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Abstract

The appropriate use of hedges in academic discourse could make language more objective, improving the credibility of
the research article. The abstract section of a research article tends to be a summary of the main content and plays an
important role in increasing the frequency of publication, retrieval, reading, and citation. This study examines the use of
hedges in economic papers between two corpora: the abstracts from American journals and the abstracts from Chinese
journals. Based on Prince et al.’s (1982) taxonomy of hedges and the numbers and frequencies of their various types,
hedges in the two corpora were identified and quantified. Considerable variations were found in the overall number and
frequency of hedges, the types of hedging devices, and the wordings of hedges in the two corpora. Findings were
interpreted concerning Chinese authors’ lack of familiarity with hedges and their first language transfer. In general, the
results may have some implications for Chinese economic scholars’ English abstract writing and its related teaching.
Some suggestions on the topic and the limitations of this study are also presented at the end of this paper.
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1. Introduction

Hedges, one type of the most important strategies for mitigating certainty, have been successfully applied to various
discourses, including business discourse, legal discourse, academic discourse, and daily conversation. In recent years,
there has been an increasing amount of research undertaken on hedges and their functions, especially in academic
discourse. Hedges are words with uncertainty, fuzziness, and possibility. They have been proved to play a prominent
role in mitigating the statements to avert possible criticism. Appropriate use of hedges in academic discourse involving
propositions and deductions is conducive to lowering assertiveness, making statements more personal opinions than
pure facts, and increasing credibility (Hyland, 1998).

Studies on hedges in research articles or such parts as abstract and conclusion have been carried out from different
perspectives, among which cross-cultural, interdisciplinary, and diachronic studies are the most conducted ones (e.g.,
Liu & Chen, 2020; Wang & Lv, 2016; Paul & Freek, 2010). There have been researches analyzing hedges in linguistic,
sociological, biological research articles, and so on (e.g., Abdollahzadeh, 2011; Guo & Ma, 2016; Yang, 2013).
Economic research articles are seldomly included except for the paper by Zhao and Sun (2014), which made a
comparison of hedging in papers on natural science and social science involving economics. Generally, little is known
about the forms and functions of hedges in economic research articles, let alone a comparative study on them from
Chinese and American economic journals. To be more specific, this paper focuses mainly on the abstract section, a
summary, and an introduction of the main content or a time-saving device for readers (Martin, 2003). It has been
pointed out that abstracts are of vital importance in increasing the frequency of publication, retrieval, reading, and
citation of research articles.

This research is designed to examine the use of hedges in the abstracts of economic research articles from Chinese and
American core journals. It aims at exploring (1) the differences in hedging in terms of forms and functions between the
two corpora, and (2) the deep-seated causes. Then it will tentatively give some suggestions for Chinese economic
researchers on how to write academic abstracts so that their articles could be more acceptable by international
influential journals. The present paper is made up of seven sections and its layout is provided to make it easier to
follow. The next section sets out to make reviews on the previous studies on hedges and find out the gap in this
research. The methodology is arranged in Section 3, where selection criteria for the corpora, data collection and
compilation, the instruments, and analytical framework will be discussed to attain reliability as well as the validity of
the study. The main body of the paper is Sections 4 and 5. Through detailed tables, quantitative data, and qualitative
explanations, each category, and sub-category of hedges is analyzed and compared to explore the differences between
the two corpora, and then the causes of differences are going to be discussed. Lastly, Section 6 concludes the research
by giving a summary of the main findings, the implications, and limitations.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Hedges in academic discourse
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A hedge is a word or a phrase whose job is to make things fuzzier or less fuzzy (Lakoff, 1972). It is believed that hedges
could lower assertiveness, make scientific statements more personal opinions than pure facts, and thus increase the
credibility of research results (Hyland, 1998).

Researchers have studied hedges and their functions from different perspectives and in such discourses as research articles
in various disciplines (Liu & Chen, 2020; Yang, 2013; Abdollahzadeh, 2011), legal documents (Holly, 2017), economic
reports (McLaren-Hankin, 2008), medical discourses (Jiang & Kou, 2011) and so on. Among these genre types, hedging
and its function in academic discourse have been the focal point of a lot of research.

