
ABSTRACT

The study investigates the effect of sex and age on the use of hedges in Facebook comments. The 
sample of the study consists of 300 comments written by native male and female Facebook users 
as their reflections to the same posts. The procedures followed in this study cover the discussion 
of the phenomenon and then its relation to world of social media. Then, an analysis of the posts 
of the sample of the study is tackled. The analysis aims at exploring whether the variables, 
sex and age, are traceable in reflecting the ways by which male and female language users can 
give their stances via hedging in Facebook comments. Hyland’s (2005) model is adopted in the 
process of analysis. The findings uncovered that there are fundamental contrasts with respect 
to sex and age in the area of hedging; female users make more use of hedges than male do in 
addition to the idea that the older one grows, the more use of hedges is.
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INTRODUCTION

In the last several decades, the topic of hedging has attracted an 
increasing attention on the part of researchers, especially from 
those of scientific and academic writing. In general, the use of 
hedges plays a major role in discourse, especially in social me-
dia like Facebook and is a vital means of presenting the writ-
ers’ stances via their writings (Hyland, 1998:6-15; Hewings, 
2006:17), which are considered as a social genre employed as a 
communicative method among members of a specific discourse 
community (Bruce, 2005). To this study, social media, through 
Facebook, varies in its presentation of the writers’ stances via 
their writings and this variety belongs to the gender differences.

In fact, men and women differ in the use of language dis-
course and this difference has been of big interest for many 
discourse scholars. Nowadays, there has been great care of 
research on the nature and existence of differences between 
men and women through the use of hedges in their language 
especially in their writings. As a matter of consensus, gender 
differences have also become an important issue in the study 
of linguistics. On the other hand, Weatherall (2002:54) ar-
gues that there are important relationships between language 
and gender. Likewise, Tannen (1990:76) claims that women 
speak and hear a language of connection and intimacy while 
men speak and hear a language of status and independence. 
Thus, research, on gender in general and hedging in particu-
lar, has mostly attracted Lakoff in her book “Language and 
Women’s Place” (1975). Lakoff (ibid:81) states that women’s 
speech misses authority and this is because, to be “femi-
nine”, women must learn to acquire an unassertive style of 
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communication. To her, the phrase “women’s language” is 
used to refer to a group of linguistic devices that act this func-
tion, including hesitations, tag questions, intensive adverbs, 
compound requests, empty adjectives and also hedges.

Thus, hedging is a term used to refer to the expression of 
tentativeness and possibility in language use and is definitive 
to scientific writing and academic discourse (Hyland, 1996a; 
Rounds, 1982) which enables writers to show their stances in 
their writings and whether their stances are affected by their 
gender and age or not. Hyland (1996a:433) adds “hedges allow 
writers to anticipate possible oppositions by expressing their 
statements with caution”. He continues to say that no doubt the 
use of hedges is affected by the gender and age of the writers.

However, the focus of the present study is on showing to 
what extent the use of hedging is traceable in writing, and if 
this trace is affected by the writers’ gender and age. As men-
tioned previously, the study adopts Hyland’s model (2000) 
to achieve its aims. The data comprises 300 Facebook com-
ments that are selected randomly from online net.

THE NATURE OF HEDGING

Bonyadi, et al. (2012: 1186) state that it is difficult to give 
a clear definition of hedging as it has been presented from 
different perspectives by different scholars for ages. Thus, 
the concept of hedging is regarded as “any linguistic means 
used to indicate either (a) a complete commitment to the true 
value of an accompanying proposition, or (b) a desire not to 
express that commitment categorically” Hyland (1998:1). To 
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Hyland (ibid) hedges are viewed as a means by which writ-
ers can show a proposition as an attitude or sensible reason-
ing rather than a fact or definite knowledge in order to avoid 
the responsibility that can be output from the certainty of a 
proposition. As a result to what mentioned above, Hyland 
(2005:130) in particular categorizes hedges according to 
three functions: (i) decreasing force of statements by using 
specific adverbs, e.g., almost, fairly, partly, etc.; (ii) mak-
ing statements indefinite by means of frequency adverbs, 
e.g., usually, sometimes; and (iii) reducing responsibility for 
truth with the use of probably, perhaps, or may.

