
 

 

PHILIP SHAW 

EVALUATIVE LANGUAGE IN EVALUATIVE AND 

PROMOTIONAL GENRES  

Introduction 

Genres may have a variety of ostensible purposes, and these can be more or less like one 

another and can thus be classified. Bhatia (1997, 2005) proposes that genres with similar 

purposes can be grouped together as genre colonies (as in termite colony), and gives examples 

of colonies of reporting genres and of promotional genres. The promotional colony includes 

both core promotional genres like advertising and book blurbs, and also  genres which Bhatia 

believes have been 'colonised' by promotional genres (as in Britain colonised India), such as 

reference letters, book reviews and film reviews.  I argue in this paper that book reviews are 

not promotional and to do that I shall use the dimension interestedness for classifying genres,  

in order to use promotional later for a discourse type.  

The dimension of interestedness refers to the extent to which the genre is normally recognised 

as used to persuade the recipient to do something that will benefit the producer.   The 

company brochure and the lonely-hearts ad are interested genres; recipients of such a text 

know this and are aware that basically the producers' aim is to persuade them to contribute to 

their own profits or personal happiness. No one expects the producers of texts in such genres 

to be impartial and mention all relevant facts. By contrast, the government health propaganda 

item and the scientific research article --as genres -- are disinterested and producers of such 

texts are expected to be impartial, basing their conclusions or recommendations on all the 

facts as known to them. If the recipients suspect that the producers are suppressing relevant 

information they will consider that the rules are being broken.  

As suggested above, it is characteristic of the interested genres that we read or receive 

them without an expectation that we can rely on the producer's judgement, while the 

disinterested ones are received as attempts to give the producer's impression of the truth. In 

this sense book reviews are very different from blurbs, because reviews' recipients may 

justifiably expect  them to be disinterested, whereas blurbs are written to maximise sales. This 

dimension of classification applies to quite a number of genres. Table 1, in fact, suggests that 

it is not uncommon to find pairs of disinterested and interested genres dealing with the same 

referent.  



Philip Shaw 

 

2

Table 1: examples of interested and disinterested genres  
Referent Interested (Promotional) genre Disinterested (Evaluative) genre 
Planned book  Proposal Referee’s report 
Finished book Blurb Review 
Journal Article Letter of submission (or one element 

of actual article) 
Referee’s report 

Company Company brochure  Stock market analyst's report 
Finished Product Sales brochure Consumer advice review 
Job applicant Application + cv Consultant’s/committee’s report 
House Agent’s particulars Surveyor’s report 
Project Tender Client’s internal report 

 

Particular sorts of discourse are associated with particular types of genre. Thus, in 

evaluative interested genres evaluation is mostly positive. In Poncini's winery brochures 

(2004) wineries are described in positive terms as exciting and ideal, and in Henry and 

Roseberry's (2001) and Gillaerts' (2003) letters of application the applicant only uses positive 

evaluation of his/her ability and experience. This positive evaluation is not merely linguistic. 

Only content which reflects positively on the text producer is included and potentially 

negative features are deliberately defused.  

Texts from disinterested evaluative genres, on the other hand, are expected to give both 

positive and negative opinions. Thus (despite Bhatia's generalisation), book and software 

reviews typically describe both the good qualities of their referents and the poor ones 

(Giannoni 2002, Salager-Meyer and Alacaraz Ariza 2004, Shaw 2004). Reviews of academic 

articles submitted for publication (Kourilova 1997) do the same.  

Thus interested texts often give purely positive evaluation and content, while disinterested 

ones often give mixed evaluation. Where a genre has become interested rather than 

disinterested one might expect a corresponding change in the polarity of the evaluation. 

Bhatia says that the genre of the reference letter (supporting, for example, one's ex-student's 

job application) has been colonised by promotional genres. This genre is supposedly 

disinterested (Presch 1996), but its writers usually want to put the candidate in the best 

possible light, so that only reading between the lines reveals the negative points. According to 

Swales (2004) in the US these references have become 'purely promotional' so that one can 

only say positive things and not even reading between the lines is effective. This means that it 

is no longer a disinterested  appraisal of its referent but is now written and read as interested 

promotion of the referent's candidature.  

How does the reader know that the text being read is interested? Is the evaluation in 

interested texts linguistically just like the positive half of that in disinterested ones (or does 

language choice give clues)? And if there is a characteristic register or rhetoric of interested 
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evaluation, is it a necessary feature of the interested genres, such that adoption of this register 

changes the genre, as Bhatia's notion of colonisation implies?    

