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ABSTRACT 

This article presents a critical review of the major discourse-analytical approaches for media 

discourse studies from the perspectives of “why”, “what” and “how”. Beginning with the 

grounds for a review of the mainstream approaches for media discourse studies, the article 

focuses on the affordances of each approach. With a critical analysis of the methodological 

trajectories, the study supports the trend for trans-theoretical approaches and identifies the 

potential niches along the trend.  
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1.0 WHY TO MAKE A CRITICAL OVERVIEW OF VARIOUS DISCOURSE-

ANALYTICAL APPROACHES FOR MEDIA DISCOURSE STUDIES 

Nowadays, as our life cannot be detached from digital communication increasingly, media 

have become the dominant source of social semiotics. Media discourse, oriented towards 

non-present publics, has extended from the notion of media texts to incorporate various social 

practices, tending to focus on interdisciplinary perspectives of linguistics. And this trend has 

drawn much scholarly attention from linguists who keep contributing to media studies from 

discourse-analytical perspectives so as to better interpret the interplay between context and 

language meaning. Despite abundant research outputs, a more systematic analysis of media 

discourse is required because all levels of analysis need to be entailed (van Dijk, 1985) and 

more meaning potential needs to be unveiled, considering the following scenarios in which 

media discourse is constructed. Firstly, media language varieties or patterns of language 

choices at different stages of social development are mediated by the affordances of evolving 

media technologies (Durant and Lambrou, 2009). For example, microblogging on social 

networking platforms has greatly changed news reporting styles. With technological updates, 

patterns of language use in media communication necessarily keep transitioning, which needs 

to draw consistent attention. Secondly, discourse analysis of media enables us to describe, 

scrutinize and evaluate in depth the prevailing ideas or meanings disseminated by different 

media (Matheson, 2005). By analyzing how meaning is construed differently in different 

media texts, we tend to understand different ways of seeing and thinking, identify the 

predominating social representations and ideologies, and even make persuasive arguments 

about certain social problems for positive practical purposes. In so doing, media discourse, as 

the primary source of understanding the world, builds connections between people and 

sociocultural practices. Thirdly, in modern democracies where media functions as an 

everyday public forum, media interactions become hugely prevalent. Media interactions 

diverge from causal conversations in that “they take place in an institutional setting and with 

this comes institutionalized roles”, requiring “inclusion and involvement of audience” (as 
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cited in O’Keeffe, 2006, p.3). Media interaction in which “audiences interact with each other 

as well as with media producers by submitting comments, taking part in opinion polls, linking 

photos, and so on” is going multidirectional (Breeze and Olza, 2017, p.11). Compared with 

representation in the study of media texts, engagement with media and audience participation 

is under-examined. A theoretical examination of this engagement is vital (Talbot, 2007). 

Fourthly, it is very necessary to shed light on the problematic relationship between the 

production and consumption of media discourses. Because the vast ongoing changes in media 

as a public discourse have expanded openness to a greater extent, inviting more stance-

taking, reaction, and reflection on the part of audiences. Evaluation emerges as an important 

perspective for negotiating to mean within complex networks (Breeze and Olza, 2017). Next, 

faced with pervasive visual resources alongside verbal texts in multimodal Web 2.0 

discourse, inquiries into how texts and images work together for meaning-making and how 

their interaction shapes interpretation and response need a plethora of exploration to keep up 

with the developments. Last but not the least, media resonate with sociocultural changes. 

With glocal tendencies, while media are becoming increasingly global, they have to 

accommodate local needs by “integrating local content in various ways” (Machin and van 

Leeuwen, 2007, p.1).  Through discourse studies, researchers can foreground either the 

evident increase in global homogeneity or new diversities so as to keep in focus cultural 

complexities. These scenarios contribute to the necessity of theoretical development for 

multifaceted media discourse studies.   

2.0 MAJOR DISCOURSE-ANALYTICAL APPROACHES FOR MEDIA DISCOURSE 

STUDIES 

To correspond with the aforementioned rationales, several discourse-analytical approaches 

for media discourse studies are overviewed to look at how they can complement each other.  