Similarly, Salager-Meyer (1994:150) remarks two ma-
jor purposes for the use of hedging. First: to denote helpful 
tentativeness and vagueness and to make sentences more ac-
ceptable to the hearer/reader via using understatements, and 
thus to decrease the danger of negation. Lakoff (1973:77), 
indeed, points out that any utterance or a sentence can be true 
to a certain degree and false to another degree, i.e., true in a 
certain context and false in another context. Thus, hedges are 
regarded as “words whose job is to make things fuzzier or 
less fuzzy” (ibid:471). The expression of fuzziness can assist 
writers to avoid embarrassing situations and explain the writ-
ers’ commitment to the true amount of statements, and it can 
also support them with more open path for the possibilities 
of interpretation (Salager-Meyer, 1994:ibid). On other hand, 
Crompton (1997:273) states that writers present their modes-
ty for their achievements to avoid their personal involvement.

Second: to raise the precision or accuracy for writers’ de-
mands via the negotiation of the right exemplification of the 
state of knowledge under discussion. Thus, hedging as posted 
by Salager-Meyer (1994:151) possibly shows “the true state 
of the writers’ understanding, namely, the strongest claims 
a careful researcher can make”. Generally, the concept of 
hedging is utilized not only to present things fuzzy but also 
to negotiate for the best interpretation of understanding to 
give precision in scientific claims.

In another respect, Geyer (2008:57) confirms that hedging 
expressions are referred to as examples of politeness strate-
gies. Likewise, Crompton (1997:274) asserts that hedging is 
a positive politeness strategy since it reflects positive attitude 
of the hearer. Whereas, Riekkinen (2009:43) mentions that 
hedging can be a kind of negative politeness as the writer or 
speaker gives the content of the utterance fuzzier instead of 
keeping its original meaning. To him (ibid) a criticism is an 
example of this kind by which the utterance is mitigated to 
become more acceptable to the reader or hearer.

HEDGES IN THE WORLD OF DISCOURSE: 
PERSPECTIVE AND FUNCTION
As mentioned earlier, hedges, metadiscourse, deal with 
knowledge about language beyond the word, clause, phrase 
and sentence that is needed for successful communication. 
It represents the patterns of language across texts and pays 
attention to the relationship between language users and 
the social and cultural context in which they use language. 
Metadiscourse also focuses on the way that the users of lan-
guage show different attitudes of the world and different un-
derstandings. Here, the users of hedges are actually affected 

by social identities and relations. Hedges can also help us to 
show how identities and views of the world are established 
via the users. Hedges as metadiscourse deal with  both spo-
ken and written texts in respect to the users. (Brian Paltridge 
2006:1-2).

However, Holmes (1995:74) believes that hedging de-
vices are the dominant means to express positive politeness 
which is connected primarily with respect to other people’s 
privacy being a central concept in English culture.

As has been said previously, hedges are regarded as miti-
gating devices which reduce the propositional content of the 
message. However, reduction can be done in various ways 
serving deferent linguistic and non-linguistic strategies. To ex-
press the functions of hedges clearly, the study needs to state 
these strategies as stated by Fraser (1996:167-183), as follows:

