the first place, a feature of colloguial spoken language, as
observed by Biber et al. (1999: 1038-1052), who include the expression of emotions
and attitudes among the distinctive facets of the grammar of conversation, as part of a
list that comprises such fundamental characteristics as, for instance, interactivity,
real-time processing and context-embeddedness.
It is often the case that expressivity manifests itself in the form of hyperbolic
assertions. The regularity of occurrence of this phenomenon in everyday colloquial

conversation has been highlighted by McCarthy and Carter (2004), who found a
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considerably high degree of hyperbole-proneness for lexical items denoting number,
amount and quantity (e.g. dozens of, masses of, stacks of, heaps of, loads of, tons of),
time (e.g. light years), as well as for adjectives and adverbs of size, degree and
intensity (e.g. endless, gigantic, massive, enormous, huge, literally) in the Cambridge
and Nottingham Corpus of Discourse in English (CANCODE). They argue, in
particular, that “such is the almost routine occurrence of these items in contexts of
exaggeration that one can say that [...] in everyday conversational contexts they have
become conventionalised” (McCarthy and Carter 2004: 177), as also suggested by
cases of polysyndeton such as loads and loads and loads, masses and masses, etc.,
“perhaps an attempt on the part of speakers to re-vitalise what has become
conventional” (McCarthy and Carter 2004: 177, note 19).

American English, which will be investigated in this paper, is stereotypically
viewed as a language variety where expressivity is especially prominent, direct and
overt. Corroborating evidence on this issue is offered by Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk
and Wilson (in press), who draw on questionnaires, corpus data and media-based
materials to show that British English is more “reserved” than American English in
the expression of pride, while in the latter variety the linguistic manifestation of this
emotion is more energetic, as revealed, for example, by the fact that in the Corpus of
Contemporary American English (COCA) the adjective proud frequently collocates

with intensifiers such as very, extremely, incredibly and tremendously.
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Due to its engaging effect on the recipient, expressivity acts as an attention-
getting strategy in a variety of discourse types that share the imperative of reaching a
large audience.

One such case is newspaper discourse. The reference, here, is not only to the
sensationalism that has traditionally characterised the language of the tabloids, but
also to the fact that even the so-called ‘quality press’ is becoming more expressive.
This trend has been illustrated by Partington et al. (2013), who tracked an increase
over time in the frequencies of several markers of positive hyperbolic evaluation (e.g.
emphatic adjectives such as fantastic, amazing, and fabulous, and adverbial
intensifiers such as really, so, and very) using a diachronic corpus comprising articles
from several British ‘quality newspapers’. Partington et al.’s (2013: 281) findings
indicate that the ‘quality press’ “has adopted the use of less measured language, and
has become more imitative of the orality and informal language that used to be a
characteristic of the tabloids and of advertising”.

Expressivity has also colonised the language of contemporary politics. As pointed
out by KhosraviNik (2018), while traditional politics was the realm of rationality,
contemporary politics, and particularly contemporary populist politics, is the realm of
emotionality, with affect taking precedence over argumentation. To put it in
KhosraviNik’s (2018: 439) words, “[...] it is now the age of affective (rather than
deliberative) politics, i.e., the age of prioritizing feelings over facts. It is the age

where rationality takes a back seat in favor of relationality”. An example of the
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expressivity of contemporary political discourse is Donald Trump’s speech style,
which is well-known, among other things, for the frequent use of hyperbolic
expressions (e.g. emphatic adjectives such as tremendous, amazing, incredible,
wonderful, great, etc.).

A similar logic permeates social media, which are emotionally-loaded spaces
where users tend to have a preference for affective rather than argumentative
contents, and where the adoption of an expressively-marked style of language is a
way to engage other users and to gain popularity and visibility in the form of likes,
shares, views, followers, etc. (KhosraviNik 2018).

Last but not least, expressivity is an important component in TV discourse. This
has been amply documented for the language of American TV series, in particular by
Quaglio (2009) and Bednarek (2018). Quaglio (2009) found that various linguistic
features associated with emotionality are more frequent in the cult sittcom Friends
than in spontaneous spoken American English (e.g. intensifiers such as so, really,
totally; the interjections oh and wow; the lexical bundles 7 can 't believe and thank you
so much; emphatic do; etc.). Similar findings were obtained by Bednarek (2018), who
observed that a wide set of markers of expressivity were over-represented in a corpus
made up of sixty-six different American TV series compared with unscripted
American English conversation (e.g. evaluative adjectives such as crazy, beautiful,

and best; emotional words such as the adjectives happy and sad; etc.).
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TV discourse will be the topic of the present paper. More specifically, the
paper aims to illustrate that the language of the American edition of the popular
singing competition show The Voice is permeated by a strikingly high degree of
expressivity.