Hedges are widely used in academic discourses to express epistemic modality, that is, the degree of certainty and truth
value. Scientific writers tend to be careful in acknowledging the limits of what can be concluded from their lines and thus
give a cautious assessment of the truth of statements. Hedging allows a way of “conveying honesty, modesty, and proper
caution” (Swales, 1990). Employing hedges represents the writers’ own doubt about the information and presenting it as
nothing but opinion, by which they could reduce the degree of responsibility they might face in presenting their research.

In addition to epistemic functions, it is suggested that hedges play an important role in interpersonal communication
between writers and readers by serving as a device for giving others a chance to disagree. Politeness concerns and cultural
standing concerns are mainly involved when considering the interpersonal function of hedges (Strauss, 2004). To be more
specific, by hedging, scholars are conveying information that they want to avoid personal offense and/or that they are
expected to realize there are competing views regarding their studies. In other words, hedges mitigate communications
as writers tend to anticipate either controversial or supportive reflections on their research outcomes by other academic
colleagues. That is to say, whether a research article is appropriately hedged is a critical criterion in the selection process
by journal editors, affecting its publication, retrieval, and citation in the long run.

Apart from expressing epistemic and interpersonal meanings, proper use of hedges in academic discourse can increase
the credibility of research articles. The study by Jensen (2008) shows that researchers who present the limitation and
uncertainty of their study are considered to be more trustworthy since the academic community is believed to prefer “a
more self-critical style of communication”. Therefore, the use of hedges has been one of the linguistic norms of the
academic community and helps to increase the credibility of both the research and the scholar.

2.2 Comparative studies on the use of hedges in academic discourse

Most of the cross-cultural studies which make a contrastive analysis of papers written by native English scholars and non-
natives suggest that cultural and linguistic backgrounds affect the use of hedges (Liu & Chen, 2020; Guo & Ma, 2016;
Hu & Cao, 2010). And most of these studies indicate that English journals feature a significantly higher frequency of
hedges than Chinese journals. For example, Hu & Cao (2010) examined abstracts of applied linguistics articles of Anglo-
American and Chinese, and their quantitative analysis indicated that abstracts published in English-medium journals
featured markedly more hedges than those published in Chinese-medium journals.

However, Guo & Ma (2016) analyze the use of hedges by comparing Chinese scholars and native English speakers based
on Hyland’s (2005) taxonomy of hedges, but the results tend to be the opposite. They have established a dataset of 240
English abstracts from four journals in sociology, with two Chinese journals and two English, and suggested that there is
no significant difference in the frequency of hedges between Chinese and English journals. Additionally, Abdollahzadeh
(2011) conducted a contrastive analysis of applied linguistics articles written in English by Iranian and Anglo-American
academic writers according to Vande Kopple’s (1985) classification of metadiscourse, and the results show no significant
difference in the use of hedges between them.

To sum up, the results from these comparative studies on hedges are far from consistent and therefore warrant further
investigation, especially with comparable corpora across different linguistic and cultural groups.

An examination of previous literature suggests that there are already some studies on comparative analysis of hedges in
linguistic, sociological, biological research articles, and so on (e.g., Abdollahzadeh, 2011; Guo & Ma, 2016; Yang, 2013).
Economic research articles are seldomly included except for the paper by Zhao and Sun (2014) which made a comparison
of hedging in papers on natural science and social science involving economics. Moreover, there is even less research
concerning the comparative analysis of hedges in the abstract section of economic articles, especially between Chinese
and American core journals.

Therefore, this study may fill the research gap and broaden the scope of studies on hedges. It is designed to examine the
use of hedges in the abstract section of economic research articles from Chinese and American core journals based on
Prince et al’s (1982) taxonomy of hedges applying both quantitative and qualitative methods.