Clausal Mitigators
They are namely but-clauses and pseudoconditionals, usu-
ally taking the final position, i.e., after the propositional 
content. As positively polite devices, they reduce the illocu-
tionary degree of the utterance via building upon face-pre-
serving principles. This kind of linguistic marker “signal the 
speaker’s desire to reduce the face loss associated with the 
basic message” (Fraser 1996:167). Thus, but-clauses serve 
to increase politeness by expressing agreement, or at least 
pseudoagreement. Leech (1983: 138) states “there is a ten-
dency to exaggerate agreement with other people, and to 
mitigate disagreement by expressing regret, partial agree-
ment, etc.”. While Pseudoconditionals typically take the 
forms of if-clauses such as, “if I were you, if I may say so, 
if you like, if you wanted to, if you insist, if it comes to that, 
if that isn’t an impertinent questions”. This group is called 
pseudoconditionals because these if-clauses are not really 
conditional sentences in their nature since they syntactically 
miss the other part of the conditional structure and semanti-
cally they miss the condition which has to be achieved be-
fore something else can happen. Here, there is an attitude 
that the message is expressed in a more on-record way than 
is appropriate, and thus, there is a need to soften the content 
of the message by adding mitigation that would supply the 
intended compensation.

Subjectivity Markers
This category is represented by speaker-oriented markers. It 
emphasizes the subjective attitude of the speaker towards the 
message. For example, “I hope, I think, I suppose, I guess, I 
don’t think, I wouldn’t say, etc.”. The function of this type of 
hedging is to attenuate the speaker’s meaning by increasing 
the force of subjectivity of the utterance. Here, the address-
ee conveys an assertion into a question phrase, as Urbanova 
(1995:59) remarks, signals a lack of certainty and high degree 
of indeterminacy on the part of the speaker and consequent-
ly implies the necessity of confirmation on the part of the 
hearer”. In this regard, hedges indicate to the hearer that the 
speaker’s utterance is not to be regarded as something univer-
sally true or definite, but rather as a personal judgment, belief, 
opinion which is open to further dialogue or negotiation.
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Downgraders
They are considered non-imposing polite. If, however, this 
is not possible, then the imposition should be at least min-
imized. Downgraders, as speaker-orientated hedges, can be 
indicated by terms like “a bit, just, just in case, a little, a 
few, rather, scarcely, etc.” These terms function to minimize 
the size of the imposition that is being made on the hearer. 
They function as a form of self-protection of the speaker, and 
this is because the lack of knowledge of the partner’s belief, 
opinions or wants (ibid).

Tentativizers
Tentativizers are like subjective markers which give a huge 
degree of politeness by implying uncertainty, hesitation, or 
vagueness. This group consists of two types; they are (1) 
expressions such as “I don’t know and well” which denote 
reservation and reduce the certainty and definitiveness of 
the utterance, and (2) the intentional vagueness, here, can 
be presented by terms like “sort of thing, a kind of” whose 
major purpose is to decrease explicitness of an utterance and 
enable the speakers to be less direct and bold on-record in 
conveying their meanings.

Performative Hedges
Leech (1983:139) mentions “Politeness is manifested not 
only in the content of conversation, but also in the way con-
versation is managed and structured by its participants”, 
such as expressions like “I must ask, I (just) want to know, 
I’ll (just) say one thing, I (just) wanted to apologize, I’m in-
clined to agree or I’m curious to know”. These performatives 
hedges are speaker-orientated markers which merely com-
ment on the speech acts that immediately follow, i.e., they 
are called “introductory”. These hedges most frequently are 
face-threatening acts such as “apologies, requests, sugges-
tions, etc”. They participate towards a higher degree of po-
liteness in different ways, i.e., they function as a linguistic 
means which indicates the speaker’s illocutionary aim, giv-
ing the hearers time to shape and adjust their answers.

METHODOLOGY

Corpus
The corpus is based on the selection of 300 original Face-
book comments taken randomly from online net. These 
comments are written by native speakers of English. These 
writers are gender-classified, as male and female, and divid-
ed into two groups in relation to their ages; the first group 
consists of female users ranging from age 25 to 35 while the 
second group consists of female users from 35 to 55. The 
same strategy is followed with male users.

Model
The study adopts Hyland ‘s model (2005). Abdi, (2011:34) 
claims that this model is highly preferred in modern metadis-
course studies for being comprehensive, up-to-date, simple 
and clear. Thus, in the analysis phase, Hyland’s (2005) cat-
egories of hedges are utilized; they are: model auxiliaries, 
introductory verbs, adjectives, adverbs and nouns. These 
categories are analyzed in terms of the study variables of 
sex and age.