The language used could be different on at least two levels. It could be that different forms 

are used, so that analytic categories developed for disinterested genres like book reviews 

(Shaw 2004) are not appropriate for interested ones. The other possible level for difference is 

that of the evaluative act. It could be that different types of evaluative act occur in the 

different text-types  

To investigate this requires a terminology of evaluative acts, and I propose to apply that of 

Martin (2000, 2004).  Under an overall heading of APPRAISAL he has categories of: 

• ENGAGEMENT (monogloss with only one authorial voice and various 

degrees of heterogloss with content ascribed to others) 

• ATTITUDE (affect  as in I'm glad, judgement as in it's right, and appreciation 

as in it's interesting) 

• GRADUATION (force heightening as in heightened vocabulary like anguish 

and plead, force lowering as in we could just catch;  and value sharpening (true 

reconciliation) or softening (a more or less routine practice)  

I use my interpretation of this terminology as an investigative tool and will not discuss it 

further.  I concentrate mainly on ATTITUDE and GRADUATION. The interested texts were 

superficially monoglossic and space prevents a wider discussion of potential competing 

voices, although one feature which seems to fall into the category of ENGAGEMENT is 

discussed.   

Three genres are examined here. Two are interested or promotional in purpose: software 

design proposals and house agents' particulars. Software design proposals are tenders -- 

company responses to invitations to tender which outline the proposed piece of software, 

explaining how it will work and what it will cost. They are designed to attract profitable 

business to their company. House agents’ particulars give details of a house for sale, in such a 

way as to persuade readers that this house suits their needs, and thus similarly attract 

profitable business to the agency. These two interested genres have in common that both are 

invitations to a serious and major purchase on a scale that gives the parties continuing 

obligations to one another.  
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The third genre is the academic book review, which is taken as a typical disinterested 

evaluative genre. It is typical of such genres in not proposing any relationship or deal. 

Otherwise, like the house agent's particulars, it describes a ready-made product, and is 

consumer-oriented (unlike for example an expert report on a book proposal, which is trade-

oriented).  

Materials and Method 

Three sets of texts were studied.  One consisted of twenty-five sets of agents' particulars, 

five from each of five different agents, four located in the north-east of England and one in 

the south west (examples marked HO below).  The north-eastern texts were downloaded from 

the agents' websites, the south-western ones collected on paper. The second consisted of five 

quite lengthy software design proposals from a small company based in south-west England 

(examples marked SD below). These were internal documents kindly supplied by the 

company. The third set of texts consisted of ten book reviews from the Economic Journal for 

1993 (examples marked RE below -- part of the corpus discussed in Shaw 2004).  

The approach was quite informal. All text sections which struck me as instances of 

ATTITUDE or GRADUATION in the texts were identified and I then tried to characterise the 

three sets of evaluations I found. I am therefore working on a selection of the more obviously 

evaluative features in the text.  

Results  

The appraisal in interested texts can be contrasted with that in the disinterested reviews on 

three levels -- form of evaluative acts, the characteristics of the evaluation itself, and its 

location or pervasiveness. 

3.1  Form: similarities  

In many cases the formal devices used for evaluation seem to be the same in the reviews 

and in the agents' particulars. Several formal expressions of Martin's ATTITUDE were 

shared. One was the flag (Shaw 2004) -- an explicit JUDGEMENT at the beginning of a 

sentence which defines  its evaluative force:  

(1)     a My chief reservation about .L. is that….RE 

b. The property benefits from lounge, dining room, dining kitchen and downstairs W.C. to the first floor. HO 
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1a flags for the reader that what follows is a negative feature, 1b presents rather mundane 

information as positive.  

Another was a use of AFFECT in evaluation of the referent by means of the writer-

persona's evaluative response (Hunston and Sinclair 2000):  

(2)     a The omission of....puzzled me RE 

b. We are delighted to offer for sale this three bedroom mid terrace house. HO 

Evaluative items can be more or less rhematic. All the texts have examples with evaluative 

items (JUDGEMENT and APPRECIATION) in unfocussed positions.   

(3)     a This fine book traces.. RE 

b. this well presented three bedroom semi-detached property HO 

and in partially focused ones:  

c. The cost of both options is based on completing the project using a proven phased development method….SD  

d. This study has real value as a local area study  RE 

However the most interested texts, the particulars, seem to avoid evaluation in sentence focus, 

which is common in the reviews, and occurs in the proposals, as in Example 4. 

(4)     a but the remaining chapters of more general discussion are useful, sensible, and interesting . RE 

b. It is designed to achieve best value and past experience has proven that the system is delivered on time and to 
budget. SD 

3.2 Form: use of pure JUDGEMENT terms  

Perhaps the placement of evaluation out of focus is an attempt to avoid being too blatant. 