3. Method
3.1 Research questions

Building on previous research, the present study aims to answer the following research questions:
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(1) What are the features of frequency and distribution of hedges in the abstracts of economic articles from Chinese and
American core journals respectively?

(2) How do the hedges used in the abstracts of research articles from Chinese core economic journals and American
ones differ from each other?

(3) Why do there exist differences in the usage of hedges in the abstracts from Chinese and American economic
journals?

3.2 The identification of hedges and the two corpora

The analysis of hedges in the present study is based on two corpora which are established by the criteria of
representativity, reputation, and accessibility (Nwogu, 1991). The first corpus consists of five Chinese economic
journals and the second five American ones. According to the latest Annual Report for World Academic Journal Clout
Index, these are the most influential journals in China and the U.S. (Table 1). The reasons why this report is employed
as the channel for further sifting journals are as follows. Firstly, the annual report is mainly ranked by the international
influence of journals. This study intends to provide a reference for the improvement of abstract writing, which could, to
some extent, increase the number of publications of research articles and enhance their influence. So, international
influence should be the criterion for selecting a rank list, and that annual report meets the requirement. Secondly, it is
the latest accessible report indicating the international influence of journals. Lastly, the journals in that report can be
found in China National Knowledge Infrastructure and Web of Science and downloaded from them, so they are easy to
obtain and have a certain reputation. Totally 60 abstracts, with 30 from Chinese journals and 30 from American ones,
are collected with stratified random sampling regardless of the author’s name, gender difference, and university to
minimize subjectivity. Their publication time is restricted to the period from January Ist to September 30th, 2020,
during which that report made its research on the influential index to ensure validity. The number of abstracts from each
journal is also listed in Table 1. There is a total of 6,624 words in the Chinese journal corpus and 3,734 words in the
American journal corpus. Although the number of words in each corpus is different, I have normalized the two corpora
by examining the frequency of hedges in terms of their occurrence per 1000 words.

Table 1. Ten Focused Journals in The Present Study

Name of Journal World Academic Number of
Journal Clout Index Abstracts from

(WAIJCI) Each Journal
American  Quarterly Journal of Economics 11.646 4
Journals  American Economic Review 9.591 9
Journal of Political Economy 8.665 8
Journal of Economic Perspectives 6.459 6
Journal of Economic Literature 5.093 3
Chinese ~ Economic Research Journal 6.580 5
Journals Chinese Rural Economy 3.101 8
China Industrial Economics 2.951 7
The Journal of World Economy 2.863 7
China Economic Quarterly 2.669 3

The classification of hedges is mainly based on their surface features. Being specific and widely accepted, Prince et al’s
(1982) taxonomy of hedges is employed in this study. What’s more, 16 out of 20 randomly sampled abstracts from the
selected journals turned out to contain all the subcategories of it rather than other classifications including Hyland’s
(2005), Hyland and Milton’s (1997), and Salager-Meyer’s (1994) taxonomy of hedges, indicating that it is closer to the
abstract writing traditions in economic research articles. Then the abstracts in both corpora were classified into one of
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the four following categories: adaptor, rounder, plausibility, and attribution. For the sake of greater clearness and
accessibility, the following Figure 1 is presented to illustrate the classification.

Figure 1. Prince et al.’s (1982) Taxonomy of Hedges

Examples of hedges in each sub-type are given:
(1) Adaptors:
sort of, kind of, somewhat, almost, quite, entirely, a little bit, to some extent, more or less...
(2) Rounders:
approximately, essentially, something between A and B, about, around, roughly...
(3) Plausible shields:

Expressions whose subjects tend to be the first person: I think, I believe, I suppose, we assume, we suppose, we
find...

Modal auxiliaries: can, could, may, might...
Adjectives, adverbs, or nouns showing possibility: probably, likely, possible, potential, possibility, and probability.
(4) Attributing shields:

Expressions whose subjects are not the first person like he supposes, she believes, they propose, the results reveal,
it seems...

Phrases: according to, based on...

