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Abstract:  

The aim of this paper is to study the ways of linguistic persuasion in the subgenre of online pet 

adoption advertisements. More precisely, this paper aims to demonstrate of which metadiscourse 

markers the persuasion of online pet adoption advertisements is made up. Additionally, this paper 

seeks to illustrate the connection between the discovered markers of metadiscourse and the three 

Aristotelean appeals of persuasion known as ethos, pathos, and logos. 

The material of the study consists of 191 online pet adoption advertisements (30,319 words) featuring 

dogs and cats, collected from the official websites of six non-profit animal welfare organizations based 

in the United States. The methodology applied in the study is based on the categorization of 

metadiscourse markers proposed by Hyland (2005), and both quantitative and qualitative approaches 

are applied in order to analyze the data. Based on the categorization of Hyland (2005), the markers of 

metadiscourse present in the material are divided into interactive markers, which guide the reader 

through the text, and interactional markers of stance and engagement, which include the reader as 

part of the argument. 

The results of the analysis show that the linguistic choices made by the writer contribute to the 

persuasiveness of the advertisements via various interpersonal features. These features include, in 

particular, the frequent use of the interactional stance markers of boosters, attitude markers, and self-

mentions, as well as the interactional engagement markers of reader pronouns, directives, personal 

asides, and questions. Further, in terms of the interactive markers, the defining features of the 

subgenre relate particularly to the use of transitions, frame markers, and evidentials. The analysis of 

the discovered metadiscourse features in terms of their connection to the modes of persuasion 

appealing to ethos, pathos, and logos, in turn shows that while all of the appeals are utilized, a trend 

exists according to which online pet adoption advertisements primarily seem to utilize the affective 

appeal of pathos as a way of persuading the reader. 

All in all, the present study does not only provide a new perspective to the virtually non-existent yet 

important persuasion research topic of online pet adoption advertisements, but it contributes to the 

growing pool of research on metadiscourse and rhetoric, as well.  
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1. Introduction 

 

According to the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA), every 

year approximately 3.1 million dogs and 3.2 million cats enter animal shelters in the United 

States. Out of these 6.3 million companion animals, approximately 920,000 are euthanized 

each year due to lack of space, food, and funding for the overpopulated shelters. Although the 

numbers have been decreasing annually, they still remain dramatically high. Adopting a pet 

saves more than one life, as adoption also frees up space for another homeless animal in the 

shelter. A non-profit shelter is also more likely to properly care for the well-being of the 

animals as opposed to a pet store or other for-profit business which focuses on making 

money. 

Many shelters attempt to reach potential adopters through advertising, and the online medium 

in particular has vastly amplified its potential reach. Furthermore, the significance of online 

platforms as an integral part of the process of pet adoption has increased even more due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic. According to data collected by the ASPCA, close to one in five 

households in the United States, amounting to approximately 23 million American 

households, acquired either a dog or a cat during the pandemic between March 2020 and May 

2021. As the majority of shelters in the United States have had to completely close their 

doors for in-person visitors during the worst periods of the crisis, the adoption process for 

countless new pets during the pandemic has started online. Luckily, the COVID-19 crisis is 

finally starting to pass, but online pet adoption advertisements are definitely here to stay. 

Instead of meeting the animal first, it is the adoption advertisement created of the pet that 

attempts to persuade the reader to adopt.  Despite the importance of the topic and the obvious 

link between language and persuasion, previous research on the topic is almost non-existent. 

In order to better understand how the advertisements are trying to get people to adopt pets, 

this paper will analyze the linguistic strategies of persuasion in online pet adoption 

advertisements by utilizing an interpersonal model of metadiscourse. Through the analysis of 

selected metadiscourse markers, the aim of this paper is to examine how the persuasiveness 

of the advertisements is constructed through the linguistic choices of the writer that both help 

to guide the reader through the text and involve them in the writer’s argument. Additionally, 

the study seeks to illustrate the connection between these discovered features and the appeals 
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of persuasion known as ethos, pathos, and logos. The research questions that the present 

study seeks to answer can therefore be summarized as follows: 

• How is the persuasiveness of online pet adoption advertisements 

constructed through the use of metadiscourse? 

• How are the metadiscourse markers of online pet adoption advertisements 

linked to the three Aristotelean appeals of persuasion: ethos, pathos, and 

logos? 

