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THE DEVELOPMENT  
OF DISFLUENCY STRATEGIES IN L2 ENGLISH:  

A PRAGMATIC ANALYSIS OF DISCOURSE MARKER USE 
BY SCHOOL-AGE ARAB LEARNERS

Nuha Alharbi

Abstract
Discourse markers (DMs) play a significant role in spoken communication, assisting in 
coherence and fluency in first (L1) and second language (L2) acquisition. Understanding 
the use of these markers as disfluency strategies can inform language teaching by 
highlighting the significance of real-world communication skills. Researchers often focus 
on studying the use of these markers to unveil their various functions in spoken discourse 
and as signals of speakers’ pragmatic competence. However, there is little research on 
how L2 children employ speech management strategies such as DMs or filled pauses to 
overcome disfluency in their interactions. This study aims to explore how school-age Arab 
children learning English as an additional language employ DMs with other disfluency 
strategies (i.e., filled pauses and repetition) to manage disfluency in their speech by 
analyzing natural spoken data in a corpus of children’s speech. Results show that 
school-age Arab children employ the five most frequent DMs in the corpus (like, yeah, 
okay, so and oh) in co-occurrence with filled pauses and repetitions to serve primarily 
disfluency functions. The study contributes to the field of disfluency studies by offering 
insights into how Arabic-speaking child learners of English use discourse markers along 
with other strategies to manage disfluency and develop L1-like interactional patterns, 
thereby shedding light on the acquisition of pragmatic and interactional competence in 
L2 children.

Keywords
child second language, Arabic-speaking children, pragmatic competence, English as an 
additional language, discourse markers, disfluency, filled pauses, repetition, self-repair

1	 Introduction

Everyday conversations often exhibit disfluency. The need to fill gaps 
in interaction, maintain the flow of conversation, and attend to various 
communicative purposes means that speakers are reacting spontaneously to 
conversational turns that cannot always be planned. Disfluency can take various 
forms, including prolonged silent pauses, verbal hesitations, and self-initiated 
repairs (Lickley, 2017). To navigate disfluency, speakers often employ different 
strategies, including the use of filled pauses, repetitions, and/or lexical fillers, 
such as discourse markers (DMs). Although they are often perceived as “bad 
habits” if used repetitively (Crible & Pasqual, 2020, p. 55), DMs serve various 
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pragmatic and discourse functions. DMs, which can also co-occur with other 
strategies such as filled pauses, often assist speakers in planning their upcoming 
utterances, marking grammatical boundaries or giving speakers time to breathe, 
thereby minimising disfluency in their speech (Bada, 2010, p. 1687).

Disfluency can occur at any stage of language acquisition, whether in the 
talk of L1 or L2 speakers. There are numerous studies of disfluency strategies, 
including DMs, in L1 children (e.g., Clark, 1982; Furman & Özyürek, 2007; 
Gósy, 2019; Laakso, 2010; Schweinberger, 2023). These studies demonstrate 
that young children learn how to communicate and manage disfluency through 
conversational interaction, which in most cases takes place with a parent (Clark, 
1982; see also Clark & Hecht, 1983; Laakso, 2010). In fact, there is strong evidence 
of children initiating a repair to their own utterances (self-initiated repair) from 
a very young age (less than 2 years old, see Laakso, 2010), demonstrating their 
ability to monitor their speech to coordinate with the rules of their L1 (Clark 
& Hecht, 1983, p. 341). Research also shows that, by the age of 5, children mark 
disfluency in their L1 using filled pauses, either alone or in combination with 
DMs (Laakso, 2010).

In child second language acquisition (SLA), the use of DMs with other 
disfluency strategies can indicate that children are still in the process of acquiring 
speech management strategies in the L2, similar to those of L1 speakers. In fact, 
learning L2 is more demanding for children than learning their L1 because they 
can often find themselves in unprepared situations, such as facing unfamiliar 
topics. These situations could lead them to deviate in using disfluency markers 
from the use of L1 speakers, resulting in frequent use of disfluency markers in 
their speech (see Götz, 2013).

Unlike the plethora of studies investigating disfluency strategies in children’s 
L1 acquisition, studies on L2 children’s acquisition of these strategies are rare. 
The co-occurrence of DMs and other disfluency strategies has also been studied 
extensively in the speech of adult L2 learners. Less attention has been given 
to how L2 children employ these markers. Although some studies suggest that 
young learners develop pragmatic competence through interaction, it remains 
unclear how DMs function as a disfluency strategy in this context. Previous 
studies also report that adult learners employ filled pauses with DMs differently 
in terms of types (uh, um) or positions (before or after the DM). Therefore, this 
study aims to investigate two main questions:
1)	� How do Arabic-speaking school-age children learning English as an 

additional language employ DMs to mark their disfluency alongside other 
disfluency strategies, including filled pauses and repetitions?
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2)	� Which types of filled pauses co-occur with DMs to mark disfluency in 
the speech of Arabic-speaking children learning English as an additional 
language, and in what positions do these filled pauses occur relative to DMs?
Answering these questions helps to clarify the strategies that L2 children 

employ along with DMs to manage disfluency in their speech. In addition, the 
findings from this study could inform language teaching by illustrating how 
learners use DMs and other disfluency strategies in authentic communicative 
situations. This study provides a useful basis for future comparisons with other 
child datasets or with other L2 adult learners.

2	 Disfluency

The phenomenon of speech disfluency refers to the interruption of the 
flow of interaction that does not add any propositional content to the ongoing 
communication (Fox Tree, 1995, p. 709). Corley and Stewart (2008) argue 
that disfluency occurs in speech as a result of increased cognitive load. This 
often happens when a speaker faces challenges while planning their upcoming 
message due to its complexity or length (see Lickley, 2017), thereby requiring 
more processing time. Other challenges can also cause disfluency; for instance, 
words that are less frequent in a speaker’s lexicon or that were acquired at a later 
stage often pose a challenge for speakers when it comes to retrieving them during 
their communication (especially in cases of unplanned speech).

As stated earlier, disfluency can take different forms, including hesitation and 
repairs (Lickley, 2017, p. 375). Hesitation, for instance, is considered a crucial 
conversational strategy, indicating that a speaker “needs a moment’s reflection, 
but is still in control of his/her turn” (Gilquin, 2008, p. 120). In SLA, hesitation 
is particularly important because speakers often experience planning problems 
when searching for the right L2 formulation (Gilquin, 2008). Hesitation can 
manifest as filled pauses (e.g., uh, um), filler expressions and repetition of 
utterances, or combinations of these features (Lickley, 2017, p. 375).

Self-initiated repair is another form of disfluency, documented and labelled 
by Schegloff et al. (1977). In their definition, Schegloff et al. (1977) argue that 
repairs mark some kind of trouble in spontaneous speech, which can include error 
correction, searching for a word, or a false start. They differentiate between two 
types of repairs: self-initiated and other-initiated repairs. In self-initiated repairs, 
the speaker who is the source of the trouble in speech provides the repair. In 
other-initiated repairs, other speakers offer the repair to the speaker who is facing 
trouble in their speech. Self-initiated repair is often linked to disfluency since 
speakers themselves interrupt the flow of their own turns to produce the repair 
items (Rieger, 2003, p. 48). These repair items can take various forms, including 
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substitution, insertion, or deletion (Lickley, 2017, p. 377). In substitution, a 
speaker replaces the error with a correct form, as in the example “go straight and 
then turn to the left-right”. Insertion, on the other hand, occurs when a speaker 
adds something to the repaired utterance. This often happens with modifiers, as 
in the example “When I came home, he was there, nearly there”. In deletion, a 
speaker abandons the whole utterance and begins a new one, as in the example 
“When I came home- actually, I did go to the post office earlier today”. In using 
deletion, the speaker often tries to draw the listener’s attention to background 
information before supplying more information (Lickley, 2017, p. 377).

In cases of self-repair, we can typically identify three key components in 
speaker turns: the segment being repaired, the initiation of the repair and the 
segment providing the repair (Rieger, 2003, p. 48). These correspond with Levelt’s 
(1995) three stages of self-monitoring in speech, which include: a) detecting the 
repairable item phase (error in Levelt’s term); b) the editing phase in which a 
speaker uses filled pauses such as uh and um(umm) and fillers including DMs; 
and c) the re-start in which a speaker produces the repaired item.

Although disfluencies can sometimes hinder listeners’ comprehension (see 
Fox Tree, 1995), experimental studies have found that mitigating strategies often 
assist listeners to “avoid erroneous syntactic parsing”, speed up word recognition 
and guide the prediction of the upcoming linguistic information (Bosker et al., 
2014, p. 105). Speakers can use disfluency strategies as a means to buy time 
and avoid long silences (Clark, 1982, p. 176). Hence, they work to enhance 
speakers’ fluency rather than marking their disfluency (Peltonen, 2024, p. 2). 
These strategies also serve important communicative functions, such as enabling 
a speaker “to better coordinate [their] interaction, manage turn-taking, or align 
their mental states” (Bortfeld et al., 2001, p. 124).

As such, many researchers argue in favor of looking at these strategies as 
means to enhance fluency rather than disfluency (see Crible, 2018; Cuenca 
& Crible, 2019; Götz, 2013; Kosmala & Crible, 2022; Kosmala, 2024; and Tottie, 
2017, among others). This view among researchers is rooted in the idea that 
fluency and disfluency should be seen as a scale rather than a separate division. 
In Götz’s (2013) account, disfluency strategies (i.e., ‘fluencemes’ according 
to their approach) are seen as means to enhance the communicative purposes 
rather than as a hindrance to the ongoing communications (see also Crible et al., 
2017; Crible, 2018). From this perspective, filled pauses are similar to DMs in 
that both can serve various discourse functions, such as planning, reformulation 
and monitoring (Kosmala & Crible, 2022). In addition, Tottie (2017, p. 123) 
argues that filled pauses and DMs often cluster together and can be classified 
as one category, known as “planners”. The use of filled pauses with DMs can 
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also indicate that speakers are trying to maintain their turn while they need time 
to think about their upcoming utterance. In short, research on DMs finds that 
these elements can serve as markers to enhance communication and provide 
smoothness to the ongoing interaction (Crible & Pasqual, 2020).

2.1	Discourse markers and (dis)fluency

This study is concerned with discourse markers (DMs), specifically, and 
their use in relation to disfluency in L2 speech. Discourse markers, such as like, 
well, you know and I mean are small words that aid in the naturalness of the 
ongoing interaction. In Schiffrin’s (1987, p. 31) view, DMs are “sequentially 
dependent elements which bracket units of talk” and work as “contextual 
coordinates”, since they aid speakers in interpreting discourse based on context 
and shared understanding between interlocutors. Crible (2018, p. 34) describes 
DMs as “a very slippery category” for two reasons; first, the group of forms 
known as DMs often comes from different grammatical categories including 
nouns, verbs, adjectives, prepositions and adverbs, as well as in the form of fixed 
phrases or sometimes clauses (see Schiffrin, 2001, p. 57). The other reason is that 
researchers study DMs according to different theoretical backgrounds, which has 
therefore resulted in using different labels and definitions to define DMs. It is 
beyond the scope of this article to discuss the long debate on DMs in previous 
literature (see Fischer, 2006). In this article, the term DMs refers to a group of 
linguistic elements that “are syntactically independent of the sentence to which 
they are attached, and hence are moveable and appear to be omissible” (Brinton, 
2023, p. 7). In addition, DMs are non-propositional elements that do not add to 
the meaning of the host utterance (Schouroup, 1985).

Although DMs appear to be semantically empty, they serve important 
pragmatic and discourse functions (Andersen, 2011). Furthermore, DMs are 
multi-functional items in the sense that a single DM can carry multiple functions, 
and similarly, the same function can be expressed by different DMs. Attempts to 
identify the various functions of DMs draw on different theoretical frameworks, 
including Coherence-Based theory (see Schiffrin, 1987); Relevance theory (see 
Andersen, 2001, 2011; Blakemore, 2002); and Meaning-Potential (see Aijmer, 
2013). Many other researchers adopt a functional paradigm in analyzing the 
various functions of DMs (e.g., Aijmer, 2013; Brinton, 1996, 2006, 2023; Crible, 
2017, 2018; Müller, 2005), which typically signal either ideational, textual or 
interpersonal functions. Brinton’s (1996) taxonomy of DM functions (which 
discerns textual and interpersonal) has been highly influential in the field of DM 
studies. In this framework, textual functions are those related to the structuring 
of the sentences, including their use to a) provide examples, explanation or 
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justification, b) mark topic change or closure, or c) mark disfluency functions 
such as hesitation or repair. Interpersonal functions, on the other hand, are related 
to the functions that flag the relation between speakers and their hearers. These 
functions include face-saving and turn management.

In the field of SLA, many studies have investigated the use of DMs by 
learners and compared their use to that of L1 speakers (e.g., Fung & Carter, 2007; 
Gilquin, 2016; Müller, 2005) in relation to other disfluency markers. For instance, 
Gilquin (2008, p. 119) studied the use of DMs (‘small words’ in her terms) and 
other disfluency strategies, including filled and unfilled pauses as markers of 
hesitation in the speech of L1 and speakers. The results of their work show that 
unlike L1 speakers, L2 learners employ pauses more frequently than DMs to 
mark hesitations. Götz (2013) finds that L2 learners use DMs less frequently than 
filled and unfilled pauses. According to Götz (2013), L2 preference for using 
filled pauses to mark disfluency in their speech over DMs could be a sign of 
their being in a learning phase. By comparison, Huang et al. (2023) find that 
advanced proficient learners use more DMs than filled and unfilled pauses to 
mark their planning. They also find that across DMs (except for like) usage is 
higher among more advanced learners. These results show a positive correlation 
between speakers’ level of proficiency and DM frequency.

In studying the differences between the uses of disfluency strategies as 
clusters, Degand and Gilquin (2013) find that French speakers of English use 
DMs more frequently with filled pauses than English speakers. Similarly, Crible 
et al. (2017) examine the differences between L1 English speakers and L2 French 
speakers in using DMs alongside filled pauses and find a preference among L2 
speakers to use DMs to precede filled pauses.

The context of speech (spontaneous vs. non-spontaneous) may also affect 
the use of disfluency strategies, including DMs in both L1 and L2 speakers. For 
instance, Boughaba (2021) finds that professional Arabic-speaking interpreters 
produce higher rates of disfluencies, including filled and unfilled pauses in 
spontaneous speech compared with non-spontaneous speech. Similarly, Eren et 
al. (2022) compare the use of disfluency strategies by L2 speakers from different 
language backgrounds and report that L2 speakers’ use of disfluency strategies 
varies according to the type of speech (spontaneous vs. read) and proficiency, 
indicating that both cognitive demand and L1-related factors can affect the use 
of disfluency strategies.

The discussed studies show that the use of DMs with other disfluency 
strategies can differ according to the type of speakers (e.g., L1, L2) and the 
language (e.g., French, English or Arabic).
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3	 Methodology

3.1	Participants and data collection

As this study involves human participants, particularly minors, I obtained 
ethical approval from the Research Ethics Committee before commencing data 
collection. With the headteachers’ approval, I obtained written formal consent 
from the children’s families to conduct recordings of interactions of the children 
while they were at school.

At the time of data collection, the children were studying in the upper grades 
(fourth, fifth and sixth) in international primary schools. In these English-medium 
schools, all school subjects are taught in English and any inside or outside class 
conversations are restricted to the English language. A background questionnaire 
filled out by the participants’ parents revealed that over 92% of participants 
had previously been enrolled in English/English-Arabic speaking preschools. 
Participants were included in the study if they a) were a native Arabic speaker, 
b) had been studying in an English-medium school since their first grade.

These criteria were applied to facilitate a cohort of learners whose level 
of English was comparable. To construct a corpus of Arab children’s speech, 
I recruited 120 female school-age children (aged 9-12 years) from three different 
international schools to participate in semi-spontaneous peer conversations. To 
collect recorded spontaneous speech from the children, I (with the teachers’ 
assistance) scheduled a room on the school premises with tables, chairs, an audio 
recorder and a prompt card box that included topic ideas for their conversations 
(e.g., friends, family holiday, happy stories). During the recording phase, 
participants were matched with their best friends as pairs. I invited each pair to 
a private room within the school premises. While participants were engaged in 
their conversations, I took notes that were valuable in recognizing their voices 
later, that is, during the transcribing stage. I planned to record each pair of 
participants for ten minutes. However, not all the recordings ended up being 
this long. Some pairs appeared to be inhibited by the presence of the recorder, 
although most were not. The data were a mix of unguided and semi-guided peer 
conversations since less than half of the participants chose to talk about their own 
topics and not to use the prompt cards.

I transcribed the recorded conversations, adopting the forms used in the 
Spoken BNC2014 (Love et al., 2017) for filled pauses, namely uh, mm and uhu. 
A total of 60 transcripts (78,035 words) were collated and indexed in the corpus 
analysis tool CQPweb (Hardie, 2012) for frequency analysis and coding. I refer 
to the dataset as the Ar-Children corpus and examples are attributed to individual 
file numbers. All names and identifying information are anonymized.
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3.2	Coding DMs

The first step in examining DMs as disfluency markers was to identify DMs in 
the data, which meant determining the relevant lexical forms and differentiating 
the use of those terms as DMs from non-DM use. Reviewing a list of the most 
frequently occurring terms in the data, I identified the most frequent candidate 
DMs as like, yeah, okay, so and oh. I then manually categorized occurrences of 
these terms that were consistent with the characteristics of DMs as identified by 
Schouroup (1985) and discussed in Section 2.2. For example, I excluded the use 
of these forms as grammatical elements with a role in the syntactic clause, as in 
the following:

(1)		 so, do you like the school (0846/Ar-Children)

(2)		 they’re like. hello sweetie are you okay. (8350/Ar-Children)

(3)		 I’m not really into clothes designing, I like singing so much. (0802/Ar-Children)

The manual identification of DMs reveals that the five most frequent DMs 
appear in 3,002 instances in the Ar-Children corpus to serve various textual 
and interpersonal functions. I manually coded occurrences of DMs to mark 
the various textual and interpersonal functions following previous studies (see 
Section 2.1). To maintain analytical focus in the present study, the discussion is 
limited to one textual function of DMs (i.e., signaling disfluency functions) with 
other functions deliberately excluded from the present analysis. As disfluency 
markers, DMs are often preceded or followed by other disfluency strategies, 
including hesitation, filled and unfilled pauses, self-repair or repetition. The use 
of filled pauses includes the use of the two transcribed pauses uh and mm (um). 
The following examples from the Ar-Children corpus illustrate examples of DMs 
flagging disfluency functions along with other disfluency strategies.

(4)	 	082402: and mm what uh what like uh how many uh mm your sisters or your 
brother (0824/Ar-Children) (DM+ filled pauses)

(5)		 094101: why / it is so good , with teacher [ANON-name]
		 094102: cause it’s so easy
		 094101: yeah okay, so mm what were we talking about? (0941/Ar-Children) 

(Repetition of DMs+ filled pauses)

(6)		 123001: brother. yeah, they go to- to the cats (.) uh okay they go to buy the cats/ 
(1230/Ar-Children) (pauses+ DM+ self-repair)



Nuha Alharbi

12

In the next section, I present and analyze in detail instances of DMs used in 
the context of disfluency.

4	 Results

This section discusses the results of the five most frequent DMs (like, 
yeah, okay, so and oh) in the Ar-Children corpus to flag disfluency with other 
disfluency strategies, including filled pauses and repetition(s). Before discussing 
their use as disfluency, Table 1 presents the total numbers of these five DMs 
in the Ar-Children corpus, along with their frequencies and percentages as 
disfluency markers.

DMs Total DM use DMs as disfluency markers
N N %

like 1,199 346 28.8%
yeah 639 18 2.8 %
okay 548 88 16.1 %
so 322 36 11.2 %
oh 294 21 7.1 %
Total 3,002 509 16.9 %

Table 1: Total frequencies and disfluency use of the five DMs in the Ar-Children corpus

Out of the 3,002 instances of the five most frequent DMs in the Ar-Children 
corpus, 509 instances (16.9%) serve as disfluency markers, with variation in 
the proportion with which each term is used to mark disfluency. Participants 
employ like, the most frequent of the DMs, to flag disfluency functions in almost 
one-third of its occurrences (28.8%), which is also the highest proportion. In 
contrast, the DM yeah is rarely used to mark disfluency functions in the corpus 
(2.8 %), despite being one of the most frequent DMs. Lastly, oh is the least 
frequent to mark both DM and disfluency functions, with 294 occurrences as a 
DM and only 20 instances (7.1%) as a disfluency marker. A possible explanation 
for this higher frequency of some DMs (e.g., like) is the habitual tendency of 
speakers to repeat these DMs during conversation, as in Example (7).

(7)	 	835001: when do you want to hang out like, like, there’s a four days vacation 
(8350/Ar-Children)
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4.1	Repetition of DMs

Repetition often occurs as a natural part of speech to buy time while 
formulating thoughts and to maintain the flow of their turns. This repetition 
can manifest in various forms, such as repeating the same DM multiple times 
or combining it with other DMs to create complex disfluent patterns. Figure 1 
presents the percentages of DMs co-occurring with other forms of DMs in the 
corpus and occurrences of repetition (i.e., like, like).

Figure 1: The co-occurrence of DMs with same and different DMs

The values in Figure 1 show that okay is the most likely to co-occur with 
other DMs (36%), and this is often in combination with the DMs so and yeah, as 
in Example (8). These co-occurrences of okay, so and/or yeah appear mostly at 
turn-initial positions.

(8)	 	094102: yeah okay, so mm what were we talking about, oh what we go like 
shopping with [ANON-name] (0941/Ar-Children).

This finding suggests that participants in the Ar-Children corpus frequently 
use sequences of DMs at turn-initial position, a pattern consistent with previous 
findings on the positional preference of DM sequencing (Crible, 2018).

In comparison, the DM like co-occurs with a number of different DMs, such 
as oh, yeah, okay and you know, mostly at turn-medial position. This result is 
consistent with Blanchard and Buysse (2022), who find that these DMs are 
among the ten frequent DMs to co-occur with like. In Example (9), the speaker 
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employs a sequence of a connective and with two DMs yeah and like and a filled 
pause uh, as a stalling strategy, giving her more time to think without losing her 
turn in the conversation.

(9)		 082101: I want to just feel the feeling when I go to space and yeah, like, uh I will 
be so happy (0821/Ar-Children)

However, like as a disfluency strategy appears more often as a repeated DM 
in the form like, like. Speakers in the corpus also employ the repeated forms of 
okay and oh with different percentages (13% and 5%, respectively). Repetition of 
certain routinized DMs is common among L2 speakers (see Crible et al., 2017). 
In the Ar-Children corpus, participants tend to rely on a limited set of familiar 
DMs, recycling them in clusters during moments of planning difficulty.

Examining the various uses of DMs as disfluency markers reveals that 
repetition does not constitute the most frequent pattern, as demonstrated in 
Table 2. The five DMs can also co-occur with other disfluency markers, including 
filled pauses, repetition of adjacent previous utterance and self-repair.

DM Filled pauses DM repetition Self-repair Utterance 
repetition

like 154 48 74 70
okay 54 28 2 4
so 19 11 1 5
oh 7 7 5 2
yeah 6 6 1 5
Total 240 100 83 86

Table 2: DMs co-occurrence with other disfluency strategies

4.2	DMs with filled pauses

The most frequent pattern of DMs as a disfluency strategy appears in their 
co-occurrence with filled pauses. To mark their disfluency in the Ar-Children 
corpus, speakers employ different patterns of filled pauses with DMs, as shown 
in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Patterns of DMs clustering with various patterns of filled pauses

As evident from Figure 2, the two patterns of a DM+filled pauses (uh, mm) 
are the most frequently used strategy to signal disfluency in the corpus. When 
preceding DMs, participant use the filled pause uh more often than the filled pause 
mm to mark their disfluency. This result suggests a pattern that Arabic-speaking 
children employ that relies on uh more than um in clustering with DMs, consistent 
with previous studies of Arabic-speaking learners (see Alkhelaiwi, 2023).

Looking at the co-occurrence of specific DMs with other disfluency markers 
shows that like frequently co-occurs more with the filled pause uh in its three 
various patterns: DM+uh, uh+DM and uh+DM+uh. The reason for using these 
three patterns with like over others may stem from its frequent occurrence in the 
middle of speaker’s turns, where it assists speakers in searching for a specific 
word, as in Example (10); explaining their answers, as in Example (11); or trying 
to connect pieces of their questions, as in Example (12).

(10)		 11106: actually when uh we went, to uh like, the mall, when went to the mall, she 
also, my bestie, went to the mall (11106/Ar-Children)

(11)		 124502: yeah I like to travel, in like uh when- when I have a vacation, I like to 
travel so much (1245/Ar-Children)

(12)		 082101: what favorite subject like uh did the-did the teacher like tell you to do 
(0821/Ar-Children)
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In contrast, speakers use okay more frequently with the filled pause mm. In all 
its occurrences in the pattern DM+mm, okay marks a new question at turn-initial 
positions, as in Example (13).

(13)		 121401: okay mm do you love to skate? (1214/Ar-Children)

The pattern mm+DM with okay often appears in a sequence with the DM so, 
as in Example (14). Additionally, speakers often use this pattern with questions 
at turn-initial positions. Using such pattern at turn boundaries suggests that 
participants in the corpus employ disfluency strategies not only to manage 
disfluency but also to facilitate smooth turn initiation in ongoing interaction.

(14)	 	110701: mm okay so, what do you like to talk about? 
110702: mm games (1107/Ar-Children)

So appears more often in the pattern DM+uh to mark disfluency. The use of 
this pattern often appears in the middle of speakers’ narratives, as in Example 
(15).

(15)	 	111602: the car was so big and like it uh fit all my cousins and brothers, and like 
this, and my mum and dad so uh we-we my dad was driving (1116/Ar-Children)

The DM so exhibits contrasting patterns of use with filled pauses since 
speakers frequently employ the pattern mm+DM, marking it as the second most 
frequent pattern with so. In the corpus, this pattern appears in most cases in a 
sequence with repetitions and/or with unfilled pauses, as in Example (16).

(16)		 14601: wow (.) mm so (.) did- did you see (1460/Ar-Children)

Thus, the results show a preference for using mm to precede so than using uh. 
While speakers tend to use so+uh amid a narrative to show their thinking process 
and to link their upcoming utterances, they use the pattern mm+so to mark their 
uncertainty about what to say next.

Yeah rarely appears with filled pauses because it often serves as a confirmation 
marker in the corpus. The most used pattern of yeah with filled pauses is uh+DM, 
in which speakers mostly declare that they have arrived at the end of their 
thinking process, as in Example (17).

(17)		 125702: I watched let me see I only like horror movies but the most one I like is 
uh yeah the Conjuring, the movie (1257/Ar-Children)
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Oh is also rarely used with filled pauses. However, in its infrequent 
occurrences, speakers employ oh more frequently in the pattern uh/mm+DM, as 
in Example (18).

(18)	 	102602: what is your favorite color?
		 102601: uh uh oh, blue (1026/Ar-Children)

In the Ar-Children corpus, there is no occurrence of the three complex patterns 
of filled pauses and DMs, that is, uh+DM+uh, uh+DM+mm and mm+DM+uh 
with the two DMs yeah and oh. A possible explanation for their absence could be 
that speakers employ these two DMs with a preceding filled pause to mark the 
end of their thinking process, thereby signaling continuity rather than showing 
uncertainty.

The different combinations of DMs with the two filled pauses suggest the 
presence of systematic patterning in how speakers pair particular DMs with 
particular filled pauses, consistent with observations reported in previous studies 
(e.g., Crible, 2018; Kosmala & Crible, 2022).

4.3	DMs with utterance repetition and self-repair

The third most used pattern of DMs with other disfluency strategies is 
their use with total utterance repetition in the Ar-Children corpus. In using 
DMs with utterance repetition, speakers often repeat the same wording of the 
previous utterance while using a DM as a bracket between these two utterances. 
Participants use the DM like in 74 out of the 86 examples of utterance repetition, 
as in Example (19).

(19)		 093001: really I’m going try it , because once I like , uh taste it / I was young and 
did not like it but when I like, when I look bigger, I think, it’s really good (0930/
Ar-Children)

As a disfluency strategy, DMs can also flag self-repair. This pattern is the least 
used to mark disfluency in the Ar-Children corpus. In such cases, a DM appears 
between two utterances, where the former is the one to be repaired, and the latter 
is the repaired utterance. The DM often appears in the middle and works as “an 
editing term” (Levelt, 1995, p. 22). Speakers in the Ar-Children corpus employ 
DMs to flag self-repair in 86 instances (see Table 2). DMs mark self-repair as 
either a (total/partial) reformulation of a previous utterance or a repair of previous 
syntactic errors. Participants use DMs to mark a total reformulation of a previous 
utterance when they feel the need to modify their previous utterance and add 
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precise information. The modification can be a total modification of a single or 
multiple utterances, as in Example (20).

(20)		 113401: I-I love English after it Islamic after it-after it math, and-and, science 
okay the first is English the second is Islamic third is-is mm math the-the fourth 
the fourth is science (1134/Ar-Children)

In comparison, partial modification can cover a change on the level of a 
single word or phrase. For instance, the speaker in Example (21) describes a 
movie she has watched and modifies the verb make with control, using like to 
mark her upcoming repair.

(21)	 	115701: he like, he put poison in them, like this thingy and he makes them like, 
he controls them like a robot (1157/Ar-Children)

The use of DMs as self-repair can also indicate an upcoming correction for a 
previous syntactic error. In this type of self-repair, the participant is trying to show 
their ability to use the appropriate grammatical construction, as in Example (22).

(22)		 125702: my whole vacation I was like, uh I had, sleepovers with my cousins 
(1257/Ar-Children)

Most of the self-repair examples appear with the DM like. Oh is the second 
frequent DM in the Ar-Children corpus to mark self-repair and marks a total 
change of the speaker’s thought, as in Example (23).

(23)	 	392901: did you know when I was in KG the teach- oh mm did you know, when 
I was in KG mm I was like I was so happy. (3929/Ar-Children)

The infrequent use of the other three DMs to flag self-repair could be attributed 
to the strong correlation to their semantic meaning as markers of confirmation 
(e.g., yeah and okay) or as a marker of result (i.e., so).

5	 Discussion

This study examined how Arabic-speaking school-age female children 
learning English as an additional language employ DMs as clusters with filled 
pauses and repetition to flag disfluency as a sign of their language learning. The 
findings highlight four primary clusters of DMs as a disfluency strategy: repetition 
of same/different DMs, DMs with filled pauses, DMs with adjacent utterance 
repetition and DMs with self-repair. In the Ar-Children corpus, children use DMs 
alongside other disfluency strategies, suggesting an increased fluency of their L2 
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use comparable to L2 adults. As Lennon (1990) asserts, the increased ability of 
learners to monitor, reformulate and correct their produced speech indicates their 
development in L2 fluency. Arabic-speaking children’s use of DM clusters with 
other strategies indicates an ability to detect and manage speech breakdowns, 
often more effectively than relying solely on pauses. Williams (2022) argues 
that DMs and filled pauses work more effectively than silences as a disguise for 
speech interruptions.

The analysis also shows that combining DMs with filled pauses was the 
most common strategy to flag disfluency, with the DM+filled pause pattern 
occurring more frequently than the filled pause+DM pattern. While Kosmala and 
Crible (2022) report that the pattern DM+filled pauses is typical of L1 speech, 
Alkhelaiwi (2023) finds that Arabic-speaking adults learning English as L2 also 
favor this pattern. These findings suggest that other factors, such as proficiency 
level and L1 transfer influence disfluency strategies. In the Ar-Children corpus, 
the preference for using the pattern DM+filled pauses shows their ability to 
employ an emergent English pattern of complex DMs with filled pauses similar 
to and then (see Cuenca & Crible, 2019; Kosmala & Crible, 2022). On the 
other hand, the use of filled pause+DM could be an indicator of instances where 
the Arabic-speaking children are using the filled pause mainly to pause while 
planning, and the DM to signal the beginning of the upcoming utterance (see 
Kosmala & Crible, 2022). In these instances, the use of a filled pause (first) could 
suggest that the speaker lacks the speech strategies for planning their upcoming 
utterances (see Crible et al., 2017). In any case, the comparable frequencies 
of these patterns in the Ar-Children corpus demonstrate how Arabic-speaking 
children use various strategies to manage cognitive load during their speech 
production. Furthermore, sequences such as “like, uh like um” illustrate how 
DMs are layered with combinations of filled pauses and DMs to indicate 
hesitation. These findings warrant further comparative investigation comparing 
such clusters of DMs and filled pauses across languages, registers and speakers.