The Voice USA is broadcast on NBC and has been on air for 18 seasons since
2011. It is a competition between aspiring singers from across the US. The singers
are assisted and evaluated by four vocal coaches. The winner, who receives a
recording contract, is determined by both the coaches’ decisions and the viewers’
votes’. In addition to songs, the programme regularly features conversational
moments (e.g. interactions between the contestants, the coaches, and the presenter;
interviews with the contestants; situations in which the presenter directly addresses
the viewers; etc.). The focus, in this paper, will be precisely on such moments.

The term ‘expressivity’ will be used here as an umbrella label to refer to linguistic
features that can be identified in a corpus and that are expressive — and hence
engaging for the recipient — either because they present emphatic/hyperbolic content
(e.g. the intensifier super in the title of this paper) or because they denote

feelings/attitudes (e.g. the adjective excited in the title of this paper)>. The density of

1 Cf. https://www.nbc.com/the-voice (last accessed on 10 January 2020).

2 Cf. Bednarek (2018: 128) who, in her analysis of the language of American TV series, uses the
term ‘expressivity’ to refer to “items that can be categorised as examples of emotional, evaluative,
emphatic language”. Expressivity as discussed in this paper essentially corresponds to what Quaglio

(2009: 88) calls “emotional language”, that is, “any emphatic form of expression that is captured by
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these types of linguistic features in The Voice USA parallels, and perhaps at times
even exceeds, that characterising the much-studied genre of TV series®.
The corpus-based methodology adopted to investigate the expressivity of The

Voice USA will be explained in the following section.

2. Data and methodology

The data analysed in this study come from the TV Corpus (Davies 2019), which
contains 326,201,276 words taken from informal TV programmes such as TV series
belonging to various genres (e.g. The Cosby Show, MacGyver, Baywatch, The Fresh
Prince of Bel-Air, Beverly Hills 90210, Breaking Bad, CSI, Dawson’s Creek,
Desperate Housewives, ER, Family Guy, Friends, Game of Thrones, Grey’s
Anatomy, House, How | Met Your Mother, Lost, NCIS, Sex and the City, South Park,
The Big Bang Theory, The Simpsons, The Sopranos, The X-Files, among many
others), realities/game shows (e.g. America’s Next Top Model, Big Brother, Geordie
Shore, Hell’s Kitchen, Ink Master, Jersey Shore, Kitchen Nightmares, MasterChef,
The X Factor, etc.), documentaries (e.g. How the Universe Works, Impossible

Engineering, National Geographic Specials, The First World War, etc.), as well as

the use of certain linguistic features and can be identified in a transcribed corpus and studied from a

grammatical standpoint”.

% Cf. Bednarek and Zago (2019).
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other shows (e.g. Saturday Night Live, Top Gear, etc.), for a total of 75,804 episodes.
The corpus — an invaluable tool to study TV discourse — represents different
geographic varieties of English (e.g. British and American English) and covers a time
frame going from 1950 to 2017, with a preponderance of American data from the
2000s onwards.

The online, freely available interface to the TV Corpus has a function that allows
users to construct a ‘virtual corpus’, that is, a customised subcorpus compiled
according to a specific criterion (e.g. programme title, genre, year of release, etc.).
This function was used in the present investigation to create a subcorpus of episodes
of The Voice USA — more specifically, a subcorpus comprising 109 episodes
broadcast from 2011 to 2017* and amounting to 1,097,513 words.

The subcorpus thus built — henceforth referred to as the “VOICE subcorpus’ — was
utilised to test the hypothesis, formulated on the basis of a previous pilot analysis,
that the language of The Voice USA displays an especially high degree of
expressivity. To test this hypothesis, positive keywords, i.e. words that are
considerably more frequent in the VOICE subcorpus than in the TV Corpus overall,

were computed using the dedicated function available in the aforementioned

* The subcorpus constructed for this study contains 11 episodes of The Voice USA from 2011, 32
episodes from 2012, 29 episodes from 2013, 5 episodes from 2014, 24 episodes from 2015, 3
episodes from 2016 and 5 episodes from 2017.
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interface®. The last step was to look for instances of expressivity among the identified

keywords.