In the following section, I will outline the theoretical background of the study, define the key 

concepts, and refer to previous research conducted on the topics relevant to my study. Section 

three will cover the material and methods, and I will present the results of my analysis in 

section four. Then, in section five, I will summarize the main findings of my study, discuss 

the results in relation to previous research, address the potential limitations of my study, and 

suggest potential ideas for future research on the field of persuasion of online pet adoption 

advertisements. Lastly, I will present the final conclusions of my study in section six. 

 

2. Background and theory 

 

The aim of this section is to provide a comprehensive overview of the most important and 

relevant concepts in terms of the present study. Section 2.1. will lay the foundations for the 

theoretical premises of the study by defining the core concepts of persuasion and rhetoric. 

Section 2.2. will then go beyond the surface level by taking a look into persuasion from the 

point of view of the concept of metadiscourse. Lastly, section 2.3. will consider advertising 

as a promotional genre and tie it all together with the main ideas of the first two subsections. 

 

2.1. Persuasion and rhetoric 

 

All language can, as a general rule, be considered as being persuasive (Halmari & Virtanen, 

2005, p. 3). For the purposes of this study, however, the definition of persuasion will be 

limited to all linguistic behavior that either attempts to change someone’s thinking or 

behavior, or to strengthen the existing beliefs and behaviors of those who already agree with 
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the proposed content (Halmari & Virtanen, 2005, p. 3). In other words, persuasion requires a 

deliberate attempt to influence the attitudes or behaviors of another individual as well as an 

awareness of the persuadee as an individual with a mental state that is susceptible to change 

(Perloff, 2021, pp. 25-26). In addition, persuasion assumes free choice, includes the 

transmission of some type of message, and operates as a process that takes time rather than 

something that happens instantaneously (Perloff, 2021, pp. 24-30). Finally, at the core of the 

concept of persuasion is, in fact, self-persuasion, as in the end we actually persuade ourselves 

of a certain viewpoint as a result of the persuasive process (Perloff, 2021, p. 30). 

Regardless of the multitude of viewpoints for the definition of the phenomenon, the roots of 

persuasion as a topic of research can be traced all the way back to Aristotle’s Rhetoric. The 

three modes of persuasion known as ethos, pathos, and logos, originally introduced by 

Aristotle, have retained their relevance and are frequently incorporated as part of persuasion 

research to this day. As stated by Varpio (2018), the appeal of ethos focuses on the writer, the 

appeal of pathos on the reader, and the appeal of logos on the presented argument. Moreover, 

ethos refers to the character of the writer, including their credibility and trustworthiness, 

pathos stands for the emotions created within the reader by the text, and logos is concerned 

with the rationality, or the clarity and logical integrity, of the argument (Varpio, 2018). It 

should be noted that although these definitions employ the terms “text”, “writer”, and 

“reader”, the concept of persuasion naturally also extends to so-called spoken texts such as 

speeches. This study, however, is only concerned with the medium of written texts. 

As a topic of research, the concept of persuasion spans across a multitude of scientific fields 

and disciplines in addition to linguistics, including, for instance, those of philosophy, 

communication, and social psychology. One of the most well-known approaches to the study 

of persuasion is a theory known as the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM), introduced in 

1986 by Richard E. Petty and John T. Cacioppo (Perloff, 2021, p. 212). According to the 

model, people process communications through two distinct ways referred to as “routes” 

(Perloff, 2021, p. 213). The first, the central route, is characterized by considerable cognitive 

elaboration, whereas the second, the peripheral route, refers to situations where a message is 

examined only quickly, or where a decision is based on simple, superficial cues of the 

persuasive message (Perloff, 2021, p. 213). The key idea of the ELM is that the processing 

strategy is determined by motivation and ability (Perloff, 2021, p. 214). In other words, the 

model stipulates that people process persuasive messages very differently when they are 

highly motivated and have the ability to carefully process the message more through the 
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central route, as opposed to when they are low in either motivation or ability to do so, 

resulting in more peripheral processing of the message (Perloff, 2021, p. 215). Although the 

ELM has had a notable impact on helping researchers to better understand the psychology of 

persuasive communication, it has also been criticized for being too all-inclusive, thus 

potentially resulting in vagueness and ambiguity (Perloff, 2021, pp. 234-235). 