Data Analysis
Modal auxiliaries
In the analysis of model auxiliaries, a group of words are 
focused. This group includes “can, could, may, might, must, 
should, will and would” as modal auxiliaries because these 
modals create hedged meaning (Hyland, 2005: 132). Hyland 
(1998:349) states that with the modal auxiliary ‘will’,as be-
ing a hedging device, can be, to an extent, problematic be-
cause it can often be used as an expression of futurity and 
also as an indication of epistemic modality (predictability 
meaning). Moreover, according to Coates (1983:179), the 
“Occurrences of ‘will’, with future reference, commonly 
involve a component of uncertainty,”. This is because it de-
notes future which “inevitably involves some uncertainty 
or doubt” (Hyland,1998:116). However, the study confine 
itself to those examples of ‘will’ that denote ‘definite uncer-
tainty’ and not those of ‘futurity’. Hyland (ibid) and Hinkel 
(2009:54) share the same view point that the use of modal 
auxiliaries such as ‘can, may, might, could’ may function a 
wide-range purpose in written academic discourse. To them, 
these verbs, with other linguistic elements, serve a range of 
pragmatic and textual functions. They often indicate like-
lihood, possibility, evidentness, politeness and strategic 
vagueness in discourse. In the social media Facebook com-
ments, the writers utilize such modals to refer to matters of 
personal beliefs and knowledge which function as a basis for 
writers to put forth their stances or judgments about states of 
affairs, events, and actions. These auxiliaries show markers 
of possibility and tend to have overlapping meanings that 
can be changed in some contexts. To Hyland (2000:XI), 
writing should include “a sense of purposiveness, stance, be-
longing and a sense of personal identity”. Thus, Facebook, 
as a medium, must be interactive and this interaction is not 
a stable-1 process of encoding and decoding, but instead, it 
reflects social reality, i.e. the use of such type of text is ef-
fected by the age of the writers and their gender. Therefore, 
Facebook is an interactive, and cognitive project in which 
users can give their stances through their writings. In this 
respect, the users, here, try to modulate their statements to 
support their stances. In fact, the users use modal auxiliaries 
to enhance their stances in their writings (Varttala, 2001:61). 

Table 1. The distribution of model auxiliaries 
               Sex & age 
Hedges

Female (25-35 Y) Female (35-55Y) Male (25-35 Y) Male (35-55Y)

Modal auxiliaries 71 83 39 54
Percentage 23.66 27.66 13 18



A Sociolinguistic Analysis of Hedging in Facebook Comments: A Sex- and Age-based Approach  199

Additionally, the use of ‘should’, for example aims at con-
veying politeness and vagueness to avoid smashing between 
writers and readers (Salager-Meyer, 1994:153).

The distribution of the use of model auxiliaries in the 
sample of the study is tabulated as follows:

Introductory verbs
Introductory verbs are words in a sentence that indicate an 
action, a state of being, or possession. In English, these verbs 
take three general forms: the infinitive form, the base form, 
and the conjugated form. Sometimes the verb denotes what 
or who is doing the action though usually English needs a 
subject in order to determine what or who is doing the action 
(Rodney & Decker,2013:1-3).

In other words, Hyland (1998:120) states that these verbs 
“perform, rather than describe the acts.” Such as the verbs 
claim, propose, suggest and imply, are examples of this case. 
Another group is tentative Cognition Verbs. They refer to 
“the mental status or processes of those whose views are re-
ported rather than to linguistic activity,” (Varttala,2001:122). 
The third group is tentative Linking Verbs, such as appear, 
seem and tend. These verbs express tentativeness concerning 
“the ideas put forth by the authors,”(ibid:123).

Introductory verbs are used in only 264 comments of the 
study sample. Hence, 36 comments are void of any introduc-
tory verbs. The following table-2 shows how the sample of 
the study use introductory verbs.