In that case it might be related to the relative infrequency of JUDGEMENT (as opposed to 

APPRECIATION) in the two interested genres. APPRECIATION is describing the topic with 

terms whose positive or negative value is clear to the informed reader, like meticulous, 

judicious, exhaustive, while JUDGEMENT is describing with terms whose value is clear in 

any context, like good, fine, bad, poor. Admittedly most appraisal even in the reviews is 

APPRECIATION. But the reviews also include JUDGEMENT: the most common evaluative 

adjective in the corpus is excellent, and example 3a uses fine. In the particulars and proposals, 

however, the positive evaluators of the text topic are mostly expressions like on time, robust, 

attractive, popular, and there are no instances of JUDGEMENT terms like fine, or excellent.  

3.3 Roles of reader and writer 

Appraisal in the interested texts also had somewhat different characteristics above the 

formal level from that in the disinterested reviews, and not only because the negative sides are 

cut out. The roles of reader and writer are different in two ways. ´ 
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Interested texts pay attention to reader relations and both sender and receiver are often 

present as pronouns or proper names in the text (Fairclough’s ’personalization’ (1993), 

Gunnarsson's 'sender identification' (2000)). This means that AFFECT is common, as in 

Example 5 

(5)     a Dorset Software is happy to receive visits from representatives of Merlin Entertainments at any time SD 

b. We are pleased to place on the market this two bedroom semi detached bungalow HO 

c. Reeds Rains have pleasure in offering to you … HO 

The norms for JUDGEMENT in book reviews and other disinterested genres are fixed by 

the writer. Example 6 shows the writer explicitly denying value to something which may have 

value to others. 

(6) ...will interest only those who are interested in that sort of thing RE 

However in interested texts the aim is to show qualities that can appear as good to the 

reader, irrespective of whether the writer thinks they are good or not. Proposals are directed at 

readers who have made their preferences explicit in an invitation to tender, and the norm is 

fixed by the invitation to tender. But agents' particulars are aimed at readers with a wide 

variety of needs and tastes, so the evaluative principle is to accentuate whatever can be 

positive, shifting the norms to suit the particular imagined reader for whom the house for sale 

is suitable. Thus 7a describes a garden attractive to readers who want to plan their own, 7b a 

garden for readers who welcome a ready-made plot.  7c attracts someone who wants an old 

house, 7d someone who wants a standard new one, but all evaluation is positive. 

(7)     a large garden with lots of potential. HO 

b. well matured and stocked gardens  HO 

c. This attractive period terrace house  HO 

d. Built by Midas Homes,(sic!) a 3 bedroom semi detached house situated in a small cul-de-sac position  HO 

3.4 Non-distinctive evaluation 

The most characteristic and revealing aspect of interested texts is what I would call the 

'non-distinctiveness' of the evaluative acts. Evaluation is not used to discriminate between 

good and less good cases, but is spread in a generalised way. This can be illustrated from two 

contrasting uses of the force heightener fully/full 

(8)     a The design of the entire user interface is fully considered with input from representatives of all types of user during 
the development process SD 

b. Briefly comprising full UPVC double glazing, gas central heating via radiators……….. HO 

c. is warmed by Gas Central Heating and partial Double Glazing. ……. HO 

In 8a fully is non-distinctive, because there is never any mention of partial consideration, 

whereas in 8b full is distinctive because particulars can and do mention partial double glazing 
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(8c). Examples can be found of non-distinctive raised FORCE (boosting, or being more 

positive than the situation requires) and of non-distinctive generalised positive 

APPRECIATION.  

Non-distinctive raised FORCE involves expressing things more strongly or with more 

repetition than the referent can require. 

(9)     a The design of the entire user interface is fully considered with input from representatives of all types of user during 
the development process SD 

b. Ideal family home, situated close to local amenities  HO 

In 9a at least entire and fully seem redundant, and in 9b it seems likely that the house is 

suitable for a family, rather than that it is the best possible house for one.  

Non-distinctive generalised positive APPRECIATION seems to be the same as what 

Gunnarsson (2000) calls 'expressive illocutions'. Thus useful in Example 10 does not seem to 

imply any particular quality of this dustbin store cupboard that might distinguish it from 

useless members of the class.  