The use of the two disfluency strategies of DM repetitions and DM with 
utterance repetition further highlights the Arabic-speaking children’s reliance on 
repetition as a disfluency strategy. Although DM clusters with repetition do not 
add any new information or a change, they help speakers plan upcoming utterances 
(Crible & Pascual, 2020). In fact, speakers in a new speech environment (i.e., L2 
interactions), sometimes rely on repetitions as a planning strategy, which is often 
unnoticed by other speakers (Williams, 2022). It works mainly as a floor-holding 
technique. This function complicates its use as a disfluency strategy because it 
indicates that speakers are striving to avoid long silences or hesitation (Peltonen, 
2024). As disfluency does not always entail disfunctionality in speech, DMs 
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clustering with repetition could therefore be a positive sign of learners’ fluency 
development in L2 and their ability to manage their own speech.

In the Ar-Children corpus, like is the most prominent DM to co-occur with 
other disfluency markers. The overreliance on like as a DM in general – and as a 
marker of disfluency in particular – could suggest that Arabic-speaking children 
are still developing their language skills in line with Huang et al. (2023). While 
over-reliance on like can signal disfluency (Crible, 2017; Huang et al., 2023), 
its frequent use in the Ar-Children corpus also reflects its multifunctionality as a 
planning and self-repair marker. The DM+uh pattern, for example, occurs more 
often than other combinations and frequently precedes reformulations, indicating 
that L2 children are not only aware of speech errors but can actively manage 
them. This suggests that like functions as more than a disfluency marker; it is 
a tool for signaling, organizing, and smoothing speech, reflecting emerging 
pragmatic competence and developing fluency in L2 interaction.

In addition, the preference for using like over other DMs to signal disfluency 
in L2 could suggest that Arabic-speaking children’s exposure to colloquial 
English through media or peers. This interpretation comes from the fact that 
like in English is correlated with the speech of young speakers in findings of 
many studies (see Andersen, 2001; Beeching, 2016). Previous research also 
shows that the use of like increases as children enter school and expand their 
social interactions with teachers and peers, as well as through literacy-related 
practices such as social media and game chats (Schweinberger, 2023). Its high 
frequency may also be due to its relative simplicity and generalizability, making 
it an accessible resource for marking pauses and uncertainty during speech 
planning in L2 children. Overall, the prevalence of like suggests that children 
in the Ar-Children corpus are incorporating it into their L2 pragmatic repertoire.

The use of DMs alongside other disfluency devices reveals L2 
Arabic-speaking children’s awareness of conversational norms and their 
ability to manage disfluency appropriately, in line with Rieger’s (2003) 
observation that such strategies reflect pragmatic awareness in L2 interaction. 
The varied use of DMs further suggests that learners are internalizing their 
multifunctionality as both fillers and organizational resources. These findings 
have pedagogical implications, highlighting the value of attending to learners’ 
DM use in developing pragmatic competence. Although the present study did not 
systematically examine coursebooks, however, based on general observations 
and previous studies, current materials provide minimal coverage of the 
functions of DMs in spontaneous communications (see Crible, 2018). Thus, 
teachers could benefit from incorporating corpus-based activities that highlight 
the appropriate use of DMs in conversational contexts, emphasizing their 
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functions as a disfluency strategy. Teachers could also benefit from incorporating 
activities such as role-plays, guided conversations or listening tasks to support 
learners in the successful spontaneous use of DMs, assisting them in overcoming 
disfluency and managing the overflow of their interactions in L2. Additionally, 
the overreliance on specific DMs, such as like could guide teachers in addressing 
both the benefits and drawbacks of DM overuse, which can mark L2 speech as 
“unskilful” (Gilquin, 2008). In fact, the overuse of such DMs could be a result of 
explicit teaching of these DMs (Crible & Pascual, 2020). Thus, teachers need to 
focus on introducing the significance of using a variety of DMs.

6	 Conclusion

The study highlights the significance of DMs as tools for managing disfluency 
in the speech of Arabic-speaking learners of English as an additional language. By 
examining their use as hesitation and self-repair markers, this article contributes 
to our understanding of how L2 child learners manage spoken interactions. 
The findings highlight learners’ strategic use of DMs, particularly like, as they 
navigate the challenges of producing fluent and coherent speech in English. 
The variety in DM clustering with filled pauses indicates that Arabic-speaking 
children are gradually acquiring L1-like forms for organizing their interactions 
under planning pressure. Understanding how speakers overcome disfluencies 
using various strategies such as DMs, filled pauses and repetitions provides 
insights into the acquisition of L2 pragmatics competence.
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ESTABLISHING A PRESENCE:  
SELF-MENTION IN L2 (CZECH) DOCTORAL WRITING 

AND EXPERT WRITING IN LINGUISTICS

Daniel Gerrard

Abstract
Self-mention clearly establishes the writer’s presence in the text and may enhance the 
persuasiveness of their arguments. Although widely researched in L2 student and expert 
academic writing, relatively little attention has been given to self-mention in doctoral 
writing in European contexts. This corpus-based study compares the use of self-mention 
in 30 English-medium PhD theses by Czech doctoral students and 30 published research 
articles by Anglophone scholars in linguistics. Quantitative and qualitative analysis of the 
frequency, forms and functions was conducted in Sketch Engine. Overall, self-mention 
occurred approximately twice as frequently in the student corpus and was more frequent 
in every rhetorical section. While students primarily employed self-mention to organise 
the discourse and project a confident stance, experts tended to use self-mention to put 
forward claims and justify their methodological decisions. The findings may inform 
future academic writing instruction for L2 doctoral students in similar contexts aiming to 
publish their research internationally.

Keywords
self-mention, authorial presence, stance, academic writing, doctoral students, corpus 
analysis

1	 Introduction

Whether explicitly present or not, the reader is aware of the person behind the 
text, and the writer’s decision to reveal themselves (or not) will impact how their 
content is received and interpreted. Should the writer choose to step into the text, 
typically through the use of first person pronouns, they may present themselves 
as a credible, confident voice, in control of the discourse. Their presence also 
enables them to attach themselves to the central argument and any knowledge 
claims made, thus gaining recognition from the disciplinary community for their 
contribution to the field.

The significance of authorial presence for effective academic writing has 
been widely studied as part of Hyland’s (2005a) influential metadiscourse 
framework. Hyland defines self-mention as the writer’s “use of first person 
pronouns and possessive adjectives to present propositional, affective and 
interpersonal information” (Hyland, 2005b, p. 181). Studies of expert academic 
writing in applied linguistics, particularly research articles, have found that 
writers frequently employ self-mention devices for various rhetorical purposes 
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(Dontcheva-Navratilova, 2023b; Hyland, 2001; Walková, 2019). Hyland (2001) 
explains that the relatively high frequency of self-mention is due to the nature 
of research in the soft disciplines and the writer’s need to gain acceptance 
for their methodological decisions. Their explicit authorial presence, then, 
allows the writer to present their research findings and conclusions in a more 
persuasive manner.

Researchers have also explored intercultural differences in the use of 
self-mention by writers from a wide variety of linguacultural backgrounds (see 
Mur-Dueñas & Šinkūnienė, 2016, for a review). In Slavic languages such as 
Czech, for example, writers tend to background their presence through the use 
of various impersonal constructions or express a degree of modesty through 
the use of authorial we (Chamonikolasová, 2005; Čmejrková & Daneš, 1997). 
However, there is some evidence of Czech academic writing converging on the 
Anglophone style (Dontcheva-Navratilova, 2023a; Raušová, 2018) as writers 
adapt, consciously or not, to international conventions of publication.

Besides negotiating intercultural differences, student writers must also get 
to grips with the disciplinary norms governing self-mention use in academic 
writing. While writers should not see themselves as slaves to their discipline, 
these norms determine to a certain extent the success of the writing and whether 
it is likely to be accepted by the community. For doctoral students working on 
publications alongside their thesis, there is a sense of having to ‘fake it’ as an 
expert writer in order to be accepted by an academic journal for publication. 
Achieving this is made more difficult still by the conflicting, even misleading, 
advice on self-mention from teachers and academic writing manuals (Jiang & 
Hyland, 2020). It is not surprising, then, that even at the PhD level, doctoral 
students report feeling confused and concerned about using self-mention in their 
writing (Hyland, 2004).

In recent years, there has been a growing interest in self-mention in L2 
doctoral writing, and stance more generally. However, the majority of studies to 
date have been carried out in Asia and the Middle East (e.g. Can & Cangir, 2019; 
Pourmohammdi & Kuhi, 2016; Wang & Jiang, 2018), which leads to difficulties 
in applying the findings to the classroom in Central Europe. These studies have 
also largely ignored the distribution of self-mention devices across the sections 
of research reports (but see Wang & Jiang, 2018; Wu & Paltridge, 2021), which 
limits our understanding of how student and expert writers employ self-mention 
to achieve different rhetorical aims. Similarly, the distribution of self-mention 
devices within the corpus, i.e. intra-group variation, is rarely considered, with 
researchers following the tradition of a whole-corpus design (Brezina, 2018), 
which is based on the analysis of aggregate data. As Dixon (2022) notes, 
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this approach may lead to unintentionally misleading claims about trends in 
self-mention use, and I suggest that an individual text design is particularly 
important given the highly idiosyncratic nature of self-mention.

To address these gaps, this study compares the use of self-mention between 
Czech doctoral students and Anglophone scholars in linguistics and considers 
the influence of writers’ level of expertise and linguacultural background. The 
study contributes to our understanding of the needs of L2 doctoral students in 
this challenging area of academic writing.

2	 Self-mention in L2 doctoral writing

The first major study of L2 doctoral writing was carried out by Hyland 
(2004), who compared interactive and interactional metadiscourse features 
in MA and PhD dissertations/theses written by Hong Kong students. Overall, 
he found that doctoral students used almost four times as many self-mention 
devices as master’s students, with some expected disciplinary differences. 
Doctoral students demonstrated a greater degree of self-confidence through their 
increased authorial presence and a willingness to emphasise their own research 
contributions through patterns such as I show that and my analyses revealed, 
which combine self-mention and boosting devices. When interviewed, students 
at the PhD level appeared more comfortable with self-mention than at the MA 
level, but there remained a degree of uncertainty and a sense that this rhetorical 
strategy was reserved for ‘expert writers’. These findings are supported by 
Wu and Paltridge (2021, p. 13), whose longitudinal study of Chinese students 
in applied linguistics found evidence of “modest progress in stance taking”, 
including a more prominent authorial presence in the Results and Discussion 
section in PhD theses compared to the students’ MA dissertations. Comparing 
frequencies across the individual rhetorical sections in this way may enrich our 
understanding of the phenomenon.

Qiu and Ma’s (2019) cross-sectional study expands the research scope by 
comparing writing by (L1/L2) students at the master’s and doctoral level with 
expert writers in the field of applied linguistics. Like Hyland (2004), they report 
a significant increase in the frequency of self-mention devices from the MA to 
the PhD level and no significant differences between doctoral students and expert 
writers. As further evidence of doctoral students’ progress, Qiu and Ma cite the 
students’ use of self-mention with a wider range of rhetorical functions, including 
the more powerful functions noted earlier by Hyland (2004). Together, these 
studies provide evidence of students’ growing expertise in academic writing, 
regardless of L1, as they proceed through their graduate studies.
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However, the majority of research in this area focuses on a two-way 
comparison between L2 doctoral writing and L1 expert writing. Studies of writing 
in the sciences by Chinese doctoral students (Gu & Xu, 2021; Wang & Jiang, 
2018) found that doctoral students in fact employ more self-mention devices than 
expert writers. The results are likely impacted by the writers’ L1 (Chinese), not 
controlled in Qiu and Ma (2019), and the discipline (pure and applied sciences as 
opposed to applied linguistics). The writing samples in Wang and Jiang (2018) 
comprised project reports, each individually written, but reporting on an earlier 
group project. This might explain the marked use of authorial we in the student 
writing, which was absent in Wu and Paltridge’s (2021) study of Chinese doctoral 
students. Previous research has suggested that writers may feel more comfortable 
employing we than I and that authorial we is also preferred in some hard science 
disciplines. When drawing conclusions from L2 writing research it is therefore 
important to consider the context(s) in which the writing is produced.

In contexts where doctoral students share the same L1, studies focusing 
specifically on cross-linguistic influence can be particularly valuable 
(Connor, 2004). Researchers (Can & Cangir, 2019; Can & Yuvayapan, 2018; 
Pourmohammdi & Kuhi, 2016) have found that Iranian and Turkish students, for 
example, employ less self-mention in their PhD theses than their Anglophone 
counterparts. They attribute this largely to the positivist writing culture in which 
the students operate, but also speculate as to the impact of previous writing 
instruction. For instance, it is noted that academic writing instructors in Iran 
tend to encourage the avoidance of self-mentions to appear “more respectful and 
formal” (Pourmohammdi & Kuhi, 2016, p. 120)

To the best of my knowledge, an earlier exploratory study (Gerrard, 2026) 
is the only one to investigate self-mention in doctoral writing in the Czech 
Republic and, indeed, Central Europe. Comparing stance expression across three 
corpora of Introduction sections, the study found that Czech doctoral students 
tended to use more self-mention devices than expert writers (both L1 and L2 
(Czech) writers). These devices appeared to be most commonly employed by 
student writers either to organise the discourse or to express their personal 
aims and motivation for the research. Self-mentions also frequently collocated 
with the booster believe to express the writers’ confidence and commitment. 
Nevertheless, this small-scale study focused on only one section of a traditional 
research report (the Introduction), highlighting the need for further research in 
this area. To address this gap, in this paper I attempt to answer the following 
research questions:
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(1)		 To what extent do Czech doctoral student writers differ from Anglophone scholars 
in the frequency of self-mention across the rhetorical sections of theses/research 
articles?

(2)		 How do the linguistic forms and functions of self-mention differ between Czech 
doctoral student writers and Anglophone scholars in theses/research articles?

3	 Data and method

3.1	The corpora

Two specialized corpora were compiled for the study: a learner corpus of 
doctoral student writing (hereafter the ‘student corpus’) and a reference corpus of 
expert academic writing (the ‘expert corpus’). Both corpora were designed to be 
broadly representative of their respective domains, i.e. doctoral student writing 
produced by Czech students in linguistics, and expert academic writing produced 
by Anglophone scholars in linguistics. For each corpus, 30 texts (doctoral theses 
or research articles) were selected using stratified random sampling to reduce the 
risk of researcher bias. The two corpora differ intentionally in terms of the writers’ 
level of expertise in academic writing and their linguacultural background, which 
are the dimensions of interest in this study. In all other respects, following the 
basic principles of tertium comparationis (Connor, 2004), they were designed to 
be as comparable as possible, as shown in Table 1.

Student corpus Expert corpus
L1 background Czech English
Research genre doctoral thesis research article
Discipline linguistics linguistics
Authorship single-authored single-authored
Publication date 2009–2023 2009–2023
Research type empirical empirical
Structure ILM[RD]C ILM[RD]C
Texts 30 30
Tokens 1,741,093 273,555

Table 1: Corpus description

Although the doctoral thesis and research article differ slightly in terms 
of their intended audience, purpose and length (Paltridge & Starfield, 2020), 
both genres represent research reports of publishable quality, follow a similar 
rhetorical structure, and show “significant areas of overlap in lexico-grammar 
and rhetorical functions” (Flowerdew, 2015, p. 60). As noted by Leech (2007, 
p. 142), “comparability, like representativity, can be conceptualized as a scale, 
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rather than as a goal to be achieved 100 per cent”, and thus I believe that useful 
pedagogical insights can still be gained from the comparison. To address the 
discrepancy in the size of the corpora and enable meaningful comparisons, all 
quantitative results are reported as relative frequencies.

The student corpus comprises 30 doctoral theses written by students with 
15 different supervisors. To the best of my knowledge, the students and their 
supervisors are all L1 Czech speakers. Based on the standard entry requirements 
for linguistics doctoral study programmes and the successful completion of their 
thesis, the students are considered proficient users of English (C2 level CEFR). 
An equal number of successfully defended theses (15) were sampled from the 
Charles University and Masaryk University online repositories. More than half 
of the theses were written in the last 10 years, so the corpus can still be considered 
representative of contemporary academic writing. The theses report on students’ 
empirical research and largely adopt a mixed methods design, while all closely 
follow the ‘simple’ traditional thesis structure (Paltridge & Starfield, 2020) of 
Introduction, Literature review, Methods, Results, Discussion, Conclusion (some 
sections may be combined). Theses following a markedly different structure were 
automatically excluded to facilitate comparisons across the sections of the texts.

The expert corpus comprises 30 research articles written by Anglophone 
scholars, determined by the writers’ names, institutional affiliation and 
biographical information available. The majority are L1 speakers of American 
and British English, but Australian, Canadian and New Zealand English are all 
represented. For sampling purposes, an ‘expert academic writer’ was defined as 
an academic with a minimum of five prior publications in international journals 
indexed in Scopus or Web of Science. This was determined by examining Google 
Scholar profiles, personal and institutional websites, and CVs. An equal number 
of research articles (10) were sampled from three high-ranking linguistics 
journals in Scopus and Web of Science: Journal of English Linguistics, Journal 
of Pragmatics, and English for Specific Purposes. These journals were frequently 
referenced in the doctoral theses and contain a range of articles on similar topics 
employing similar research methods. To ensure maximum comparability with the 
student corpus, the articles sampled were single-authored and published within 
the same time frame, more than half within the last 10 years. All the articles 
present empirical linguistic studies, organised according to the same structure 
as the theses.

3.2	Procedure

The main sections of each text – the Introduction, Literature review, 
Methods, Results, Discussion, Conclusion – were retained for analysis, but all 
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other sections (e.g., title, abstract, acknowledgements) were manually removed, 
as well as all block quotations and linguistic examples; tables and figures; page 
numbers; and headers and footers. The clean text files were then compiled as 
two corpora in the online corpus platform Sketch Engine (Kilgarriff et al., 2014). 

The initial quantitative analysis was carried out using the Sketch Engine 
concordance tool. Each corpus was searched for a comprehensive list of 
self-mention markers (Table 2), based on Hyland (2005a) and the addition of two 
markers from recent studies: ours (Mur-Dueñas, 2007) and the researcher(‘s) 
(Lee & Deakin, 2016). The resulting concordances were copied into a Microsoft 
Excel spreadsheet, and, due to the well-established ambiguous nature of 
self-mention (Harwood, 2005; Vladimirou, 2007), each concordance line was 
checked carefully to ensure that in every occurrence an item functioned as 
self-mention. Items which occurred within quotations or examples were also 
excluded from the analysis.

First person singular First person plural Self-reference phrase
I we the author

me us the author’s
my our the writer

mine ours the writer’s
the researcher

the researcher’s

Table 2: Self-mention markers included in the study

Frequencies were calculated per text, based on a Type B (Biber & Jones, 2009) 
or individual text design (Brezina, 2018), which takes into account the internal 
variation within each corpus. Following established practice in corpus linguistics 
(Brezina, 2018), all frequency counts were then normalised to enable meaningful 
comparisons between the corpora, which obviously vary in size. To compare 
the overall frequencies of self-mention, per 10,000 tokens was chosen as the 
basis for normalisation, roughly the length of a research article in linguistics. For 
comparisons of frequencies in individual rhetorical sections, per 1,000 tokens 
was deemed more appropriate to avoid artificially inflating the frequency results 
in the smaller sections (see Brezina, 2018). Histograms revealed that self-mention 
was non-normally distributed in both corpora (positively skewed), so statistical 
significance was determined using the non-parametric Mann-Whitney U test. 
This was supplemented by r as a standardised effect size measure, with both 
analyses conducted using Lancaster Stats Tools (Brezina, 2018).
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4 	 Results and discussion

4.1	Frequency of self-mention

The results of the quantitative analysis (Figure 1) show that self-mention is 
more frequent per 10,000 tokens in the student corpus (Mdn = 15.17) than in the 
expert corpus (Mdn = 7.49), although the difference is not statistically significant, 
U = 556, p = 0.119, r = -0.20. As self-mention occurs twice as frequently in the 
student corpus, readers are likely to note the increased authorial presence and 
thus the difference may still be considered linguistically meaningful. The results 
are in line with previous studies of L2 doctoral and expert writing (e.g. Gu & Xu, 
2021; Wang & Jiang, 2018), and if compared to self-mention in master’s level 
writing by Czech students (Dontcheva-Navratilova, 2023b), doctoral students 
show increased use of self-mention markers.

Figure 1: Overall relative frequency of self-mention
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As shown in Figure 1, the corpora contain extreme values and intra-group 
variation, but this is to be expected given that self-mention is highly idiosyncratic 
and influenced by a range of factors (Ädel, 2022). The greater variation in the 
student corpus may indicate students’ lack of rhetorical skill in this area and/or a 
greater tolerance for personal style in thesis writing, while the more homogeneous 
expert corpus may reflect scholars’ broad consensus on authorial presence and 
awareness of disciplinary conventions. The relatively low frequencies in both 
corpora are consistent with recent diachronic studies suggesting a general decline 
of self-mention in applied linguistics (Hyland & Jiang, 2016, 2018).

Table 3 compares the frequency of self-mention across the five rhetorical 
sections of the texts. In both corpora, self-mention markers were found to 
occur most frequently in the Methods section and least in the Literature 
Review section. In the student corpus, self-mention is also prominent in the 
Introduction section and, to a lesser extent, the Conclusion section. There is 
considerable variation, however, in students’ use of self-mention markers in 
their Introductions (IQR = 4.95), Methods (IQR = 5.56) and, especially, their 
Conclusions (IQR = 7.30). In comparison, self-mention is notably less frequent 
in every section in the expert corpus, and, in fact, there are no markers in more 
than half of the Introductions, Literature Reviews and Conclusions, as indicated 
by the median. Still, the Introduction (IQR = 3.02) and Conclusion (IQR = 2.14) 
sections again show some signs of variation.

Student corpus Expert corpus
Section Mdn IQR Mdn IQR
Introduction 2.10 0.16–5.11 0.00 0.00–3.02
Literature Review 0.56 0.20–1.51 0.00 0.00–0.87
Methods 2.53 0.53–6.09 1.52 0.12–3.92
Results and Discussion 1.40 0.47–3.03 0.28 0.00–0.93
Conclusion 1.60 0.53–7.84 0.00 0.00–2.14

Table 3: Relative frequency of self-mention across rhetorical sections (per 1,000 tokens)
(IQR refers to the interquartile range, the middle 50% of values)

In summary, it appears that student and expert writers approach writing their 
Literature Review and Methods in largely similar ways, often downplaying 
their personal involvement in the former and stepping into the text in the latter. 
The remaining sections indicate greater differences between the writers. The 
increased presence of the writer in students’ Introductions and Conclusions 
may in part be explained by genre differences; for example, thesis introductions 
typically require the student to outline the structure of their work (1) (Paltridge 
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& Starfield, 2020), and they may also wish to explain their choice of topic and 
motivation (2), neither of which are strictly required in a research article. Indeed, 
the presence of their reflexive-self in the Introduction is consistent with previous 
findings that this authorial role is typical of student writing and “contributes to 
writer visibility and gives the text a personal touch” (Dontcheva-Navratilova, 
2023b, p. 11).

(1)		 In Chapter 4 I discuss individual types of motivation - morphological, semantic, 
and phonetic. ST_05

(2)		 I am interested in the notion of community, which is very often formed around a 
particular thread. I am keen to find out how such a community communicates and 
how it cooperates in various contexts. ST_26

Similarly, in the Conclusion, student writers may wish to stress their personal 
contribution when reporting research findings (3), and some thesis conclusions 
end with a final thought or reflection on the PhD process (4). Despite the obvious 
differences in frequency, the variation in self-mention in Introductions and 
Conclusions in both corpora suggest that these sections offer doctoral student 
and expert academic writers a greater degree of personal freedom.

(3)		 However, my findings have demonstrated the usefulness of extending the stylistic 
focus into the pragmatic and social domain. ST_19

(4)		 Last but not least, I trust that I will be able to draw in my teaching career on 
the vast knowledge I believe I have acquired through the writing of this study, 
especially when supervising students’ Bachelor’s and diploma theses. ST_22

4.2	Linguistic forms of self-mention

Self-mention markers can be organised grammatically into first person 
singular markers (I, my, me, mine), first person plural markers (we, our, us, ours) 
and self-reference noun phrases (the author, the writer, the researcher). This 
organisation also signifies a decreasing level of writer confidence in adopting an 
authorial presence in their work. Table 4 compares the actual frequencies of these 
three marker groups and the student and expert writers’ preferences.
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Student corpus Expert corpus
AF Percentage AF Percentage

First person singular 2,584 79.1% 339 89.4%
First person plural 652 20.0% 11 2.9%
Self-reference phrase 29 0.9% 29 7.7%
Total 3,265 100.0% 379 100.0%

Table 4: Self-mention markers according to grammatical form (AF refers to absolute frequency)

Clearly, first person singular markers are preferred by both writer groups, 
comprising approximately 80 % and 90 % of all self-mentions in the student and 
expert corpora respectively. The most striking difference between them is the 
marked frequency of first personal plural self-mentions in the student corpus, 
which may be attributed to the transfer of Czech rhetorical conventions, in which 
the plural, authorial we is preferred over I in academic writing (Chamonikolasová, 
2005; Čmejrková & Daneš, 1997). Another interesting finding relates to 
the proportion of self-reference phrases, which comprise less than 1 % of all 
self-mentions in the student corpus but almost 10 % in the expert corpus. These 
phrases invoke a more distant authorial presence than first person markers, so 
their occurrence in the expert corpus may seem surprising.

The five most common markers, as shown in Table 5, represent the vast 
majority of all self-mentions in the corpora. Together, the two most frequent 
markers, I and my, comprise approximately 75 % and 85 % of the student and 
expert corpora respectively. However, in the student corpus my is notably more 
common and typically collocates with research-related nouns (5), such as corpus, 
analysis, research, and in phrases for giving opinions (6), in my view, in my 
opinion.

(5)		 It is obvious from my analysis that the highest occurrence of nicknames (nearly 
50%; i.e. every 7.5th line) on IRC signifies a clear and an open attitude among 
chat participants. ST_17

(6)		 In  my  opinion, whilst the first part of the argument concerning RP is 
understandable, the latter one concerning south- eastern speech appears to be, 
on the face of it, extremely baffling. ST_27

This marked use of the possessive form may be interpreted as the students’ 
desire to take ownership of their work and stress their personal contribution, a 
prerequisite for being awarded a PhD (Paltridge & Starfield, 2020). Similar results 
for my appear in earlier studies of graduate-level writing, suggesting that this 
may be a common feature of student academic writing (Dontcheva-Navratilova, 
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2023b). Finally, students’ personalisation of research nouns, in particular, 
corpus, analysis, research and findings, may partly explain the higher frequency 
of self-mention observed in the Results and Discussion section of students’ PhD 
theses when compared to experts’ research articles. For example, in cases where 
student writers may opt for my corpus (7), expert writers are more likely to use 
the definite article or refer to a specific corpus by name (8).

(7)		 It is also one of the most frequent patterns in my corpus (see Table 6-2). ST_07

(8)		 General and comparative adjectives were significantly underused in the 
clickbait corpus, relative to the non-clickbait corpus. EX_28

Student corpus Expert corpus
AF Percentage AF Percentage

I 1,565 47.9% I 290 76.5%
my 895 27.4% my 41 10.8%
we 373 11.4% the researcher 21 5.5%
our 271 8.3% the author 8 2.1%
me 87 2.7% me 8 2.1%
Total 3,191 97.7% Total 368 97.1%

Table 5: Five most frequent self-mention markers

Another striking difference between the two groups is the student writers’ 
preference for authorial we, which partly explains the lower percentage of 
I in the student corpus. The marker we is present in half of the texts (15) in 
the student corpus to varying degrees, is preferred to I by the writers of three 
texts, and exclusively used (i.e., without any use of I) by just one writer. The 
use of we by individual writers (9 and 10) is characteristic of Czech academic 
writing style and has previously been observed in student and expert writing 
(Dontcheva-Navratilova, 2013, 2023b).

(9)		 We argue that it is necessary to view the semantics of the verb and the semantics 
of Oi as interrelated. ST_01

(10)		 In the research  we  approached the subject matter from both diachronic and 
synchronic points of view. ST_10

Yet the fact that only three writers prefer we to I may be seen as evidence of 
doctoral students moving towards a hybrid style of authorial presence which partly 
reflects Anglophone conventions of academic writing (Dontcheva-Navratilova, 
2023a; Raušová, 2018). For comparison, we occurs as a self-mention in only four 
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texts in the expert corpus. In two of these it is obviously used to refer to other 
parties (11), with I used predominantly elsewhere in the text, and in the two other 
texts, its use is limited to two instances, with these writers seemingly preferring 
a more impersonal style (12).

(11)		 Thus in many respects the interviews were simply more formalised extensions of 
the discussions we were sharing on an ongoing basis. EX_21

(12)		 However, before we  describe the research methods in detail, it is necessary to 
outline the essential theoretical and contextual background. EX_15

Similarly, the student writers seem to prefer our to the expert writers, with 
at least one instance found in almost half of the texts (13) in the student corpus. 
As was the case with we, the students mix and match their self-mentions, at 
times combining several instances of my corpus, our corpus, and the corpus 
within the same sections. This hybridisation of singular and plural self-mention 
markers has been observed in previous studies of Czech academic writing 
(Dontcheva-Navratilova, 2023a). For Czech writers, and particularly students, 
our may be an attractive option as it projects greater modesty than my while still 
retaining some of the ownership. Furthermore, the use of our, even though it 
does not directly involve the reader in the discourse, may still invoke an inclusive 
feeling which may have a positive effect on the readership.

Third-person self-reference phrases comprise almost 8 % of all self-mentions 
in the expert corpus, which is remarkably close to the percentage of we in the 
student corpus. In the context of the high proportion of I found in the former, 
this result seems surprising, as phrases such as the researcher and the author 
rather distance the writer. These self-reference phrases are employed in nine 
texts, almost exclusively in the Methods section (13) and to a limited degree in 
the Results and Discussion (14).

(13)		 The coding was done by the author, based on the first thirty minutes of the 
interview, and was impressionistic. EX_11

(14)		 To explore the functional nature of this category, the researcher analyzed indirect 
paraphrases in context: first for L1 and then for L2 essays. EX_09

In five of the texts, these phrases are in fact the only instances of self-mention; 
thus while Czech doctoral students may choose authorial we to downplay their 
involvement, expert writers are more likely to use the researcher to reference 
their personal involvement in the research. In the remaining four texts, however, 
self-reference phrases seem to be used in the Methods section to direct the 
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reader’s attention to the research process and away from the writer; elsewhere 
these writers then make themselves visible through the use of I. Thus, it seems 
that expert writers may be able to present both a confident authorial persona 
when beneficial to do so and at other times take a step back.

In the student corpus, self-reference phrases make up less than 1 % of all 
self-mention markers, with the phrase the researcher occurring only four times 
in total. The limited use of this phrase and students’ preference for the author 
may reflect their novice status within the academy (15 and 16).

(15)		 In addition, the author of the present thesis has conducted a tentative analysis of 
the phraseology of then in mathematical texts which brought encouraging results. 
ST_11

(16)		 At the end of the pilot study, all of the selected students were sent an email in 
which they were informed of the purpose of the research and of the fact that their 
data would be processed by the researcher (i.e. the author of this dissertation) 
and another assistant-researcher, provided that they agreed. ST_12

The marker me makes up the smallest proportion of all self-mentions in both 
corpora, and yet is employed in rather different ways. In the student corpus, it 
is predominantly used to organise the discourse through variations of the phrase 
let me (17), as noted also by Dontcheva-Navratilova (2023b) in master’s student 
writing. The use of let might also be interpreted as an attempt at modesty, given 
the unequal power dynamic between the student and the primary reader of the 
text (the examiner). Conversely, in the expert corpus, me refers to the writer in 
narrative descriptive in the Methods section (18) and Results and Discussion, 
marking their direct involvement in the process of data collection and analysis.