Going back to the definition of persuasion, Halmari & Virtanen (2005, pp. 3-4) make an 

important notion with regard to the role of the audience and the surrounding context as 

contributing factors to the entire persuasive process. As illustrated by the authors, both visible 

and invisible as well as actual and implied audiences all contribute to the process of 

persuasion (Halmari & Virtanen, 2005, pp. 3-4). Furthermore, the authors highlight the effect 

of the situational and socio-cultural context in which the persuasion takes place, and point out 

how, on the other hand, that very context is also affected by the persuasive process (Halmari 

& Virtanen, 2005, pp. 3-4). In other words, the context as well as the interlocutors and on-

lookers are all integral components in the persuasive process and, in order to be able to 

understand persuasion, it is essential to take their contribution into account as part of the 

analysis. 

 

2.2. Metadiscourse 

 

As illustrated above, there is clearly an interactive element in the process of persuasion, 

consisting of the relationship between the author and the audience in a particular context. In 

the field of linguistics, this view of persuasion is at the core of the concept known as 

metadiscourse, the main idea of which can be summarized as “the ways in which writers and 

speakers interact through their use of language with readers and listeners” (Hyland, 2017, p. 

16). Moreover, Hyland (2017, p. 17) describes metadiscourse as a “recipient design filter” 

which assists the writer in spelling out the way in which the message is intended to be 

understood by providing a running commentary on it. This notion is significant as such a way 

of drawing attention to the text shows a writer’s awareness of the reader as well as the type 

and extent of their need for elaboration, clarification, guidance, and interaction (Hyland, 

2017, p. 17). In addition to persuasion in general, the three appeals of ethos, pathos and logos 

have also been related to the concept of metadiscourse. According to Hyland (2005a, p. 65), 

metadiscourse can be perceived to refer to the rational appeal of ethos when it signals to the 
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authority and competence of the writer, to pathos when it conveys respect for the viewpoint 

of the reader or direct relevance of the message to the audience, and to logos when it 

explicitly links together elements of the argument. As such, there is a close connection 

between the concepts of persuasion and metadiscourse. 

As established, the focus of metadiscourse is on the interaction between the writer and the 

reader in relation to the organization of the text itself. The exact definition of the term, 

however, has been known to vary depending upon both the viewpoint of the researcher and 

the perceived suitability of the definition for their particular focus of research at the time. The 

vast majority of studies on metadiscourse have been carried out in regard to its use in 

academic writing (e.g., Mauranen, 1993; Hyland & Tse, 2004; Hu & Cao, 2011; Aull, 2019; 

Carrió-Pastor, 2021; Dontcheva-Navratilova, 2021), but there have also been studies on the 

utilization of metadiscourse in, for example, newspapers (Dafouz-Milne, 2008; Kuhi & 

Mojood, 2014) and other forms of news discourse (Chaemsaithong, 2013; McKeown & 

Ladegaard, 2020; Shrikant & Sierra, 2021), business communication (Huang & Rose, 2018; 

Lee, 2021), political discourse (Ho, 2016), and judicial discourse (McKeown, 2021). Hyland 

(2017) describes the variation of metadiscourse definitions on a continuum which ranges 

from reserving the term to only refer to features of textual organization, to viewing 

metadiscourse as a coherent set of interpersonal options, including the material used to 

organize the text as well as the ways in which writers and speakers project themselves into 

their discourse in order to signal their understanding of both the material and their audience. 

The definitions of metadiscourse situated more towards the latter end of the continuum seek 

to “capture something of the interactive character of communication” (Hyland, 2017, p. 17), 

and they can thus be argued to be well suited for studying the language of persuasion. 

In order to be able to classify the features of metadiscourse, Hyland (2005a, p. 49; 2017) 

proposes a model in which metadiscourse is seen to be comprised of the two dimensions of 

interaction referred to as the interactive dimension, which helps to guide the reader through 

the text, and the interactional dimension, which involves the reader in the argument. 

According to Hyland (2017, p. 20), the two dimensions together form metadiscourse “a 

coherent set of options which draw on both organizational and evaluative features”. 

Moreover, Hyland (2017) argues that the role of discourse in managing social relationships is 

not only important but also inseparable from the use of discourse to manage the organization 

of texts. In other words, the writer has to both organize the text and take into account the 

reader’s resources to interpret and respond to it in order to effectively communicate what is 
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intended in the message (Hyland, 2017). The categories with their respective functions and 

examples are presented in Table 1 below. 