2.1 Linguistic and sociolinguistic analysis 

Pragmatic approach has been applied to media discourse through facework and politeness as 

two key concepts of pragmatics connecting linguistic behaviors with affiliative motives via 

external speech acts (Zhang and Wu, 2018, p.181). With the advent of social media, myriad 

efforts (e.g. Crystal, 2010; Marter, 2013; Nemer, 2016; Wu and Lin, 2017; Li and Wu, 2018) 

have been made in adapt speech acts theory as an effective analytical tool to investigate 

microbloggers’ speech patterns and relational strategies. For example, Wu and Lin (2017) 

contribute to interactional sociolinguistics by identifying the linguistic acts performed by 

Chinese celebrities on Sina Weibo to manifest their facework and construe their social 

identities. Li and Wu (2018) redefine the notion of facework from interactional 

sociolinguistics and investigate how global brands materialize facework via different 

relational acts across Weibo and Twitter. Wu and Li (2018) compare the emotional branding 

of global brands on Weibo and Twitter by making an interactional analysis of the verbal 

rituals employed by them on different SNSs.           

Register and genre theory is a label that can be applied as a linguistic approach to media 

discourse, seeking to theorize how and why discourses or texts are like and unlike each other 

(Eggins and Martin, 1997).  The term “register”, often used interchangeably with “style”, 

describes language variety appropriately adopted for a particular context, i.e. how something 

is communicated to what is being communicated and to whom (Durant and Lambrou, 2009). 
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Since professional communication and professional practices become more and more 

mediated and media discourse is becoming increasingly multidisciplinary, this increasing 

contextualization of genre analysis has encouraged genre theory to take into consideration 

different forms of appropriation of linguistic resources within and across generic domains, 

giving rise to mixing, embedding and bending of professional genres, highlighting 

intertextuality and interdiscursivity in genre theory (Bhatia, 2008, p.166). For example, using 

genre analysis, Feng (2019) analyses the features of the moves which serve different 

communicative purposes in universities’ recruitment posts on Wechat and discusses the 

embedded social trend pertaining to university recruitment and university development in 

China. By means of corpus-based multimodal move analysis, Lam (2013) examines the genre 

of Internet group buying deals by delimiting how their move types are rhetorically manifested 

through the interplay between interdiscursive, hypertextual, and multimodal resources.  

Evaluation marks another salient strand of inquiry that can be held into lexical choices or 

resources such as metaphor. The highly influential Appraisal framework deriving from 

Systemic Functional Linguistics (Martin and White, 2005) offers an approach to handling the 

multidimensional complexities of evaluation in media texts. Meanwhile, it is also questioned, 

refined, and intersected with other methodological approaches in a generative way (Breeze 

and Olza, 2017, p.14). For example, Burnes (2010) highlights the role and usage of metaphor 

in conveying the writer’s evaluative tone by means of pragmatic effects in the British and 

French newspaper reports. Focusing on how news values are disseminated through evaluation 

in a corpus, Bednarek (2016) contributes new linguistic insights into news sharing on social 

media platforms. Zappavigna (2012) uses the system of appraisal to explain the main patterns 

of the interplay between textual representations and attitudes in social media microblogging 

posts.  

Since communication scholars are concerned about the technical features and patterns of 

usage in media communication, linguistics researchers are more privileged in that the 

incorporation of linguistic insights can reveal more subtly and vividly interpersonal meaning 

and rhetorical functions communicated in digital discourse.                         

2.2 Conversation analysis 

Conversation analysis, developed in the late 1960s and early 1970s by Sacks, Schegloff, and 

Jefferson, has grown out of ethnomethodology, an area within sociology (as cited in Bhatia, 

Flowerdew, and Jones, 2008). It shares linguistic and sociolinguistic analysis strengths in the 

detailed analysis of media language properties (Fairclough, 1995). What is unique about 

conversation analysis is it's concerned with the canonical organization of talk-in-interaction 

(turn-taking, paired actions, adjacency pair, etc.) and less attention to representational 

linguistics (Fairclough, 1995). For example, Feng (2017) draws on adjacency pairs in 

conversation analysis to investigate corporate identity co-construction through a micro-

analysis of corporate talk-in-interaction patterns with followers on social media. Drawing 

upon conversational analysis, Butler and Fitzgerald (2011) discuss microanalytically how the 

interactional meaning of swearing as a slip or a gaffe is produced and related to the specific 

context of interaction in live television shows. Conversation analysis can identify various 

facets of an interaction inclusive of nonverbal communication that would otherwise not be 

recognized by other analytical approaches. 
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2.3 Ethnographic-based discourse analysis 