3. Results

A single item may be key — i.e. exceptionally frequent — because it is an idiolectal
feature associated with the speech style of an individual speaker, or even as result of
chance. The keyness of several groups of analogous items, instead, points to the
existence of some general communicative dimension that is of central importance in
the corpus under study (Partington et al. 2013: 267). The results obtained in this
investigation are of the latter type. The following subsections will present four sets of
linguistic features that are key in the VOICE subcorpus. As will be shown, the
general communicative dimension underlying the use of the identified keywords is
precisely the fact that they are expressive in the two senses illustrated in section 1, i.e.
they carry emphatic content (subsection 3.1) or are explicitly connected with
feelings/attitudes (subsection 3.2). The results will be discussed in subsection 3.3 and

considered in their broader implications in the concluding section.

> In order to be identified as positive keywords, words had to occur at least 90 times in at least 10 episodes in
the VOICE subcorpus — these were the thresholds suggested by default in the TV Corpus. On the
computation of keywords in the TV Corpus, see https://www.english-corpora.org/help/keyword.asp (last
accessed on 10 January 2020). On keyword analysis, see Culpeper and Demmen (2015) and Bondi and Scott
(2010), among others. It is worth noting that the keyword methodology is used in two of the studies
mentioned in the introduction, namely Partington et al. (2013) and Bednarek (2018).
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3.1 Emphatic keywords

A first set of words whose frequency is especially high in the VOICE subcorpus in

comparison with the TV Corpus is reported below:

amazing (1171), awesome (650), beautiful (568), big (1385), crazy (589), entire
(158), great (2252), huge (267), incredible (681), perfect (283), special (359),

unbelievable (173), unique (292), whole (497), wonderful (230)°.

Examples 1-6 illustrate some of the uses of these keywords in the VOICE

subcorpus:

1. Ivonne, I’ve seen such an unbelievable amount of growth from you,
considering your history on the show. You came out here and struggled. And
then, all of a sudden, here you are, blossoming and doing so incredibly well.
And you did an amazing job today.

2. You are a special, super-unique thing that we don’t have on the show.

3. Man, I mean, that’s, like, the most dramatic performance that we’ve seen thus

far this whole entire season.

® Keywords are listed in alphabetical order. The raw frequencies of the individual items — considered as

lemmas — in the VOICE subcorpus are given in parentheses.
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4. And later, more incredible performances have our coaches excited like never
before’.

5. I’m coming from a family that doesn’t have a lot of money to provide all the
fancy things that you need to pursue a music career. [...] This is such a huge
opportunity for me to show them that, you know, all their love and support for
me is gonna pay off.

6. It’s hard doing this awesome adventure without my mom, but she is always

with me.

What the adjectives listed above have in common is that they express emphatic
content. Most of them — e.g. amazing, awesome, wonderful — are “implicit
superlatives”, which “are often used for special effect or exaggeration, or in
intensified responses” (Carter and McCarthy 2006: 443).

The use of emphatic adjectives — and, more in general, of expressive language — is
not a prerogative of individual speakers, but rather is typical of practically all the
participants in The Voice USA. In examples 1 and 2, for instance, unbelievable,
amazing, special and unique occur as part of what is perhaps the most characteristic

interactional move the coaches make in the show, namely the hyperbolically positive

" In the VOICE subcorpus, the hyperbole-prone adverb never (1110 occurrences) is a keyword, too,

as is also the case for ever (1104 occurrences) and always (826 occurrences).
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evaluation of the contestants’ vocal performances®. In example 4 incredible is used
by the presenter, who is pre-announcing what the viewers are about to see®. Finally,
in examples 5 and 6 huge and awesome are used by two of the contestants, who, as is
often the case, are talking about private, emotional issues™.

The hyperbolic speech style of The Voice USA results not only from the extremely
frequent occurrence of emphatic adjectives, but also from the pervasiveness of
adverbial intensifiers. In particular, the following adverbial intensifiers have a
frequency that is much higher in the VOICE subcorpus than in the overall TV

Corpus:

absolutely (193), completely (156), definitely (647), pretty (296), really (4449), so

(7716), super (174), totally (172), truly (149), very (1630).

8 Other TV programmes, instead, keep the audience engaged through the frequent use of a negative,
confrontational type of expressivity, as happens in the cooking competition show MasterChef, some

of whose judges (e.g. Joe Bastianich) are known for their tirades against the contestants.