(17)		 To illustrate the point, let me comment on one of the examples adduced by Chafe 
(1994: 141). ST_09

(18)		 The iterative coding process enabled me  to gain a good grasp of the contexts 
of the interview extracts, allowing me to check and confirm that none had been 
preceded by a leading interviewer question. EX_21

4.3	Authorial roles and rhetorical functions

To gain insight into the rhetorical functions of self-mention in the corpora, 
the five most frequent verbal collocates of I, the most common self-mention 
marker, were manually identified from concordance lines (see Table 6). For the 
purposes of the analysis, the verbs be and have were excluded as these do not 
appear to perform any particular function or role; however, modal verbs such 
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as will and would were retained due to their frequency within the corpora and 
their clear discourse-organising and stance-taking roles, despite their exclusion 
in Fløttum et al. (2006).

Student corpus Expert corpus
Collocate AF Collocate AF
will 129 suggest 19
believe 67 use 19
would like to 51 would 13
find 45 consider 12
discuss 31 will 12

Table 6: Five most frequent verbal collocates with I

The analysis applies Dontcheva-Navratilova’s (2023b) taxonomy of authorial 
roles of self-mention, summarised in Table 7, which was developed for a study 
of English-medium master’s theses written by Czech students and allows 
comparison across levels of expertise. It is acknowledged that focusing on verbal 
collocates of self‑mention may not uncover all the roles enacted by writers in 
the corpora – notably the reflexive-self role – or all the lexical means by which 
they do so. Nevertheless, the five collocates shown in Table 6 account for a 
substantial proportion (approximately 25%) of all verbal collocates with I, and 
thus allow us to examine the main roles enacted by student and expert writers in 
their research writing.

Authorial role Rhetorical functions
Discourse organiser States a goal, outlines text structure, signals transitions
Researcher Describes data collection, explains procedures, presents findings
Evaluator Expresses agreement/disagreement, conveys an attitude or belief
Arguer Elaborates arguments, puts forward claims, comments on findings

Reflexive-self Provides personal comments, describes the author’s experience, explains 
reasons for the study

Table 7: Taxonomy of authorial roles of self-mention (Dontcheva-Navratilova, 2023b)

In the student corpus, the discourse organiser role is especially prominent, 
as reflected by the high frequencies of will, would like to, and discuss. These 
verbs are frequently used by student writers both at the global level, to set 
out their research focus and outline the structure of their thesis as at the end 
of the Introduction (19), and at the local level, to indicate transitions between 
and within sections (20). These uses are particularly common in the Literature 
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Review and the Results and Discussion, where readers may need more direction 
due to the length of these sections, and thus the prominence of the discourse 
organiser role may partly reflect genre differences. The frequency of would like 
to is somewhat marked, which Lahodová Vališová (2026, p. 225) suggests may 
be due to “its function as a politeness device, adding a layer of formality and 
deference”, which Czech student writers might consider culturally appropriate in 
the context of a high stakes exam.

(19)		 In this last chapter I will consider the significance of the main findings and alert 
the reader to some if the work’s weaknesses and limitations. ST_04

(20)		 I would like to mention the following illustration of humour and its rapport-
building function. ST_26

A second, more authoritative role in the student corpus is the evaluator. This 
is most clearly realised by the collocation I believe, particularly in the final 
two sections of the thesis, the Results and Discussion and Conclusion. In these 
contexts, believe appears to function as a boosting verb, allowing the student 
writers to project a confident stance and express their strong personal beliefs and 
attitudes (21). This is particularly common when the students wish to pre-empt 
criticism of their methodological decisions and research findings (22).

(21)		 I believe saying good bye on IRC is in excess of what is required by the situation 
and thus it is considered polite. ST_17

(22)		 I believe that the proposed classification accurately captures the discourse-
pragmatic functions of like that have occurred in the examined data, and I also 
believe that the methodology of their assessment can be successfully replicated. 
ST_08

The verb find realises both the evaluator and the researcher roles in the 
student corpus.

In the former, it is used to express the writer’s personal attitude or evaluation 
of interest, importance and usefulness, collocating most frequently with the 
attitude markers interesting, useful and necessary (23), whereas in the latter it is 
used to report results (24) (in Results and Discussion) or to summarise findings 
(in Conclusion).

(23)		 As I am indirectly referring to the theory of sentence processing, I find it useful to 
mention which concept is examined in my analysis. ST_19
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(24)		 However, in the results of this thesis, I did not find any cases of obsolescence 
which could be attributed to the weakening of emphasis through overuse. ST_15

In the expert corpus, it is the arguer role rather than the less authoritative 
discourse organiser that is most prominent. This is indicated by the high frequency 
of the verbs suggest and would, which function as hedges, allowing expert writers 
to put forward claims with an appropriate degree of tentativeness (25 and 26). 
The modal hedge would frequently co-occurs with other lexical hedges in, for 
example, I would argue that, or I would suggest that. These productive hedging 
phrases are notably absent in the student corpus.

(25)		 I suggest that the fronting of start was not socially motivated and in fact predates 
north-raising. EX_18

(26)		 I would argue that the use of a paragraph-initial enumerating device has a strong 
global role in the discourse in as much as it allows the writer to guide the reader 
through the structure of the discourse. EX_30

Another important role in expert writing is the researcher, as enacted by 
the verb use. This occurs most frequently in the Methods section, where expert 
writers explain their methodological decisions (27) or, in the more extended 
Methods sections, where they guide the reader through the research process step 
by step. In other parts of the text, the writer may also wish to introduce the terms 
or frameworks that they use as the basis for their research (28).

(27)		 Finally, like previous work (McKeown and Ladegaard, 2020b), except for 
clarifying, I do not use the sub-categories to be found in Ädel’s ‘Writer-Reader 
interaction’ (2006: 61) category. EX_30

(28)		 In line with other articles in this issue, I use the term accommodation to refer to 
the general tendency of speakers to converge toward the speech of another group 
(AAVE and/or NYLE) while recognizing that their speech may vary in different 
interactions, depending on whether they are attempting to converge or diverge 
from their immediate interlocutor. EX_11

Although the verb consider also lends itself to the researcher role, half of the 
occurrences are used by expert writers to outline the structure of the text in the 
introduction (29), or organise sub-sections of the longer Results and Discussion. 
Similarly, the verb will occurs most frequently at the end of the introduction and 
also at the beginning of the Conclusion (30), where it organises the discussion of 
the findings which follow.
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(29)		 In Section 5, I consider what can be ascertained about the discourse and writing 
practices of scholars through the investigation of a collaborative research blog. 
EX_01

(30)		 In this concluding section, I will briefly summarise the main findings to these 
questions and the approach taken in the present study. EX_30

In summary, both groups of writers draw on I as a means of organising their 
text (discourse organiser role) and establishing their position as researchers 
(researcher role). There is a marked difference, however, in terms of frequency: 
in the student corpus the discourse organiser role predominates, while in the 
expert corpus it is the researcher role. This finding likely reflects the writers’ 
different levels of expertise in designing and conducting research, with the less 
experienced doctoral students opting for a more impersonal stance in the Methods 
section. A  second notable difference is the students’ use of I in combination 
with the booster believe, which is hardly employed by the experts (just two 
instances), who tend to hedge their position when developing arguments and 
putting forward claims.

5	 Conclusion

This study compared the use of self-mention by Czech doctoral students and 
Anglophone scholars writing in linguistics. Overall, student writers were found 
to employ self-mention approximately twice as frequently as expert writers and 
more frequently in every rhetorical section of the text. This finding supports 
previous research on L2 doctoral writing, which evidences doctoral students’ 
growing confidence in their abilities as novice researchers and willingness to 
step into the text to claim ownership of their research. More specifically, Czech 
doctoral students’ writing shows signs of hybridisation through their combined 
and varied use of first person singular and plural self-mention devices. Relatively 
few students consistently followed Czech rhetorical conventions, reflecting 
perhaps an increasing presence of the Anglophone academic writing style 
in their education and an awareness of the language of international research 
publications.

The students’ development as writers and their embrace of a more 
reader-oriented style of writing is also evident in the careful organisation of their 
work. In addition to formal section headings, student writers personally direct the 
reader and guide them through the text, which is particularly valuable given the 
length of the doctoral thesis. Similarly, both student and expert writers are notably 
present in the Methods section, where they perform the role of a competent 
researcher, explaining the methodological decisions and the procedural steps 
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taken. Conversely, in the Literature Review, both groups tend to take a step back, 
focusing on the contributions of others rather than their own.

Where doctoral students and expert academic writers diverge is in their 
argumentation and adoption of more authoritative authorial roles. The students 
attempt to project confidence as evaluators of their research methods and findings 
by combining self-mention and boosting devices, most typically, I believe. This 
allows them to take up a more secure position and pre-empt potential criticism 
from reviewers and more experienced scholars. The experts, on the other hand, 
devote greater rhetorical space to putting forward new knowledge claims, and 
through the use of self-mention, they underline their personal contribution to the 
discipline. Their expertise and experience of academic writing is evident through 
their prudent use of hedging devices, which allow them to strike a balance 
between confidence and caution.

In conclusion, this study contributes to our broader understanding of 
self-mention in L2 doctoral writing and may offer practical implications for 
future academic writing instruction in this area. Firstly, in academic style guides 
and textbooks, discussions of self-mention are often limited to the first person 
pronouns I and we. My findings suggest that greater attention should also be 
given to other forms of self-mention, including possessives and self-reference 
phrases, which appear to distinguish doctoral student writing from the published 
academic writing to which they aspire. At the same time, given the continued 
prominence of authorial we in doctoral writing and its absence in expert writing, 
students may also benefit from further instruction on the use of the first person 
pronouns. Secondly, as doctoral students appear to overuse boosters with 
self-mention devices but underuse hedges when compared to expert writers, 
academic writing instructors might wish to integrate the teaching of these stance 
features. In fact, I suggest that rather than considering self-mention simply as 
another aspect of academic style, as is often the case in academic writing guides, 
it may be more productive to present it to doctoral students as another feature of 
stance, or metadiscourse. By treating stance and self-mention more holistically in 
the writing curriculum, the students may be better able to integrate these features 
within their writing and construct a more appropriate personal stance.

Finally, it should be acknowledged that this study has specifically focused 
on Czech doctoral students of linguistics, thereby building on previous research 
of academic writing by master’s students and experts in the same discipline. 
This inevitably limits the future application of the research findings to doctoral 
students in the Czech Republic – or other Slavic countries – of linguistics, 
closely related disciplines such as TESOL, and potentially other soft disciplines. 
Future studies might therefore include students from other linguacultural 
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backgrounds and disciplines to extend our knowledge of L2 doctoral writing. 
While corpus-based research provides a useful starting point for investigating 
self-mention, further qualitative research involving interviews could offer 
valuable insights into students’ motivations for their rhetorical decisions and the 
challenges they face as developing academic writers.
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HATE SPEECH AS A CONFLICT 
COMMUNICATION TOOL: 

THE CASE OF DONALD TRUMP

Vilma Linkevičiūtė

Abstract
Hate speech is a crucial tool in Trump’s conflict communication, which helped him win the 
2024 presidential election. This study aims to investigate hate speech in Trump’s political 
discourse, focusing on the role and functions of hate speech as a conflict communication 
tool. The research demonstrates that hate rhetoric in Trump’s political discourse aimed at 
positioning himself as the best choice and, simultaneously, forming an extremely negative 
image of his political opponents. The expression of Trump’s hate speech encompasses 
negative stereotypical and non-typical nominations within the threat domain which are 
targeted at three main addressees: the presidential candidate Kamala Harris, then President 
Joe Biden and the Democratic Party.

Keywords
conflict communication, hate speech, nominations, political discourse, political rhetoric

1	 Introduction

Since the start of the presidential campaign in 2024, the USA has been in the 
political and geopolitical spotlight. The diversity of this campaign demonstrated 
polarization within the American society and the global powers, ranging from 
Europe, Middle East to Latin America and Asia (Novus/Gallup, 2024). The 
Republican candidate Donald Trump was supported by the working-class 
electorate because the US economic recovery and tax cuts were the key issues 
he promised to work on. Although Trump was not an attractive president for the 
majority of American society, then President Joe Biden’s age and health-related 
issues and the financial support to Ukraine positioned him as an incapable and even 
non-beneficial candidate. However, the situation did not change after replacing 
Biden with Vice President Kamala Harris. The majority of European countries, 
such as Denmark, Sweden, Germany, Spain, Fance, Britain and Italy (YouGov, 
2024) were in favour of the Democratic candidate due to the geopolitical situation 
in the world and the threat of Trump’s election to the presidential position leading 
to US withdrawal from NATO and Ukraine funding cut.

Trump has high personal and political ambitions; therefore, he has been 
striving to be re-elected as the US president. Consequently, he carried out a harsh 
conflict communication aimed at his political competitors – firstly, at Biden, 
later at Harris. Hate speech is a crucial tool in Trump’s conflict communication 
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and the electoral results show that it was powerful and successful. Thus, hate 
speech in Trump’s political discourse is the object of this research. Moreover, 
this article aims to analyse the role and functions of hate speech as a conflict 
communication tool. The transcript of Trump’s debate with Harris (ABC News, 
2024), 10 September 2024, serves as the research material because it explicitly 
demonstrates hate in Trump’s political rhetoric aimed at positioning himself as 
the best choice and, simultaneously, forming an extremely negative image of his 
political competitors – Harris, Biden and the Democratic Party.

Hate speech has become a popular research topic within the scope of different 
fields, such as politics, social media, migration, interpersonal relations, and so 
forth. The most recent studies of hate speech in political discourse focus on the 
research into hate speech aimed at UK MPs (Agarwal et al., 2021); the expression 
of hate speech targeted at Muslims and immigrants in Trump’s political discourse 
(Rabab’ah et al., 2024), the significance of understanding emotions in hate speech 
within the frame of political discourse (Alcántara-Plá, 2024), the language 
models enabling detection of hate speech (Oliveira et al., 2024), the expression 
of hate speech in political discourse in various countries, for example, Poland 
(Dawidczyk & Jurczak, 2023), Germany (Weissenbacher & Kruschwitz, 2024), 
Pakistan (Akbar & Safdar, 2024), Catalonia (Berdón Prieto et al., 2023), and 
India (Jafri et al., 2024).

Conflict communication in political discourse is a powerful tool for 
politicians and political leaders to implicitly or explicitly achieve the intended 
aims. Although there are numerous studies on conflict and communication as 
individual concepts, research into conflict communication is rather scarce. The 
significance of conflict communication within the scope of political discourse 
has been extensively analysed by Linkevičiūtė (2011, 2013, 2019, 2021), and a 
discourse analytical perspective on conflict talk has been discussed within the 
framework of argument (Leung, 2002). However, the role of hate speech as a 
conflict communication tool has not been analysed yet, which marks the novelty 
and significance of this research.

This paper addresses the following research questions:
(1)		� What types and forms of hate speech are prevalent in Trump’s political 

rhetoric?
(2)		� Who are the targets of Trump’s hate speech; what is the role of hate speech 

in Trump’s political discourse?
The theoretical and methodological framework of this research is grounded 

in the concepts of political discourse, conflict communication, the concept of 
hate speech, and linguistic markers of hate speech in conflict communication, 
which are discussed in the next section.
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2	 Theoretical framework

2.1	Conflict communication in political discourse

Conflict communication is inseparable from political discourse since it 
is the most powerful tool enabling politicians to achieve their intended aims, 
ranging from winning elections to lobbying beneficial personal or political goals. 
Furthermore, conflict communication plays a significant role in image formation; 
thus, it is often exploited to position competitors as negative, politically 
uneducated, non-beneficial and incompetent political figures.

Conflict communication is frequently built upon binary oppositions, drawing 
a clear distinction between ingroup and outgroup, terms introduced and defined 
by van Dijk (1995). The image of ingroup is always positive and, according 
to van Dijk (1995), is based on detailed description, emphasis, argumentative 
support, impression management, assertion, etc. Contrary to it, the outgroup is 
negatively positioned applying the following strategies: de-emphasis, denial, 
understatement, marginalization, etc. and based on the narrative, having no 
argumentative support. Therefore, politicians always associate themselves with 
the ingroup and treat their opponents as the representatives of the outgroup. 
Such distinction, based on the superiority of ingroup, leads to the emergence of 
conflict communication.

Littlejohn (1999) defines conflict in political discourse as involving at least 
two parties, having mutually unobtainable goals, different values and approaches. 
According to the scholar, conflict finishes when both parties are satisfied with 
the final result, expressed either in the form of winning or losing. Jorgensen 
and Phillips (2008) point out that conflict communication in political discourse 
contributes to eliminating alternative ways of the world perception and implies 
the idea that there exists a single possible approach.

The negative image formation in conflict communication is not only based 
on binary oppositions, focusing on positive ingroup and negative outgroup 
connotations. Conflict communication, aimed at political opponents, is also based 
on placing the blame (Sillars, 1982). This strategy is explicitly exploited when 
the political leader, who aims at being elected or re-elected, blames the opponent 
for detrimental political decisions, violating moral and ideological values, being 
corrupt or incompetent. Consequently, the political leader implicitly or explicitly 
positions himself/herself as a contrast to the competitor and thus implies the idea 
that he/she is the only right candidate for the position. The form of its expression – 
implicit or explicit, largely depends on the politician’s personality, moral values, 
intended aims, political party and ideology. The research material demonstrates 
explicit and overt expression of hate speech in Trump’s political discourse.
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2.2	Hate speech

The popularity of the term hate speech has led to the coinage of numerous 
definitions and areas of application. First, hate speech, as a term, was introduced 
in the 1980s by law scholars in the USA and used to refer to communication 
against historically oppressed groups in terms of racism (Delgado & Stefancic, 
2004; Matsuda,1989; Sponholz, 2023; Stone, 1994). The United Nations define 
hate speech as “any kind of communication  in speech, writing or behaviour, 
that  attacks  or uses  pejorative  or  discriminatory  language with reference to a 
person or a group on the basis of who they are, in other words, based on their 
religion, ethnicity, nationality, race, colour, descent, gender or other identity 
factor” (United Nations, n.d.).

Hate speech in political discourse is mainly formed on a personal or group 
basis, putting a negative emphasis on the person’s or group’s personal, political 
or ideological identity. The role of hate speech in politics is not only to form 
an intended negative image of the opponent; according to Piazza (2020), it 
also fuels domestic terrorism, as in Trump’s cases in 2016 and 2021. The main 
platform for expressing hate speech is social media due to anonymity in the 
form of fake accounts, nicknames, and so forth. However, hate speech might 
also be expressed offline, in oral communication which is highly exploited by 
politicians and political leaders to achieve their intended aims. Brown (2008, 
2017) states that the main aim of hate speech is to evoke hostility between us and 
them. This strategy might be used by politicians to position themselves as the 
representatives of the ingroup and to counterpose this image with their political 
opponents’ as belonging to the outgroup. Rabab’ha et al. (2024) point out that 
politicians make use of hate speech and different rhetorical strategies on an 
emotional level in order to influence the preferences and attitudes of their target 
audience. Trump is not an exception; he has been widely exploiting hate speech 
in his presidential campaigns since 2016. His political rhetoric, demonstrating 
hate, is aimed at political competitors and is formed upon shaping inferiority 
(Sponholz, 2018), “referring to the particular expressions of hatred against 
particular (groups of) people in particular contexts” (Howard, 2019, p. 95), 
incitement to hatred, contempt and discrimination, expressions of insult, ridicule, 
slander (Sponholz, 2023).

The expression of hate speech heavily relies on stereotypes and prejudices. 
Some scholars (Balsiūnaitė, 2016) identify and analyse them individually, others 
(Ermida, 2023) blend prejudices with stereotypes within the scope of hate speech 
and claim that prejudice is a stereotypical opinion about a specific group of 
people and is aimed at causing a harmful effect. The role and effect of Trump’s 
hate speech aimed at his political opponents will be discussed further.
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3	 Methodology

The transcript of a full presidential debate between President Donald 
Trump and Vice President Kamala Harris (10 September 2024) serves as the 
research material. The material has been manually collected from the official 
media website of ABC News (US). The research focuses on the identification 
of stereotypical and non-typical nominations prevalent in Trump’s hate speech 
aimed at his political opponent Harris. Moreover, the expression of Trump’s hate 
speech targeted at then President Biden and the Democrats is also discussed 
in this study. Thus, the research data comprises only negative instances of 
language use without references to neutral or positive language targeted at his 
political opponents. Further, the role and functions of the identified nominations 
demonstrating hate in Trump’s political rhetoric have been analysed. Furthermore, 
the research is based on the categorisation of particular political figures: first, 
hateful nominations formed by Trump and targeted at his present competitor 
Harris have been identified and analysed; second, the nominations aimed at the 
Trump’s former political opponent Biden have been identified and discussed. 
Finally, the study analyses nominations, expressing hateful rhetoric directed at 
the competing political party – the Democrats.

In this research, the definition of hate speech is formed on the assumption 
that its underlying role encompasses shaping human inferiority and may 
intentionally activate contradictions between groups of people (Sponholz, 2018, 
2023). Stereotypical nominations in political discourse are shaped upon the most 
prevalent political stereotypes and stereotyping political candidates on the basis 
of social group of the voters (Portmann, 2022), while non-typical nominations 
are original, non-recurring, targeted at a single, specific person, situation or 
context, for example nominations related to President Joe Biden’s health issues. 
The analysis of nominations in conflict communication is immensely significant 
because they are used to manipulate the target audience (Bolinger, 1973). The 
research comprises the identification and analysis of linguistic and rhetorical 
markers of hate speech as tools of Trump’s conflict communication. The study 
focuses on the following linguistic markers: derogatory terms, stereotypes, 
negative connotations and insulting language. Rhetorical markers, the key 
elements of rhetorical analysis, discussed in this research include sarcasm, moral 
outrage, inciting hatred towards political opponents and forming their negative 
image. The critical discourse analysis and political discourse research methods 
applied in this study enable the identification and analysis of a description system, 
crucial for shaping nominations. The system includes activity descriptions, norm 
and value descriptions, and position descriptions (van Dijk, 1995). Furthermore, 
the identification of the prevalent nominations as integral parts of particular 
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semantic fields and their analysis has been conducted within the scope of 
cognitive linguistics. Thus, the research demonstrates a combination of political 
discourse, political rhetoric and cognitive linguistics.

However, the research might have limitations, such as interpretative 
subjectivity, limited scope, since the analysis focuses on the transcript of one 
debate, because only one Trump-Harris presidential debate was organised. 
Furthermore, the study discusses context-dependent language, serving the role 
of forming a negative image of the political opponent and manipulating the 
target audience.

4	 Results

4.1	�Hate speech as a conflict communication tool in Donald Trump’s political 
discourse

It can be assumed that Trump has had personal and political ambitions to 
be re-elected to the presidency since the last presidential election that he lost. 
Therefore, he exploits different tools and means that might enable him to win this 
battle for power. Hate speech is the prevailing tool in Trump’s political rhetoric, 
targeted at his political opponents – Harris, Biden and the Democratic Party.

4.1.1 Kamala Harris’s case

Trump aims at forming a negative image of Kamala Harris; thus, shaping a 
stereotypical liar nomination derived from the threat domain:

(1)		 First of all, I have no sales tax. That’s an incorrect statement. She knows that.

(2)		 She’s gone to my philosophy. But if she ever got elected, she’d change it. And it 
will be the end of our country.

(3)		 Well, there she goes again. It’s a lie. I’m not signing a ban. And there’s no reason 
to sign a ban. […] What she says is an absolute lie.

(4)		 Excuse me, I have to respond. Another lie. It’s another lie. I have been a leader on 
IVF which is fertilization.

The threat domain embodies a negative Trump’s attitude to his political 
competitor, forms a negative image of Harris and the party she represents, and 
demonstrates a harsh form of hate speech, exploited as a tool in his conflict 
communication. In (1), Trump expresses an implied liar nomination. He does 
not explicitly address Harris as a liar, but he implies this idea by claiming that 
that’s an incorrect statement and emphasizing his opponent’s unscrupulousness 
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by the statement she knows that. Example (2) also implicitly positions Harris as 
a liar and even a cunning politician because she currently pretends to be sticking 
to Trump’s vision and philosophy on producing chips in the USA, but if she 
ever got elected, she’d change it. The liar nomination is even intensified by 
the detrimental consequences of her actions which will lead to the collapse and 
downfall of the USA. A recurring exploitation of the noun lie in (3-4) explicitly 
and openly assigns Harris a liar nomination. An extremely negative image of 
Trump’s political opponent is built upon such sensitive topics as abortion and 
IVF, since 80% of Americans support the access to IVF (A Civiqs/DailyKos poll, 
2024), and 77% treat abortion as a serious issue (The Economist/YouGov poll, 
2024). Trump claims that Harris lies about his decisions and plans regarding 
abortion ban and IVF; thus, forming a counterposition between him and his 
opponent, and forming a binary opposition where he implicitly grants himself 
a positive image and contrasts it with a negative image of Harris because a liar 
cannot be a positive and attractive leader who will work for the welfare of the 
country. This leads to another nomination – the destroyer of the USA in Trump’s 
conflict communication aimed at Harris:

(5)		 She’s destroying this country. And if she becomes president, this country doesn’t 
have a chance of success. Not only success. We’ll end up being Venezuela on 
steroids.

(6)		 She is destroying our country. She has a plan to defund the police. She has a plan to 
confiscate everybody’s gun. She has a plan to not allow fracking in Pennsylvania 
or anywhere else. That’s what her plan is until just recently.

Positioning Harris as the destroyer of the USA might have a serious impact 
on the US electorate – Trump promises to make America great again and 
contrasts his plans with the accusation and powerful blame that she is destroying 
our country. According to Trump, his political opponent performs destructive 
actions in different areas, including economics and security. The majority of the 
electorate, especially the Republican supporters, are dissatisfied with financial 
aid to Ukraine (49% according to Pew Research Centre, 2024), fiscal deficit, 
etc. Moreover, gun confiscation means violating the rights of US citizens and 
therefore might result in losing part of Harris’s supporters.

Trump further makes use of hate speech in forming a negative image of his 
political competitor and implicitly depicts Harris as being the wrong candidate:

(7)		 And just to finish off, she doesn’t have a plan. She copied Biden’s plan. And it’s like 
four sentences, like run-Spot-run. Four sentences that are just oh, we’ll try and 
lower taxes. She doesn’t have a plan. Take a look at her plan. She doesn’t have 
a plan.
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Trump repeatedly emphasizes the phrase she doesn’t have a plan implying 
the idea that Harris is not ready to become the president, she does not have 
any political vision. In (7), hate speech is also built upon sarcasm that Harris’s 
plan consists of four sentences that might be summarized in three words – 
run-Spot-run.

Example (8) demonstrates a non-typical, explicit, direct and extremely 
negative nomination – a Marxist:

(8)		 She’s a Marxist. Everybody knows she’s a Marxist. Her father’s a Marxist 
professor in economics. And he taught her well.

The majority of US citizens put a sign of equality between Marxism and 
Communism, 53% of Americans view Marxist nomination and 67% treat 
Communist nomination as an insult (The Report on U.S. Attitudes Toward 
Socialism, Communism, and Collectivism, 2020); therefore, a Marxist nomination 
is highly disadvantageous for Harris. Trump emphasizes the validity of this 
nomination by giving references to Harris’s background and aims at attracting a 
bigger part of electorate, especially the wealthy and prosperous target audience. 
Furthermore, Harris, then Vice President, the representative of the Democratic 
Party – the party in power, which financially and morally supports Ukraine in 
Russia’s war against it; thus, Trump builds his hate speech on the allusion to 
Russia, he calls his political opponent the czar – the title historically related to 
Russia and currently, within the context of Russia-Ukraine war, evoking negative 
connotations. Moreover, Trump intensifies it and makes it even more negative 
shaping the border czar nomination which is extremely insulting for the person 
who fights against Russia’s illegal actions in Ukraine. However, this expression 
of hate speech has one more aim – Trump wants to evoke negative feelings of the 
target audience and to accuse Harris of crimes committed by immigrants:

(9)		 I ask, what about all the people that are pouring into our country and killing 
people? That she allowed to pour in. She was the border czar. Remember that. She 
was the border czar. She doesn’t want to be called the border czar because she’s 
embarrassed by the border.

The Russian topic is further exploited in Trump’s conflict communication 
targeted at Harris. He assigns her Putin’s favourite nomination:

(10)		 Putin endorsed her last week. Said I hope she wins. And I think he meant it.

This nomination should evoke doubts and cognitive dissonance in the heads 
of the electorate because Harris positions herself as a fighter against the Russian 
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invasion of Ukraine, but Putin himself supports her and looks forward to her 
victory in the elections. Moreover, Putin’s favourite nomination does not only 
express insult and a pejorative attitude to Harris, it also implicitly states that 
Harris is a hypocrite, evoking direct associations with the already analysed liar 
nomination. Furthermore, Trump directly accuses Harris of initiating the war in 
Ukraine and implicitly grants her a warmonger nomination:

(11)		 […] they sent her to negotiate peace before this war started. They sent her in to 
negotiate with Zelenskyy and Putin. And she did and the war started three days 
later.

(12)		 They sent her in to negotiate. As soon as they left Putin did the invasion.

Although Harris publicly demonstrates her political and personal position 
against war in Ukraine, the warmonger nomination enables Trump to raise doubts 
in the consciousness of the electorate regarding the integrity and sincerity of 
Harris. Moreover, in (11-12), Trump repeatedly implies Harris’s poor negotiating 
skills, which are crucial for any leader and further implicitly contrasts and 
counterposes them with his excellent negotiation skills as he boasts to negotiate 
with Putin and end the war within 24 hours.

Trump prefers expressing hatred based on binary oppositions – depicting 
himself as the only beneficial leader while at the same time contrasting his 
positive actions and intentions with a negative representation of his opponents. 
Thus, he grants Harris a corrupt politician nomination built on the contrast:

(13)		 She said people start leaving. People don’t go to her rallies. There’s no reason to 
go. And the people that do go, she’s busing them in and paying them to be there. 
[..] People don’t leave my rallies. We have the biggest rallies, the most incredible 
rallies in the history of politics.

In (13), Trump counterposes his and Harris’s rallies. He focuses on the 
negative depiction of his opponent which might be even treated as an insult 
because he concludes that there’s no reason to go to her rallies and simultaneously 
positions himself as a strong and attractive candidate, because people don’t 
leave my rallies. Furthermore, Trump claims that Harris is a corrupt politician 
because she provides free transport and pays the electorate to come to her rallies. 
This might lead to the intended conclusion that Harris lacks support from the 
electorate and is a weaker, less successful candidate than Trump.

The threat domain encompasses a variety of threats to the US society and the 
country itself; thus, Trump nominates Harris as a danger:
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(14)		 She went out — she went out in Minnesota and wanted to let criminals that killed 
people, that burned down Minneapolis, she went out and raised money to get them 
out of jail. She did things that nobody would ever think of.

(15)		 This is the one that weaponized. Not me. She weaponized. I probably took a 
bullet to the head because of the things that they say about me. They talk about 
democracy. I’m a threat to democracy. They’re the threat to democracy.

In (14-15), Trump again expresses hatred, which is based on one of his 
favourite tools – accusation. He accuses Harris of raising money to release 
prisoners, weaponizing society, making the USA an insecure country and even of 
attempting to assassinate him in Pennsylvania, 13 July 2024. In both examples, 
hate speech is explicitly expressed and directly targeted at Harris. Danger 
nomination, formed in the criminal context, in (14), aims to evoke negative 
feelings of the electorate and might result in losing its support. The statement 
she weaponized sounds contradictory because earlier in the same debate Trump 
claimed that she has a plan to confiscate everybody’s gun, which leads to the 
conclusion that Trump interprets the same facts differently depending on the 
intended aim. Example (15) also demonstrates the employment of a sarcastic 
binary opposition democracy – the threat to democracy, where Trump positions 
himself as a threat based on the political narrative of the Democratic party and 
instantly contradicts that with the conclusion – they’re the threat to democracy, 
where they stand for the Democrats. Furthermore, he emphasizes the detrimental 
importance of the Democratic discourse because it was the reason for the 
assassination.