Table 1. A model of metadiscourse (Hyland, 2005a, as presented in Hyland, 2017, p. 20). 

 

In order to make the previous model more comprehensive and integrative, Hyland (2005b) 

provides the interactional dimension of metadiscourse with more specific categories by 

attending to the two concepts of stance and engagement. In this context, Hyland (2005b, p. 

176) defines stance “as an attitudinal dimension” which “includes features which refer to the 

ways writers present themselves and convey their judgements, opinions, and commitments”. 

Furthermore, stance refers to the “ways that writers intrude to stamp their personal authority 

onto their arguments or step back and disguise their involvement” (Hyland, 2005b, p. 176). 

The concept of engagement, on the other hand, can be viewed as “an alignment dimension 

where writers acknowledge and connect to others, recognizing the presence of their readers, 

pulling them along with their argument, focusing their attention, acknowledging their 

uncertainties, including them as discourse participants, and guiding them to interpretations” 

(Hyland, 2005b, p. 176). This reviewed model of the categorization of the interactional 

dimension of metadiscourse is presented in Figure 1 below. 
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Figure 1. Key resources of interaction (Hyland, 2005b, p. 177). 

 

The functions and examples of the stance markers of hedges, boosters, attitude markers, and 

self-mention are included in the Table 1 presented above. In terms of the markers of 

engagement, as explained by Hyland (2005b), reader pronouns are used to bring readers 

into the discourse through directly addressing them with you and inclusive we. Directives, 

mainly imperatives and verbs of modal obligation, instruct the reader to act or think in a 

certain way. Personal asides are comments of the writer which interrupt the argument briefly 

– not to offer new relevant information, but to develop the writer-reader relationship. Certain 

adjectives, adverbs, and verb phrases, such as “obviously” or “as we all know”, can be used 

to make the reader consider something as accepted or familiar, thus appealing to shared 

knowledge. Authors can also engage the reader with questions, including rhetorical ones. 

Returning to the already established link between metadiscourse and Aristotle’s rhetoric, Liu 

& Zhang (2021) point out how writers frequently resort to the rational, credible, and 

emotional appeals of logos, ethos, and pathos in their utilization of metadiscourse as part of 

their persuasive attempts. As demonstrated by previous studies on the topic, logos has been 

shown to be linked to the use of frame markers and transitions, ethos has been associated 

with the use of, for instance, hedges, boosters, and attitude markers, and pathos can be 

achieved through the use of attitude markers and engagement markers, among others (Ho, 

2016, 2018; Hyland, 1998, 2005a). 
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2.3. Advertising 

 

Although the concept of persuasion is associated with a multitude of different research topics, 

one of the most well-known areas is, of course, advertising. As illustrated by Janoschka 

(2004, p. 18), advertising is purposeful, and advertising messages attempt to either influence 

or change the attitudes of the audience. In other words, persuasion lies at the very center of 

the entire concept of advertising because that is precisely what advertisements attempt to do –

to persuade. It is thus no surprise that the persuasive element of advertising has been the 

focus of research in a variety of studies (e.g., Bruthiaux, 2000; Bhatia, 2019; Labrador et al., 

2014), and there has also been some research conducted on the topic in relation to 

metadiscourse. Pronouns, for instance, have been shown to be frequently used as 

metadiscourse markers in advertisements to build the relationship between the writer and 

reader through the writer(s) referring to themselves with I/we and personally addressing the 

reader with you (Fuertes-Olivera et al., 2001; Xia, 2020).  

It should be pointed out that the nature of persuasion has gone through notable changes in 

recent years as a result of the rapid development of digital technology (Perloff, 2021, p. 12). 

Not only has persuasive communication become more subtle and devious (Perloff, 2021, p. 

9), but the number and reach of persuasive communications have also experienced 

exponential growth (Perloff, 2021, p. 6). This developmental trend in the nature of persuasive 

communication in general naturally also extends to the domain of advertising. According to 

Maheswari & Koblin (2018, as cited in Perloff, 2021, p. 439), more traditional forms of 

advertising, notably those on TV, have struggled as companies have increasingly redirected 

the majority of their advertising, along with their money, to the domain of the internet, and in 

many cases to operators such as Google, Facebook, and YouTube. As advertisements can be 

divided into subgenres on the basis of their employed medium (Labrador et al., 2014), it is 

important, in this case, to take the online environment with its potential distinctive features 

into account while conducting research. 