® Not uncommonly, the contestants’ vocal performances are described in emphatically positive
terms both by the presenter in advance of the actual performance (cf. example 4) and by the coaches
after the contestants have performed (cf. example 3).

19 1n addition to the presenter, the coaches and the contestants, The Voice USA features more
peripheral participants, e.g. the contestant’s family members, who occasionally accompany the
contestants and are interviewed behind the scenes, and celebrity advisers, who assist the coaches in

giving advice to the contestants. The language of these participants tends to be expressive, too.
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Some examples of the use of these keywords by the coaches are provided below —

notice also so in example 1 and super in example 2:

7. 1 turned around because you’re so soulful. You know, I think that’s what I
responded to. First of all, the song choice is so cool. It’s such an amazing song.
It is. You know, the way you delivered it was really soulful and did something
that was different.

8. Clara, I love that song. It feels very you, and that’s super important.

9. Well, I turned straightaway because you have a very, very amazing, awesome

tone.

Two further linguistic features that typically perform an emphatic function and that
are keywords in the VOICE subcorpus are the superlatives best (973 occurrences)
and most (503 occurrences), recurrently employed by the presenter (cf. example 10)
and the coaches (cf. most in example 3) when showing appreciation for the
contestants’ vocal abilities, and by the contestants when talking about their
experience in the show (cf. example 11). As a result of the widespread presence of

superlatives, the language of The Voice USA is rich in extreme case formulations:
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10.After ten weeks of intense competition, one-on-one coaching and some of the
most incredible performances ever seen on television, this is the night we’ve
all been waiting for.

11.This is the most important moment of my life because it’s the first time I get to
sing before millions of people. At stake for me today is the biggest dream of

all... that I’ll be able to live, eat, sleep, breathe my career.

Markers of emphasis tend to ‘accumulate’ within the same utterance or turn in The
Voice USA, in a way that recalls the language of advertising. For instance, in example
7 the intensifier so, which is repeated, co-occurs with another intensifier, namely
really, as well as with the emphatic adjective amazing. Similarly, in example 9 the
two adjectives amazing and awesome, which are emphatic in themselves, are further
amplified by the repetition of the intensifier very — the very very construction occurs

94 times in the VOICE subcorpus, coupled by 248 instances of really really.

3.2 Attitudinal/affective keywords

Below is another set of linguistic features that were found to be exceptionally

frequent in the VOICE subcorpus in comparison with the overall TV Corpus by

means of keyword analysis:
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afraid (126), confident (121), emotional (151), excited (526), fun (270), glad (186),

happy (676), nervous (269), proud (569), sad (121), sorry (302), soulful (124).

The set consists of adjectives that convey a variety of attitudinal/affective
meanings and determine a high “emotional temperature” in the show (Culpeper et al.
2018: 11 et seq.). Some reflect positive attitudes and feelings. Several of these qualify
the programme as an arena of excitement (cf. the example used in the title of this
paper, i.e. | am super excited to be on this show, uttered by one of the contestants in
an aside interview).

Others have a negative connotation and denote the emotional strain typically
associated with the most crucial moments in TV competition shows. For instance, in
example 12 a contestant expresses anxiety before performing in front of the coaches,
while in example 13 a coach talks about the difficult task of choosing the singer that

will advance to the next round of the competition:

12.I’m most nervous about playing in front of these four incredible artists, who |
respect so much. I’m not gonna go up there and hold back. I’'m gonna leave it

all on the stage and hope that that’s enough.

1 The Voice USA regularly features aside interviews with the contestants, the coaches or other

participants. The interviewee in normally alone and looks directly into the camera.
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13.Watching your artists battle is bittersweet because it’s sad when you have to

let one of them go.

Still other adjectives are used — typically by the presenter and by the coaches — to
comment on the emotional quality of the contestants’ voices. One of these is soulful
(cf. example 7), an adjective occurring 318 times in the entire 326-million-word TV
Corpus, 124 of which are in the 1-million-word VOICE subcorpus alone. Such a ratio
makes soulful the most key adjective in the VOICE subcorpus — a finding suggesting
that soulful is one of the linguistic trademarks of The Voice USA. The other adjective
that, among its other uses, is employed to talk about the emotionality of the
contestants’ voices is emotional:

14.Her emotional performance during her blind audition got two chairs to turn.