In the area of foreign relations, Trump’s hate speech demonstrates the hater 
nomination:

(16)		 She hates Israel. At the same time in her own way she hates the Arab population 
because the whole place is going to get blown up, Arabs, Jewish people, Israel.

Here Trump harshly accuses Harris of lacking empathy for nations at war and 
at the same time forms an intended, negative image of his political opponent as 
being a cold, merciless and ruthless person. In (16), Trump puts emphasis not 
only on political, but also on personal features in the expression of hate speech. 
Trump’s discourse demonstrates a wide variety of explicit negative nominations 
targeted at Harris, such as a bad, ineffective politician and an outsider:

(17)		 […] she’s been so bad, it’s so ridiculous.

(18)		 So, she just started by saying she’s going to do this, she’s going to do that, she’s 
going to do all these wonderful things. Why hasn’t she done it? She’s been there 
for 3 1/2 years.
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(19)		 Because you believe in things that the American people don’t believe in.

Trump aims at portraying Harris as a bad choice for the USA because she has 
not introduced promised changes and reforms during her term of service, and 
she is not familiar with her electorate because she is not aware of the electorate’s 
position and beliefs. The outsider nomination is extremely sensitive and relevant 
for the electorate as it depicts Harris as the representative of the outgroup, as a 
stranger who does not care about society, and might, therefore, result in ruining 
her reputation and losing votes.

Finally, Trump demonstrates his hatred towards Harris by expressing a 
pejorative and derogatory attitude towards her. In his opinion, Harris is such an 
insignificant person, politician and opponent that he does not even care about her:

(20)		 I don’t care what she is.

(21)		 Number one, she said she’ll go back to congress. She’ll never get the vote. It’s 
impossible for her to get the vote. […] She’s not going to get the vote. She can’t 
get the vote. She won’t even come close to it. So it’s just talk.

In (21), Trump repeatedly emphasizes the insignificance of Harris as a 
politician because she’ll never get the vote, she won’t even come close to it and 
exploits his hate narrative to raise doubts in the consciousness of the electorate if 
she is worth to be voted for. This example implies the idea that Harris is such an 
insignificant person that Trump does not even treat her as a competitor.

4.1.2 Joe Biden’s case

Another person within the scope of Trump’s hate speech is President Joe 
Biden, although he withdrew his candidacy and was replaced by Harris. 
Nevertheless, Trump puts a sign of equality between Harris and Biden, and 
nominates her as Biden:

(22)		 She is Biden. She’s trying to get away from Biden. I don’t know the gentleman, she 
says. She is Biden.

In (22), Trump aims to form an unbenevolent and derogatory image of Harris 
by implying the idea that his political opponent is a betrayer who pretended to 
work in a team with then President Biden, but when she replaced him in the 
presidential campaign, she turned her back on Biden and even renounced knowing 
him. Moreover, Trump exploits this sign of equality, which he puts between 
Harris and Biden, to warn the electorate that Harris is not a new and modern 
candidate, she is just a replica of Biden. Thus, Biden nomination is targeted at 
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80 % of the electorate (Times/ Siena Poll, 2024), who think that Biden is too old 
for the presidential position and 57% (Echelon Insights, 2024) of Americans who 
do not favour his economy policies, and serves as a tool of discouraging the US 
society from voting for Harris.

Trump grants Biden a boss nomination, expressing negative connotations 
within the scope of an election campaign:

(23)		 […] and then her I think probably her boss, if you call him a boss, he spends all 
his time on the beach […].

The depersonalized expression her boss refers to Biden and thus expresses 
Trump’s disrespectful approach to the current president. Moreover, the pejorative 
boss nomination implies the idea that Biden functions not as the head of the state 
but acts as the boss of a corporation or business where he unilaterally makes 
decisions. However, Trump expresses his doubts about Biden’s capabilities to be 
the boss raising a rhetorical question if you call him a boss. Negative connotations 
are further built upon the accusation that Biden is an ineffective and inefficient 
political leader because he spends all his time on the beach. Example (23) further 
puts an emphasis on Trump’s pejorative attitude towards Harris in the form of 
an expression her boss, which depicts Trump’s political opponent as a highly 
dependent employee obeying her boss’s orders.

However, Trump contradicts himself, targeting his hate speech at Biden. 
Although at the beginning of the debates he grants Biden the boss nomination, 
later he forms a negative image of his predecessor as of a weak man:

(24)		 We had no problems when Trump was president. But when this weak pathetic man 
that you saw at a debate just a few months ago […].

Here, Trump puts an emphasis on Biden’s physical condition, which 
arouses pity due to his helplessness and disability. Although Biden has already 
withdrawn his candidacy, Trump shows no mercy for him and expresses his 
pejorative attitude toward Biden. Furthermore, Trump contrasts the image of a 
weak Biden with his own success and power because, from his perspective, there 
were no problems when Trump was president. Trump aims at humiliating Biden 
and portraying him not merely as a weak political leader, but as an insignificant 
president who is not valued and respected in the political arena. Thus, Trump 
grants Biden a disrespected person nomination:

(25)		 I know Zelenskyy very well and I know Putin very well. I have a good relationship. 
And they respect your president. Okay? They respect me. They don’t respect Biden. 
How would you respect him? Why? For what reason?
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Initially, in (25), Trump personally dissociates from Biden because he 
presents the attitude of two political leaders Zelensky and Putin towards the then 
president of the USA. However, further rhetorical questions How would you 
respect him? Why? For what reason? demonstrate his own approach to Biden 
and imply the idea that Trump does not respect Biden. Moreover, these rhetorical 
questions are aimed at raising doubts in the effectiveness and benefit of Biden’s 
presidency and, as Trump identifies Harris as Biden, these questions are also 
aimed at raising doubts in her candidacy and appropriateness for the presidential 
position. However, Trump already positions himself as the president, therefore 
supposing that he is the only right choice because they respect your president. 
Okay? They respect me. This example demonstrates Trump’s favourite method 
of conflict communication – counterposition between him and his opponent, 
where he is positioned as a positive member of the opposition while forming an 
extremely negative and unfavourable image of the opponent. Trump emphasizes 
the importance and validity of a disrespected person nomination by claiming 
that the Democrats themselves do not respect their leader, and expresses intense 
hatred by comparing Biden to a dog:

(26)		 They threw him out of a campaign like a dog. We don’t even know, is he our 
president?

Although Trump constantly expresses his hatred, contempt and humiliation 
targeted at Biden’s physical and mental state, in (26), he positions himself as 
Biden’s advocate because he directly indicates that the Democrats got rid of 
their candidate when they perceived how poor his chances were of winning the 
presidential election. However, Trump again raises a rhetorical question is he our 
president? which enables him to return to a very significant issue – the legitimacy 
of Biden and doubts about his election in 2020.

As has already been mentioned, Trump aims at forming an extremely negative 
image of his predecessor, and thus he directly accuses Biden of being the worst 
president in the history of the USA:

(27)		 In my opinion, I think he’s the worst president in the history of our country.

(28)		 The worst president, the worst vice president in the history of our country.

Biden is nominated as the worst president within the scope of foreign relations. 
Example (27) depicts the already discussed ineffective communication with the 
presidents of Ukraine and Russia; in (28), the nomination is formed on the basis 
of overextensive military support in Afghanistan and the accusation that Biden, 
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together with Harris, accepted millions of immigrants in the USA and that would 
lead to the destruction of the country. The latter example demonstrates dual hate, 
simultaneously targeted at the president and the vice president. This proves the 
validity of the conclusion that Trump puts a sign of equality between Biden and 
Harris, and therefore the expression of hate, targeted at one of these persons, 
encompasses and presupposes hate, simultaneously aimed at both of them.

Finally, Biden’s negative image is complemented by a corrupt politician 
nomination:

(29)		 We have nothing because they refuse — you know, Biden doesn’t go after people 
because supposedly China paid him millions of dollars. He’s afraid to do it. 
Between him and his son. They get all this money from Ukraine. They get all this 
money from all of these different countries. And then you wonder why is he so 
loyal to this one, that one Ukraine, China? Why is he? Why did he get 3 1/2 million 
dollars from the mayor of Moscow’s wife? Why did he get – why did she pay him 
3 1/2 million dollars?

Here, recurrently, Trump employs one of his favourite conflict communication 
techniques – accusation and forms a nomination evoking negative connotations 
in the subconsciousness of the target audience – the electorate. Trump accuses 
Biden, together with his son, of corrupt actions – taking bribes from very 
diverse countries, having their own dangerous and detrimental goals, and thus 
demonstrating his loyalty to them. The nomination of a corrupt politician is 
intensified by introducing the fact that Biden took money from Russia, from 
the mayor of Moscow’s wife. Here Trump aims to depict Biden as a hypocrite 
because he officially demonstrates his support for Ukraine, but at the same 
time, he accepts bribes from the Russians. Four rhetorical questions are again 
employed to raise doubts about Biden’s politics and moral values. Furthermore, 
the statement we have nothing because they refuse is targeted at all Democrats 
and expresses Trump’s intended aim to convey the idea that neither Democrats 
nor their candidate are worth voting for.

4.1.3 The case of the Democratic Party

The Democratic Party is the third group present in Trump’s hatred radar in 
his conflict communication. In the majority of cases, Trump shows his contempt 
for this party by addressing its members as them, but not the Democrats or 
the representatives of the Democratic Party. By using this pronoun, Trump 
dissociates from the Democrats and depicts them as members of the outgroup, as 
the outcasts of the society. The destroyers of the USA is the prevalent nomination 
within the threat domain:
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(30)		 They’ve destroyed the economy and all you have to do it look at a poll. The polls 
say 80 and 85 and even 90% that the Trump economy was great that their economy 
was terrible.

(31)		 Our country is being lost. We’re a failing nation. And it happened three and a half 
years ago.

(32)		 Because they’re destroying the fabric of our country by what they’ve done. There’s 
never been anything done like this at all. They’ve destroyed the fabric of our 
country.

(33)		 But if she won the election, the day after that election, they’ll go back to destroying 
our country and oil will be dead, fossil fuel will be dead.

(34)		 […] they have destroyed our energy business.

(35)		 This is the most divisive presidency in the history of our country. There’s never 
been anything like it. They’re destroying our country.

In (30-35), Trump repeatedly blames the Democrats for destroying the 
country, its economy, resources and the unity of the society. Moreover, this 
constant blame and accusations carry an extremely heavy emotional load with 
an intention to portray the US Democratic Party and its governance as the 
most detrimental, unbenevolent and even harmful party in US history. Trump’s 
conflict communication discourse, constructed upon constant repetition, is highly 
persuasive because if one keeps repeating the same idea many times, it frequently 
becomes widely accepted and trusted, however strange it might seem. There are 
so many disappointed and dissatisfied American citizens in the present state of 
affairs and the candidate Trump finds and announces the culprit – the Democrats. 
Furthermore, Trump acts as a prophet because he predicts the threatening future 
of the country if the Democrats win – but if she won the election, the day after 
that election, they’ll go back to destroying our country and oil will be dead, 
fossil fuel will be dead. However, Trump explicitly opposes himself against the 
Democrats and their candidate and positions himself as the only right person 
who can save the country because the polls say 80 and 85 and even 90% that 
the Trump economy was great that their economy was terrible. Trump puts a 
negative emphasis on the period when the Democratic President Biden was the 
head of state and government of the USA, and implicitly counterpositions it with 
his own presidency by outlining that there’s never been anything like it.

Ironically, Trump’s hate speech aimed at his political opponents includes 
haters nomination. First, Kamala Harris is assigned this nomination, and later 
it is also targeted at them – the Democrats. Trump’s political opponents are 
portrayed as haters within the context of immigration:
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(36)		 Well, bad immigration is the worst thing that can happen to our economy. They 
have and she has destroyed our country with policy that’s insane. Almost policy 
that you’d say they have to hate our country.

Example (36) incorporates two of Trump’s hate target groups – Harris and 
the Democrats, and repeatedly blames both groups for destroying the country 
with insane immigration policy. Here, Trump uses hate speech to demonstrate 
his intended portrayal of the political opponents as being not only negative, 
non-beneficial, but even dangerous for US society because their actions show 
how they hate their country and its citizens. Moreover, Trump’s attitude to 
Democrats’ immigration policy implies the idea that his actions will be totally 
different – benevolent for the country if he is elected. The intended negative 
image of the Democratic Party and its actions is further emphasized by granting 
them a danger nomination:

(37)		 They talk about democracy. I’m a threat to democracy. They’re the threat to 
democracy – With the fake Russia Russia Russia investigation that went nowhere.

The above statements and the nomination itself are built upon an explicit 
counterposition between Trump and the Democratic Party. Although, according 
to Trump, his political opponents constantly talk about democracy and accuse 
him of being a threat to democracy, he positions them as being the threat to 
democracy. This nomination is related to Trump’s doubts about the Democrats’ 
integrity, which is expressed by the fake Russia investigation and the assumption 
that such fake investigations might evoke tension between Russia and the USA 
and might be regarded as posing not only a threat to democracy, but a danger to 
the security of the country.

Finally, the Democrats are nominated as weak and incompetent politicians 
within the area of national security:

(38)		 It wouldn’t have happened with me. The leaders of other countries think that 
they’re weak and incompetent. And they are. They’re grossly incompetent.

In (38), Trump forms a negative image of the Democrats and verbally fights 
against them using not merely his own approach to them but further complements 
the validity of this negative nomination by introducing the attitude of other 
political leaders. National security is a sensitive and extremely significant area 
for any country; thus, incompetence and failures here are inexcusable. Moreover, 
the nomination of weak and incompetent politicians is intensified by the implied 
idea of US reputational harm due to the fact that the leaders of other countries 
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think that they’re weak and incompetent and thus damage the image of the USA 
as the leading power. Consequently, Trump offers the solution – to vote for him 
in the presidential election because it wouldn’t have happened with me.

Overall, hate speech, in the form of negative, stereotypical and non-typical 
nominations targeted at his political opponents and competitors, is the prevalent 
tool in Donald Trump’s conflict communication discourse, which is aimed at his 
primary goal – to be re-elected as the president of the United States of America.

5	 Conclusions

Hate speech is a highly prevalent tool exploited in Donald Trump’s conflict 
communication aimed at his political opponents. The expression of Trump’s hate 
speech encompasses negative stereotypical and non-typical nominations within 
the threat domain, which are targeted at three main addressees: the presidential 
candidate Kamala Harris, President Joe Biden and the Democratic Party. The 
study shows that Trump’s hateful rhetoric is intended to shape the inferiority 
of his opponents, forming their negative image and activating contradictions 
between the electorate of opposing parties and candidates for the US presidency.

The research into Trump’s hate speech as a tool of conflict communication 
identified such linguistic markers as derogatory terms, stereotypes, negative 
connotations and insulting language targeted at Harris, Biden and the Democrats.

The majority of linguistic markers in Trump’s conflict communication are 
aimed at Harris in the form of the following stereotypical nominations: a liar, the 
destroyer of the USA, the wrong candidate, a corrupt politician, a danger, the 
hater, bad, ineffective politician, an outsider, an insignificant person. However, 
the research found some nominations, non-typical of political discourse, such 
as a Marxist, the border czar, Putin’s favourite, a warmonger and even Biden. 
The expression of hate speech targeted at then President Biden demonstrates 
a few stereotypical nominations: the worst president, a corrupt politician and 
non-typical nominations: the boss, a weak man, a disrespected person. The 
nominations, targeted at Biden, are not abundant due to the withdrawal of his 
candidacy from the presidential election. The name of the opposition party – 
the Democrats is replaced by an implicit address they in Trump’s conflict 
communication discourse. They are stereotypically depicted as the destroyers 
of the USA, haters, a danger, weak and incompetent politicians. The recurring 
application of hate speech expressing nominations such as the destroyer/s of the 
USA, a danger, a corrupt politician, hater/s presupposes the fact that Trump 
treats all three groups equally and perceives all these political opponents as 
equal competitors.
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The results of rhetorical analysis demonstrate that Trump takes advantage 
of sarcasm in shaping the negative image of his political opponents and aims at 
inciting hatred, built upon negative nominations, towards them. Trump’s hate 
speech, in the majority of cases, is expressed dually and based on counterposition 
and contrast, which enable him to position himself as a strong, beneficial and 
trustworthy presidential candidate and simultaneously to create the intended 
negative image of his political opponents – Harris, Biden and the Democrats. 
Harsh, implicitly and explicitly expressed hate speech in Trump’s conflict 
communication plays one more role – it should not only assure his supporters that 
their choice is the best, but it should also raise doubts in the subconsciousness 
of Harris’s or the undecided electorate and entice these voters. Moreover, the 
research into the prevalent linguistic and rhetorical markers shows that hate 
speech in Trump’s conflict communication discourse demonstrates manipulation 
of the target audience’s political views, beliefs and influences their political 
behaviour in elections. Thus, hate speech is exploited as a tool enabling Trump to 
be re-elected as the 47th president of the USA. The election results demonstrate 
that this tool is highly effective.

The research addresses the use and significance of hate speech as a conflict 
communication tool in Trump’s political discourse during the 2024 presidential 
campaign. However, the research material, comprising only the available debate 
transcript, might be acknowledged as a limited scope study limitation. Future 
research should encompass a broader scope of Trump’s political discourse.
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Abstract
This article examines how the public diplomatic, English-language press in East Asian 
democracies – Japan, South Korea and Taiwan – constructed Russia and Ukraine in the 
first year of the war. Drawing on a 2.06-million word corpus of news coverage from The 
Japan News, The Korea Herald, The Korea Times, and Taiwan News, we undertake a 
corpus-assisted critical discourse analysis of the most frequent collocate variations of 
identity construction terms for both national actors in the data, focusing specifically on 
referential and predication strategies, as well as the discursive construction of transitivity. 
Our findings suggest that these outlets’ public-diplomacy patterning aligned with a 
U.S.-led bloc: Russia is cast as economically central yet norm-violating and is positioned 
as a legitimate target of condemnation and sanctions, often alongside China. By contrast, 
Ukraine is cast as a sovereign state and productive economy and represented transitively 
as the object of Russian attack and the beneficiary/agent of allied support and rebuilding. 
We discuss the implications of these findings for understanding how public diplomatic 
press outlets function toward geopolitical bloc identity-building and polarisation during 
times of international conflict.

Keywords
corpus-assisted critical discourse analysis, media and war, East Asian democracies, 
Ukraine

1	 Introduction

Geopolitics organises global imaginations into hierarchical orders of 
nation-states, regions, and blocs (Dalby, 2008). Contemporary geopolitics is 
increasingly characterised by states converging into international and regional 
blocs based on proximity, economic interests, and ideological values (Kipgen 
&  Chakrabarti, 2022). This ensures that international relations are largely 
understood as a “global game in which clashes over [mutual] interests are 
played out” (Ojala & Pantti, 2017, p. 3). This geopolitical contestation and bloc 
formation realises the fundamental processes of categorisation and competition 
for resources that condition social identity formation, writ large to a global scale 
(Tajfel & Turner, 2004). This type of categorisation is among the most fundamental 
cognitive abilities of human beings (Wang et al., 2024, p. 1), manifesting in 
everyday language use through the construction of in- and out-groups based on 
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positive-self/negative-Other evaluation and (dis)empowerment (van Dijk, 1998). 
National news media shape geopolitical bloc identities by constructing divisions 
between in-groups and out-groups: a boundary-making process that normalises 
affinitive assimilation within the in-group bloc and divisions with adversarial 
blocs (Tuathail, 1999). Such divisions are particularly evident in East Asia, 
where proximate nations have historically held conflicting geopolitical loyalties. 
Whilst China has fostered a strategic relationship with Russia since the Cold 
War (Alexeeva & Lasserre, 2018), democratic nations such as Taiwan, Japan, 
and South Korea have tended to operate within the USA’s sphere of influence 
(Qin et al., 2019).

International conflicts stress-test geopolitical allegiances, raising questions 
about loyalty and compatibility of interests. During such conflicts, news media 
condition public opinion and can play a decisive role in conflict resolution or 
fostering tension (Joseph, 2014). Internally oriented news media represent 
conflicts in ways that appeal to their national biases and influence the national 
public’s perception of other national actors (Wanta et al., 2004). Externally 
oriented news media outlets aim to do the same, but adopt a public diplomacy 
function by targeting audiences from other nations. During conflicts, then, news 
media serve as key shapers of discourses – or “structured forms of knowledge” 
(Wodak & Meyer, 2015, p. 6) – that explain conflicts and delegitimize power 
dynamics between and within geopolitical blocs. The ongoing conflict between 
Russia and Ukraine serves as a prime illustration of these points. Analysts argue 
that the conflict has revived old Cold War divisions between East and West, 
providing a proxy for Western-aligned nations to undermine Russia’s interests 
(Smeltz, 2022).

Against this backdrop, this article undertakes a corpus-assisted critical 
discourse analysis of how English-language newspapers in the East Asian 
democratic nations of Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan represented Russia and 
Ukraine during the first year of the conflict. In doing so, our aim is not to adjudicate 
whether these nations were biased toward Ukraine in their representation – rather, 
we take it as a working assumption that they were – but rather to examine how they 
employed discursive means to construct this biased representation. This responds 
to a relative dearth of literature examining exactly how such English-language 
news outlets in East Asian democratic nations discursively perform their public 
diplomatic functions. In what follows, we aim to fill this gap by discursively 
analysing the discursive construction of both combatant national actors, 
addressing the following research question: How did the English-language press 
of East Asian democratic nations discursively construct Russia and Ukraine and 
their actions in the first year of the Russo-Ukrainian war?
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2	� The Russia-Ukraine conflict and its geopolitical implications for East 
Asian democracies

The growing focus and discussion on the significance of China’s role in 
international geopolitical frictions and conflicts has rendered the current media 
discourse on the East Asian region Sino-centric. This is detrimental to broader 
understandings of other East Asian countries’ engagement in the region, especially 
given the region’s inimitable geopolitical roots in colonial history, with formative 
events such as the Japanese occupation of the Korean peninsula and parts of 
China, shaping the contours of geopolitical bloc allegiances throughout history. 
Therefore, this section provides a geopolitical contextualisation of the East 
Asian democratic nations of Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan, with special focus 
afforded to how each nation conceives of the current Russia-Ukraine conflict.

Pitted against the geopolitical Sino-Russian alliance are East Asian democratic 
nations that operate in the USA’s sphere of influence – chief among these are Japan 
and South Korea. This alliance with the US is evidenced by their attendance at the 
2022 NATO summit for the first time due to the Biden administration’s strategic 
aim of tightening its connections with its East Asian allies. Japan, a G7 member, 
and China have an acrimonious history, and despite pledges to improve working 
trade relations, a rivalry between the two persists. This was reified regarding 
the Russia-Ukraine conflict when President Xi and Prime Minister Kishida paid 
simultaneous visits to Moscow and Kyiv in early 2023, underlining the global 
significance of the war from their respective geopolitical perspectives. More 
broadly, Japan recently updated its security strategy, signalling a willingness to 
engage in geopolitical issues where necessary. For instance, Tokyo announced its 
intention to increase its defence expenditure by almost 60 % over the next five 
years (Hornung, 2023) and has committed to acquiring missiles that can reach 
targets inside Chinese territories (Brown, 2023). Interestingly, the Ukrainian 
conflict prompted Japan to impose sanctions on Russia comparable to those 
imposed by the US, Canada, and some EU countries. Geopolitical divisions were 
further notable in Prime Minister Kishida’s May 2023 statement in which he 
expressed serious concerns over Russia’s attack on Ukraine, intimating that it 
“might be East Asia tomorrow” (Rachman, 2023). Critics viewed this statement 
as part of the effort to prevent Moscow from winning the war, to assure national 
security for Japan and warn Beijing about the resultant punishments in the case 
of any aggression against Taiwan (Tsuruoka, 2022).

Ever since Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, comparisons have been made to 
the Korean War of the 1950s, which played a significant role in intensifying 
the Cold War on a global scale, ushering in a new global order. In a similar 
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vein, the current Sino-U.S. rivalry implies a symbolic bipolar geopolitical power 
structure, in which the Russia-Ukraine conflict is solidifying the geopolitical 
divide between the Sino-Russian alliance on one side and the U.S. with its 
European and Asian allies on the other. A strong ally of the US, and a nation that 
holds deep-rooted security-ties with Australia and the UK, South Korea used to 
be Russia’s second-largest trading partner in Asia, with efforts being made by 
Seoul to expand its energy supply from the Middle East (Pardo & Kim, 2023). 
However, the Russian invasion of Ukraine has pushed South Korea further 
toward geopolitical alliances with the US and its Asian allies such as Japan. This 
shift in geopolitical loyalty is evidenced in the fact that the then South Korean 
president, Yoon Suk Yeol, opened the 2023 Asian Leadership Conference by 
stating that the international community must “never allow the illegal invasion 
of Ukraine […] to become a successful precedent” (Brands, 2023). Moreover, 
its growing security links to Western-aligned blocs solidify its desire to prevent 
North Korea from planning a similar and unwelcome course of action in the 
Korean Peninsula.

The Russia-Ukraine conflict has also been discussed in relation to the status of 
Taiwan under China’s continual threats of invasion. Some theorists posit that the 
US has capitalised on the statuses of Taiwan and Ukraine, deploying obstructive 
foreign policies targeted at China and Russia, as two emerging geopolitical 
threats to its hegemonic status in the West (Simons, 2022). However, it can 
also be reasoned that a Russian victory would indirectly strengthen the position 
of China, increasing the risk of any imminent attempt to invade Taiwan, and 
destabilizing the security of the Asia-Pacific region. The strategic importance 
of Taiwan can be noted in the fact that the Biden administration committed to 
providing Taiwan with further military protection on the 23rd of May 2022 (Lu, 
2022). From a Chinese perspective, Taiwan and Ukraine are incomparable as 
“Taiwan has always been an inalienable part of China’s territory”, which is “an 
indisputable historical and legal fact”; and the US is seen as the “culprit of current 
tensions surrounding Ukraine” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of China, 2022) by 
supporting Taiwan as an independent country (Guo et al., 2015). In contrast, 
Taiwan’s president Tsai Ing-wen stated that “determination will rally fellow 
democracies” and “Taiwan will not bend under pressure” (Blanchard, 2022). 
Thus, while all three nations are implicated in a nuanced way by the conflict, 
they have thus far been affinitive in their declarations of support for Ukraine.
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3	� East Asian democratic media representations of international war and 
conflict

Research has demonstrated that media outlets from liberal democracies tend 
to operate in line with their respective states’ geopolitical interests when it comes 
to reporting on conflicts (Liu, 2023). In states like Japan and South Korea, this 
can be attributed to certain ethnocentric aspects of their societies. For example, 
anti-Japanese sentiment is regarded as a commonplace feature of South Korean 
news reportage; conversely, Japanese media perpetuate negative stereotypes 
about South Korea (Yoon & Gwangho, 2002). However, representations 
of international conflicts in the two countries reproduce some of these latent 
values, often due to an over-reliance on elite sources, which are automatically 
deemed to be ‘credible’ during wartime and tend to foreground national interests 
in their commentary. For instance, in a research study on the conflict between 
North Korea and South Korea, Yoon (1989) found that the South Korean 
press framed the conflict predominantly through an ‘anti-communist’ lens. 
However, a dearth of scholarly literature focuses on how both nations represent 
international conflicts in which they hold similar geopolitical stakes, such as the 
Russia-Ukraine conflict.

Similarly, political parties’ ideologies in Taiwan remain prevalent in the state’s 
major dailies, and many journalists tend to exercise self-censorship (Lo et al., 
2005). Indeed, as noted by Rawnsley and Gong (2011), high levels of suspicion 
in the perceptions between the public, journalists and politicians, in tandem with 
growing commercialisation, has led to a tabloid-style of political journalism 
emerging in the nation. However, empirical studies of Taiwan’s reportage on 
internationally contentious issues have suggested that Taiwan’s political agenda 
is largely concomitant with its news agenda (Lin, 2022). For instance, despite 
sharing some cultural affinity with China, research on the news coverage of the 
2003 Iraq War (Guo et al., 2015) found that Taiwan’s news agenda was largely 
in line with that of the US as a result of their shared ideological and geopolitical 
interests (Tan, 2023). Nonetheless, no studies have specifically examined the 
common discursive features employed by the public diplomatic press of these 
East Asian nations which operate within the U.S.’s sphere of influence.

4	� Geopolitical identity and international conflict in news discourse: 
A perspective from CDS

Internationally oriented newspapers of different nations aim to condition 
opinion and represent international conflicts in ways that align with their ulterior 
geopolitical aims. Such outlets have the power to influence public deliberation at an 
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international level and, more pressingly, to condition foreign publics’ perceptions 
of other national actors through their construction and ascription of qualities and 
attributes (Wanta et al., 2004). Thus, the ways in which actors are represented 
in news discourse and portrayed through mediation shape (and are shaped by) 
such ideological influences, constituting ‘discourses’, or ‘structured forms of 
knowledge’ (Wodak & Meyer, 2015, p. 6) that manifest in everyday language use 
and media texts. This study broaches its chosen discursive foci through the lens 
of Critical Discourse Studies (CDS), which aims to unveil the role of discourses 
in reproducing socio-political power dynamics by conceptualising discourses as 
being imbricated with ideologies which shape social cognition, perceptions of 
social reality, and identity categorizations (Wodak & Meyer, 2015).

From the perspective of geopolitics and the Russo-Ukrainian conflict, the 
representation of national actors can be theorised to be imbued with ideological 
evaluations coloured by geopolitical bloc alliances. Indeed, a growing body of 
research supports this position. For instance, in their comparative study of the 
discursive construction of developed and developing nations Wang et al. (2024) 
found that categorisations of other nations in the news served “not only to regulate 
and organise the actions of group members… but also to justify or challenge 
the social position of one group in relation to others” (van Dijk, 1998, p. 258). 
This point can be extended to the study of international communication on the 
Russia-Ukraine conflict: for example, a critical discursive analysis of Joe Biden’s 
first public comment on the conflict found that “the ‘us – them’ binary was the 
main feature that characterised his speech” (Mahfoud & Khaldaoui, 2023, p. 
139). Moreover, the representation of the actions of combatant nation-states can 
be positively or negatively evaluated, depending on bloc-identity and ideological 
allegiances. For instance, Alyahya (2023) found that The Moscow Times and 
The Washington Post employed different strategies to represent the invasion of 
Ukraine, and that both newspapers used language to “persuade its readers to 
accept its narrative of the events” (p. 1). Similarly, a study of Finnish and Estonian 
newspaper editorials that commented on the conflict in Ukraine found that both 
nations’ media “focused overwhelmingly on the aggression of the Kremlin in 
Ukraine” (Ojala & Kaasik-Krogerus, 2019, p. 11). Breeze and Novoa-Jaso’s 
(2024) corpus-assisted study of CGTN, a public diplomatic media outlet in 
China, elucidated how it discursively negotiated its status as a neutral nation. Yet, 
these studies illustrate a notable gap in existing research: an examination of the 
discursive means through which Ukraine-aligned public diplomatic news outlets 
in East Asia construct a biased representation of the conflict.
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5	 Case, data and methods

5.1	Case study rationale

Before outlining our methods of data collection and analysis we offer a 
justificatory basis for the inclusion of each constituent nation of the East Asian 
Democratic geopolitical bloc that we isolate for analysis here, and for analysing 
data collectively rather than comparatively. While Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan 
each exhibit distinct domestic political dynamics, their grouping in this study 
is justified by shared institutional and geopolitical characteristics, particularly 
as these relate to their positioning in the context of the Russo-Ukrainian war. 
In addition to sharing a common cultural heritage and economic similarities, 
Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan are widely regarded as the most “consolidated 
or maturing democracies” within East Asia (Lee & Han, 2017, p.  193). They 
exhibit comparable democratic values and institutional characteristics, including 
majoritarian electoral systems and two-party dominance (Lee & Han, 2017, 
p.  195). This institutional and normative alignment becomes particularly 
significant in the context of the region’s geopolitical power dynamics, which 
are shaped by tensions between authoritarian superpowers – notably China 
and Russia – on the one hand, and the democratic hegemon, the United States, 
on the other. All three states, Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan, have long been 
considered U.S. allies within what Okuyama (2005) characterises as a tripolar 
balance of power in East Asia, and they collectively occupy a strategic front in 
what Loke (2021, p. 2) terms the “politics of hegemonic ordering” – a regional 
contest in which U.S.-China rivalry is most acutely expressed. In addition 
to supporting the continuation of a U.S.-led regional order amid the rise of 
Sino-Russian authoritarianism (Loke, 2021), and as outlined above, each of these 
nations has also demonstrated a tendency to adopt official policy positions on the 
Russo-Ukrainian war that align closely with those of the United States. As such, 
they provide a suitably affinitive cross-national context to examine the discursive 
strategies employed in the public diplomacy of East Asian democratic nations in 
the representation of the Russia-Ukraine war.

