
LANGUAGE CHANGE 

 
How does language reflect our changing attitudes to health?   

 
Over the last twenty years, the society has changed in many respects. One of the areas in which our lifestyles and thinking 
have developed is related to people’s approach to health and to a growing awareness of importance of care for both 
mental and physical health. This may be due to public health campaigns, better access to information about health-related 
issues as well as better understanding of consequences of some lifestyle choices such as smoking or certain types of 
diet. In this worksheet, we are going to explore how these changes in approaches to health have been reflected in people’s 
language use.   

 

 
 
 

  Task 1 
 

 

How did the society change over the past twenty years? Discuss some of the major changes with your partner 

or a group. Which of these changes do you think have affected our language and the words we use when 

talking about health and healthcare? Did some new words appear or are some words used more often than 

previously? Use the space below to make notes on both, the areas of change in the society and the changes 

in the language used to talk about heath. A few Guardian headlines were selected to help you with the 

brainstorming.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  Task 2 
 
Mental health is an important aspect of people’s overall health. It has been argued that today people are more 

aware of the importance of mental wellbeing and that mental health is being talked about more openly than in the 

past. Let us look whether this is also reflected in people’s conversations. Search BNClab for the following words 

and note whether their use increased or decreased over the last twenty years - you can also add your own words 

[‘OR’ allows you searching for more words simultaneously]: 

 

 

▪ depression OR depressed    increased/decreased 

▪ stress OR stressed      increased/decreased 

▪ ……………………………….    increased/decreased 

What are some possible explanations for the trends that you’ve observed in the data?  

Language change         healthcare          health  lifestyle          mental health 



 

Task 3 
 

 

In Task 2, we were searching for terms related to mental health. The tasks suggested searching for nouns such 

as depression along with their related adjectives such as depressed. Both of the terms are quite frequent in 

current spoken English. However, while ‘being depressed’ and ‘having depression’ may be synonymous to a 

large extent, the two words can also function in a different way. Have a look at the concordance lines below taken 

from the conversations in the British National Corpus 2014. 

  

• Can you describe the differences in how the two words are used?  

• Can you think of reasons for this difference? 

• Is the pattern that you have identified similar to how you use these two words?   

 

 
 
 
Task 4 
 

 

One area of lifestyle related to health is the physical fitness and the level of physical activities. Do you think 

people today are more aware of the importance of exercise on their physical and mental wellbeing?  

 

Search BNClab for these expressions related to physical activity: gym – yoga – for a run.   

   

Gym 

Yoga 

For a run 

 

Note whether the frequency of their use changed overtime. How can you explain the trends that you found?  

You can use the Gender, Age and Social class buttons to explore the findings further.  

 
Research bite 
 

Using corpus methods to study communication related to health can have 

important practical implications in real life. Dr Kevin Harvey from Nottingham 

University compiled a corpus of one million words from the Teenage Health Freak 

website. The website offers anonymous advice in response to emails sent by 

young people seeking advice and information about health-related topics. The 

Adolescent Health Email Corpus (AHEC) has been served to investigate and 

understand the language used by young people to communicate about their health 

concerns related to, for example, sexual health, mental problems and eating issues. The findings from this 

corpus can be used by healthcare professionals to improve their communication with people from this age 

group.  

 

Harvey, K. (2014). Investigating adolescent health communication: A corpus linguistics approach. Bloomsbury. 

 