Adjectives
As regard adjectives, Varttala (2001:125) points out that 
some adjectives can be used to indicate tentative, uncertain 
and not quite precise characteristics of nouns or actions. In 
fact, these adjectives indicate probability. They are known 
as adjectives of Indefinite degree, adjectives of Indefinite 
frequency and approximative adjectives. For probability ad-
jectives, there are words like probable, plausible, potential, 
suggestive, etc. These adjectives, in fact, denote different de-
grees of probability concerning the certainty or accuracy of 
what is being said. The second type of adjectives is related 
to indefinite frequency; they explain tentative quantifications 
where it is not exactly necessary or possible to quantify the 
phenomenon. For examples, the words common, frequent, 
rare, popular, typical, etc. The third type of adjectives is of 

indefinite degree, here, as Varttala (ibid:137) remarks, the 
writers can “invest the information presented with the degree 
of certainty”, for examples words like, little, main, relative, 
small, fair, large, significant, slight, substantial, etc. The last 
type is approximative adjectives such as close, just, gross, 
approximate and virtual. All these types of adjectives help 
writers “draw attention to the approximate nature of the in-
formation presented.”

The following table-3 shows the distribution of adjec-
tives as used by the study sample.

Adverbs
Here, the categories of adverbs are the same as adjectives; 
they are classified into adverbs of probability, of indefinite 
frequency, of indefinite degree and of approximative. Vart-
tala (ibid:139) and Hyland (1998:122) share the same view 
point that these types or categories indicate the potential 
meaning rather than their syntactic aspects when they are 
used as hedging devices. In the first type of probability ad-
verbs, according to Quirk, et al., (1985:620), they denote 
some “degree of doubt” such as perhaps, possible, likely, 
potentially, probably, tentatively, seemingly, etc. The second 
type of adverbs includes words like occasionally, frequently, 
seldom, usually, often, sometimes, etc.; they indicate inher-
ent indefiniteness in the meaning conveyed. While the third 
type, as stated by Quirk et al., (ibid:598-9), consists of those 
adverbs that “seek to express only part of the potential force 
of the item concerned”, for instance, fairly, slightly, consid-
erably, greatly, largely, partly, mostly, relatively, significant-
ly, etc. The last type is adverbs of approximative. It includes 
those words that “express an approximation to the force of 
the verb”, for instance, almost, just, about, approximately, 
closely, around, nearly, roughly, nearly, etc.

In fact, the main function of utilizing hedges of adverbs 
by the writers is to open a relationship and go on through 
dialogue with others away from any restriction or commit-
ment.

The following table-4 reveals the distribution of adverbs 
that are used by the study sample.

Nouns
There is a number of nouns with potential hedging mean-
ings. To Varttala (2001: 141) and Hyland (1998:123), there 

Table 2. The distribution of introductory verbs 
                 Sex & age 
Hedges

Female (25-35 Y) Female (35-55Y) Male (25-35 Y) Male (35-55 Y)

Introductory verbs 64 75 21 29
Percentage 33.86 39.68 11.11 15.34

Table 3. The distribution of adjectives
             Sex & age 
Hedges

Female (25-35 Y) Female (35-55Y) Male (25-35 Y) Male (35-55 Y)

Adjectives 78 84 43 57
Percentage 29.77 32.06 16.41 21.75
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are three major kinds of nouns; they are a) non-factive asser-
tive nouns such as assertion, implication, claim, argument, 
proposition, prediction, suggestion, proposition, etc., b) ten-
tative cognition nouns such as belief, estimation, assump-
tion, notion, view, interpretation, inference, etc. and c) nouns 
of tentative Likelihood like possibility, probability, chance, 
likelihood, opportunity, etc.

Although, nouns are less used by the writers in their texts 
but this does not reject the fact that the writers use this type 
of hedging as they detachedly want others to know that they 
do not claim to have the final word on the subject; they prefer 
to continue talking with others freely, i.e., to open a dialogue 
and avoid commitment in their discourse.