While the internal media cultures of Japan, South Korean and Taiwan differ, 
these nations’ English-language news media are often more oriented toward 
international audiences and function as instruments of public diplomacy (cf. Cull, 
2009), articulating narratives that reflect their states’ geopolitical alignments and 
values. As such, we posit that the type of public diplomatic media outlet this study 
examines can be expected to adopt comparable representations of geopolitically 
significant events, like the Russo-Ukrainian war when they share geopolitical and 
politico-normative orientations, thus providing a suitable rationale for analysing 
their reportage collectively, rather than comparatively.
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5.2	Data collection

The integration of corpus linguistic (CL) methods into CDS has gained 
popularity due to its ability to provide critical discourse analysts with a more 
systematic approach, capable of handling larger bodies of texts (or corpora) that 
permit more representative discourse samples. Furthermore, CL enables analysts 
to reduce bias, mitigate against ‘cherry-picking’ of data, and ensure more valid 
and generalisable results (Mautner, 2016). Corpus approaches to CDS exploit 
the quantitative insights provided by CL tools to explore the frequencies and 
semantic profiling of lexical items before employing the qualitative tools of 
CDS to reflect on the ideological significance of these patterns. For this research, 
a corpus was compiled using the advanced search function of the LexisNexis 
database, searching full-text newspaper articles for the terms: ‘Ukraine’ OR 
‘Russia’, setting a 1-year cut-off point for data, beginning from the date of the 
invasion of Ukraine (24/02/22). While national actors are often signified through 
a variety of metonymic and synecdochic terms – for instance, the Kremlin, Putin, 
Zelenskyy, Kyiv – we limited our search to these two terms to allow for a general 
exposition of how the basic discursive construction and qualification of both 
national actors and their actions influenced their representation. In line with our 
above rationalisation, we drew data from English-language newspapers from 
the three previously mentioned East Asian democratic (EAD) nations, which 
permitted an examination of how these newspapers constructed their nationalist 
and geopolitical identities in externally oriented reportage likely to be registered 
in the global public sphere.

On the basis of availability and convenience, we drew data from the 
following publications: The Japan News, one of Japan’s largest English-language 
newspapers with a moderate-Conservative political alignment; The Korea 
Times, a centrist paper that is Korea’s oldest English-language newspaper; The 
Korean Herald, another leading English-language daily newspaper in Korea, 
and The Taiwan News, a longstanding English-language news outlet which 
espouses anti-autocratic news values. The results of this process are visualised 
in the below table:

Newspaper No. of Articles No. of Words
The Japan News 1,041 553,502
The Korea Herald 1,071 811,261
The Korea Times 676 468,395
The Taiwan News 594 226,957
Combined Totals 3,382 2,060,115

Table 1: East Asian democratic corpus
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As shown in Table 1, the majority of our corpus is drawn from two South 
Korean outlets. This imbalance reflects the practical realities of corpus 
construction, which, as noted by Baker (2023, p. 57) is often characterised by “a 
degree of opportunism or compromise in terms of what the builder would like to 
include and what is available”. During the construction of our corpus, the volume 
of available English-language news coverage varied across the three countries, 
with South Korea’s English-language press offering more accessible material 
during the sampling period. This asymmetry was not considered detrimental to 
the study’s overarching aims, however. As Baker (2023, p. 57) further notes, in 
corpus construction, it is vital “to bear in mind the type of research questions 
that [the analysts what] to ask”. Our objective was not to conduct a comparative 
analysis of national differences or dissimilarities, but rather to provide a general 
characterisation of the discursive strategies employed by the public diplomatic 
media of East Asian democracies in their construction of the Russia–Ukraine 
conflict. Thus, given that all four media outlets can be classified as belonging 
to the same genre of public diplomacy media, are “representative of [their] 
language variety or genre” (Baker, 2023, p. 57), and they originate from nations 
within the EAD geopolitical bloc, we considered the corpus both a convenient 
and analytically appropriate sample for the purposes of our study.

5.3	Data analysis

Our analytical aim was to elucidate the categorisation and attribution of both 
national actors, and the transitivity of their processes (see below). Toward this 
end, we employed an abductive Corpus-Assisted Critical Discourse Analysis 
(CACDA), which departed with particular discursive and linguistic foci in mind, 
based on a consideration of the literature. Corpus-assisted approaches, which 
draw on preconceived foci, differ from corpus-driven approaches, which rely on 
frequencies within corpora to guide the researcher’s focus in a ground-up manner. 
Our analysis relied on the use of the online corpus management software, Sketch 
Engine (Kilgarriff et al., 2004), which provided us with CL tools to analyse data 
from a CDS perspective.

Drawing from the analytical framework of the Discourse-Historical 
Approach (Reisigl & Wodak, 2015), we analysed the frequent referential and 
predication strategies used in the corpus to understand how categorisation and 
attribution manifested discursively in the construction of geopolitical in-groups 
and out-groups. Referential strategies denote the linguistic “ways in which social 
actors can be represented in … discourse” (van Leeuwen, 1996, p. 32, as cited 
in Hart, 2010, p. 34). Our analysis of referential strategies entailed identifying 
the linguistic resources used in labelling or referring to both combatants as well 
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as their actions and objects, as these lexical choices ultimately functioned to 
categorise actors into geopolitical in-/out-groups. Predication strategies signify 
the processes of linguistically ascribing qualities and/or attributes to actors, 
actions and things to “frame people, objects, events, processes and states of affairs 
in terms of quality, quantity, space, time and so on” (Hart, 2010, p. 65). Thus, by 
analysing the “characteristics, qualities and features” (Reisigl & Wodak, 2015, 
p. 43) that were routinely attributed to national actors in the corpus, our analysis 
aimed to illuminate how (if at all) predication strategies were utilised by national 
newspapers to construct a positive representation of their geopolitical-bloc 
in-group, and, conversely, a negative presentation of adversarial geopolitical 
actors. Finally, we also paid special attention to how transitivity was realised 
in the data – that is, how subject and object positions were ascribed to actors, 
and the discursive-ideological implications of these clausal arrangements – to 
understand how the actions of both combatants were positively/ negatively 
classified. More simply, by analysing “who does what to whom, and how” in the 
corpus (Machin & Mayr, 2015, p. 104), we explored how the representation of 
international combative actions was imbricated in the processes of geopolitical 
bloc identity politics.

Our utilisation of CACDA was abductive insofar as we preidentified discursive 
and linguistic foci that we hypothesised would be frequently utilised in the 
discursive realisation of our three chosen discursive processes of categorisation, 
attribution and transitivity; however, our analysis was, at some points, guided 
by the frequencies (or lack thereof) of certain words, or ‘lexical items’, too. 
The analysis was conducted in three phases, each respectively undertaken 
to probe into the discursive manifestation of categorisation, attribution and 
transitivity in regard to both national actors. Sketch Engine’s Word Sketch 
functionality provided us with overviews of a lexical item’s ‘grammatical and 
collocational behaviour’, that is, how a lexical item typically manifested in the 
data and how other words which frequently interacted with it, or ‘collocates’, 
influenced how it was used to construct meaning. By inputting the keywords 
‘Russia’ and ‘Ukraine’ into Word Sketch, we were furnished with automated 
lists of recurrent ‘grammatical relations’, which sketched how these lexical items 
were frequently utilised. We were then able to map these grammatical relations 
onto the preidentified linguistic foci employed in the discursive processes of 
categorisation, attribution and transitivity. This process of operationalisation is 
visualised below in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: Operationalisation of Sketch Engine’s grammatical relations

For discursive categorisation, we primarily relied on the right-hand collocates 
of the grammatical relation ‘Ukraine/Russia is a …’, to identify the referential 
strategies used to denote the recurrent roles and categories that were ascribed 
to both actors in the data. For the discursive attribution, we examined the 
collocative adjective predicates of both keywords, examining how these were 
deployed to modify the perception of national actors and ascribe qualities and 
features to them. Whilst treated as a separate analytical phase, it must be noted 
that this phase of analysis shared some overlap with the previous step insofar as 
the strategic ascription of qualities also served to discursively categorise actors 
into in-/out-groups, too. Furthermore, regarding attribution, we examined the 
linguistic ascription of possessives by analysing the right-hand collocates of 
the grammatical relations ‘Russia’s’ and ‘Ukraine’s’. Beyond identifying what 
objects, actions, entities and concepts were discursively represented as being in 
the possession of both national actors, the analysis of this grammatical relation 
further enabled us to consider how discursive concepts, values, and attributes 
were represented as being associated with/holding a connection to/having a 
relationship with these actors. Finally, regarding transitivity, we considered both 
construction patterns where the national actor was the object of the verb – to 
understand the actions that they had been subjected to or underwent, and also 
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construction patterns where the national actor was the subject – to understand 
how these agentive processes were positively/negatively characterised through 
linguistic representation.

The grammatical relation categories produced by Sketch Engine list 
collocates in terms of frequency (denoted hereafter as n = x). Whilst frequencies 
are useful in determining the salience of a given word in a corpus, how many 
times a lexical item appears in a corpus is not necessarily indicative of it being 
linguistically significant as a collocate of the signifiers of national actors. Indeed, 
relying on raw frequencies alone is problematic, due to the fact they may hold 
a concentration in one part of the corpus, and not be diffused throughout or 
denote a strong collocational preference for a given word. Thus, we utilised the 
statistical measure logDice (lD), which measures the typicality of collocative 
cooccurrence, that is, how typical it is for two words to appear together, and the 
statistical strength of this collocation. After preliminary searches were conducted 
on the corpus, it was determined that a minimum inclusion threshold lD score 
of 7.0 would be imposed for lexical items, in addition to having a raw frequency 
(n) score of at least n = 3. Moreover, the lists presented hereafter are selective, 
as we pretermit certain function words and lexical items (e.g., the verbs to be, 
to have, and to do) which, along with articles and determiners, can be seen as 
being “devoid of separate meanings as they are” (Mautner, 2016, p. 159). Thus, 
by exploiting inclusion criteria of raw frequencies and lD scores, in tandem 
with critically eliding inconsequential lexical items, the researchers were able to 
identify statistically significant collocation patterns used in the construction and 
qualification of national actors and their actions.

While frequency lists provide a useful point of departure for analysis, they 
remove their lexical items from their sentential and broader textual contexts. 
Consequently, we incrementally trajected our analysis from frequency lists of 
individual lexical items to larger segments of data. For instance, wherever it 
proved expedient to our analysis, we considered frequent n-grams, which are 
statistically significant collocative sequences of 2 or more words, and were 
statistically measured in terms of their Frequency Per Million (FPM) words. We 
also routinely examined concordance lines of statistically noteworthy collocates, 
which provided a broader illustration of a given lexical item’s uses in its textual 
contexts. As noted by Kim (2017, p. 40), “examinations of the concordance lines 
are crucial and useful because they reveal recurrent patterns and interesting uses 
of particular search terms”. Thus, in addition to visualising frequency tables, 
samples of concordance lines with the keyword in context (KWIC) are provided 
and subjected to close analysis in the following analytical section to aid our 
discussion. The left-hand column of each KWIC figure indicates the media outlet 
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from which each concordance line is drawn. While our analysis does not seek 
to compare or contrast differences between individual outlets, this information 
is included to illustrate the even distribution of analytical findings across all 
constituent sources within the corpus.

6	 Analysis

6.1	Russia’s construction in EAD corpus

6.1.1	 Categorisation

a. ‘Russia is a…’

EAD newspapers demonstrated a patterning of categorizing Russia in terms of 
its centrality in international trade, as demonstrated by the statistically significant 
collocates of the grammatical relation ‘Russia is a…’ visualised below in Table 2.

Lexical Item logDice Frequency
Producer 11.4 6
Supplier 11.4 5
Exporter 10.0 3

Table 2: Collocates of ‘Russia is a…’

Further analysis of concordance lines unveiled the frequent use of 
augmentative predication strategies—‘top’, ‘major’, ‘the largest’, ‘important’, 
etc. – that stressed Russia’s economic centrality as a supporter and supplier of 
raw materials, as illustrated in Figure 2. Indeed, interestingly, in our data EAD 
newspapers predominantly categorised Russia as an economic powerhouse, 
eliding any outright negative categorisation.

Figure 2: Concordance lines of ‘Russia is a …’
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6.1.2	 Attribution

b.	 Adjective predicates of ‘Russia’

The statistically typical adjective predicates of ‘Russia’ (n = 6,640) are 
listed below. The most prevalent adjective predicate in terms of raw frequency, 
‘Permanent’ (n = 30/ lD = 7.0), mostly functioned to foreground Russia’s 
permanency in geopolitical structures and regularly featured as part of the n-gram 
‘permanent member’ (FPM = 13.25), which was largely utilised to construct 
Russia as having a permanent seat at the UN Security Council – one which was 
abusing its power of veto.

Lexical Item logDice Frequency
Accountable 11.4 8
Isolated 8.4 6
Responsible 9.8 4
Permanent 7.0 30
Suspended 7.0 18

Table 3: Adjective predicates of ‘Russia’

Furthermore, in this pattern of representation, Russia was often grouped 
together with China, as illustrated in lines 7 and 10 of Figure 3 below. In the 
corpus, then, we discerned a pattern in which Russia was identified as central 
to the geopolitical framework. It was also regularly associated with China as a 
geopolitical power bloc misusing its power. This negative predication was further 
exposed by a consideration of the most statistically typical adjective predicate, 
‘Accountable’ (lD = 11.4), which was noteworthy insofar as its uses were 
frequently underpinned by a deontic modality, that is, in representations which 
convey a sense of how things should be or ought to be, in regard to a wilful, 
desirable future (Clancy et al., 1997), in contrast to their current existential state. 
In the lines of 1, 4, 8 and 11 of Figure 3, modal verbs, like ‘will’, ‘should’ and 
‘must’, were utilised to convey the imperative idea that Russia must be held 
accountable, often through quotations attributed to (representatives of) Western 
powers (such as, Psaki, Biden, White House). Furthermore, as exhibited in the 
concordance lines 5 and 11 below, Russia was discursively predicated as being 
deservedly and increasingly ‘Isolated’ (lD = 8.4) or as having its geopolitical 
functionalities inhibited as a result of its own actions.
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Figure 3: Concordance lines of adjective predicates of Russia

b. Possessives of ‘Russia’

In the data, Russia was frequently portrayed as the possessor of events and 
activities that overwhelmingly held negative connotations. By far, the most 
statistically salient collocate in this regard was ‘Invasion’ (lD = 13.6), which, as 
a referential strategy, legitimised the view that Russia’s entry into Ukraine was 
coercive and illegitimate.

Lexical Item logDice Frequency
Invasion 13.6 881
Aggression 10.8 88
War 9.6 36
Attack 8.8 21

Table 4: Possessives of Russia
This strategy of employing nominations that connote coercivity and 

negativity was further borne out by the statistically significant frequencies of 
‘War’ (lD = 9.6) and ‘Attack’ (lD = 8.8) as actions instigated by or associated 
with Russia. Moreover, the frequent ascription of ‘Aggression’ (lD = 10.8) to 
Russia implied that its actions were in discordance with geopolitical expectations 
of peace and propriety. Perhaps unsurprisingly, analysis of concordance lines 
suggested that this aggression and Russia’s war/invasion/attack were chiefly 
targeted at Ukraine.
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Figure 4: Concordance lines of Russia’s possessives

As evidenced above, Russia was frequently predicated with negative qualities 
and actions – ‘aggression’, ‘war’, ‘invasion’, ‘attacks’ – which were transitively 
directed towards Ukraine through the use of prepositions – ‘on’, ‘against’, ‘with’, 
‘of’, etc. Thus, concordance line analysis disinterred a statistically salient pattern 
of attribution, in which negative qualities and activities that were ascribed to 
Russia gain meaning from their transitive association with Ukraine as the object 
or butt of these traits and actions. This patterning was further elucidated in the 
ensuing phase of analysis where transitivity was examined.

6.1.3	 Transitivity

a. Verbs with Russia as object

In the corpus, Russia was typically constructed in clausal arrangements 
where it was the object of processes which discursively disempowered it. It 
was represented as being the target of ‘Condemnation’ (lD = 10.8), ‘Criticism’ 
(lD = 9.7) and ‘Pressure’ (lD = 9.0), which emanated largely from Western-bloc 
powers (see Figure 5). To a lesser degree, Russia was represented as being the 
target of ‘Exclusion’ (lD = 8.9) and ‘Sanctions’ (lD = 8.6).
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Lexical Item logDice Frequency
Condemn 10.8 88
Criticise 9.7 18
Pressure 9.0 10
Exclude 8.9 9
Sanction 8.6 7

Table 5: Verbs with Russia as object

The nomination of processes levelled at Russia were predicated on a moral 
evaluation that it had transgressed ethical norms and standards of the international 
community. Yet, in-depth analysis of sentential contexts suggests that, in the 
corpus, Russia is not victimised but rather constructed as the legitimate target of 
these actions.

Figure 5: Concordance lines of verbs with Russia as object

As demonstrated in the above sample, particularly in lines 1, 7, 8, and 15, 
a broad base of condemnation for Russia stems from nation-states with a UN 
vote, US-/Ukraine-aligned nations in Asia, and even celebrities. Moreover, as 
evidenced in lines 3, 4, 6, 12, and 14, (support for) sanctioning and criticisms 
of Russia emanated from a similarly broad array of (inter)national actors, like 
‘developing countries’, the ‘U.S and its allies’, ‘developing nations’, and Asian 
democratic nations. Finally, other actors are depicted as justifiably excluding or 
pressuring Russia, as in lines 5, 10, 11, and 13.
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b. Verbs with Russia as subject

As an agent in the corpus, Russia was mostly constructed through actions 
which held negative connotations, and which reflected geopolitical discourse. 
As shown in Table 6, Russia’s action in Ukraine was nominated as an ‘Invasion’ 
(lD = 10.9) which it ‘Launched’ (lD = 9.4), again echoing the delegitimizing 
effects such a referential strategy has on Russia as an agent, by foregrounding its 
coercive and illegitimate nature, and eliding any justificatory basis.

Lexical Item logDice Frequency
Invade 10.9 110
Launch 9.4 41
Annex 9.1 29
Occupy 8.5 19
Veto 8.0 13

Table 6: Verbs with Russia as subject

This sentiment was furthered by the notable frequencies of ‘Occupy’ 
(lD = 8.5), which deeper concordance analysis showed were primarily used to 
represent Russia’s presence in Ukraine since 2014 as illegitimate or as being 
motivated by a grasping territorial desire.  Similarly, the frequent appearances 
of ‘Annex’ (lD = 9.1) typically functioned as a referential strategy for denoting 
Russia’s actions in 2014, when it seized control of the Crimean Peninsula.

Figure 6: Concordance lines of verbs with Russia as subject



Zixiu Liu and Stephen Goulding

86

The above concordance sample allowed for a closer, qualitative consideration 
of how this delegitimisation manifested through linguistic resources. For 
instance, in line 3, Russia’s action was not only labelled as an invasion – which 
holds delegitimizing connotations in and of itself – but the object of the action, 
Ukraine, was nominated through the diminutive phrase ‘smaller neighbour’, 
evoking moralistic values associated with the international community, and 
representing Russia as an aggressive bully picking on a less powerful, more 
vulnerable nation-state. Moreover, the identity boundary between Russia and 
Ukraine was further constructed through the use of possessive pronouns. For 
instance, in line 1, displaced Ukrainians are victimised as a result of Russia 
invading ‘their’ country, whereas Russia was ascribed agency and ownership 
of its ‘invasion’ and ‘attack’ in lines 8, 9, and 15 demonstrating the proclivity in 
the corpus for Russian actions to be nominated through condemnatory labels. As 
such, the newspapers in the corpus deployed referential strategies which 
represent Russia as having a longstanding, illegitimate presence in Ukraine, and 
represented its most recent action as an invasion of a smaller, weaker nation, that 
was devoid of any justification.

6.2	Ukraine’s construction in the EAD corpus 

6.2.1	 Categorisation

a. ‘Ukraine is a…’

Frequential analysis of the grammatical relation ‘Ukraine is a …’ in the 
corpus apparently revealed categorisations of Ukraine that map onto archetypal 
geopolitical discourses which focus on economic ‘Production’ (lD = 10.2), 
international relations between ‘States’ (lD = 10.2), and ‘Membership’ (lD = 9.8) 
of certain geopolitical organisations, whereas ‘War’ (lD  = 9.2) bore strong 
associations with international conflict.

Lexical Item logDice Frequency
Producer 10.2 4
State 10.2 4
Member 9.8 4
War 9.2 3

Table 7: ‘Ukraine is a…’

When evaluating these collocates’ concordance lines, we discerned a broadly 
positive categorisation of Ukraine in the corpus insofar as it was assorted into 
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classifications that were, on the whole, empowering of Ukraine as a state or 
sympathetic to its status in the ongoing conflict. These processes of categorisation 
were overviewed in more depth in the below sample of concordance lines in 
Figure 7 below.

Figure 7. Concordance Lines of ‘Ukraine is a …’
As evidenced above, Ukraine was economically empowered through 

categorisations which labelled it as a ‘major European egg producer’, ‘a major 
producer of rare gases’, and the ‘world’s No. 1 producer of sunflower seeds’. 
Sympathetic categorisations of Ukraine’s status in the ongoing conflict were 
realised, for instance, through labelling the conflict as ‘a war on our common 
values of democracy’, and by highlighting Ukraine’s non-membership of NATO. 

6.2.2	 Attribution

a. Adjective predicates of ‘Ukraine’

In the corpus, Ukraine was typically subjected to predication through lexical 
items which represented it as an ‘Important’ (lD = 9.3) international actor that 
was ‘Keen’ (lD = 8.4), ‘Likely’ (ID = 8.5) and ‘Ready’ (lD = 7.3) to continue the 
conflict, or to find ways to overcome trade issues caused by it.

Lexical Item logDice Frequency
Important 9.3 4
Likely 8.5 5
Keen 8.4 3
Ready 7.3 3

Table 8: Adjective predicates of Ukraine
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As evidenced in Figure 8 below, specifically in lines 1, 3 and 5, this statistically 
typical qualification as important stemmed from the perceived importance of 
providing financial support for Ukraine as it continued its conflict, thus revealing 
the ideological sympathies engendered by the newspapers whose reportage 
comprised the corpus. Closer inspection of concordance lines of the other key 
collocates showed how this pattern of positive qualification and predication 
played out at the sentential level, where Ukraine was predicated as a ‘willing’ 
and ‘keen’ participant in international affairs. Finally, as evidenced by lines 9 
and 10, we noted a pattern where Ukraine was predicated as being an important 
cautionary tale for other nations who might be invaded by a neighbouring nation. 
This was most notable in the Taiwan News sub-corpus but was also evidenced by 
the other news outlets in the dataset.

Figure 8: Concordance lines of adjective predicates of Ukraine

b. Possessives of ‘Ukraine’

In the corpus, Ukraine was ascribed overtly militaristic possessives, which 
constructed it as a resistive and functioning militaristic actor. For instance, 
its foreign ‘Legion’ (lD = 10.4) of volunteers was regularly cited, as was its 
‘Military’ (lD = 9.7). Importantly, its ‘Sovereignty’ (lD = 11.0) and ‘Resistance’ 
(lD = 9.8) to Russia’s measures to undermine this sovereignty, were regularly 
foregrounded through high frequencies.
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Lexical Items logDice Frequency
Sovereignty 11.0 17
Legion 10.4 9
Resistance 9.8 7
Military 9.7 6

Table 9: Possessives of Ukraine

Indeed, closer analysis, visualised in Figure 9 below, showed that these 
uses were habitually used to construct Ukraine in a positive light, and as 
acting in resistance to a provocative event from Russia, thus legitimizing its 
militaristic reactivity.

Figure 9: Concordance lines of possessives of Ukraine

This legitimacy is shown, for instance, in line 9 which constructs a sense 
of international and geopolitical solidarity by citing 10 Taiwanese soldiers who 
were fighting in Ukraine’s foreign legion. Moreover, the above demonstrated 
how a moral obligation to responded was elicited by the violation of Ukraine’s 
‘sovereignty’, ‘territorial integrity’ and ‘independence’ (lines 5, 6 and 7) or by 
Russia’s violation of international law (lines 2 and 5).

6.2.3	 Transitivity

a. Verbs with Ukraine as object

The verb processes that Ukraine was represented as undergoing in the data 
could be delineated into two broad groupings: firstly, those from supportive 
national actors, and secondly, those from Russia. The former group consists 
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of Western-aligned nations who were seeking to ‘Support’ (lD  = 11.0) or 
‘Provide’ (lD = 9.1) Ukraine with necessary munitions or supplies. Secondly, 
Russia’s actions were overwhelmingly nominated as an ‘Invade’ (lD  = 12.3) 
and an ‘Attack’ (lD = 8.3), both of which connote negatively and delegitimise 
their perpetrator.

Lexical Item logDice Frequency
Invade 12.3 160
Support 11.0 89
Provide 9.1 29
Attack 8.3 13

Table 10: Verbs with Ukraine as object
As demonstrated below in Figure 10, Ukraine was predicationally constructed 

as undergoing processes of support and provision from Western or Asian (supra)
national actors that were aligned to Ukraine’s cause as a result of geopolitical 
loyalties, such as Britain and Germany (line 1), Japan (in line 2), Europe (in 
line 13) and the West (line 14). Such a pattern of positively qualifying Ukraine 
as a legitimate beneficiary of this support effectively created a moralised 
discourse which represented the war in Ukraine as a battle between good and 
evil. The moralised construction of the conflict was furthered by the habitual 
construction of Russia as the subject of negative processes inflicted on Ukraine, 
as a malevolent national actor that flouts international law by ‘invading’ (lines 4, 
7, 10, and 12) or ‘attacking’ (5, 9, and 15) the supposedly less powerful nation.
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Figure 10: Concordance lines of verbs with Ukraine as object

As shown elsewhere in our analysis, Russia’s actions were represented as 
justifiably eliciting criticism from the international community and East Asian 
countries, as shameful and devoid of legitimate reasoning. Thus, the nomination 
and overall discursive qualification of these actions firmly situated Russia in the 
outgroup of these media newspapers and their audiences.

b. Verbs with Ukraine as subject

In the corpus, East Asian newspapers demonstrated a strong tendency to use 
positive referentials to denote the actions of Ukraine. For instance, it is frequently 
associated with winning (lD = 7.5), continuing (lD = 8.0) fighting (lD = 7.7), and 
showing (lD = 7.9) strong moral fabric and bravery.

Lexical Item logDice Frequency
Continue 8.0 17
Show 7.9 17
Fight 7.7 10
Rebuild 7.6 10
Win 7.5 9

Table 11: Ukraine as subject
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Surveying concordance lines, sampled below in Figure 11 below, which 
featured Ukraine as the subject of verb processes, further demonstrated how 
this positive evaluation of their (re)actions was constructed through referential 
strategies utilised by these East Asian newspapers.

Figure 11: Concordance lines of verbs with Ukraine as subject

For instance, many of the assertions that Ukraine was fighting a positively 
evaluated fight were attributed to quotations from Western(-aligned) leaders, such 
as former presidents Biden (U.S.A, line 1) and Yoon (South Korea, line 8) and 
President Nauseda of Lithuania in line 5. Moreover, concordance line analysis 
revealed that these newspapers frequently represented Ukraine as striving to 
win with the help of these Western powers, for the good of democracy and the 
wider world.

7	 Discussion and conclusions

Our analysis revealed that Russia and Ukraine, as conflicting national 
actors, were constructed in a conspicuous manner, which provides several 
thought-provoking insights for understanding the East Asian Democratic press’ 
public diplomatic role and discursive patterning during the conflict.

In the corpus, Ukraine is predominantly represented in a positive light, 
particularly in relation to its international support and ongoing resistance. 
Furthermore, these media outlets also leverage the conflict to convey a glorified 
image of the West as a liberator. This stands in sharp contrast to the construction 
of Russia as a permanent member of UN Security Council which abuses its 
power, thus adding a veneer to justification for Russian isolation. Indeed, it was 
shown that the corpus also features notably high construction patterns which 
condemn Russia and China in terms of their affinitive geopolitical outlook. 
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Analysis of the data also revealed high frequencies of discursive strategies like 
demoralisation and delegitimation to represent Russian actions as unethical and 
illegitimate. Interestingly, Ukraine is unvaryingly categorised as a sovereign 
state. Yet we can differentiate in terms of how this value of sovereignty was 
utilised toward opposing political ends. For instance, frequent comparisons were 
made between China’s treatment of Taiwan’s sovereignty and Russia’s violation 
of Ukraine’s sovereignty. Sovereignty, thus, is associated with two types of 
power-seeking discursive practices: firstly, seeking to legitimise certain policies 
targeted at Ukraine via routinised constructions of Otherness (Zhekova, 2023), 
and secondly, posing questions about geopolitical spaces and communities 
(Weber, 1994), particularly in relation to the classical discourse on security 
aimed at legitimising the idea of responsibility through the articulation of threats 
(Hansen, 2013). The second is identified in the corpus’ constructions of the 
Western alliances’ responsibility to assist with Ukraine’s resistance.

Our analysis, unsurprisingly, affirms an ideological alignment between the 
collective geopolitical views of the Russia-Ukraine conflict from Japan, South 
Korea, and Taiwan; but more importantly, it elucidated these outlets’ discursive 
utilisation of heavily moralised judgements that represent the Other–Russia 
(often together with China) as a threat (Tan, 2023). This was despite the fact 
that our analysis of categorisation per se did not reveal any outright negative 
categorisations of Russia as a national actor. As such, we can infer that this 
negative evaluation manifests through the qualities and attributes Russia were 
discursively ascribed, and the discursive construction of its transitive actions. This 
negative representation reflects Russia’s designation by NATO who, in response 
to the rising power of China – with its second-largest military budget in the world 
(Sparks, 2015) – and its increasing ties with Russia, has positioned China as a 
strategic concept that will guide their future strategy, whilst strengthening its 
alliances with the Indo-Pacific region.

In this context, our analysis reveals how the media outlets in our dataset 
constructed a looming threat of Otherness, that is required to create an 
‘enemy-other’ (Tan, 2023, p. 10) of China, highlighting spatial and geopolitical 
lenses through which the Russia-Ukraine conflict is understood. Perhaps most 
notably, our findings complement, yet also diverge from, the conclusions drawn 
by Breeze and Novoa-Jaso (2024), whose comparative CADS study of how 
CGTN – a Chinese state-aligned international broadcaster that fulfils a similar 
public diplomatic function to the outlets in our corpus – negotiated a discursive 
tightrope in covering the war by initially echoing Russian framings of the conflict 
as a ‘special military operation’, but gradually shifting to signal neutrality 
through distancing strategies and quotation markers. While their analysis 
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showed that CGTN downplayed Russia’s responsibility and often represented 
the national actor as a victim of the West, our EAD corpus aligned more with 
news outlets like Euronews and Al-Jazeera, who accentuated the destruction and 
violence of Russia’s actions. Similarly, while their analysis of CGTN showed 
how it initially represented Ukrainians as “demotivated and unlikely to fight” 
(Breeze & Novoa-Jaso, 2024, p. 41), our analysis illustrated how EAD outlets 
represented Ukraine as a victim of Russian aggression that was continuing to 
engage in morally righteous resistance efforts. Taken together, our findings 
elucidate how public diplomacy media outlets in East Asia (in both democratic 
and authoritarian contexts) adopt and negotiate polarizing representations to 
align with their respective geopolitical bloc’s interests and values.