Forms of hedges in the Chinese journal corpus and the American journal corpus were examined and quantified
manually. It should be noted that the identification process is based on both language and context. Take the phrase “let
us conclude” as an example. Although it is not in the form of “first personal pronoun subject” plus “a plausible shield
verb,” it still belongs to the type of plausible shields since its meaning is the same as “we conclude.” To limit
subjectivity, this process was subjected to repetition a few times. The overall frequencies of hedges employed in the two
corpora were tabulated, together with the distribution of different types of hedges. The significant difference between
them is figured out by the Chi-square test. Then, another rater was asked to code the data to increase the validity of this
paper. The two coders discussed the discrepancy and agreed on the statistical results.

4. Results and Discussion

Based on the principles of identifying hedges, the overall numbers of hedges in abstracts from American as well as
Chinese economic journals are collected. Considering the different sizes of the two corpora, this paper intends to
standardize the frequency by converting the total number of identified hedges into 1,000 words. As demonstrated in the
tables in the following section, the results show that the use of hedges in the abstracts from American and Chinese
journals varies considerably. They not only vary in terms of the overall number and frequency but also their distribution
of four sub-categories.

4.1 Statistics and Data Analysis

Table 2 summarizes the overall number and frequency of hedges in the economic abstracts in the two corpora. The
frequency of hedges in the abstracts from American journals (AAJ) is 50.40 per 1000 words, higher than the number in
the abstracts from Chinese journals (ACJ), which is 48.84 per 1000 words. Abstracts in the American journals are richer
in hedges than English abstracts written by Chinese economic scholars. The authors in the AAJ corpora are more
tentative in stating a claim or presenting research outcomes, while the Chinese authors in the ACJ corpora, when
writing in their second language, seem to be more assertive. This finding is similar to Wei’s study (2007), which shows
that Chinese writers rarely use hedges to ease tone and show the temporality of their conclusions.
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Table 2. Overall Frequency of Hedges in the Two Corpora

Abstracts from American Abstracts from Chinese
Journals (AAJ) Journals (ACJ)
Number of Texts 30 30
Total Number of Hedges 188 179
Hedges per 1000 Words 50.40 48.84

With regards to the different types of hedges used in the two corpora, the distribution also varies to a large extent.
Based on the taxonomy proposed by Prince et al., hedges in the present study are classified into two main categories
including approximators and shields, and four sub-categories. They are adaptors, rounders, plausible shields, and
attributing shields. As is shown in Table 3, there is no significant difference between the two corpora in the overall
frequency of approximators, but this does not mean that there is no difference in the use of adaptors or rounders. The
frequency of adaptors in the ACJ corpus is significantly higher than that in the AAJ corpora (P = 0. 002), while Chinese
authors in the ACJ corpus appear to employ significantly fewer rounders than the authors in the AAJ corpus (P =
0.002). In addition, shields are more abundant in the AAJ corpus (26.76%) than in the ACJ corpus (25.22%). To be
more specific, there is a significant difference in attributing shields (P = 0.001) but not in plausible shields.

Table 3. Overall Frequency of Main Categories of Hedges

No. Freq.
P-Value
AAJ AC] AAJ ACJ
Adaptors 45 48 11.96 12.94 *0.002
Rounders 44 39 11.68 10.68 *0.002
Approximators 88 87 23.64 23.62 0.965
Plausibility 51 49 13.56 13.38 0.547
Attribution 49 43 13.20 11.84 *0.001
Shields 100 92 26.76 25.22 *0.003

Notes:* stands for the significant level P<0.05
No.  stands for the number of hedges
Freq. stands for hedges per 1000 words

In addition to the differences in the distribution of types and sub-types of hedges across the two corpora, the results also
show disparities in the wording of each sub-category. Adaptors are expressions that modify the original meaning based
on the actual situation to some extent. This study finds that adaptors that are frequently employed by Chinese scholars
in the ACJ corpora are such expressions as significant(ly), high, much, almost, great(ly), and obvious(ly). But the
following words are much more rarely used by them than authors in the AAJ corpora: very, highly, relatively,
moderate(ly), somewhat, quite, apparent(ly), and so on. Thus, despite the higher frequency of adaptors in the ACJ
corpora, those in the AAJ corpora appear to be much more diversified. Much different from adaptors, rounders, which
are expressions setting a certain variation range of the original discourse, are both less frequently adopted and less rich
in their wording in the ACJ corpora than in the AAJ corpora.