The following table-5 manifests the distribution of nouns 
as hedging devices by the study sample.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

After analyzing the data regarding the categories adopted 
in this study, it is possible to group them altogether in one 
table -6 as follows:

It is evident that the above table reveals the superiority 
of female over male users of Facebook in the area of hedg-
ing. Both groups of female users manifest the large-scale 
utilization of hedges in their writing. Female users utilize 
hedges in their writing for the purpose of showing feminin-
ity and womanliness which totally lead to politeness, while 
male users manifest the low- scale of hedges in their writing. 
This inclination supports the idea developed by Crompton 
(1997:274) and Lakoff (1975:57) that hedging can serve 
positive politeness in social media in contrast to Riekkinen 
(2009:43) who considers it as a negative one.

One of the important ideas in the findings of the study is 
that hedging, to a large extent, is connected to age. The more 
aged the writers are, the more use of hedges they do.

The findings points out essential differences in terms 
of the use of hedging terms. As mentioned earlier, spoken 
language suggests that females use hedging in a variety of 
ways more than males do. Thus, the study agrees with La-
koff, (1975) and Robson & Stockwell (2005) who argue that 
the texts produced by females seem to be more hedged than 
the text produced by males. More clearly, hedging are the 
favored forms of spoken and written language that are highly 
used by females. This is because females seek low commit-
ments in their discourse, they release themselves from the 
commitments or restriction more than males do. This leads 
the study to admit that hedging is mostly an indicator of fem-
ininity.

The findings also reveal that these writers seem to show 
their gender identities by their marked preferences for hedg-
ing. In this respect, Litosseliti’s (2006:3) believes that “our 
gender identities (sense of who we are as gendered subjects) 
are largely constructed through the discourses we inhabit and 
negotiate”. In line with, the study comes to agree with Holmes 
& Meyerhoff’s statement (2005:56); that “texts are examined 
for what they reveal not about the author’s gender but about 
the author’s assumptions, about gender or more accurately, 
about the representation of gender that text offers up”.

CONCLUSIONS

1. There are fundamental contrasts with respect to sex and 
age in relation to the use of hedging. Females use hedg-
es more than males do in their writings and the more one 

Table 4. The distribution of adverbs
             Sex & age 
Hedges

Female (25-35 Y) Female (35-55Y) Male (25-35 Y) Male (35-55 Y)

Adverbs 58 71 51 56
Percentage 24.57 30.08 21.61 23.72

Table 5. The distribution of nouns 
                 Sex & age 
Hedges

Female (25-35 Y) Female (35-55Y) Male (25-35 Y) Male (35-55 Y)

Nouns 28 34 13 19
Percentage 29.78 36.17 13.82 20.21

Table 6. Overall distribution of hedges categories
             Sex & age 
Hedges

Female 
(25-35 Y)

Percentage Female 
(35-55Y)

Percentage Male 
(25-35 Y)

Percentage Male 
(35-55 Y)

Percentage

Modal auxiliaries 71 23.66 83 27.66 39 13 54 18
Introductory verbs 64 33.86 75 39.68 21 11.11 29 15.34
Adjectives 78 29.77 84 32.06 43 16.41 57 21.75
Adverbs 58 24.57 71 30.08 51 21.61 56 23.72
Nouns 28 29.78 34 36.17 13 13.82 19 20.21
Total 299 347 167 215
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grows older in age, the more use of hedges s/he does, 
i.e., hedging increases as far as the writer is older.

2. The use of different kinds of hedges vary from male to 
female, for instance, auxiliary verbs are used more by 
male users, introductory verbs, nouns, adjectives and 
adverbs are used more by females.

3. Hedges are used as markers of womanliness and polite-
ness.

4. All types of hedging are used by the writers to enable 
them open conversations or dialogues and get rid of any 
commitment, i.e. they like to open a relationship as pos-
sible as they can with others.

4. Gender identity can sometimes be manifested through 
the use of hedging. Writers frequently tend to show their 
identity through what they write. And their writing re-
veals their gender-based preferences.
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