The representations of the Russia-Ukraine war analysed above were shown 
to construct a clear dichotomy in terms of geopolitical bloc identity. Thus, this 
research’s findings pose questions about the divisive and polarising effects such 
representations exert on both national and global audiences, and the deleterious 
impact such representations may have on reaching some form of future 
rapprochement between conflicted geopolitical blocs. In particular, given the 
broader geopolitical context of continuously rising tensions, it becomes even 
more imperative to consider how the media can serve as a global public sphere, 
assisting in bridging cleavages and problem-solving.

This research has demonstrated the significance of the role of media discourse 
in establishing and endorsing particular representations of the identities of 
international combatants and the geopolitical ideologies underlying these 
representations. These representations serve as a key battleground where “the 
historically normative disagreements and conflicts of interests between Ukraine, 
Russia, and the West” (Liu, 2023, p. 296) manifest. It contributes theoretically 
and empirically by elucidating how English-language news outlets in East 
Asian democratic nations constructed a biased representation of the conflict. 
Yet, it is also worth noting that the Russia-Ukraine conflict deserves a more 
vigilant analysis of other influential media types which were not included in 
this research – such as mainstream media internal to these nations. Furthermore, 
future research may benefit from adopting a comparative approach to isolate 
the intra-national differences in representation between Japan, Taiwan and South 
Korea, as this was one limitation of the present research’s approach.
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Abstract

This study examines the similarities and differences in citation practices within 
the discussion sections of 60 English and 60 Vietnamese economics journal 
articles. Utilizing Thompson and Tribble’s (2001) citation forms and Samraj’s 
(2013) citation function framework, citations were identified and analyzed using 
AntConc (version 3.5.6). The findings indicate that Vietnamese scholars tend to 
employ fewer citations overall, demonstrating a marked preference for integral 
citations that emphasize authorial presence and establish credibility. In contrast, 
international authors predominantly use non-integral citations, which aligns with 
the impersonal and objective tone characteristic of English academic discourse. 
Additionally, international research articles demonstrate a higher citation density, 
indicating extensive engagement with prior literature and a stronger reliance on 
intertextuality. Analysis of citation functions further indicates that international 
authors incorporate citations more rigorously in theoretical discussions, 
thereby situating their work within broader scholarly discourse, whereas 
Vietnamese researchers tend to favor self-explanatory reasoning and practical 
recommendations. These insights contribute to an in-depth understanding of 
how citation practices are shaped by various scholarly traditions and academic 
conventions. The study offers valuable implications for educators, researchers, 
and academic institutions by highlighting the need for tailored strategies to 
enhance research writing practices in diverse cultural contexts.

Keywords
citation practices, citation forms, citation functions, discussion section, research articles

1	 Introduction

In academic discourse, citations are considered as the foundation in 
establishing the credibility of research, contextualizing studies within the existing 
literature and facilitating the engagement in scholarly discussion (Booth et al., 
2008; Creswell, 2014; Gilbert, 2008; Hart, 1998; Hyland, 2000; Swales & Feak, 
2012). Swales (1990) postulates that citing previous works enables researchers 
to exhibit their familiarity with the territory, identify existing gaps and generate 
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new knowledge. In this regard, effective citation practices play a vital role in 
highlighting that academic contributions are acknowledged, validated and 
aligned with the existing body of knowledge in the research community. He also 
claims that different cultures have their own rhetorical traditions that may shape 
the ways in which scholars cite the works of other researchers. These variations 
are evident in how scholars acknowledge others, the degree to which citations are 
used to support arguments, and the tone of the references.

According to Hyland (2000), cultural norms formulate how citations are used 
to establish authority in academic writing. For instance, in cultures emphasizing 
humility, researchers may avoid excessively assertive claims as a way to 
highlight deference to previous studies. Conversely, citations in other cultures 
may be used more assertively to affirm the researcher’s expertise and validate 
their own contributions. A number of studies also indicate that citation practices 
and their rhetorical functions vary significantly across cultures, conventions 
and expectations (Nguyen & Pramoolsook, 2016; Okamura, 2008; Pho & Tran, 
2016; Soler-Monreal & Gil-Salom, 2014). These variations imply the divergent 
approaches in which academic communities utilize the citations to structure 
knowledge and demonstrate expertise. Hyland (2000) asserts that citation 
practices in academic writing are formulated by disciplinary norms in which 
researchers in different fields use citations in varying styles to establish authority 
and support their arguments. In the same vein, Nguyen and Pramoolsook (2016) 
reveal that Vietnamese TESOL postgraduates’ citation practices are intricately 
shaped by the influence of both cultural and academic expectations. Okamura 
(2008) further examines citation practices within Japanese academic writing, 
emphasizing how these practices are interconnected with the social and cultural 
values of respect for authority and humility. Soler-Monreal and Gil-Salom (2014) 
discuss how citation strategies in different languages and cultures are influenced 
by local conventions, underscoring the importance of understanding the rhetorical 
functions of citations in international academic discourse. These studies 
collectively highlight that citation practices are not universally standardized but 
instead are profoundly rooted in cultural and disciplinary frameworks that shape 
how knowledge is constructed, communicated and validated.

In the Vietnamese context, the citation practices in research articles are often 
divergent from those commonly used in international academic discourse (Pho 
& Tran, 2016). The inconsistencies with international citation standards may be 
attributable to several factors including the influence of educational systems, 
the availability of research resources, and the citation culture of Vietnamese 
scholars. Educational system plays a critical role in shaping citation practices 
as Vietnamese academic writing is characterized by a strong emphasis on 
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memorization and rote learning, which results in the discouragement of critical 
reasoning. This approach fosters the reiteration of established knowledge rather 
than the construction of new ideas or challenge of existing research (Nguyen 
& Pramoolsook, 2016; Pho & Tran, 2016). Moreover, due to the political and 
social context of Vietnam, Pho and Tran (2016) postulated that scholars take 
caution in citing sources that potentially contradict or challenge established 
norms. This practice may lead to a deviation from international standards which 
emphasize a more critical and expansive engagement with the literature. As a 
result, Vietnamese researchers may encounter difficulties in aligning their citation 
practices with international academic norms. The unfamiliarity with global 
conventions and the conservativeness in citation practice culture have hindered 
the active engagement in international discourse. To address these challenges, 
Vietnamese scholars may need to adopt more flexible citation practices that 
conform strictly to international standards.

This study is an attempt to identify the similarities and differences of citation 
practices which lead to the rhetorical variations of Vietnamese journal articles as 
compared to international norms. Ultimately, the findings will provide significant 
implications for Vietnamese scholars to have better alignment with international 
standards, thereby improving the visibility and credibility of Vietnamese research 
in global academic discourse. Additionally, these insights imply future training 
and policy recommendations for researchers, educators and higher education 
institutions in Vietnam to engage more vigorously with the global academic 
community which eventually enhances research productivity and facilitate the 
international exchange of knowledge.

2	 Literature review

2.1	Citation forms and functions in research articles

Citation forms

Citations play an indispensable role in academic discourse as they 
concurrently acknowledge the intellectual contributions of other researchers and 
serve as the foundation for new research in connecting knowledge with previous 
studies (Berkenkotter & Huckin, 1995; Hyland, 2000; Nesi & Gardner, 2012).

From a structural perspective, citations are classified into two primary 
categories: integral and non-integral (Thompson & Tribble, 2001). Integral 
citations explicitly incorporate the cited author’s name into the sentence structure 
to stress the contributions and significance of previous works. Meanwhile, non-
integral citations place the emphasis on the information rather than the author, 
thereby typically presenting the reference in parentheses or footnotes (Thompson 
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& Tribble, 2001). Integral citations are further divided into three types, namely 
‘verb controlling’, ‘naming’, and ‘non-citation’. Verb controlling citations refer 
to the manner in which verbs in the sentence regulate the citation, indicating 
the role of the citation such as arguing, claiming, suggesting, or proposing. 
These verbs are integral to the argumentation process, guiding how the citation 
contributes to the text, for example, Davis and Olson (1985) define a management 
information system more precisely as (…).

In naming citations, the cited reference appears as a noun phrase or forms 
part of a noun phrase. This approach directly attributes a claim or argument 
to a particular researcher, making the citation an essential part of the sentence 
structure (e.g., In Hyland’s (2005) study, he identified metadiscourse as a crucial 
element in shaping reader engagement).

Non-citation occurs when the author is acknowledged without a year 
reference as the information has been mentioned earlier in the text and the writer 
avoids repetition (e.g., In Hyland’s (2005) study, he identified metadiscourse as a 
crucial element in shaping reader engagement… Hyland’s classification broadly 
categorizes metadiscourse into interactive and interactional resources).

Non-integral citations are categorized into four distinct types, namely 1) 
source citations, which indicate the origin of the information, as in: “Research 
has indicated that second language acquisition is influenced by learners’ mother 
tongue (Ellis, 1997)”, 2) identification citations, which identify an actor in the 
sentence, as in: “Metadiscourse has been widely investigated (Hyland, 2005)”, 
3) reference citations, which relate to work containing further information as 
in: “For a comprehensive discussion on metadiscourse, see Hyland (2005)”, 
and 4) origin citations, which indicate the originator of a concept, technique or 
product (Thompson, 2005), as in: “The concept was first introduced in 1959 
(Harris, 1959)”.

Citation functions

Citations serve a variety of rhetorical functions in academic writing that 
contribute to the construction of scholarly arguments and incorporation of 
research into a broader discourse community. The extant literature identifies 
several distinct functions of citation. Attribution is one of the fundamental 
functions, acknowledging the original source of an idea or finding (Swales, 
1990). Citations also involve exemplification function by providing concrete 
examples that substantiate claims, thereby reinforcing arguments with empirical 
evidence (Hyland, 1999). Another key function of citation is the ‘statement of 
use’, which demonstrates how a specific methodology, theory, or framework has 
been utilized in a study (Harwood, 2009). Additionally, citations from previous 



Citation Practices in the Discussion Sections of Vietnamese  
and International Economics Research Articles

103

research act as a source of information to offer the application of both practical 
and theoretical developments (Samraj, 2013). Furthermore, citations facilitate 
evaluation by critically assessing prior studies, highlighting their strengths and 
identifying gaps and limitations (Petrić, 2007). Establishing links between sources 
plays a critical role in citations, synthesizing diverse perspectives into a cohesive 
academic narrative (Mansourizadeh & Ahmad, 2011). Finally, the comparison 
function is adopted to highlight differences in findings, methodologies, or 
theoretical perspectives across various studies (Thompson & Tribble, 2001).

2.2	Rhetorical functions of citations in discussion sections in research articles

The discussion section in research texts highlights the relationship between 
previous literature and the results of the current study. Thompson (2005) asserts 
that discussions, like introductions, contain a high density of citations. Similarly, 
Swales (1990) highlights that discussion section serves as argumentative and 
explanatory spaces where authors strategically utilize citations to exhibit their 
alignment with or divergence from established knowledge. Drawing on the 
rhetorical structure of the discussion section proposed by Yang and Allison 
(2003), Samraj (2013) identifies eight functions of citations that construct 
scholarly argumentation. The adoption of these functions enables researchers 
to engage extensively in scholarly dialogues that actively shape the intellectual 
landscape of their fields, reinforcing the interconnected nature of academic 
research (Mansourizadeh & Ahmad, 2011). The categories comprising the eight 
citation functions of the discussion section are presented in the following table:

No. Categories Functions
1 Background Provide context and background information for the current studies.
2. Interpretation 

of findings
Refer to previous studies to support explanation or interpretation of 
their own results.

3. Comparison of results Contrast the study’s findings with those of previous research, 
thereby highlighting similarities and differences.

4. Explanation of results Offer explanations for the observed outcomes by linking them to 
established theories or findings in the literature.

5. Evaluation of study Assess the strengths and limitations of the current study in terms of 
methodological choices and/study quality.

6. Evaluation 
of the field

Assess the current findings in authors’ field, identifying strengths, 
weaknesses, and gaps in the existing literature.

7. Applied 
recommendations

Offer suggestions for practical applications from the research 
findings.

8. Research 
recommendations

Propose areas for future studies.

Table 1: Citation functions of discussion section in research articles (Samraj, 2013, p. 304)
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The eight citation categories in Table 1 enable authors to build arguments that 
align their study with previously established knowledge. The incorporation of 
citations into rhetorical moves facilitates the justification of methodological and 
theoretical choices while highlighting the significance of their studies.

The extant literature indicates that citation practices may vary across linguistic 
and cultural contexts. However, there remains a dearth of comparative studies 
between Vietnamese and international research articles, especially within the 
discussion sections. Therefore, the present study seeks to answers the following 
questions:

1.	� What are the forms and functions of citations in discussion sections of 
Vietnamese and international economics research articles?

2.	� How do Vietnamese and international authors differ in their use of 
citations from educational and cultural perspectives?

3	 Methodology

3.1	Data collection

This study examines citation practices in the discussion sections of 
Vietnamese and international economics research articles. Specifically, it aims 
to identify the use of citation forms, citation functions, and to compare how 
Vietnamese and international scholars refer to prior research in constructing 
their arguments. The corpora comprise 60 Vietnamese and 60 international 
articles sourced from three domestic and three international journals, all of which 
adhere to the conventional IMRaD (Introduction-Methods-Results-Discussion) 
structure (Swales, 1990; Thompson, 2005). Vietnamese articles were labeled 
VA1 to VA60, while international articles were designated IA1 to IA60. Drawing 
on Brown’s (1988) stratified random sampling strategy, the equivalence between 
the two corpora was ensured by selecting articles that matched in terms of 
publication years, journal prestige, and research fields. This approach maintained 
the comparability between the Vietnamese and international economics research 
articles and minimized potential biases, facilitating a more reliable analysis of 
citation practices in their discussion sections. Additionally, the careful selection 
process pertaining to publication standards and disciplinary focus helps to 
ensure that any observed differences in citation practices can be attributed to 
variations in academic conventions rather than other extraneous factors such as 
journal ranking or subject matter. The findings will provide valuable insights 
for academic writing instruction, guiding Vietnamese researchers toward more 
effective practices of citations to strengthen their scholarly arguments.
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The details of the corpora are illustrated in Table 2 as follows:
Vietnamese research articles 
(indexed in Vietnamese State 
Council for Professorship 
journal lists)

International research 
articles (indexed in Scopus)

Sources VNU Journal of Economics and 
Business, Journal of Economics 
and Development, Journal of 
Trade Science

Journal of Economics 
and Business, Journal 
of Business Economics 
and Management, Business 
Perspectives and Research

Years of publication 2017-2021 2017-2021
Number of discussion sections 60 60
Total number of words in all 
discussion sections

35,360 words 48,165 words

Average length per discussion 
section

589 words 803 words

Table 2: Vietnamese and international corpora

3.2	Framework for data analysis

Thompson and Tribble’s (2001) framework on citation forms and Samraj’s 
(2013) model for functional citation in discussion sections were selected as the 
foundation for citation analysis. These two models were chosen because of their 
well-established credibility in discourse analysis and their ability to discover 
both structural and rhetorical aspects of citation practices.

Initially, Thompson and Tribble’s (2001) categorization of citation forms 
comprising integral (verb controlling, naming, non-citation) and non-integral 
citations (source citations, identification citations, reference citations, origin 
citations) was applied to systematically classify citations based on their structural 
attributes. This classification allows the researcher to analyze the recurring 
patterns in how scholars present cited knowledge and attribute intellectual credit.

Subsequently, Samraj’s (2013) model for functional citation in the discussion 
section was utilized to examine the rhetorical purposes of citations. This model 
offers a nuanced analysis of the communicative functions citations serve, 
encompassing background, interpretation of findings, comparison of results, 
explanation of results, evaluation of study, evaluation of the field, applied 
recommendations, and research recommendations. This model delves into the 
purpose behind citation usage, thereby providing valuable insights into how 
citations are strategically employed to construct argumentation.

The integration of these dual frameworks provides a comprehensive 
perspective on citation practices, shedding light on both commonalities and 
divergences between Vietnamese and international economics research articles.
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3.3	Data analysis

The analysis of citation practices in the corpus was conducted through a 
combination of manual analysis and computational methods with AntConc 
(version 3.5.6) (Anthony, 2018). This integrated method enables both detailed 
contextual interpretation and the identification of broader patterns across 
the texts.

Manual analysis allowed the researcher to carefully examine the context, 
communicative intent, and structural variations of citations. This process 
facilitated a deeper understanding of how citations were deployed to serve 
various rhetorical purposes across different texts. Each citation instance was 
systematically coded according to Thompson and Tribble’s (2001) framework 
for citation forms, and Samraj’s (2013) model for citation functions, ensuring 
consistency in classification. AntConc facilitated the identification of citation 
markers and linguistic structures associated with citation practices. A set of 
keywords such as “according to”, “as noted by”, “as stated in”, “as discussed 
in”, “as pointed out by”, “claim”, “state”, “argue”, “suggest”, “highlight”, and 
so forth, and the patterns of (Author, year of publication) or Author (year of 
publication) (e.g., (Hyland, 2005) or Hyland (2005)) were adopted to search for 
the citations. The concordance function enables the author to identify how each 
keyword occurs in specific contexts.

The cross-checked approach combining manual and software analysis ensures 
that no citation instances are overlooked, thereby increasing the reliability of the 
data. Additionally, to enhance inter-coder reliability, another trained researcher 
was invited to independently annotate the corpus. The initial agreement between 
the two coders reached 75%, with most differences focusing on classifications of 
citation functions. Discrepancies were then discussed and resolved, leading to 
90% consistency.

4	 Results

4.1	Citation forms of Vietnamese and international research articles

Table 3 presents a comparative analysis of citation practices in the Vietnamese 
and international corpora, focusing on the frequency, percentage, and density of 
integral and non-integral citations per 1,000 words.
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Types Vietnamese corpus International corpus
No. of 
citation 
instances

% Density per 
1,000 words

No. of 
citation 
instances

% Density per 
1,000 words

Integral verb 
controlling

20 21% 0.57 42 26% 0.87

Integral naming 51 53% 1.44 33 21% 0.69
Integral 
non-citation

0 0 0 0 0 0

Integral citation 71 74% 2.01 75 47% 1.56
Non-integral 
source

12 13% 0.34 26 16% 0.54

Non-integral 
identification

3 3% 0.09 11 7% 0.23

Non-integral 
reference

5 5% 0.14 23 14% 0.48

Non-integral 
origin

5 5% 0.14 25 16% 0.52

Non-integral 
citation

25 26% 0.71 85 53% 1.77

Total citations 96 100% 2.72 160 100% 3.33

Table 3: Citation forms in discussion sections of Vietnamese and international research articles

The data highlights significant differences in citation practices between the 
two corpora. Integral citation accounts for 74% of all citations in the Vietnamese 
research articles (71 instances) with a density of 2.01 citations per 1,000 words, 
meanwhile the international corpus exhibits a lower reliance on integral citations 
with 47% and density of 1.56 per 1,000 words. Vietnamese scholars demonstrate 
a strong preference for integral naming (51 instances), implying a tendency to 
directly incorporate cited authors into their arguments. Conversely, non-integral 
citations are notably more common in the international corpus, making up 53% 
(85 instances) with a higher density of 1.77, compared to 26% and a density 
of 0.71 in the Vietnamese corpus.

Overall, the citation density in the international corpus (3.33 density) is 
higher than in the Vietnamese corpus (2.72 density), suggesting that international 
research articles engage more extensively with prior studies and adopt more 
rigorous citation practices.

The following examples will illustrate the integral citations in both corpora:

(1)		 Biswas and Bhatnagar (2013) stated in their study that POS can be made 
apparent through an empathetic understanding and intelligent coaching behavior 
from the leadership. (IA1)
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(2)	 	Đỗ Thị Liên (2016) đã khẳng định khả năng khởi nghiệp của sinh viên chịu 
sự tác động của giáo dục tại trường đại học, kinh nghiệm và trải nghiệm của 
bản thân. [(Đỗ Thị Liên (2016) asserted that students’ entrepreneurial capability 
is influenced by university education, personal experience, and practical 
experiences]. (VA24)

Meanwhile, non-integral citations are more prevalent in English research articles 
than in their Vietnamese counterparts as in the following instances:

(3)		 Previous research showed that need for cognition influences pre-purchase 
information search behavior in brick and mortar retail store purchases. (Mourali 
et al., 2005). (IA9)

(4)	 	In recent years, some of works investigated the relationship between KM, OC, 
organizational culture, OL and innovation (Ferraris et al. 2017; Donate, Sánchez 
de Pablo 2015; Fraj et al. 2015; Hogan, Coote 2014; Lopes et al. 2017; Obeidat 
et al. 2017). (IA25)

(5)	 	Kết quả nghiên cứu này cũng đồng nhất với các nghiên cứu trước đây quyết định 
khởi nghiệp của thanh niên (Lê, 2004) và ý định khởi nghiệp của sinh viên tại 
thành phố Cần Thơ (Nguyễn et ctg, 2016).

		 [These research findings align with previous studies on youth entrepreneurial 
decisions (Lê, 2004) and students’ entrepreneurial intentions in Cần Thơ City 
(Nguyễn et al., 2016)]. (VA5)

Examples (1) and (2) employ integral citations with the use of reporting verbs 
such as stated and asserted in international and Vietnamese corpora, respectively. 
In both cases, the cited authors in the sentences serve to establish authority in 
the discourse. Therefore, the greater use of integral citation in the Vietnamese 
corpus suggests that those writers tend to highlight the acknowledgment of the 
source, aligning with cultural and rhetorical traditions that place greater value 
on author identity. Whereas, the author’s names are placed outside the sentences 
in Examples (3), (4) and (5), suggesting that the studies emphasize content rather 
than original source.

In short, international authors exhibit a greater use of both integral and 
non-integral forms of citation with a stronger focus on the latter, demonstrating 
more established rhetorical norms in academic writing. Conversely, Vietnamese 
authors have the tendency to show more reliance on integral citations, which may 
imply a more author-focused and narrative method of referencing.
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4.2	Citation functions of Vietnamese and international research articles

Table 4 illustrates the citation practices between Vietnamese and international 
research articles, indicating notable differences in citation frequency and 
distribution across various categories:

Categories Vietnamese corpus International corpus
No. of 

citation
% Density per 

1,000 words
No. of 

citation
% Density per 

1,000 words
Background 12 6.9% 0.34 26 9.9% 0.54
Interpretation of findings 19 10.9% 0.54 28 10.6% 0.58
Comparison of results 
results

76 43.4% 2.15 123 46.6% 2.55

Explanation of results 20 11.4% 0.57 36 13.6% 0.75
Evaluation of study 16 9.1% 0.45 23 8.7% 0.48
Evaluation of the field 12 6.9% 0.34 16 6.1% 0.33
Applied recommendations 20 11.4% 0.57 12 4.5% 0.25
Research recommendations 0 0 0 0 0
Total 175 100% 4.95 264 100% 5.48

Table 4: �Citation functions in the discussion sections of Vietnamese and international research 
articles

One of the key findings is that the total citation density per 1,000 words is 
higher in the international corpus (5.48) compared to the Vietnamese corpus 
(4.95). This suggests that international research articles tend to incorporate 
citations more frequently, reflecting a greater emphasis on engaging with prior 
studies and scholarly discussions. A noticeable trend in both corpora is the 
dominance of citations in the “Comparison of results” function. This category 
accounts for 43.4% in the Vietnamese corpus and 46.6% in the international 
counterpart, highlighting the importance of referencing previous studies to 
contextualize findings. This similarity indicates that authors from both groups 
acknowledge the necessity of positioning their results within broader academic 
discourse and the existing body of knowledge. However, a difference emerges 
in the way two corpora address explanations and interpretations of the research 
results. Specifically, international research articles tend to adopt more citations 
in “Explanation of results” and “Interpretation of findings”. This indicates a 
stronger preference among international scholars to engage in deeper discussions 
and justifications of their findings with reference to prior research. The following 
extract illustrates the “Explanation” function in the Vietnamese corpus:
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(6)	 	Điều này có thể được giải thích bởi mức độ tương tác cao hơn giữa người dùng 
và các thành viên khác trong cộng đồng xã hội trực tuyến sẽ kích thích quá trình 
trao đổi thông tin hoặc thể hiện quan điểm (Chiang & cộng sự, 2017), từ đó phát 
triển mối quan hệ thành viên cộng đồng xã hội trực tuyến.

		 [This can be explained by the higher level of interaction between users and other 
members within the online social community, which stimulates the exchange of 
information or expression of opinions (Chiang et al., 2017), thereby fostering the 
development of online social community membership.]. (VA17)

The above instance in the Vietnamese corpus reveals the author’s attempt to 
provide causal explanations for the result by referring to Chiang et al. (2017). 
However, Vietnamese authors tend to provide fewer explanations; even when 
explanations are included, they focus more on description than analysis. 
Moreover, these explanations normally lack extensive engagement with 
theoretical foundations, thereby leading to the absence of in-depth arguments.

International corpus incorporates more instances of explanation and 
interpretation as in the following examples:

(7)		 In addition, the results obtained do support that psychological trait, 
entrepreneurial orientation, leadership, entrepreneurial motivation, as well as 
knowledge pertaining to functional skills, emerged significant so as to enhance 
entrepreneurship sustenance among those running businesses (Rashid, Ngah, 
Mohamed, & Mansor, 2015). (IA14)

(8)		 A potential explanation for Germany’s lower smart-shopper self-concept values 
might be that German shoppers tend to expect purchases to be highly convenient 
and worth their money (Seitz et al., 2017); therefore, obtaining a good deal might 
not make them feel particularly smart. (IA36)

(9)		 The association between power and perks might be due to the difficulty of 
monitoring the manager’s actions (Jensen & Meckling, 1976). (IA47)

Examples (7), (8) and (9) affirm the tendency of international authors to 
embed citations in the “Explanation” and “Interpretation” of the findings. 
In Example (7), Rashid et al. (2015) is cited to interpret that psychological 
traits, entrepreneurial orientation, leadership, and entrepreneurial motivation 
considerably enhance entrepreneurship, consolidating the strength of the results. 
Example (8) provides a plausible explanation for German consumer behavior 
by citing Seitz et al. (2017)’s research, offering the link with the previous study 
to interpret shoppers’ psychology. In the same vein, in the final example, the 
relationship between power and perks is explained by the well-established 
theory of Jensen and Meckling (1976). These examples in the international 
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corpus indicate a strong engagement with previous literature to reinforce the 
interpretation of the findings,

Another notable difference is observed in the “Background” and “Applied 
recommendations” in that international research articles exhibit a higher 
citation rate in Background category, suggesting a more thorough engagement 
with foundational literature before presenting new findings. On the contrary, 
Vietnamese articles yield a higher citation rate in “Applied recommendation” 
which may indicate a stronger focus on the practical implications of research 
findings as seen in the following example:

(10) 		 Vì vậy, các công ty nên đặt ra nhiều thách thức hoặc nhiều trách nhiệm hơn cho 
nhân viên thay vì những công việc nhàm chán hàng ngày (Chung, Jung & Sohn, 
2017). [Therefore, companies should introduce more challenges or assign greater 
responsibilities to employees rather than repetitive daily tasks (Chung, Jung 
& Sohn, 2017)]. (VA12)

(11)		 Kết quả còn tìm thấy hệ số biến FD ở cột (3) dương, hàm ý các doanh nghiệp Việt 
Nam gia tăng phương án cắt giảm lao động khi xảy ra kiệt quệ tài chính, đồng 
nhất với Koh & cộng sự (2015), Khang & Shivdasani (1997).)

		 [The results also show that the FD coefficient in column (3) is positive, implying 
that Vietnamese enterprises should adopt workforce reduction strategies in 
response to financial distress, which is consistent with the findings of Koh et al. 
(2015) and Khang & Shivdasani (1997)]. (VA57)

(12)		 Thứ hai: Quan tâm đúng mức đến công tác khen thưởng ghi nhận… Thực 
hiện chiến lược ghi nhận và khen thưởng nhân viên kết hợp theo các hình thức 
(Armstrong, 2007):

		 - Ghi nhận liên tục (hàng ngày): Nhà quản lý cần thúc đẩy và khuyến khích nhân 
viên thực hiện tốt trên cơ sở hàng ngày chứ không chỉ theo định kỳ;

		 - Ghi nhận chính thức: thường ở dạng phần thưởng cho sự phục vụ, đóng góp và 
thành tích.

		 [Second: Pay appropriate attention to recognition and rewards… Implement 
a recognition and reward strategy for employees by combining different forms 
(Armstrong, 2007):

		 - Continuous recognition (daily): Managers should motivate and encourage 
employees to perform well on a daily basis, not just periodically;

		 - Formal recognition: usually in the form of rewards for service, contributions, 
and achievements] (VA9)

Examples (10), (11) and (12) clearly demonstrate how Vietnamese research 
articles tend to place a stronger emphasis on practical implications as real-world 
advice; whereas the following examples illustrate that international articles cite 
heavily in Background arguments:
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(13)		 Many previous studies have pointed out that job engagement and OCB are 
positively associated (e.g., Ariani, 2013; Mathumbu & Dodd, 2013; Rich et al., 
2010; Rurkkhuma & Bartlettb, 2012; Saks, 2006). These researches have found 
that job engagement is a strong predictor of OCB. (IA1)

(14)		 Manager’s behavior shapes employee’s attitudes, behaviors and level of 
commitment to organizational performance (Gould-Williams & Davies, 2005; 
Richard et al., 2009). This therefore indicated that to a wider context managerial 
role has a great effect on organizational performance regardless of the settings or 
sectors. (IA8)

(15)		 Different preferences in motivation factors in relation to the age can be assumed, 
especially due to different political situation as well as to different culture (Contiu, 
Gabora, & Olteana, 2012). (IA31)

(16)		 Nevertheless, the current trend exhibited that most of the elderly citizens have 
received proper education in their previous years (Croix & Licandro, 1999; 
Soong, 2020). (IA38)

Noticeably, in contrast to Vietnamese articles which embed citations into 
action-oriented advice, the international article examples of (13), (14), (15) and 
(16) show strong reliance on citations to review existing knowledge, contextualize 
theory, establish credibility and justify the relevance of the research. The 
distinction between the two groups of authors may indicate divergent academic 
traditions, where Vietnamese research prioritizes real-world applications while 
international studies tend to emphasize theoretical grounding.

In “Evaluation of studies” and “Evaluation of the field” categories, citation 
patterns remain relatively similar between the two corpora. Vietnamese authors 
cite slightly more in the evaluation of studies, whereas international authors 
slightly draw on more citations in the evaluation of the field. These minor 
variations suggest that both groups of researchers engage in critical assessments 
of prior work, though the emphasis differs slightly. The following instances will 
elucidate the case:

(17)		 Kết quả là một khẳng định thực nghiệm mới bổ sung cho công trình kinh điển về 
vốn xã hội của Nahapiet và Ghoshal (1998)… Điều này có tác dụng bổ sung cho 
công trình của Chen và cộng sự (2012), trong đó ba thành phần này chỉ được xem 
xét biệt lập.

		 [The result is a new empirical affirmation that supplements the classic work on 
social capital by Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998)…This finding complements the 
work of Chen and et al. (2012), where these three components were considered in 
isolation.]. (VA23)
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(18)		 Một điểm thú vị khác ở nghiên cứu này chính là việc phát hiện ra vai trò của tình 
tiết ở giữa phim mà các nghiên cứu trước đã bỏ qua. Đồng quan điểm với “peak 
rule” của Kahneman & cộng sự (1993), nghiên cứu này khẳng định tầm quan 
trọng của tình tiết ở đoạn giữa trong một trải nghiệm cảm xúc, khi tình tiết này 
tạo được cảm xúc rất mạnh và mạnh hơn các tình tiết còn lại.

		 [Another interesting aspect of this study is the discovery of the role of the middle 
segment, which previous research has overlooked. Aligning with Kahneman et 
al.’s (1993) “peak rule,” this study emphasizes the significance of the middle 
segment in an emotional experience, as it evokes the strongest emotions, 
surpassing those of other segments.]. (VA44)

Examples (17) and (18) in the Vietnamese corpus serve to clarify the authors’ 
evaluation of their research in a comprehensive manner, highlighting the nuanced 
empirical contributions and theoretical affirmations that supplement the existing 
work. Concurrently, the study also underscores the critical distinctions in how 
key components are integrated into the broader context of their study.