Furthermore, while advertising is generally regarded as relating to marketing and selling 

either products or services, it can be seen as part of a much more varied category of different 

promotional genres. Bhatia (2005, p. 213) points out how “the entire range of advertising 

activities has undergone radical changes and in turn has influenced other forms of discourse, 

which only remotely and perhaps occasionally displayed promotional elements”. Press 
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releases, for instance, have been reported to have developed towards a trend where they seem 

to increasingly show promotional aspects as part of their communication strategies (Liu & 

Zhang, 2021). In their study focusing on the use of metadiscourse as a means of enhancing 

persuasiveness in corporate press releases, Liu & Zhang (2021) found that writers of press 

releases appealed to pathos, ethos, and logos with the aid of both interactive and interactional 

metadiscourse resources in their persuasive attempts. Moreover, the comparison with other 

selected genres showed that press releases seem to employ much more interactional 

metadiscourse devices as opposed to interactive ones (Liu & Zhang, 2021). While press 

releases seem to have developed as a genre to include more promotional aspects than they did 

before, some types of advertising, on the other hand, can be seen to have developed further 

away from the elements traditionally associated with advertisements, while still being 

regarded as advertising with many promotional and persuasive elements. One of these newer 

forms of advertisements are those of online pet adoption, which specifically encourage their 

audience to “adopt, not shop” for pets. 

Online pet adoption advertisements are a specific type of advertising subgenre which, due to 

the abovementioned aims of the advertisements, do not solely focus on promoting the 

adoption of the pet no matter what. More specifically, the advertisements are not trying to 

only persuade people to adopt, but to adopt the right kind of pet for them. A pioneering study 

by Markowitz (2019) analyzed persuasion dynamics of online pet adoption using a large 

archive of adoption advertisements collected from the pet adoption website Petfinder. The 

analysis was conducted by utilizing the previously introduced framework of the elaboration 

likelihood model or ELM (Petty & Caccioppo, 1986), in which the persuasive effect of the 

object of study is considered to be the result of either central or peripheral processing. The 

study found that the amount of time pets spent unadopted was shorter when the advertisement 

contained a greater rate of analytic thinking and few peripheral processing cues such as social 

words. It was also discovered that although humanizing details and social descriptions may 

lower a pet’s chance of being adopted quickly, information on what a pet is doing is 

associated with less time spent on an adoption site. In addition, profiles using future-focused 

language as well as profiles with lower rates of negative affect were related to a shorter 

amount of time spent unadopted. 

While the study by Markowitz (2019) does provide a notable contribution to the study of 

persuasion of online pet adoption advertisements from a social psychology viewpoint, the 

persuasive elements of the genre from a primarily linguistic perspective are yet to be 
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examined. Furthermore, although the ELM has provided researchers with a framework to 

help understand the psychology of persuasive communication by offering an explanation for 

why different messages are effective in different circumstances (Perloff, 2021, p. 235), it 

“does not clearly specify the type of message or theoretically derived attributes of a 

persuasive argument quality” (Russell & Reimer, 2018, as cited in Perloff, 2021, p. 235). The 

ELM can thus not be argued to be well suited as an approach to a study that, like the present 

one, is concerned with the specific linguistic design of a persuasive message. Due to the 

interdisciplinary nature of persuasion, adding a linguistic viewpoint to the research is needed 

in order to gain a better and more comprehensive understanding of the topic. Thus, the 

purpose of this study is not to challenge Markowitz’s findings, but to add to the research of 

persuasion of online pet adoption advertisements, instead. The material and methods of the 

analysis will be further outlined in the following section. 

 

3. Material and methods 

 

This section will first describe the content of the data as well as explain the process behind 

the collection and selection of this particular dataset (section 3.1.). Then, the section will 

continue with the presentation of the utilized methodology (section 3.2.), including the 

construction of the framework and the explanation for how the issues that surfaced during the 

process were resolved. 

 

3.1. Material 

 

Rather than attempting to find out how persuasive certain elements of online pet adoption 

advertisements are (see Markowitz, 2019), the aim of this research paper is to analyze of 

which linguistic elements the persuasiveness of online pet adoption advertisements is in 

practice made up. In order to collect a comprehensive dataset of online pet adoption 

advertisements that are likely to contain various linguistic elements of persuasion, online pet 

adoption advertisements from the official websites of six non-profit animal welfare 

organizations that operate on a large scale in the United States were selected for the analysis. 