(10)        To the front of the property is a small open planned designed garden, laid to lawn with a useful dustbin store 
cupboard HO 

These are non-distinctive epithets: failure to use them does not imply bad news of some 

kind. The two houses described in Example 11 are in the same area, and popular is non-

distinctive:   

(11)    a Mature semi detached house situated on the popular Thorntree Estate HO 

b. this three bedroom semi-detached property situated in a residential location. HO 

Sometimes quite long stretches seem to serve no function but to carry non-distinctive 

positive appreciation:  

(12)     We have built our business around quality management concepts incorporating rigorous processes and robust 
project management controls and techniques that ensure the delivery of the highest quality results to our clients. SD 

This is reminiscent of Fairclough’s notion ’signification without reference’ (1995): there is 

no real referent,  rather the constitution of the signified by the discourse. 

Engaged and non-engaged sections  

Finally the interested texts are characterised by uneven distribution of evaluation, while 

commentators on reviews note that evaluation can occur in any section (Motta-Roth 1998, 

Gea Valor 2000, Hyland 2000). First of all, the interested texts looked at included many 

sections of straightforward non-evaluative description, as in Example 13, where 13 a and 13c 

illustrate non-evaluative formulations comparable to the evaluative formulations in 13b and 

13d1. 
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(13)   a In a one way street of mainly terraced houses, approximately quarter of a mile from the town centre . HO 

b. Located in a popular residential area approximately three quarters of a mile from the town centre with its 
comprehensive range of shops, schools and leisure facilities. HO 

c. A prototype outlining the major areas of functionality is provided to demonstrate our proposed solution. SD 

d. The long-term benefits of a bespoke solution include cost savings in on-going licence and support and a package 
that is designed for and by Merlin Entertainments. SD 

What is more striking is that large sections of the interested texts consisted of entirely 

different types of discourse which made no effort to ingratiate itself with the reader, In the 

particulars these included making negative appraisals (14a), refusing to evaluate(14b), and 

making demands of the client (14c)  

14   a Your home is at risk if you do not keep up repayments on a mortgage or other loan secured on it. HO 

b. • Details provided and maintained by Sarah Mains Residential Sales and Lettings, Newcastle. Rightmove.co.uk 
makes no warranty as to the accuracy or completeness of these details. HO 

c. • Boundaries cannot be guaranteed and must be checked by solicitors prior to exchange of contracts…. HO 

Whole sections of the proposals make demands of the client, as in example 15   

15 It is essential that haysmacintyre (sic) carries out extensive user acceptance testing within  three weeks of the beta 
delivery, as allowed for within the project plan.  To this end, haysmacintyre must provide at least two users, and allocate 
sufficient time and resources to ensure that the testing is carried out to a satisfactory level.  …..  If tolerances are not tested 
to a sufficient degree, the live environment might be compromised after final delivery. SD 

In example 15 the unheightened adjectives sufficient and satisfactory are particular 

noticeable in the context of the generalised heightening of much of the evaluative vocabulary 

elsewhere. 

Discussion  

The relative infrequency of JUDGEMENT in these promotional texts reflects the absence 

of an absolute scale of value (in that it is not the producer's but the recipients' values that are 

being appealed to), but it also reflects the way in which the texts are read. When one reads an 

interested text one knows that the writer is an advocate for a case, not a judge. Hence one will 

not be impressed by pure statements of quality. In fact the way in which interested texts are 

read is the key to understanding their evaluation systems.   

Focussing on reader reaction, one may wonder what the point of non-distinctive evaluation 

is. As soon as readers realise that the genre is interested they discount all the positive 

appraisals, one might think, so the appraisals perform no function and could be omitted. But 

there are some ways in which non-distinctive evaluation might be informative to the reader. 

In some cases the  readers may read 'between the lines' and assume that unpraised or 

unmentioned aspects are negative. But this is not always the case.. Virtually every set of 

particulars says Viewing recommended to appreciate the property on offer-- those which omit 
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this phrase do not appear (from the prices) to describe particularly unattractive dwellings. So 

an alternative interpretation is that readers may be impressed at some level of consciousness 

by the positive evaluations even though they can see they are non-distinctive. A third 

interpretation might be simple convention: non-distinctive positive evaluative acts are 

expected features of these genres in this culture and omission would seem inappropriate and 

evidence of unskilled writing. Beaufort (1999: 125) says” grant proposal language should be 

positive and persuasive but never exaggerated”. We can therefore suppose that reader 

expectations mean that these types of evaluation have to appear in interested texts. Finally 

non-distinctive evaluations might signal how the text segment should be read. The writers of 

the interested texts here aim to set up a successful deal, which means attracting appropriate 

partners, discouraging inappropriate ones, and making sure that the nature of the deal is clear 

to both sides. Some sections of the texts therefore focus on promotion, while others constitute 

restrictions or warnings. Non-distinctive evaluation serves to identify the function of the 

section. 