In the following English article extract, the authors critically evaluate the field 
by highlighting the gap in the literature. They note that while previous studies have 
controlled for environmental performance in their assessments, these analyses 
normally overlook the varied effects of Green Supply Chain Management across 
firms with different pollution levels and environmental records. In particular, 
their assessment calls for more research to better understand the situation:

(19)		 Although researchers controlled for environmental performance when evaluating 
the impact of GSCM on firm performance (Feng et al., 2018; Laari et al., 2016; 
Ozusaglam et al., 2018), they did not consider the various impacts of GSCM 
across firms with different levels of pollution and environmental performance. 
The negative impact of the green concerns on high energy-intensive firms may 
undermine the contribution of green practices to profitability for those firms. The 
different impacts of green concerns on firms with different levels of greenness 
further render the evaluation of green practices in all types of firms indeterminate. 
(IA56)

A striking similarity in both corpora is the absence of citations in the 
“Research recommendations” function. The lack of citations in this area could be 
attributed to the tendency for recommendations to be often presented primarily 
in the conclusion section. The results indicate that researchers typically propose 
new directions based on their own findings rather than drawing upon previous 
studies.

In short, the findings suggest that international research articles engage more 
extensively with prior studies and employ more rigorous citation practices, 
particularly when referencing background literature, providing explanations and 
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interpretations. In contrast, the Vietnamese corpus puts more emphasis on applied 
recommendations, potentially reflecting a more practice-oriented approach.

5	​ Discussion

The present study demonstrates a significant contrast in citation practices 
between Vietnamese and international research articles. It indicates a stronger 
preference among Vietnamese scholars for incorporating cited authors directly 
into their arguments, possibly to establish authority and credibility through 
explicit authorial presence (Hyland, 2000; Mansourizadeh & Ahmad, 2011). 
This finding is consistent with Nguyen and Pramoolsook’s (2016) result, which 
discovered that Vietnamese postgraduate thesis writers tend to favour integral 
citations over non-integral ones. According to Hyland (2004), integral citations 
serve rhetorical functions by highlighting the contributions of specific scholars, 
which aligns with the Vietnamese preference for positioning citations within the 
narrative of their research. Conversely, international research articles exhibit a 
stronger inclination towards non-integral citations. This reliance on non-integral 
citations in international research goes in line with previous findings suggesting 
that English academic writing favors an impersonal and objective tone, wherein 
citations primarily function to support claims rather than emphasize individual 
authors (Swales, 1990; Thompson & Tribble, 2001).

However, the overall citation density in international research articles is 
higher compared to the Vietnamese counterparts. This result indicates that 
international scholars engage more extensively with prior studies, aligning with 
Western academic conventions which emphasize intertextuality and a broader 
integration of sources (Harwood, 2009; Petrić, 2007). The greater citation 
density and the preference for non-integral citations in international research 
may reflect a more established norm of positioning new findings within a broader 
scholarly discourse, whereas Vietnamese authors may have a tendency to cite a 
limited number of scholars, which affects their engagement with wider research 
landscapes.

These findings contribute to the understanding of writing conventions across 
cultural contexts, which highlight the distinct academic conventions. Vietnamese 
scholars adopt a more personalized approach to citation while international 
authors emphasize objectivity and critical engagement with prior literature (Hu 
& Wang, 2014).

Pertaining to citation functions, both corpora share the absence of citations 
in the “Research recommendations” function, which demonstrates a common 
academic convention where recommendations are drawn from researchers’ own 
findings rather than external sources. This function is typically situated within 
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the conclusion section, rather than being explicitly connected to prior literature 
(Stotesbury, 2003). Another notable similarity between the two corpora is the 
prevalence of citation in comparing results with previous studies. Apparently, 
researchers in both contexts recognize the importance of contextualizing 
findings within existing discourse to establish intertextuality and validate 
results (Harwood, 2009). This indicates that both Vietnamese and international 
researchers strictly adhere to conventional practices in research writing by 
positioning their findings against prior studies. However, the findings also reveal 
substantial differences between Vietnamese and international research articles, 
highlighting distinct scholarly practices. The higher citation density in the 
international corpus compared to the Vietnamese counterparts suggests a greater 
emphasis on engaging with prior literature. This result goes in line with previous 
studies indicating that international research communities tend to incorporate 
citations more extensively to establish credibility and situate findings within a 
broader academic discourse (Hyland, 2004; Swales, 1990).

Additionally, the differences in the distribution of citations across rhetorical 
functions in the two corpora reflect significant variations in how writers 
position their studies in the existing discourse. The divergent use of citations 
for explanation and interpretation of results in both corpora demonstrates that 
international research articles have the tendency to cite sources when explaining 
findings, supporting the view that international authors engage in more extensive 
theoretical discussions and justifications (Hyland, 1999; Kwan, 2006). This 
finding aligns with the view that international academic writing emphasizes 
explicit engagement with prior studies to reinforce claims and enhance 
argumentation (Swales & Feak, 2012). On the contrary, Vietnamese authors 
prioritize self-explanatory reasoning over reliance on external sources. Moreover, 
the tendency to merely list previous researchers and their findings, rather than 
synthesizing and integrating them into the broader discussion, together with their 
limited use of citation functions, seems to indicate a surface understanding of 
citation practices (Nguyen & Pramoolsook, 2016).

The differences in the distribution of citations in the “Background” and 
“Applied recommendations” categories imply that international scholars engage 
more comprehensively with foundational literature before presenting new findings. 
This echoes arguments that international authors tend to foreground theoretical 
frameworks more extensively to highlight the significance of their research 
(Basturkmen, 2012). Conversely, Vietnamese scholars’ limited opportunities 
to access academic resources and literature lead to their restricted engagement 
with previous research (Pham et al., 2022). However, the Vietnamese corpus 
adopts a high rate of citation in applied recommendations, indicating a stronger 
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emphasis on practical implications. Accordingly, Vietnamese research articles 
show a preference for research that prioritizes the recommendations to inform 
professional practice and drive real-world change. This divergence between the 
two corpora highlights potential differences in academic cultures. Vietnamese 
scholars may prioritize real-world applications in their research, aligning with the 
needs of policymakers and practitioners, whereas international studies focus on 
theoretical grounding to engage in broader scholarly discussions (Canagarajah, 
2002). This distinction reflects broader debates on the interplay between global 
and local research cultures, where Western academic traditions tend to be more 
theory-driven, whereas research in developing contexts often prioritizes practical 
applications (Lillis & Curry, 2010). It is explicable that Vietnamese scholars, 
especially those who are trained domestically or in the Soviet Union, tend to 
view research as a means of knowledge production with a practical orientation, 
centering on knowledge that immediately addresses societal needs (Hoang, 
T., 2021). Furthermore, other disadvantaged factors such as limited research 
capacities, the lack of a supportive research environment, and the tradition of 
social research could possibly limit Vietnamese authors’ extensive engagement 
with global academia (Hoang & Dang, 2021).

The restricted interaction of Vietnamese studies with other sources is 
partially explicable through educational and cultural aspects. Vietnamese 
learners, influenced by the education system that typically focuses on rote 
learning (Le  & Nguyen, 2024), often lack critical thinking skills to provide 
well-reasoned arguments in their written texts. Furthermore, students’ use of 
citations is often overlooked due to the lack of clear guidance on referencing 
conventions (such as APA), and inadequate feedback on their citation practices. 
Moreover, inconsistent citation is still perceived as a minor issue that does not 
significantly affect their score (Le et al., 2023; Nguyen & Buckingham, 2019), 
leading to the perceived diminishing importance of proper use of citation. 
Additionally, Vietnamese collectivist culture has a substantial impact on shaping 
writing style as it encourages harmonious relationships, thereby avoiding 
confrontational arguments and expressions of personal thoughts (Le & Nguyen, 
2024). Moreover, the divergent citation practices can also be contextualized by 
the fact that, despite recent remarkable progress in Vietnamese academia, the 
number of research works published in international journals remains modest 
compared to regional countries such as Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand, and 
Indonesia (Tran et al., 2020). This low research productivity mainly originates 
from the lack of experience in international publishing among Vietnamese 
scholars. Since domestic authors have relatively few international publications, 
they tend to pay insufficient attention to the standard conventions and common 
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academic practices (Hoang, C. H., 2021). The results suggest that researchers 
from expanding-circle contexts, including Vietnam must comply with not only 
the norms of their disciplines but also the prevalent international conventions 
in order to situate their studies within broader global knowledge that value 
theorisation and strong engagement with existing literature (Canagarajah, 2002).

Overall, these divergences in citation practices originate from broader 
academic traditions and expectations pertaining to knowledge production and 
dissemination in different research communities (Dontcheva-Navratilova, 2016). 
Understanding these cross-cultural differences in citation practices fosters deeper 
awareness of academic writing conventions across diverse linguistic and cultural 
contexts, thereby facilitating more effective scholarly communication by raising 
awareness of how citations function not only as technical references but also 
as rhetorical tools for establishing credibility, constructing argumentation, and 
justifying claims within a broader global research discourse.

Several pedagogical implications are provided to improve academic writing 
among Vietnamese scholars. In the first place, along with grasping the citation 
formats, university students and novice researchers should raise the awareness 
about rhetorical purposes of citation in building persuasive arguments, connecting 
intertextuality among sources, and positioning their studies in broader academic 
discussion. Furthermore, it is essential to incorporate the instructions about forms 
and functions of citation in academic writing courses, along with enhancing 
critical thinking skills and synthesizing strategies from literature rather than 
merely presenting the information (Pecorari, 2006). Additionally, academic 
writing courses at higher education institutions would benefit from incorporating 
corpus-based materials to familiarize students or novice researchers with 
authentic citation practices and raise their awareness about rhetorical structure 
conventions (Chang & Kuo, 2011; Cotos, 2014). Finally, providing access to 
research resources and creating a more favorable research environment will 
encourage Vietnamese scholars to engage more actively in global academic 
discourse, thereby enhancing their international visibility.

6	 Conclusion

This study elucidates significant differences in citation practices between 
Vietnamese and international research articles, revealing substantial distinctions 
in academic conventions and rhetorical strategies. Vietnamese scholars 
demonstrate a stronger preference for integral citations, emphasizing authorial 
presence to establish credibility, whereas international authors predominantly 
favor non-integral citations, aligning with impersonal and objective tone 
characteristic of English academic discourse. Furthermore, international 
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research articles exhibit a higher citation density, indicating greater engagement 
with prior literature and a stronger emphasis on intertextuality. Variations in 
citation functions suggest that while international scholars incorporate citations 
extensively in theoretical discussions, Vietnamese researchers prioritize 
self-explanatory reasoning and practical recommendations. This study enhances 
insights into how citation practices reflect broader academic traditions and 
expectations, fostering greater awareness of writing conventions across 
linguistic and cultural contexts. Recognizing and addressing these differences 
can lead to more effective knowledge exchange and scholarly collaboration on 
an international scale.

These findings contribute to a broader understanding of academic writing 
conventions across educational and cultural contexts, shedding light on how 
citation practices are influenced by different scholarly traditions. Recognizing 
these distinctions enables educators, researchers, and academic institutions in 
Vietnam to develop more effective strategies for improving research writing 
practices. A deeper awareness of these variations can facilitate cross-cultural 
academic communication and promote inclusivity in scholarly writing discourse. 

While this study offers valuable insights, some inherent limitations remain. 
Firstly, the analysis was limited to a specific set of research articles, which may 
not fully represent the broader academic writing conventions of each context. 
Secondly, disciplinary differences were not extensively examined, and variations 
in citation practices across different fields could yield further findings. Therefore, 
further studies could expand the scope of analysis by incorporating a wider range 
of disciplines, investigating interdisciplinary variation in citation practices, 
and using a larger dataset to provide a more holistic understanding of citation 
styles. Moreover, a comparative study exploring citation norms across multiple 
non-Western academic contexts would further contribute to the global discourse 
on scholarly communication.
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EFFECTIVENESS OF BRIEF PROMPTING INSTRUCTION 
IN AI-ASSISTED COMMUNICATIVE PRACTICE 
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Alexey Tymbay

Abstract
The case study, conducted in September 2024, investigates the impact of prompting 
instruction on the communicative skills of Czech learners of English. The main goal 
of the experiment was to see how pre-taught pragmatics-based prompting strategies 
affect human-chatbot interaction efficiency. The findings show that brief instruction 
in prompting significantly improves task completion, reduces misunderstandings and 
turn-taking, and enhances communicative outcomes, especially in complex tasks (such as 
synthesis, analysis, and emotional response). However, the study also evidences learners’ 
dissatisfaction when comparing chatbot to human interaction, citing a lack of shared 
context, cooperation, and non-verbal cues.

Keywords
chatbots, artificial intelligence (AI), English as a foreign language (EFL), communicative 
practice

1	 Introduction

With the unprecedented spread of AI in recent years, existing AI chatbots offer 
foreign language (FL) teachers unique opportunities to utilize human–chatbot 
interaction for various types of communicative practice. Dolenc and Brumen 
(2024, p. 2) state that “chatbots are ideal for informal learning environments, 
providing an authentic context and accessibility anytime and anywhere”. 
AI-enhanced educational technology “presents unique opportunities for learners 
to receive real-time feedback, improve motivation, and increase engagement, 
especially in complex tasks such as writing” (Lai, 2025, p. 1). However, the 
evidence of chatbots’ productive use is limited due to insufficient classroom 
research into this area, as “this line of research remains in its infancy, largely due 
to the recent introduction of ChatGPT in educational contexts and the limited 
generalizability of existing findings” (Muñoz et al., 2025, p. 2).

Moreover, it is worth noting that despite the multiple positive expectations of 
the additional interactional practice, human–chatbot interaction may significantly 
differ from human-human exchanges due to differences in underlying pragmatic 
principles and expectations (Kecskés & Dinh, 2025). Although ChatGPT, as well 
as other AI-powered communicators, is capable of generating logically appropriate 
replies, it is crucial to acknowledge that “it lacks genuine comprehension or 
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consciousness” (Kecskés & Dinh, 2025, p. 370). Indeed, the researchers’ analysis 
of human-chatbot interaction from the lens of pragmatics claims that “Grice’s 
cooperative principle should be at work during conversations with computers, 
yet different maxims are violated by some means […] ultimately revealing their 
non-human identity” (Kecskés & Dinh, 2025, p. 370). Thus, it seems evident that 
FL learners require special preparation and practice to communicate effectively 
with chatbots. Dolenc and Brumen (2024, p. 11) also emphasize the importance 
of targeted education and awareness programs, which they consider essential for 
bridging the gaps in AI adoption: “These programs should foster an open and 
informed discourse on AI in education”. Nevertheless, at present, we have no 
proven evidence of the effectiveness of such programs, forming a gap that this 
research aims to bridge.

This case study aims to introduce a short-term pragmatics-based prompting 
instruction to students, assessing its effectiveness on enhancing human-computer 
interaction and exploring the potential influence of acquired chatbot experience 
on the communicative development of EFL learners. For these purposes, an 
experiment in a controlled environment with a preceding learning intervention 
was chosen as a research method to compare the performance of an Experimental 
group (with prior instruction) with that of the Control group (without instruction) 
in fulfilling communicative tasks in a FL (English).

The study assumes that a preliminary pragmatics-based training in basic 
prompting strategies may facilitate human–chatbot communication and make 
this experience more satisfying for the FL learner who uses chatbots as a learning 
tool. The research questions are the following:
(1)		� What key challenges do participants face when adopting traditional 

human communication strategies in human-chatbot interaction?
(2)		� How do prompting strategies influence communication effectiveness 

in human-chatbot interactions compared to traditional human-human 
communication?

This study contributes to the existing literature in three specific ways. 
First, it operationalizes pragmatic theory by translating Gricean conversational 
maxims into concrete prompting strategies suitable for classroom use. Second, 
it evaluates the effectiveness of a short-term prompting intervention within a 
controlled experimental design comparing trained and untrained learners. Third, 
it integrates quantitative performance data with qualitative feedback interviews 
to provide a more comprehensive account of human–chatbot interaction in 
foreign language education.
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2	 Literature review

2.1	The use of chatbots for educational purposes

Over the last decade, chatbots have emerged as a powerful tool in educational 
contexts, promising to enhance learning experiences and facilitate various 
academic activities. Existing studies highlight the educational potential of 
chatbots, but also highlight certain limitations that require attention to their more 
effective implementation in educational contexts.

Pérez-Marín and Pascual-Nieto (2013) investigated the effects of a “pedagogic 
conversational agent” on young learners aged 11–14. Their mixed-methods 
study, involving 22 participants, revealed that children perceived the chatbot as 
a human-like entity and even as a friend. This perceived humanness encouraged 
prosocial behaviors among participants: “Pedagogic conversational agents 
provide support to students and can help students to improve their learning 
performance. Affective interaction has also shown great benefits” (Pérez-Marín 
& Pascual-Nieto, 2013, p. 963). However, the reliance on the chatbot’s perceived 
human-like qualities raises questions about the consistency of these effects across 
diverse age groups and cultural backgrounds.

Similarly, Ruan et al. (2019) evaluated the effects of chatbots on learning 
by comparing human-human interaction to human-QuizBot chats. This 
dialogue-based agent helps students acquire factual knowledge in science, 
safety, and English vocabulary, compared to traditional learning methods 
(e.g., flashcards), as demonstrated in two studies involving 47 university students 
and 76 alums, respectively. The studies report excellent results from the use of 
educational chatbots, claiming that chatbot communication is especially effective 
in boosting learning, particularly in terms of both recognition and recall of new 
information. The researchers attribute this effect to four elements that traditional 
techniques lack, namely active retrieval of new information, instant feedback, 
customized post-test questions, and, most importantly, “the persona effect”, 
which is understood as a personal tutor (Ruan et al., 2019, p. 10). The study 
concludes that “although students practiced fewer problems due to the relative 
inefficiency of conversational systems, they were more engaged in the problems 
they did and more willing to be tutored by the conversational tutoring systems” 
(Ruan et al., 2019, p. 10). This suggests that chatbots’ “human-like” conversation 
properties are perfectly capable of capturing students’ attention, ensuring that 
this engagement translates into meaningful learning.

The potential of chatbots extends beyond classroom instruction. For instance, 
Mendez et al. (2019) studied chatbot use in faculty mentoring through a qualitative 
focus group study involving 10 participants. Chatbots simulated interactive 
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conversations with human users on organizational topics through engineered 
computer programs, such as those used by Twitter or Google Assistant. They 
effectively supported student mentoring, particularly by providing guidance 
and information to students. Their potential efficacy for these purposes is an 
important area of study as colleges and universities continue to develop and 
refine mentoring programs to support learners’ career success in and across 
the professions. Mendez et al. (2019, p. 9), nevertheless, conclude that “while 
overall students shared a general satisfaction with the chatbots driven by the user 
interface and perceived trust of the emeriti faculty responses, they expressed 
concern about the lack of personalization and relationship building that could 
occur with the chatbot, which resulted in mixed responses on the intent to use”. 
Thus, contextualizing and personalizing the chatbot mentor appeared to be a top 
priority for all students, again underscoring the need for a shared background for 
successful human-chatbot interaction.

Concerning the use of chatbots for purely communicative purposes, Kim 
et al. (2020) examined chatbots designed to facilitate group discussions in a 
series of three studies involving 65, 25, and 20 participants. The studies report 
that GroupfeedBot chatbot may encourage and promote human participants’ 
involvement in group discussions: “A chatbot agent could efficiently support 
discussion procedures and facilitate communication, thus enhancing both 
taskwork and teamwork” (Kim et al., 2020, p. 8). Furthermore, the researchers 
propose a new method to improve chatbot-mediated discussions: “Reciprocal 
opinion exchange exposes members to diverse ideas and helps to improve 
understanding of different points of view, which eventually improves group 
dynamics” (Kim et al., 2020, p. 8). In the study, GroupfeedBot successfully 
serves as a virtual group member, promoting active participation and discussion 
among group members, thereby establishing a practice that can be successfully 
incorporated into EFL classes. Although, as the researchers admit, the chatbot’s 
ability to manage complex or nuanced group dynamics is limited, they highlight 
the capabilities of advanced technology in mediating conversational classes and 
project work and serving as an additional motivational tool.

Liang and Wu’s (2024) study on the role of chatbots in developing thinking 
and creativity skills among university students reveals that, in their research, 
ChatGPT served as a valuable tool for students in constructing arguments and 
enhancing their critical thinking skills. “The students highlighted how ChatGPT 
provided evidence, examples, and insights that contributed to the development 
of persuasive arguments and enrichment of conclusions made during group 
discussions” (Liang & Wu, 2024, p. 7). What is interesting here is that in the 
researchers’ opinion, even ChatGPT’s hallucinations – understood as incorrect or 



Alexey Tymbay

126

improper responses – potentially engaged students in analysis and verification: 
“The students recognized that ChatGPT may provide inaccurate responses or 
misinformation. They acknowledged the importance of critically examining the 
information provided by ChatGPT and seeking validation from other sources, 
which was conducive to the development of their critical thinking skills. They 
approached ChatGPT with a critical mindset and emphasized the need to 
independently verify the information and actively engage in their own thinking 
processes” (Liang & Wu, 2024, p. 7).

Recent studies into AI-assisted FL skills development, in particular academic 
writing, noticed a massive wave of enthusiasm among EFL students about the 
AI use: “Learners perceived AI tools as transformative, reporting key benefits 
including enhanced feedback efficiency (83%), improved writing confidence 
(70%), personalized learning (65%), and expanded vocabulary (58%)” (Lai, 
2025, p. 14). Similarly, Teng (2024, p. 9) concludes that FL instructors also 
recognize “a notable effect of AI assistance on writing motivation, self-efficacy, 
writing engagement, and collaborative writing tendency”. However, despite these 
positive assessments of skill development, Muñoz et al. (2025) are moderately 
cautious about the long-term effects of this cooperation, as sociocultural 
awareness of the chatbot, or rather lack of it, is a crucial consideration in 
human-chatbot interaction.  “ChatGPT’s mono-cultural orientation may limit its 
ability to interpret culturally nuanced meanings […] thus, reinforce stereotypes 
and discriminatory representations” (Muñoz et al., 2025, p. 9). This poses a 
challenge, particularly in communicative tasks, where EFL learners’ pragmatic 
and cultural competences influence correct lexical and syntactic choices. As 
AI-generated feedback becomes more common, future research should explore 
how covert differences in human-human vs. human-chatbot interaction, a lack 
of pragmatic awareness, and potential cultural bias may shape FL learners’ 
communicative competence.

In summary, existing chatbot studies collectively demonstrate the educational 
potential of chatbots in enhancing students’ engagement, promoting classroom 
interaction, and supporting different kinds of FL learning tasks. Additionally, 
due to the unprecedented speed of AI development, many limitations of 
earlier papers, such as contextualization and memorization issues, have been 
successfully addressed. Chang and Sung (2024, p. 1) posit that in modern, highly 
digitized society, language educational practices have been successfully reshaped 
with extensive technology integration opportunities, shifting from learning from 
computers as content into learning with computers as partners, and “task-specific 
AI is utilized to encourage cyclical improvement with learner autonomy 
enhancement mainly among higher education students at intermediate level or 
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above”.  However, none of the cited papers consider the underlying pragmatic 
challenges of human-chatbot interaction or suggest a pre-intervention training 
to mitigate them. That is why exploring chatbots’ capabilities in practicing 
effective communication while developing learners’ pragmatic and cross-cultural 
awareness becomes a new research challenge.

2.2	Insights into chatbot pragmatics

It is well established that Gricean pragmatics, which is primarily based on 
a set of conventions, principles, and a top-down flow of pragmatic influence, is 
a foundational framework in the field of communication. According to Grice’s 
theories (Grice, 1975, 1989), successful communication largely depends on 
mutual understanding of conversational maxims such as Quality (truthfulness), 
Quantity (no over-describing), and Manner (no ambiguity), as well as the 
Cooperative Principle, postulating that “people automatically assume that their 
interlocutor cooperates with them in conveying meaning through their utterances” 
(Jacquet et al., 2019, p. 180). These principles suggest that all participants in a 
conversation share some linguistic and cultural background, which allows for a 
relatively stable set of expectations about how communication should proceed.

By contrast, human–machine interaction introduces a set of challenges and 
complexities into communication. When a human interacts with a chatbot or 
other artificial agent, the interaction fundamentally differs from human-human 
communication. While designed to mimic human conversational patterns, the 
chatbot lacks the innate cultural, social, and experiential knowledge that human 
participants bring to a conversation. In this interaction, the human often guides 
the conversation and socializes the artificial agent by shaping its responses 
and teaching it how to engage in dialogue. This human-led process highlights 
a different kind of communicative framework, where the flow of pragmatic 
influence is not top-down, as in Gricean pragmatics, but rather bottom-up 
(Kecskés & Dinh, 2025).

More than a decade ago, Hill et al. (2015) identified at least three distinct 
parameters that characterised human-chatbot interaction, which still apply 
today. First, people have less experience communicating with chatbots than 
with humans, and so are less confident and comfortable with the communicative 
ability of a chatbot. Second, while chatbots are designed to sustain conversations, 
they are limited in their ability to engage in extended, goal-directed discussions 
and in the depth of information they provide on specific topics. Third, there is 
no element of common history or shared experience possible in human–chatbot 
conversations. Even if particular users have had extensive prior conversations 
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with a chatbot, the chatbot remains unaware of these interactions and is unable 
to reference them.

While the human participant in a chatbot interaction is still working to build 
a common ground, the machine’s contribution to this process is fundamentally 
different. Chatbots rely on data-driven algorithms to generate responses. This 
is an important thing to consider, as “the closer a conversational agent is to the 
behavior of a human, the stronger any deviation from human behavior will affect 
the user” (Jacquet et al., 2019, p. 182). As a result, the human participant often 
takes on a more active role in guiding the conversation, leading the machine 
through the interaction, and shaping its responses to fit the context by using a 
prompting technique.

This dynamic introduces a new form of interagency, where the human 
participant is not only a contributor to the conversation but also a kind of teacher 
or guide for the machine. In this study, prompting strategies are understood as 
practical operationalizations of Grice’s conversational maxims. For example, 
the maxim of Quantity is reflected in providing sufficient contextual detail in 
prompts; the maxim of Quality is reflected in verifying information and correcting 
inaccuracies; and the maxim of Manner is reflected in structuring requests 
clearly and specifying output formats. In this way, prompting instruction can be 
interpreted as a form of applied pragmatic training adapted to human–chatbot 
interaction.

The chatbot, in turn, contributes to the interaction by processing data and 
generating responses based on patterns it has learned. This interplay between 
human experience and machine data creates a novel cooperative interaction that 
challenges traditional notions of agency in communication. The co-construction 
of an interagency in human–chatbot interactions introduces new forms of 
pragmatic influence that challenge traditional models of communication. By 
examining the interplay between human experience and machine data, as well as 
the bottom-up nature of pragmatic influence in these contexts, new insights into 
the future of communication in an increasingly globalized and technologically 
advanced world can be gained.

3	 Methodology

Research has been conducted in an ethical and responsible manner, and is in 
full compliance with all relevant codes of experimentation and legislation. All 
participants signed an informed consent form before participating in the study. 
An ethical approval of the study was obtained from the departmental review 
board on November 1, 2024.
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The case study involved 24 students of the Technical University of Liberec. 
The number of participants in the experiment was determined by the number of 
students in the academic group who agreed to take part and met the selection 
criteria. The participants were balanced in terms of gender (12 females, 12 males), 
age (21–22 years old), and educational background (first-year students of the 
Faculty of Science, Humanities and Education, with English as their major).

The first criterion for participant inclusion in the experiment was their basic 
familiarity with chatbots, specifically with ChatGPT (GPT-3). The second 
was their ability to interact with the chatbot in English; therefore, a diagnostic 
computer-based English test was taken before the start of the experiment.

The participants were randomly assigned to an Experimental group and a 
Control group (each with 12 students), ensuring that the number of students of the 
same sex and English level in each group was equal. The participants’ anonymized 
characteristics are available from the study’s repository (Tymbay, 2026).

The experiment was organized in three steps (Figure 1) involving two groups 
of participants.

Figure 1: The structure of the experimental study

The Training Phase: A 90-minute training session was organized exclusively 
for the Experimental group students (see Appendix for the syllabus). During the 
training, participants from the Experimental group were instructed on effective 
prompting techniques, which involved sample practice with the GPT chatbot. The 
chatbot practice followed three possible scenarios of human-chatbot interaction, 
based on observing Grice’s Maxims of Quality (fact-checking the information 
and correcting mistakes), Quantity (controlling the relevance/irrelevance of the 
output for the task-setter), and Manner (establishing the format of the output) 
(Grice, 1975).

The training session was designed as a brief learning intervention that combined 
the key elements of pragmatic theory with hands-on practice for learners. It 
covered basic communicative strategies such as using clear and concise language, 
providing context where necessary, and structuring (adjusting one’s) inputs to 
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align with the chatbots’ natural language processing capabilities in accordance 
with Lewis’s (2008) “sender–receiver” model. The sender–receiver model 
was relevant here because the effectiveness of human–chatbot communication 
depends on how users structure their inputs in ways that the system can interpret.

The Control group received no training and proceeded directly to the task 
phase.

The Task Phase: A practical session was conducted in a controlled environment 
(a computer laboratory) over 90 minutes for both groups. The Task phase was 
conducted one week after the Training Phase.

In the Task Phase, the study participants were briefed on the purpose of the 
experiment (the study of human-machine interaction) and the tasks they needed 
to complete. The participants were given a list of 20 communicative tasks of 
various complexity levels, ranging from simple questions and information 
retrieval (Complexity 1–2) to more complex problem-solving tasks, creative 
generation, and specialized information synthesis (Complexity 4–5). The 
examples of the tasks, graded by their complexity levels, are presented in the 
case study’s repository at https://github.com/open-data-repository/human-
chatbot-interaction.

The experimental procedure was designed to closely simulate fundamental 
everyday interactions with chatbots while controlling for variables that could 
affect the outcome, such as prompting experience or differences in task difficulty.

Each participant had the same 20 tasks presented in randomized order to 
minimize the effect of learning by experience, which they had to resolve in 
English (L2 [Language 2/FL]). The participants could also change the order of 
the tasks, but were asked to continue communicating with the chatbot until the 
task was executed entirely (as self-assessed). After the participants considered 
the task completed, they could move to the next task on the list. At the end of 
each task, the record of chatbot interaction was copied from the OpenAI web 
page and saved in a shared repository for further analysis.

During the Task Phase, four key metrics were recorded for each 
human-chatbot interaction using Likert scales (Figure 2). The collected data were 
used to analyze task completion rates statistically, the number of turns required 
for task completion, user satisfaction scores, and conversational efficiency 
(the  frequency of chatbot misunderstandings) to compare the performance of 
the Experimental and Control groups and determine the impact of the prompting 
training on human-computer interaction.
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Figure 2: The key metrics of human-chatbot interaction analysis

The Feedback Phase: After completing the tasks, the members of both groups 
participated in a research interview (a round-table discussion), which was held 
the day following the Task Phase. The sessions for the Experimental group and 
the Control group were organized separately and lasted 45 minutes each. The 
discussion questions focused on reflecting the participants’ perceptions of the 
chatbots’ effectiveness (mistakes), ease of human-chatbot communication, the 
impact of the prompting training (in the Experimental group), and the challenges 
faced during the interactions.

4	 Results

The study demonstrated overall high task completion rates for both groups 
(the mean for the Experimental group was 94%, and the mean for the Control 
group was 92%), which is explained by the experiment’s condition that the next 
communicative task can be started by the participant only when the current one 
is completely fulfilled.

For Level 1 tasks, both the trained (Experimental group) and untrained 
(Control group) participants achieved a perfect completion rate of 100%, 
indicating excellent communicative performance of the chatbot due to the 
simplicity of the tasks, which required no advanced prompting techniques from 
the human participants. In Level 2 tasks, the trained group had a 98% success 
rate, while the untrained group had a 96% success rate. This minor difference was 
not statistically significant, suggesting similar performance in these moderately 
complex tasks. However, noticeable differences appeared in the results of the 
two groups when the tasks became more complex, specifically at Levels 4 and 5. 
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Figure 3: �The task completion rates of the Experimental (trained) and Control (untrained) 
groups across different task complexity levels

Figure 3 illustrates that the difference in task completion rates between the 
trained and untrained participants becomes more pronounced as task complexity 
increases, indicating that prompting instruction plays a progressively more 
important role in supporting successful communication in demanding tasks.