In contrast with linguistic approaches to media discourse limited to close textual analysis of 

media products and conversation analysis confined to the moment-by-moment mechanics of 

social interaction (Bhatia, Flowerdew, and Jones, 2008), ethnographic-based discourse 

analysis approximates a ‘thick description’ of the cultural and conceptual world shaping the 

discursive event (Geertz, 1973). Through such fieldwork attempts as observation, 

participation, semi-structured interviews, text analysis, surveys and focus groups, 

ethnography brings actual participants into the forefront who actively construct and co-

construct social meaning (Catenaccio et al, 2011). For example, besides investigating 

textually, Barkho (2011) relies heavily on interviews, and observations to get access to the 

internal guidelines of the two newspapers, revealing how the news giants manipulate their 

organizational powers to disseminate their own ideologies with the internal guidelines as the 

pivotal discursive tool. Way (2011) explains the nature of the news stories by using critical 

discourse analysis and by the six-month field observations and interviews with owners, 

editors, and journalists about authentic news production processes. To further corroborate the 

identities the two Chinese banks wish to construct, Feng (2017) separately interviews the 

insiders in charge of Weibo creation and edition at the two banks. Ethnographic-based 

discourse analysis combining ethnographic interpretation with fine-grained textual analyses, 

as a hermeneutic process and a participant-oriented approach in media discourse analysis, 

draws the participants into the investigation and helps researchers gain more nuanced 

interpretation of institutionalized discourse processes (Catenaccio et al, 2011). 

2.4 Critical discourse analysis 

Media discourse is one of the main concerns of critical linguistics (as cited in Fairclough, 

1995) in that media texts producers definitely exert control over the messages the audience 

receives (KhosraviNik, 2010) and media studies have shifted to audience reception bringing 

about more criticism (Fairclough, 1995). Research into the CDA approach in exploring the 

relationship between language and ideology is most associated with three influential scholars 

Teun van Dijk, Ruth Wodak, and Norman Fairclough. For example, using corpus-assisted 

critical discourse analysis, particularly drawing upon the Discourse Historical Approach 

(DHA) approach, Regan & Riordan (2018) compares how refugees, asylum seekers, and 

migrants are represented discursively in the Irish and UK press. By adopting multimodal 

critical discourse analysis, Brookes et al. (2017) examine how the British press plays a 

powerful role in misrepresenting the syndrome of dementia and shaping public understanding 

of it through discursive-semiotic strategies. Drawing on the perspective of critical discourse 

analysis, Lillqvist, Louhiala-Salminen, and Kankaanranta (2016) shed light on the linguistic 

strategies employed by corporations to manipulate consumers’ voices. It is more recently that 

the incorporation of cognitive processes in critical discourse analysis has been highlighted 

(Attia, 2007; Sánchez and Blanco-Carrión, 2007). Critical discourse analysis teases out the 

unique embeddedness of discourse in social structures, but it doesn’t take a close look at the 

linguistic features of discourse interaction.  

2.5 Corpus-based discourse analysis 

Classified as a methodological innovation (Larsen-Freeman, 2000), corpus-based discourse 

analysis adds a quantitative dimension to discourse analysis to eliminate a potential source of 
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inaccuracy, unreliability, and bias on what patterns are most common or most significant in a 

sample of discourse (Cameron and Panović,2014). Since using corpus methodologies in 

discourse analysis entails both empirical analyses of the actual patterns of use in a language 

and qualitative interpretation (Biber, 1998), over the past decade researchers have become 

increasingly interested in corpus-based research. For example, Baker and McEnery (2005) 

reveal the hidden attitudes of the writer toward refugees by examining concordances, lexical 

choices, and collocations. To make a diachronic examination of the press representation of 

human rights issues before and after 1997, Cheng and Lam (2010) compare and analyze the 

two newspaper corpora in terms of co-selection patterns, semantic preference, and semantic 

prosody. Nevertheless, it appears to be subject to resistance from some scholars who claimed 

not to learn what people know or what they think from their introspective through corpus 

analysis (Widdowson, 2000). Therefore, more shifts have been made towards aligning and 

even balancing corpus linguistics with CDA to mitigate existing criticisms of the two 

analytical frameworks. For example, based on the analysis of a corpus of refugees and 

asylum seekers in the UK press, Baker et al. (2008) provide evidence for the mutual 

reciprocity between corpus linguistics and CDA.  