The language of The Voice USA then is expressive not only in the sense that it is
constantly emphatic (subsection 3.1), but also in the sense that emotions are regularly
expressed and talked about by the various participants in the programme.

It is worth noting that emphatic and attitudinal/affective linguistic features
commonly co-occur in the VOICE subcorpus. For instance, in example 4 the coaches
are described as excited like never before because of incredible performances.
Further evidence that the emphatic and attitudinal/affective items identified in this

study tend to co-operate is presented in the following table, which lists the 10 most
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frequent left collocates of the adjective excited. The table shows that excited is often

amplified by emphatic markers, particularly by the adverbial intensifier so.

Table 1 — The 10 most frequent left collocates of the adjective excited

Collocates in L1 position

(i.,e. immediately preceding

Frequencies

excited)

1 S0 210
2 ‘m 93
3 really 82
4 very 32
5 super 21
6 most 10
7 real 9
8 officially 3
9 pretty 3
10 feeling 2
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3.3 Discussion

The particularly high frequency of emphatic adjectives, adverbial intensifiers,
superlatives and attitudinal/affective adjectives results in a constantly hyperbolic,
emotion-laden speech style that pervades the VOICE subcorpus.

Such an energetic style of language acts as a sensationalisation strategy whereby
the presenter and the coaches seek to generate and maximise the viewers’ interest and
emotions. In the final phase of the competition, when the viewers have the chance to
save their favourite singers by voting, emphasis may also be used by a coach to
present the singers of his/her team in an especially positive light in the interest of
persuading the TV audience to vote for them.

The hyperbolic, emotional atmosphere of the programme is also created by the
contestants, who are routinely seen in emotionally intense contexts (e.g. they
reciprocate the coaches’ often emphatic compliments with manifestations of profound
gratitude; they repeatedly state how honoured they feel to be on the show; they thank
their families for supporting their musical ambitions; etc.). Through these loci of high
expressivity, what is, in fact, a singing competition is dramatised, becoming an
emotional experience that can potentially involve any viewer.

The expressivity conveyed through language complements with, and even

enhances, the emotions provoked by the musical component of the programme — the
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former is arguably as important as the latter to capture the viewers’ attention and to
keep them engaged.

The language of The Voice USA, in short, represents a remarkably prominent
example of the expressive speech style usually found in contemporary TV genres
such as game shows, realities, talk shows, and TV series — genres that typically insist

and capitalise on behavioural and linguistic expressivity to entertain the audience.

4. Concluding remarks

This paper has presented a case study on the language of the singing competition
show The Voice USA. Using the keyword methodology, the paper has shown that
emphatic adjectives, adverbial intensifiers, superlatives and attitudinal/affective
adjectives are especially frequent in a 1-million-word subcorpus made up of 109
episodes of The Voice USA and extracted from the TV Corpus. The findings of the
paper indicate that the language of The Voice USA is a particularly notable specimen
of the expressively-marked speech style typical of popular TV genres such as game
shows, realities, talk shows, and TV series, where expressivity is instrumental in
provoking and maximising the viewers’ interest and emotions.

It is worth reflecting on the results of this study from a broader perspective,
particularly by considering them against the background of the studies mentioned in

the introduction. Those studies point to two important facts. One is that expressivity
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has acquired centre stage in contemporary public discourse, in the sense that it has
gone from being a feature of TV dialogue, advertising and the tabloids to being also
common in political discourse, on the web and even in the so called ‘quality
newspapers’ (Quaglio 2009; Bednarek 2018; KhosraviNik 2018; Partington et al.
2013). The other is that expressivity is a distinctive, pervasive characteristics of
colloquial conversation (Biber et al. 1999; McCarthy and Carter 2004), especially in
American English (Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk and Wilson in press). In sum, the
picture emerging from this case study and from the contributions discussed in the
introduction is that we are constantly surrounded and targeted by emphatic,
emotionally-loaded discourses coming from a variety of sources. Within such a
landscape, being expressive is perhaps a necessity to get noticed rather than a choice
to be more effective, according to a success-through-intensity maxim, i.e. a circular,
self-perpetuating communicative mechanism in which the more people are
surrounded by expressivity, the more expressive they need to be so that their voice
can be heard. In other words, nowadays expressivity seems a communicative
requirement rather than a stylistic option, as part of a competition not only for the

most soulful singer but, more in general, for the most soulful speaker/writer.
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