For Level 3 tasks, the trained group achieved a 94% success rate, compared 
to 91% for the untrained group. This marginal difference still suggests that the 
prompting training had an impact on the participants’ performance. In Level 
4 tasks, the trained group completed 91% of the tasks, whereas the untrained 
group completed only 84%. For Level 5 tasks, the trained group achieved an 
87.5% success rate (rating of two), while the untrained group achieved a 79% 
success rate, with the remaining tasks graded as “partially completed” (rating of 
one). The 9% difference between the groups highlights the growing advantage of 
guided prompting experience in handling more challenging tasks, demonstrating 
its crucial role in improving performance as the complexity of communicative 
tasks increases.

Another critical metric analyzed in the study was the average number of turns 
(requests) taken by the human participant in each task (Figure 4).
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Figure 4: �The average number of conversational turns required by the trained (Experimental) 
and untrained (Control) communicators across different tasks

Figure 4 demonstrates that participants who received prompting instruction 
required fewer conversational turns to complete complex tasks. In Level 1 and 
Level 2 tasks, the number of conversational turns required to complete each 
task was similar between the Experimental and Control groups, with both 
averaging one turn per task. For Level 3 tasks, the Experimental group averaged 
two turns per task, while the untrained group required an average of 3.7 turns. 
This difference suggests that the prompting-trained participants could ask more 
precise and direct questions, which minimized the need for multiple exchanges 
to adjust the chatbot’s responses. On the other hand, the untrained participants 
required additional turns due to less efficient or less specific prompts, resulting in 
a higher number of conversational turns to complete the task.

An example below illustrates how members of different groups dealt with 
a Level 3 task: “Find a supervisor for your perspective BA thesis among the 
teachers of the English Department at the Technical University of Liberec 
University”. The sample illustrates how both students produced a similar 
result – an email draft to the prospective supervisor. However, the pre-trained 
student (KD) achieved this in two turns, whereas the student with no prompting 
experience (IN) required six turns. It should be noted, though, that the turns of 
the student with prior training are more condensed, setting the task and format 
in one query, just as the group was instructed. In contrast, the student with no 
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training uses shorter turns, which are also more natural, as if communicating 
with a real person.

Example 1

Control group student (B2, Czech native 
language, female, 21 years old, no experience 
with chatbots) interacting with Chat GPT 4.0

Experimental group student (B2, Czech native 
language, female, 21 years old, had a 90-minute 
prompting instruction) interacting with Chat 
GPT 4.0

IN: Hello, I need to find a supervisor for my 
bachelor’s thesis at the English Department of 
the Technical University of Liberec. Can you 
help me with that?
ChatGPT: Hello! Of course, I would be happy 
to help. Do you already have an idea of the topic 
you want to work on, or do you prefer a specific 
teacher?
IN: Well… I am not sure. Can you tell me who 
teaches English there?
ChatGPT: Certainly, I can name some of the 
lecturers. Are you more interested in literature, 
linguistics, or something else?
IN: I do not really know; I just need a supervisor. 
Who is the best?
ChatGPT: The best supervisor depends on your 
topic and your working style. For example, you 
could contact […].
IN: Oh, okay. Can you give me their contacts 
then?
ChatGPT: Unfortunately, I do not have access 
to personal contact details, but I recommend 
checking the English Department’s website, 
where staff members and their emails are usually 
listed.
IN: Alright, and how should I write the email? 
What should I say?
ChatGPT: We can try writing a simple email 
together, where you introduce yourself, mention 
your thesis topic, and ask if they could be your 
supervisor. Would you like me to help you with 
the text?
IN: Yes, please.

KD: Hi ChatGPT, I need to find a supervisor for 
my bachelor’s thesis at the English Department 
of the Technical University of Liberec. I am 
focusing on linguistics with an emphasis on 
pragmatics. Could you please list three suitable 
lecturers with a short description of their 
specialization and recommend how to contact 
them? Please format the answer as: name, 
specialization, contact recommendation.
ChatGPT: Hi! Sure, here is an overview of 
three suitable lecturers. […] If you want, I can 
help you draft a professional and clear email.
KD: Great, thanks! Yes, please draft a sample 
email for me.
ChatGPT: Of course. Here is an example:
Dear […],
My name is [Your Name], and I am studying 
in the bachelor’s program at the English 
Department of TUL. I am interested in writing 
my bachelor’s thesis focused on pragmatics 
within linguistics. I would like to kindly ask if 
you would consider being my supervisor.
Thank you in advance for your response.
Best regards,
[Your Name]
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It should be noted that the sample output generated by the chatbot includes 
phrasing that may be considered stylistically imprecise (e.g., “pragmatics within 
linguistics”). This observation highlights an important limitation of AI-generated 
text: although structurally correct, the output may still require human revision 
and critical evaluation. The example therefore illustrates not only interaction 
efficiency but also the need for user oversight in evaluating the linguistic quality 
of chatbot responses.

As the tasks increased in complexity, the difference became more pronounced. 
In Level 4 tasks, the trained group averaged four turns per task compared to the 
untrained group’s six turns. By Level 5, the trained group required an average 
of 4.2 turns, while the untrained group needed eight turns. The widening gap 
between the two groups reflects the increasing difficulty the untrained group faced 
in framing their inputs effectively, leading to more back-and-forth exchanges to 
refine their requests. This indicates that strategic training in prompting played a 
crucial role in streamlining communication, enabling participants to reduce the 
number of interactions required to complete the most complex tasks.

User satisfaction in the case study was evaluated on a Likert scale from 
1  (dissatisfied) to 5 (completely satisfied). This parameter primarily reflects 
participants’ perceptions of the interaction process rather than a formal 
evaluation of the linguistic quality of the chatbot-generated product. Although 
participants were exposed to the final outputs produced by the chatbot, they were 
not systematically instructed to assess the accuracy or stylistic appropriateness 
of these outputs. This decision was made because the study focused on 
communicative interaction efficiency rather than output quality assessment.

In general, the difference in satisfaction between the Experimental and 
Control groups was marginal, demonstrating a consistent relationship between 
satisfaction level and task complexity (Figure 5).
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Figure 5: �The average user satisfaction scores for the Experimental and Control groups across 
different task complexity levels

Figure 5 shows that user satisfaction levels gradually decline as task 
complexity increases, reflecting the growing communicative challenges 
associated with more cognitively demanding tasks, regardless of prior prompting 
training.

For Level 1 tasks, both groups reported high satisfaction with the chatbot’s 
responses (Mean = 5). Similarly, for Level 2 tasks, satisfaction remained 
high, averaging 4.8, with no significant difference between the Experimental 
and Control groups. As the task complexity increased, specific differences in 
satisfaction emerged, albeit only marginally. For Level 3 tasks, the trained group 
reported an average satisfaction score of 4.3, slightly higher than the 3.9 reported 
by the untrained group. In Level 4 tasks, both groups exhibited the lowest 
satisfaction level (Mean 3.5), reflecting the increased challenges of analysis and 
synthesis tasks that involved a high degree of personal customization, as well 
as questions related to relationships and attitudes. Satisfaction scores for Level 
5 tasks (empathy and emotional intelligence tasks) were slightly higher than at 
the previous stage, with the trained group averaging 3.8 and the untrained group 
averaging 4.

Measuring the frequency of chatbot misunderstandings, understood in 
the study as the breaches of conversation efficiency, was another crucial 
characteristic measured in the study. Figure 6 indicates that the frequency of 
chatbot misunderstandings rises substantially with task complexity, particularly 
among untrained participants, highlighting the importance of effective prompting 
strategies for maintaining communicative efficiency in complex interactions.
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Figure 6: Frequency of chatbot misunderstandings (per turn)

For Level 1 and Level 2 tasks, misunderstandings were infrequent, averaging 
just 0.1 mistakes per task in both groups. This low rate once again reflects 
the simplicity of interaction at low complexity levels. As the task complexity 
increased, the difference in misunderstanding rates between the trained and 
untrained groups became more notable. By Level 4, the trained group averaged 
0.8 misunderstandings per task, whereas the untrained group encountered 
2.3. This suggests that the untrained group had more difficulty framing their 
inputs effectively. For the most complex Level 5 tasks, the trained group had 
1.5 misunderstandings per task compared to 3.8 for the untrained group. The 
substantial difference demonstrates the significant challenges the untrained 
group faced in communicating effectively with the chatbot for complex tasks.

The feedback interviews (with two groups, each comprising 12 participants) 
revealed numerous similarities in the participants’ reactions to their 
human–chatbot experience. Both research groups found their experience to be 
quite successful, with the tasks being easy and understandable. Still, detailed 
questioning revealed specific differences in the task fulfilment between the 
Experimental and Control groups. The students from the Control group, who 
did not receive special prompting instruction, initially struggled with more 
complex tasks, especially at the beginning of the experiment. However, most 
of them developed effective prompting strategies independently over time. 
This was particularly evident in Level 4–5 tasks (tasks that involved personal 
customization, larger context, and emotional intelligence), where some untrained 
participants spontaneously adopted techniques similar to those taught to the 
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Experimental group during the training session. For example, the Control group 
members learned to use more specific language (e.g., “reformulate the task”, 
“give your considerations in accordance with the data provided”, and so on) or 
give more context and data for processing (e.g., by putting all the details together 
as one query), which helped them improve their task completion rates and 
satisfaction over time. However, despite these adaptive strategies, the untrained 
group generally lagged behind the trained Experimental group in performance 
and the number of chatbot misunderstandings, particularly in Level 5 tasks. This 
suggests that while users can develop practical prompting skills independently, 
formal training accelerates this learning process and enhances the overall quality 
of human-computer interaction.

When asked to compare their impressions about chatbot interaction, the 
interviewees from both groups consistently reported that human–human 
interactions, particularly those involving complex problem-solving or creative 
tasks, seemed to them more flexible and adaptive. This is partly because 
humans can reach understanding halfway and use channels other than written 
speech communication, such as non-verbal cues, which, in the participants’ 
opinion, often lead to more efficient and satisfying outcomes compared to 
human–computer interactions. Additionally, it was noted that in a similar 
human-human task completion scenario involving complex tasks, the average 
number of conversational turns needed to complete the task was expected to 
be significantly lower. This was explained by the humans’ ability “to anticipate 
misunderstandings”, proactively “provide context”, and “take the emotional 
aspect of communication into account”, something chatbots currently struggle 
with. As a result, satisfaction levels in human–human interactions were expected 
to be higher in both groups.

Finally, the Experimental group members mentioned the positive effect of the 
prompting training session on the results of their human-chatbot interaction. The 
short period of prompting instruction (90 minutes, the Training Phase), in the 
Experimental group’s opinion, considerably facilitated Level 2–3 task completion 
because the participants had learned the key principles of task contextualization; 
however, the training was not enough for Level 4–5 tasks’ successful completion, 
where hands-on practice and making situational prompting decisions seemed 
more beneficial. This was also reflected in the Experimental group’s low 
satisfaction levels with Level 4–5 tasks, as explained by the high number of 
[chatbot’s] misunderstandings, evidenced by both groups.
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5	 Discussion

This section aims to answer the study’s research questions:
What key challenges do participants face when adopting traditional human 

communication strategies in human-chatbot interaction? – The case study 
participants (both groups) faced several challenges in adapting traditional 
human–human communication strategies to human–chatbot interaction. One 
major challenge was shifting from a natural, context-driven communication style 
to a more explicit and structured one. This challenge was reflected in the study 
through the increased cognitive load associated with the participants’ structuring 
inputs in a way that the chatbot could accurately interpret and respond to them. In 
several cases, chatbot users had to learn to anticipate potential complexities and 
proactively clarify their requests to ensure the chatbot understood their intent.

The feedback interviews demonstrated that the absence of implicit cues 
and non-verbal communication in human–chatbot interactions also negatively 
impacted users’ ability to convey complex or context-dependent information. 
The participants complained that “chatbots cannot interpret their emotions”, and 
it is problematic to “meet understanding halfway”. These limitations required 
the users to rely solely on explicit language and structured prompts, which could 
be challenging, particularly in foreign language communication. As a result, the 
research participants had to engage in clarification and correction exchanges, 
subconsciously referring to Grice’s Maxims of Quality, Quantity, Relevance and 
Manner, to achieve their desired outcomes.

This way, the experiment reaffirmed the findings of earlier papers (Lai, 2025; 
Kecskés & Dinh, 2025), which claim that the lack of common ground, absence 
of mutual communicative effort, and malfunctioning cooperative principle 
in human-chatbot interaction may seriously damage general communication 
effectiveness. These findings contribute to the existing body of knowledge, 
aligning with Teng’s (2024, p. 8) concerns about “the formal and impersonal 
nature of ChatGPT’s responses”, noting that it lacks the “human touch and 
emotional understanding that a human evaluator or peer might provide”.

On the other hand, the study revealed that the participants who received a 
pragmatics-based prompting training formulated their inputs more efficiently. 
This process can be interpreted as an example of interagency, where the human 
participant actively shapes the chatbot’s responses while the machine contributes 
computational processing, resulting in a jointly constructed communicative 
outcome.

Additionally, post-experiment analysis of collected data indicated that 
many untrained participants began to develop effective prompting strategies 
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independently (on the go). This suggests that while the adaptation process is 
challenging, users can learn and refine their communicative strategies through 
repeated interactions with chatbots.

How do prompting strategies influence communication effectiveness 
in human-chatbot interactions compared to traditional human-human 
communication? – In line with previous studies, for example, Dolenc and Brumen 
(2024), prompting strategies significantly enhance communication effectiveness 
in human–chatbot interactions, particularly as task complexity increases. Our 
study demonstrates that the participants trained in prompting techniques achieved 
higher task completion rates, took fewer turns in high-complexity tasks, and had 
fewer misunderstandings than those who were untrained.

For simple tasks (Level 1 and Level 2), the completion rates were almost 
identical between the trained and untrained participants, suggesting that 
fundamental interactions with chatbots do not require specialized prompting 
skills. However, as the tasks became more complex (Level 4 and Level 5), 
the trained group’s task completion rates were significantly higher compared 
to the untrained group, highlighting the importance of effective prompting in 
complex scenarios. The study suggests that well-developed prompting skills in 
chatbot interactions help users adopt a more deliberate and structured approach 
in communicative exchanges. Formal training in prompting accelerates 
the human-chatbot interaction process, resulting in more consistent and 
reliable outcomes.

The study is not without limitations. The sample size of 24 participants is 
relatively small, which limits the statistical power and generalizability of the 
findings beyond the specific educational context in which the study was conducted. 
Additionally, while varied in complexity, the tasks used in the experiment may 
not fully capture the breadth of real-world interactions that users might have with 
chatbots. Furthermore, the study primarily focused on short-term interactions, 
leaving open questions about how users’ prompting skills might evolve with the 
long-term use of chatbots and how these skills might influence other forms of 
communication.

6	 Conclusion

The study found that brief periods of instruction in prompting strategies 
significantly increase the efficiency of human-chatbot interaction, reduce 
the number of turns required to complete a communicative task, decrease the 
number of misunderstandings, and positively impact the task completion rate. 
However, the positive influence of prompting instruction is primarily noticeable 
in high-complexity tasks (such as synthesis, analysis, and emotional response).
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Although most communicative tasks in the experiment were eventually 
successfully completed, during the feedback interviews, the participants 
highlighted significant and sometimes unexpected differences between human-
human and human-chatbot interactions arising, despite the prior prompting 
training. The experiment demonstrated that effective human-chatbot interactions 
require significant effort from users to minimize ambiguity and optimize their 
inputs for machine processing, in contrast to human-human interactions, where 
interlocutors can rely on shared knowledge, implicit cues, and nonverbal 
communication to convey meaning more quickly and easily.

Despite these challenges, the study underscores the didactic value of engaging 
with chatbots as a tool for developing practical communication skills. Training in 
prompting techniques enhances the ability of FL learners to interact successfully 
with chatbots by improving their socio-pragmatic awareness and highlighting 
the strategic importance of clarity, specificity, and precision in communication.

Further studies may consider expanding the sample size and including a more 
diverse group of participants in the experiment to ensure the findings are more 
broadly applicable. Additionally, incorporating a wider range of tasks, including 
those that involve more complex, context-dependent, or creative communication, 
could provide a more comprehensive understanding of the challenges and 
benefits associated with human–chatbot interaction. Longitudinal studies that 
track changes in users’ communication strategies over time could also provide 
valuable insights into the long-term impact of engaging with chatbots on the 
development of communication skills. It is expected that this kind of research 
will explore the transferability of these skills to various communication contexts.

Appendix

The Prompting-Training Session (90 min.)

Session Objective: to equip participants with practical knowledge and skills for 
optimizing AI chatbot interactions based on Grice’s Maxims: Quality, Quantity, 
Relevance, and Manner.
Session Outline:
Introduction and Objectives (15 minutes)
Explanation Activities
Introduction to Grice’s Maxims 
and their relevance to effective 
prompting.

Brief overview of AI tools.

Maxims of Quality and Relevance: Fact-Checking and Error Correction (20 minutes)
Explanation Activities
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Importance of verifying 
chatbot-generated information.
Strategies for identifying 
inaccuracies (fact-checking).

Participants prompt the chatbot with factual queries 
(e.g., historical dates, scientific facts). Evaluate the 
responses for accuracy (fact-checking). Discuss corrections 
and refine prompts.

Maxim of Quantity: Ensuring Relevance (20 minutes)
Explanation Activities
How to craft prompts that minimize 
irrelevant responses.
Techniques for balancing detail 
and brevity.

Provide an open-ended task (e.g., “Describe renewable 
energy”.) Participants refine the prompt to focus on 
specific aspects (e.g., “List three benefits of solar energy 
for households”.) Share results and discuss the impact of 
refining prompts.

Maxim of Manner: Structuring Responses (20 minutes)
Explanation Activities
Importance of clear, consistent 
output formats.
Examples of structured outputs 
(tables, bullet points, summaries).

Participants prompt the chatbot for specific formats 
(e.g., “Create a table comparing solar and wind energy”.) 
Evaluate the clarity and usefulness of the formatted output.

Wrap-Up and Q&A (15 minutes)
Activities
Recap of key techniques: fact-checking, relevance control, and output structuring.
Discuss challenges encountered during activities and how to address them.
Q&A session for additional clarification.
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Davidse, K., Njende, N. M., & O’Grady, G. (2023). Specificational and 
presentational there-clefts: Redefining the field of clefts. Palgrave Macmillan. 
187 pp.

The monograph Specificational and presentational there-clefts: Redefining 
the field of clefts offers a substantial and innovative contribution to the study 
of English cleft constructions. Research on clefts has traditionally centred on 
it-clefts, typically analysed as grammatical devices for structuring information 
into presupposed and focused components. In this book, Davidse, Njende and 
O’Grady convincingly argue that such a perspective captures only part of the 
picture. By focusing on there-clefts – an underexplored construction type  – 
they broaden the empirical and theoretical scope of the field and propose a 
reconceptualization of clefts as a whole.

The central aim of the book is to investigate specificational and presentational 
there-clefts and to clarify their grammatical, semantic and prosodic properties. 
The authors demonstrate that these constructions are not merely stylistic variants 
or marginal phenomena but form a coherent and meaningful part of the broader 
cleft system in English. Importantly, they argue that cleft constructions encode 
propositional semantic structure, while prosody plays a crucial role in signalling 
informational prominence. This interaction between grammar, semantics and 
prosody constitutes one of the book’s key theoretical contributions.

The volume is carefully structured into ten chapters, guiding the reader 
from theoretical motivation to detailed empirical and prosodic analysis. 
Chapter 1 (Introduction) outlines the central research questions and situates 
the study within the broader literature on clefts and existential constructions. 
The authors critically reassess the dominant view that clefts primarily encode 
focus-presupposition structure and instead argue that they should be analysed 
as constructions with their own compositional semantic organization. This 
reconceptualization provides the foundation for the entire study.

Chapter 2 (Natural Grammar) develops the theoretical framework underlying 
the analysis. Drawing on cognitive-functional approaches, the authors emphasize 
the importance of constructional meaning and the interaction between grammatical 
form and discourse interpretation. They argue that cleft constructions are not 
merely pragmatic rearrangements of information but grammatical patterns with 
systematic semantic structure. This chapter thus establishes the conceptual tools 
necessary for the subsequent empirical investigation.
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Chapter 3 (Compilation and Prosodic Analysis of Data) presents the 
methodological design of the study. The authors explain in detail how the dataset 
of there-cleft constructions was compiled from naturally occurring language data 
and how prosodic features were annotated and analysed. Particular attention is 
paid to the integration of syntactic and prosodic evidence, allowing the authors 
to explore how intonation interacts with grammatical structure in shaping 
interpretation. This methodological transparency strengthens the empirical basis 
of the study.

Chapters 4 to 6 focus on the internal grammatical organization of there-clefts. 
Chapter 4 (Existential there versus Demonstrative there) draws a crucial 
distinction between two uses of there that are often conflated in previous 
research. By differentiating existential and demonstrative there, the authors 
clarify the structural status of the construction under investigation. Chapter 5 
(Paradigms of Relative Markers) examines the range of relative markers that 
occur in there-clefts and shows how these contribute to variation in form and 
interpretation. Chapter 6 (Different Antecedent–Relative Clause Relations) 
further develops this analysis by exploring the syntactic and semantic relations 
between antecedents and relative clauses, demonstrating that these relations are 
central to the overall meaning of the construction rather than peripheral.

The analytical core of the book is presented in Chapter 7 (Structural Assemblies 
and Semantics of the Four Existential Constructions with Relative Clause). Here, 
the authors identify four related existential construction types involving relative 
clauses and argue that they form a coherent paradigm. Through detailed analysis, 
they show how these constructions encode either specificational or presentational 
meanings and how their structural differences correspond to distinct semantic 
configurations. This chapter provides the most comprehensive account of the 
constructions’ internal organization and their place within the broader system 
of clefts.

Chapter 8 (Determiners of Existent NPs in the Four Existential Constructions 
with Relative Clause) focuses on the role of determiners in shaping the 
referential and discourse properties of the noun phrases involved. The authors 
demonstrate that determiner choice is not arbitrary but systematically related to 
the interpretation of the construction, particularly with respect to identifiability 
and discourse accessibility.

Chapter 9 (Prosodic Patterns in the Four Existential Constructions with 
Relative Clause) offers a detailed analysis of intonational variation. Building on 
the earlier methodological discussion, the authors show how different prosodic 
patterns interact with the semantic structure of the constructions and contribute to 
their information-structural interpretation. This chapter is particularly significant 
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in supporting the book’s broader claim that prosody plays a central role alongside 
grammar and semantics.

Finally, Chapter 10 (Conclusion) synthesizes the main findings of the 
study and returns to its broader theoretical implications. The authors reiterate 
their central argument that the traditional understanding of clefts has been too 
narrowly focused on it-clefts and that a more comprehensive model must include 
there-clefts and related constructions. In this sense, the book convincingly 
justifies its aim of redefining the field of cleft research.

Methodologically, the work stands out for its empirical depth and analytical 
precision. The authors draw on a wide range of naturally occurring examples 
and complement their analysis with detailed prosodic investigation. Their careful 
treatment of grammatical configurations – such as the role of existential there, 
the structure of relative clauses, and the distribution of determiners – results in 
a clear and systematic description of the constructions under study. At the same 
time, the findings are consistently situated within broader theoretical debates 
concerning information structure and the syntax-discourse interface.

The book’s theoretical orientation is broadly compatible with functional and 
discourse-oriented approaches to grammar, while also engaging with formal 
linguistic research. This balanced perspective makes the work relevant to 
scholars across different traditions. In particular, its emphasis on the interaction 
between grammatical structure and communicative function will resonate with 
researchers working within functional linguistics and related frameworks.

Another strength lies in the authors’ careful engagement with previous 
research. By reviewing earlier studies on clefts and existential constructions, 
they highlight both their achievements and their limitations, particularly the 
field’s narrow focus on it-clefts. In doing so, they persuasively demonstrate that 
limiting the analysis to it-clefts obscures important generalizations.

The monograph is also clearly structured and presented in a methodologically 
rigorous way. The argument progresses logically from descriptive observations 
to broader theoretical claims, and the inclusion of numerous examples and 
intermediate summaries enhances readability. As a result, the book serves not 
only as a specialized study of there-clefts but also as a valuable resource for 
linguists interested in English syntax, information structure and the relationship 
between grammar and discourse.

If one were to note a possible limitation, it might concern the scope of 
empirical data. While the qualitative analysis is rich and detailed, some readers 
might wish for more extensive quantitative corpus evidence. Additionally, further 
cross-linguistic comparison could strengthen the broader typological implications 
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of the study. These points, however, do not detract from the overall contribution 
of the work but rather suggest promising directions for future research.

Overall, Specificational and presentational there-clefts: Redefining the 
field of clefts represents an important and timely contribution to the study of 
English grammar. By directing attention to an underexplored construction type 
and rethinking the theoretical foundations of cleft analysis, Davidse, Njende 
and O’Grady significantly enrich our understanding of how grammar interacts 
with discourse and information structure. The monograph is likely to become 
a key reference for future research on cleft constructions and the broader 
syntax-semantics-prosody interface.
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Putnam, M. T., & Natvig, D. (2025). An introduction to language attrition: 
Linguistic, social, and cognitive perspectives. Routledge. 190 pp.

Language attrition, defined as “the nonpathological decrease in proficiency 
in a language that had previously been acquired by an individual” (Köpke 
& Schmid, 2004, p. 5), is understood as resulting from substantial changes in 
language processing (Gallo et al., 2021). Since the 1980s, the issue of language 
attrition has turned into an ongoing line of research inquiry despite the fact that 
its origin dates back to the 16th century (Berko-Gleason, 1982). As a matter of 
fact, synchronically with the exponential advances in language technologies, 
a plethora of first-hand and cutting-edge experimental studies have been 
conducted on language attrition and its various dimensions (e.g., Adamou, 2021; 
Baladzhaeva & Laufer, 2017; Miller & Rothman, 2020). This has resulted in an 
increasing number of worthwhile books being published, including the one by 
Putnam and Natvig (2025). This offers a succinct yet detailed examination of 
language attrition and does an excellent job of explaining factors contributing to 
language attrition and the way it occurs. The authors have succeeded in producing 
a work of scholarship that brings together thematically coherent chapters, each 
offering valuable and engaging insights that push the boundaries and advance 
one’s understanding of the phenomenon.

Structurally, the book is divided into eight chapters, with the first serving as 
an introduction and the last as an epilogue. In the opening chapter, Putnam and 
Natvig provide an overview of the concept of language attrition, outlining the 
various situations in which individuals may experience it, such as emigration 
and learning a new language, among others. They posit that almost all sequential 
bilinguals are likely to undergo this phenomenon over the course of time in their 
lives. The authors also highlight the dynamic nature of this phenomenon, drawing 
an allegorical comparison to the Ship of Theseus (p. 3), which was no longer 
exactly the same ship after being repaired following a battle. Moreover, this 
chapter lists key theoretical factors and theories that address the question of why 
language attrition occurs. These theories propose that language attrition mirrors 
language acquisition in reverse, emphasizing the role of language proficiency 
in language attrition, and examining the influence of the second language on 
the first. They further highlight the impact of reduced input in the previously 
acquired language, the significance of linguistic markedness, and stress the 
inaccessibility of language input rather than the loss of linguistic knowledge.

In Chapter 2, Putnam and Natvig examine the sociolinguistic factors and their 
importance in language attrition, focusing exclusively on macro-level (societal) 
approach, such as the role of social connections as well as individual aspects 
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including age of immigration, length of residence, and aptitude. In addition, 
they address other individual and extra-linguistic factors, such as identity and 
attitudes which could affect the degree of language attrition. Furthermore, 
they introduce the concept of language dominance, illustrating circumstances 
in which an attritor’s L2 becomes more dominant than their L1. Finally, they 
distinguish between language attrition and language shift, emphasizing that the 
former refers to individual-level linguistic changes, whereas the latter denotes 
community-level language changes over time.

Later on, in Chapter 3, the authors shed light on the cognitive factors, 
behavioural and psychological, that possess an inhibitory role in comprehending 
and producing language. Apart from that, they introduce a number of reliable 
experimental and behavioural techniques and tools, such as Acceptability 
Judgment Tasks, Truth-Value Judgements, Lexical Decision Tasks, Self-paced 
Reading, eye tracking, and electroencephalogram used in measuring brain 
activity while processing and comprehending linguistic input.

Explaining the concept of lexical attrition as vocabulary loss and any changes 
in an individual’s lexical skills, such as disfluency markers and words retrieval 
difficulties, Chapter 4 defines the concept of words as a “combination of meaning, 
sound, and structural properties” (p. 75) which are stored in a part of the brain 
known as the mental lexicon. The authors strenuously argue that lexical attrition 
does not represent a permanent loss of words; rather, it involves loosening 
of connections within the complex network of connected forms. Delineating the 
concept of lexical attrition, this chapter makes reference to a number of lexical 
attrition models including The Dormant Language, The Interference Hypothesis, 
The Constant Decay Hypothesis, and Paradis’s Activation Threshold Hypothesis. 
The ensemble of these models not only explains the theoretical aspects of 
the attrition phenomenon but also lays the foundations of doing research in this 
field of study.

In Chapter 5, the authors review grammatical attrition across its major 
domains, including morphology, semantics, syntax, and phonology. Each domain 
is subject to attrition to different degrees and at varying rates. Morphological 
attrition involves changes in both inflectional and derivational morphemes, 
often overlapping each other rather than being completely separated. By the 
same token, semantic attrition is highly affected by syntactic and morphological 
alteration as semantics is expressed through grammatical structure, leaving “no 
pure semantic attrition” (p. 105). On the contrary, syntax is more resilient to 
attrition, that is, basic grammatical structure does not largely undergo attrition. 
However, certain specific aspects of syntax alter more including word order 
variations, shifts in speakers’ preference for certain specific existing structures 



Reviews

150

and a reduced ability to process more complex syntactic dependencies. In the 
same manner, as the authors claim, phonological pattern changes influence one 
another across languages, resulting from “exposure and experience of an L2’’ 
(p. 94).

In Chapter 6, Putnam and Natvig assert several approaches that inform the 
development of a unified research programme of language attrition, including 
usage-based, generative, Universal Grammar-based, and eclectic approaches. 
Drawing on Chomsky’s (2005) three factors of language design including 
biological endowment, linguistic experience, and general cognitive principles, 
the authors point out elements of linguistic structures, features, links, and 
constructions that contribute to formulating a unified approach to language 
attrition. The authors further maintain an overview of the Attrition via Acquisition 
Model formulated by Hicks and Domínguez (2020).

Chapters 7 and 8 are a recapitulation and a comprehensive summary of the 
book. The authors take stock of the main points of each chapter and sketch out 
predictions for future directions, such as the difference between divergent and 
incomplete language acquisition, and developmental language disorders and 
attrition-related changes, which could help researchers better understand where 
these two conditions overlap and where they diverge.

Overall, this book is a timely and essential contribution to the field. The value 
of this book consists of the fact that it covers a wide range of perspectives from 
various factors and theories to a unified language attrition research programme, 
making it an essential resource book for researchers and seasoned readers of 
bilingualism, psycholinguistics and sociolinguistics. Another area of strength of 
the book lies in its further and extensive explanation on eye-trackers and EEG 
tools used in attrition research. In the same vein, this book provides curious readers 
with further suggestions at the end of each chapter, enabling them to extend their 
horizons in each topic. This inclusivity ensures that readers are exposed to both 
foundational concepts and cutting-edge developments in the field, providing a 
thorough snapshot of the current state of language attrition research.

Having said that, some parts of the book could be improved. While it offers 
many valuable theoretical ideas, it may inadvertently risk readers’ interest and 
engagement as the book repeated inclusion of many summary sections, both at 
the end of each chapter and again at the end of the book. Considering the rigour 
of the content, this book does not target undergraduate students and early-career 
researchers. For readers who already know the basics of language attrition, 
though, it provides plenty of valuable insights and raises interesting questions.

Sepideh Javdani Esfahani
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