2.6 Multimodal discourse analysis    

In the academic milieu where meaning-making resources other than language are long 

ignored or at least downplayed, multimodal discourse analysis emerges as a brand-new 

approach to linguistic inquiry where language use is contextualized in alignment with other 

semiotic resources simultaneously used for meaning co-construction (O’Halloran, 2004). The 

theoretical root informing this approach is Halliday’s (1994) systemic-functional theory of 

language which is extended to other semiotic resources (as cited in O’Halloran, 2004, p.1).  

Relying on systemic-functional grammar (Halliday, 1994), Kress and van Leeuwen (1996) 

develops the grammar of visual design; O’Toole (1994) explores the grammar of the visual 

arts of painting, sculpture, and architecture; Bateman and Schmidt (2011) build syntagmatic 

and paradigmatic mechanisms of film sequences for constructing filmic discourse structures. 

On the other hand, theoretical insights have been applied to the interactive complexities 

between various modes. For example, Norris (2004) presents a methodological framework 

for multimodal interaction analysis of multimodal complexities; Liu and O’ Halloran (2009) 

develop a framework for cohesive devices between language and images to demonstrate how 

the image-text relations are meta-functionally orchestrated; Martinec and Salway (2005) 

categorizes image–text relations into the logico–semantic and status relations. Research on 

multimodal occurrences of metaphor represents a major breakthrough in the realm of 

multimodal studies (Feng, 2017). Feng and O’Halloran (2013) elucidates a comprehensive 

framework for visual metaphor analysis premised on visual grammar followed by 

instantiations in advertisements. Building on cognitive metaphor theory, Refaie (2003) 

pioneers to explore how metaphors are expressed in the visual mode in Austrian newspaper 

cartoons. Since then, multimodal studies from a cognitive perspective is gaining momentum 

(e.g. Norris, 2008). Integrating multimodal analysis with corpus linguistics in audio-visual 

texts constitutes another recent trend. It is suggested by Bednarek (2015) to select scenes for 

multimodal analysis based on the results of corpus analysis in TV/film narratives.  

3.0 WHETHER TRAJECTORIES MIGHT BE GOING 
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Albeit all the aforementioned approaches are grounded in texts and social contexts, they 

differ from each other in the continuum between semiotics and social contexts (Bhatia, 

Flowerdew, and Jones, 2008).  While corpus-based discourse analysis is entirely concerned 

with lexico-grammatical patterns in texts, conversation analysis is keen on subtleties and 

complexities of interaction via “naturally occurring and closely transcribed conversational 

data” (Bhatia, Flowerdew and Jones, 2008, p.5). Multimodal discourse analysis extends the 

text-occupied scope to incorporate other semiotic modes such as image, picture, and sound. 

With a rather “narrow conception of social aspects” (Fairclough, 1995, p.21), linguistic and 

sociolinguistic analysis lends vast support to linguistic forms and functions. Critical discourse 

analysis seems to leverage social semiotics and social context, but it is reduced to the 

subjective interpretation of analysts ignoring audience reception (Faiclough, 1995).  

Productive and interpretive practices have become an imminent concern and therefore 

ethnographic analysis from an emic perspective has made an important influence over other 

approaches through its commitment to the observation of natural social events (Bhatia, 

Flowerdew, and Jones, 2008). We have observed above that approaches to media discourse 

have shifted the focus from various structural features to complex communicative events, 

from complex communicative events to the cognitive and social context. Saliently, the 

commonalities shared by these varying approaches is that they are not developing in 

isolation, but rather in reciprocal dialogue with each other, as exemplified by corpus-based 

critical discourse analysis, corpus-assisted multimodal metaphor analysis, multimodal genre 

analysis, etc. It is only the trans-theoretical approaches to media discourse studies that can 

encompass more meaning potential to present a comprehensive view of the constantly 

updating media affordances. This trend should be further reinforced to advance media 

discourse studies.  

Albeit the current research shifts towards the social dimensions, the systematic micro-studies 

of media discourse production and consumption processes leave spacious room for linguists 

to emphasize, especially in this era of Web 2.0 characterized by greater user interactivity and 

collaboration. The topics include the cognitive processing of media discourse, the cognitive 

production of media discourse, producer-user interaction in communication, user-generated 

content analysis, intercultural issues in computer-mediated communication, etc. This 

indicates media discourse studies should draw far more insights from cognitive psychology, 

ethnography, interactional sociolinguistics, and cultural studies in the future.  
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