The organizations in question are the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 
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Animals (ASPCA), Best Friends Animal Society (BF), Cat Adoption Team (CAT), Cat Town 

(CT), the Humane Society of Charlotte (HSC), and North Shore Animal League America 

(NSALA).  

According to their website, ASPCA is one of the largest humane societies in the world. 

Additionally, ASPCA, headquartered in New York City, is recognized on a national level, 

and has over 2 million supporters across the country who help to privately fund the 

organization. Next, Best Friends Animal Society operates the nation’s largest sanctuary for 

homeless animals in Utah, and provides adoption services, veterinary care, and various 

educational programs. Best Friends Animal Society also operates on other parts of the US, 

but the material included in this study only includes animals located in the Best Friends 

Animal Sanctuary in Utah. Further, Cat Adoption Team (CAT) is the largest cat shelter in the 

Pacific Northwest, and they offer adoption, foster care, and veterinary services to homeless 

cats and kittens. More than 3,500 cats and kittens are adopted through CAT every year. Cat 

Town, on the other hand, has a focus on the elderly, frightened, stressed, and sick or injured 

cats who often have more difficulty being adopted. Cat Town’s approach has also proven that 

these cats are highly adoptable, and since 2011, they have helped reduce the euthanasia rate 

by more than 70% for cats at Oakland Animal Services, Oakland’s municipal shelter. Further, 

North Shore Animal League America reports to have rescued up to 1.100,000 dogs and cats 

since the year 1944. According to their website, they are also the pioneers behind the 

principles and goals of the no-kill movement of shelter animals. Lastly, the Humane Society 

of Charlotte operates on a smaller scale, but did, for example, have over 11,000 supporters in 

the year 2021, helps thousands of pets find new homes every year, and provides various 

services to help both pets and pet owners on the basis of their four pillars of focus: 

prevention, retention, placement, and education. 

The material of the study consists of 191 online pet adoption advertisements (30,319 words), 

collected from the official websites of the six abovementioned animal welfare organizations 

between January and February of 2022. Out of the advertisements, 89 (15,149 words) are of 

dogs and 94 (15,170 words) are of cats. The average length of an advertisement analyzed in 

this study is approximately 159 words (range from 62 to 373 words), with the average being 

higher among advertisements of dogs (170 words, range from 85 to 355) in comparison with 

those of cats (149 words, range from 62 to 373 words). 
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The data were collected manually, and as the websites regularly update the number of the 

advertisements when pets get adopted and new ones arrive in the shelters, not all of the 

animals listed up for adoption during this time have necessarily been included in the dataset. 

This does not have a notable impact on the composition of the data as the updating 

conventions differ, and also as sometimes pets that have already found homes continue to 

stay on the website for some time. Whenever data were collected, however, the selection 

process of the advertisements was based on the time of listing, and advertisements were 

collected in order starting from the newest one. If the advertisement was very brief, such as 

only one or two short sentences, or if it stated something along the lines of “the staff are 

currently getting to know x, and more information will be updated soon”, the advertisement 

was not included in the dataset. 

Further, some adoptable cats were listed as pairs, resulting in either two advertisements 

repeating a lot of the same information or of a single advertisement with potentially different 

writing conventions as opposed to the single pet advertisements, for instance when it comes 

to the use of pronouns. Only advertisements of single pets up for adoption were thus included 

in the data in order not to skew the results. Additionally, although some websites also list 

animals other than dogs and cats, only advertisements of dogs and cats were chosen for the 

analysis because they are by far the most common ones and are thus able to provide a 

comprehensive representation of the most prevalent linguistic persuasive features of online 

pet adoption advertisements. Numerical information on the collected dataset is presented in 

the following table. 

 

Table 2. Dataset by numbers. 