I have referred to interested texts and non-distinctive evaluation as much as possible up to 

now, avoiding the term promotional because this investigation suggests to me that it is often 

used ambiguously. One can say, with Bhatia, that the interested genres mentioned here -- 

book proposals, blurbs, letters of submission for academic articles, company brochures, sales 

brochures, applications and cvs, agent’s particulars, and tenders -- are promotional genres in 

the sense that the genre purpose is to promote the interests of the producer. One can then say 

that some parts of some of them use promotional discourse, characterised by, among other 

features, selection of positive content, frequency of AFFECT, shifting norms for appraisal, 

and promotional language such as non-distinctive positive appraisal. 

This distinction has several advantages. It enables us to characterise cultural differences in 

the realisation of functionally-equivalent texts accurately. This enables us to say that even 

though a Dutch letter of application uses a less promotional discourse than a US one 

(Hofstede 1992), of course each is equally interested or promotional in terms of genre 

purpose. Similarly Gunnarsson (2000) shows that promotional genres produced by Swedish 

banks use less promotional discourse than equivalent genres produced by British banks.  

It allows us to explain why the effective strategies for some promotional genres involve 

non-promotional discourse. In promotional genres one can assume that everything, whether  

explicitly marked as positive evaluation or not, is interested in the sense that it is included in 

order to achieve the writer’s goal. Discussion of limitations, for example, is undertaken to 

ensure that only appropriate customers take up the offer. Thus we can have genres (like the 
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letter of submission for an academic article discussed in Swales 1996, Okamura and Shaw 

2000, and Gump 2004) whose purpose is clearly promotional, but which promote most 

effectively by using non-promotional discourse. We have seen that promotional genres like 

the agents' particulars and the software design proposal must use non-promotional discourse 

in some sections to achieve their aims. Discourse mixture of this kind does not mean that the 

genre has been hybridised, it is a requirement for achievement of its aims.  

The distinction also allows us to distinguish types of diachronic change in promotional 

genres.  Fairclough (1993) found that a more promotional discourse than he expected was 

required for an application for promotion in the university hierarchy. Since applications for 

promotion, however written, are clearly instances of an interested genre there had, I would 

argue, been no change in the genre, merely in the rhetoric seen locally as appropriate for it. 

Similarly, Bhatia's observation (1997, 2005) that book introductions increasingly use 

promotional language is probably rather a case of discourse strategy change rather than genre-

mixing, since it seems likely that book introductions have always had the interested aim of 

pointing out what is good about the book rather than the disinterested one of evaluating it like 

a reviewer. The letter of reference, on the other hand, does seem to have shifted from a 

disinterested to an interested  status, so that in this case the rhetorical shift may reflect and 

underlying 'colonisation' by the set of promotional genres.  

Conclusion  

Characteristic features of evaluation in genres whose purpose is promotional include non-

distinctive positive appreciation, heightened force, reader-centred norms for judgement, and, 

at least in this sample, avoidance of purely judgemental terms like good.   

It is important to distinguish between this promotional discourse or language and the class 

of genres we have called interested on the basis of their purpose of getting the recipient to do 

something that is in the sender's interest.  Promotional discourse evokes a particular response 

in the reader who becomes aware that a deal is proposed and has to decide how far to be 

involved in it2. Consequently another feature of interested genres which propose a major 

commitment or longer relationship is that they include passages without the above 

characteristic features. The aim of these passages is to ensure that only suitable prospective 

partners are recruited. They also serve to promote a successful deal, but they do so by giving 

warnings to prevent deals failing as a result of false expectations. In this case a promotional 

genre aim requires non-promotional discourse. Where giving an impression of modesty and 
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humility is judged to be, or conventionally is, the most effective strategy, it is entirely 

possible for a promotional genre to contain no promotional language at all. Promotional 

discourse is one of the strategies which writers of promotional genres can adopt, or are led by 

the cultural and textual environment to adopt, to achieve their goals, and where we notice the 

language of a genre becoming more promotional we are usually observing a change of 

strategy, not a mixture of genres.  

 
113 a and 13b refer to the same town centre, but 13b uses the non-distinctive evaluators popular and comprehensive and what 
Martin (2004) calls an 'intensifying triplet'. Similarly 13c is merely factual while 13d uses long-term benefits to flag the 
positiveness of its content. 
2I recently received a form acceptance of a routine paper for a conference which referred to your  outstanding 
paper. This was obviously non-distinctive positive evaluation and my reaction to this promotional discourse in 
what seemed to me a disinterested genre was to question the bona-fides of the conference. The discourse evoked 
a reading strategy which was skeptical of the purpose of the text. 
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