Plausible shields are expressions concerning the writer’s subjective inferences or judgments, involving something
related to doubt or lack of certainty. As mentioned above, there is a significant difference in attributing shields (P =
0.001) between the two corpora. To figure out the different wordings of plausibility, it was further classified into (a)
modal auxiliaries like can, could, might, and (b) verbs, adverbs, adjectives, and nouns such as I suppose that, possibly,
be likely that, probability. As demonstrated in Table 4, Chinese scholars in economics rely too much on modal
auxiliaries to express modalities in their English abstracts and seldom use verbs, adverbs, adjectives, or nouns. On the
contrary, two types of plausible shields are used by authors in the AAJ corpora in a more balanced manner.

Table 4. Frequency of Different Types of Plausible Shields

No. Freq.
AAJ ACJ AAJ ACJ

P-Value
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Modal Auxiliaries 36 41 9.84 10.90 %0.002
Verbs, Adverbs, Adjectives,

e1bs, AdVerbs, Adjectives 15 8 3.72 2.48 %0.001
Nouns

Notes:* stands for the significant level P<0.05
No.  stands for the number of hedges
Freq. stands for hedges per 1000 words

Attributing shields attribute the speaker’s or the writer’s belief to someone other than himself. As presented above, the
frequency of attributing shields in the AAJ corpus was significantly higher than that in the ACJ corpus (P = 0. 001).
After repetitive reading of the texts, attributing shields in the two corpora are divided into (a) reporting verbs like the
study shows that, it seems that, the author believes that and (b) prepositional phrases including according to, based on.
It can be seen from Table 5 that in writing English abstracts, Chinese authors in the ACJ corpus use reporting verbs at a
dramatically higher percentage than authors of American economic journals. However, they fail to use preposition
phrases as frequently as authors in the AAJ corpus.

Table 5. Frequency of Different Types of Plausible Shields

No. Freq.
P-Value
AAJ ACJ AAJ ACJ
Reporting Verbs 48 35 12.80 9.38 *0.000
Prepositional Phrases 1 8 0.40 4.00 *0.000

Notes:* stands for the significant level P<0.05
No. stands for the number of hedges
Freq. stands for hedges per 1000 words

4.2 Discussion

In the two corpora, as is mentioned, hedges are used as a way of lessening assertions in scientific claims or mitigating
interpersonal relationships. Academic writers tend to employ different types of hedges to achieve their purpose. The
two corpora show differences in the overall number of hedges, the different types of hedges, and the wordings of
hedges in the abstract section. A complicated array of factors including Chinese authors’ lack of familiarity with hedges
and their first language transfer may explain the results.

First and foremost, Chinese authors’ lack of some understanding of hedges might account for the finding that overall,
hedges are used less frequently and less diversely in the ACJ corpus than in the AAJ corpus. This finding is congruent
with previous studies which reported that non-native speakers may not have a good command of the linguistic devices
of hedging (Vassileva, 2001; Hu & Cao, 2011). They came to propose that skillful use of hedges requires a high level of
language proficiency that can only be achieved when the author advances beyond the level of vocabulary and syntactic
structure. For example, Chinese economic researchers, when using adaptors to modify the original meaning based on
the actual situation, tend to rely too much on expressions such as significant(ly), high, much, almost, great(ly), and
obvious(ly), which is far less diversified than those in the AAJ corpus. Another plausible explanation for Chinese
authors’ unfamiliarity with meeting the expectations of the international academic community could be a kind of
pragmatic failure. Some of them may hold the view that abstracts should be objective, accurate, and authoritative, and
thus excessive use of hedges in academic abstracts should be avoided. The cooperative principle proposed by Grice in
1975 is a rational requirement of communication, revealing that both sides of communication who seem to violate the
principles follow the maxims of quantity, quality, manner, and relation in a deeper sense. The use of hedges is, in fact,
an embodiment of the cooperative principle. The authors in the AAJ corpus view abstracts as a communication to the
audience, and by employing hedges appropriately they intend to make scientific findings more persuasive and avoid
overgeneralization.