 

organization 

number of advertisements number of words 

all dogs cats all dogs cats 

ASPCA 49 17 32 10,591 4,172 6,419 

BF 66 20 46 6,490 2,318 4,172 

CAT 8 0 8 1,545 0 1,545 

CT 6 0 6 1,530 0 1,530 

HSC 39 39 0 6,696 6,696 0 

NSALA 23 13 10 3,456 1,963 1,493 

all 191 89 102 30,319 15,149 15,170 
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As illustrated by Table 2 above, CAT and CT only list cats up for adoption on their websites, 

and the number of dog advertisements for them is thus zero. Additionally, the number of cat 

advertisements from HSC is also zero. HSC, however, does also list cats up for adoption, but 

as the adoption advertisements of cats only included information labels (see section 3.2. 

below) at the time of data collection, including them in the data was seen as unnecessary, as 

they would not offer any meaningful additions to the analysis. Only dog advertisements, 

which were much more detailed and longer in comparison to the cat advertisements, were 

thus collected as part of the dataset from HSC. 

 

3.2. Methods 

 

The framework for this study (Table 3) is based on Hyland’s (2005a) interpersonal model of 

metadiscourse, in which the markers of metadiscourse are categorized into interactive and 

interactional resources. In addition, interactional resources are further divided into markers of 

stance and engagement on the basis of Hyland’s (2005b) model of interaction in academic 

discourse in order to make the analysis more comprehensive. An interpersonal model of 

metadiscourse was chosen as the framework for the analysis, as it is precisely the ways of 

persuasion that are related to “features which assist readers not only to connect and organize 

material but also to interpret it in a way preferred by the writer and with regard to the 

understandings and values of a particular discourse community” (Hyland, 2017, p. 20) that 

this study is concerned with. According to Hyland (2017), interactive resources help guide 

the reader through the text, whereas interactional resources involve the reader in the 

argument. The particular discourse community of focus in this study is considered to be the 

group of people looking to adopt the right kind of pet for them. 
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Table 3. Model of metadiscourse, based on Hyland’s (2005a, p. 49; 2005b, p. 177) models. 

category function examples 

interactive metadiscourse 
help to guide reader through   

the text 

transitions 
express semantic relation 

between main clauses 
and, but, or, so, that, if 

frame markers 
refer to discourse acts, 

sequences, or text stages 

age:, dream home:, 

additional details 

endophoric markers 
refer to information in other 

parts of the present text 
read more about him below! 

evidentials 
refer to source of information 

from outside the present text 

X says, according to Y, 

described as “very cute” by Z 

code glosses 

help reader to grasp 

meanings of ideational 

material 

such as, like 

interactional metadiscourse involve reader in the argument 

stance 

hedges 
withhold writer’s full 

commitment to proposition 
a little, some, may 

boosters 
emphasize force or writer’s 

certainty to proposition 

very, all, super, she LOVES 

treats, I like to go, go, go! 

attitude markers 
express writer’s attitude to 

proposition 

love, prefer, enjoy,  

adorable, luckily 

self-mentions 
explicit reference to 

(suggested) author(s) 
I, me, my, we, us, our 

engagement 

reader pronouns address reader directly you 

personal asides 
interrupt argument to build 

writer-reader relationship 
—who adores her, by the way— 

appeals to shared knowledge 

make reader consider 

something as accepted or 

familiar 

of course, obviously 

directives 
instruct reader to act or think 

in a certain way 

please come and meet her,  

don’t worry 

questions 
engage reader through posing 

a question 
Looking for a new best friend? 
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Although the framework presented in Table 3 is based on the metadiscourse models 

originally proposed by Hyland (2005a, p. 49; 2005b, p. 177), I have made some additions and 

slight modifications to the classification of individual markers within the categories in order 

for the framework to be suited for the purposes of the present study. Additionally, the 

provided examples have been changed to reflect the material and thus also the subgenre of 

online pet adoption advertisements, whereas the examples of Hyland were based on his 

findings of the genre of academic writing. In terms of the categorization of interactive 

markers of metadiscourse, the material of the present study did not include any linguistic 

units that corresponded to Hyland’s examples of frame markers. The material did, however, 

include words and phrases such as age: and dream home: that functioned exactly as frame 

markers are meant to. Such words and phrases were thus included in the category of frame 

markers within a subcategory to which I will be referring with the term information label. 

Additionally, direct quotes, strangely missing from Hyland’s framework, were deemed a 

necessary addition to the category of evidentials. Moving on to the interactional 

metadiscourse markers of stance, several additions have been made to be included in the 

category of boosters. More precisely, preliminary testing on the material showed that the use 

of the exclamation mark, capitalization of every letter in a word, application of the 

superlative form of an adjective as well as consecutive repetition of a word were choices in 

writing that were discovered to function as boosters in the advertisements. The categories of 

the interactional metadiscourse markers of engagement, in turn, do rather well correspond to 

the category descriptions of Hyland, although the provided examples have, again, been 

changed to reflect the material of the present study. 