Secondly, due to first language transfer, Chinese authors may be unlikely to employ hedges as much and diversely as
native speakers when they write English abstracts. On the one hand, previous comparative studies on hedges in research
articles written in English and Chinese suggest that the frequency and distribution of them in articles written in Chinese
are dramatically lower than those in English (Liu, 2003; Jiang & Tao, 2007; Jiang & Kou, 2011). In the present corpora,
as in Jiang and Tao (2007)’s corpora, hedges like ‘‘unexpectedly’’ and ‘‘surprisingly’” appear in relatively low
frequency because Chinese authors regard scientific discourse as being serious, factual, impersonal, and objective.
Thus, in their scientific articles, they use limited hedges which allow for personal feelings they consider inappropriate
and non-authoritative. On the other hand, when writing English abstracts, Chinese scholars may be influenced by their
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literal translation of some expressions. For example, they appear to use prepositional phrases as attributing shields much
more frequently than the writers in the AAJ corpus, while their frequency of reporting verbs is significantly lower than
that in the abstracts of American journals. The reason why Chinese researchers rely too much on such phrases as
according to and based on could be the impact of first language transfer. It could be found that the word “#R#& (genju)”
in Chinese, which can be translated to according to or based on in English, is widely used to quote other people’s
statements or views in Chinese articles. To make up for it, Chinese authors are also required to advance their language
proficiency.

5. Conclusion

This research examines the use of hedges in the abstracts of economic research articles from Chinese and American
core journals to explore the differences in the frequency and distribution of hedging between the two corpora as well as
their deep-seated causes.

The findings of the present study show differences in not only the overall number and frequency of hedges but also the
distribution of sub-categories and wordings of hedges in the two corpora. Hedges are employed more frequently and
diversely in the abstracts from American journals than those from Chinese journals, indicating that Chinese economic
authors appear to put forward ideas or reveal their findings more affirmatively, while American authors usually ease
their tone by hedging. Apart from the discrepancy in the overall frequency, the diversity and richness in the wordings of
hedges across the two corpora are far from the same.

These results are partly because the Chinese authors’ English proficiency may not be highly developed at the discourse
level. It is known that the ability to make a good command of hedges in academic discourse is a crucial factor for full
participation in the international academic community. Therefore, Chinese economic researchers are recommended to
read more research articles written by native scholars in economics and more pedagogical materials that may help them
develop an awareness of the variety of hedging devices. For non-native English speakers, a great deal of time and effort
may be needed to learn how to present their claims or scientific findings persuasively so that they can be accepted by
members of the academic community. In addition to Chinese authors’ lack of familiarity with hedges, the findings of
the present study reveal that there may be first language transfer that determines the use of hedges by Chinese writers.
They seem to employ hedges in English discourse as little as in their Chinese articles when presenting scientific
proposals or outcomes and can be influenced by their literal translation of some expressions from Chinese to English.

The present study adds to the body of research that compares the use of hedges in abstracts from Chinese and American
core journals, and may to some extent advance Chinese authors’ knowledge of the academic culture in American
economic journals. However, this research only focuses on two small corpora due to limited personal time, energy, and
ability, affecting the generalization of the research results. Additionally, subjectivity is unavoidably involved in the
process of manual identification and classification of hedges even if it was subjected to several times and another rater
was asked to do the same work. Future research may reduce the limitations and conduct a deeper and further
comparative analysis of hedges in articles across various disciplines written by scholars of various linguistic or cultural
groups.
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