As metadiscourse is essentially a pragmatic category, and its use will thus vary immensely 

depending upon aspects such as the audience and the purpose of the particular social 

situation, all linguistic items should be viewed in their sentential contexts in order to make 

sure that they are indeed performing metadiscourse functions (Hyland, 2005a, 2017). 

Furthermore, due to the heterogenic nature of metadiscourse, it is also possible that the 

functions operate in different ways, the same forms convey different categories, and that 

individual items simultaneously perform more than one function (Hyland, 2017, pp. 17-18). 

Depending on the context, the word quite, for example, can function either as a hedge (quite 

good) or a booster (quite amazing). Metadiscourse can also be realized by linguistic units of 

varied length, and longer units of metadiscourse may very well encompass smaller units, too 

(Hyland, 2017, p. 18). In other words, it is thus possible for a direct quote, for example, to 
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also contain engagement markers if the context reveals it is actually the writer addressing the 

reader instead of the quoted individual. In order to avoid making superficial assumptions of 

form-function correspondence as well as to exclude erroneous examples, it is essential to 

manually exclude irrelevant instances from the material (Hyland, 2017, p. 19). 

In order to answer my research questions, I conducted an analysis of the ways in which the 

persuasiveness of the online pet adoption advertisements was constructed through the use of 

metadiscourse by utilizing a combination of both quantitative and qualitative approaches. I 

started by using spaCy, an open-source library for Natural Language Processing in Python, to 

compile predetermined lists and number counts of the linguistic items of each category. On 

the basis of preliminary testing, I also knew that some of the items, such as the exclamation 

mark, should be included within these lists, so some items I also added to the list based on 

what I had found by reading through the advertisements. Then, to ensure the reliability of the 

results, I viewed each of the items included in the predetermined list in their surrounding 

linguistic contexts, and only included the items functioning as metadiscourse in the number 

count of their corresponding categories. In addition to counting the number of each marker 

within the entire material, I also compared the results between the adoption advertisements 

that were of dogs and those that were of cats. Then, I compared the results of the analysis 

regarding the metadiscourse markers to the rhetorical appeals of ethos, pathos, and logos, and 

examined which parts of the categories related to which appeal. 

Counting the number of occurrences of each marker was deemed a necessary part of the 

analysis in order to get a general picture of the division and prevalence of their contribution 

to the persuasiveness of the advertisements. The numbers are, however, only able to give a 

general picture of the utilization of metadiscourse, and additions relating to aspects such as 

the normalized frequencies of the markers would not have provided any relevant new 

information to the purposes of the analysis of this study. Since the study of the utilization of 

metadiscourse is more concerned with the context in which the markers occur, the applied 

methodology will thus have a broader focus on the qualitative analysis of the markers by 

examining their functions in the surrounding linguistic context. The following section will 

focus on reporting the results of the conducted analysis. 
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4. Results and analysis 
 

The results of the analysis show that persuasiveness is constructed in the online pet adoption  

advertisements in various ways through the use of metadiscourse. This section is divided into 

four subsections. Section 4.1. will focus on the interactive metadiscourse markers of online 

pet adoption advertisements, whereas the interactional metadiscourse markers of stance and 

engagement present in the material will be covered in detail in section 4.2. Then, in order to 

illustrate how all the categories together contribute to the persuasiveness of online pet 

adoption advertisements, section 4.3. will demonstrate the most prevalent features of the 

genre by drawing on selected textual examples from the material. Finally, in section 4.4., the 

findings of the study in terms of the selected markers of metadiscourse will be examined in 

relation to rhetoric by taking a look at them from the point of view of ethos, pathos, and 

logos, also referred together as the three Aristotelean appeals of persuasion. 

 

4.1. Interactive metadiscourse 

 

The reader is guided through the text in online pet adoption advertisements with the 

utilization of the interactive metadiscourse markers of transitions, frame markers, endophoric 

markers, evidentials, and code glosses. The number of times each metadiscourse marker 

occurred in the material is presented in figure 2 below. The figure shows the absolute 

numbers of the markers in advertisements of both dogs and cats.  

Figure 2. Interactive metadiscourse markers 
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While the numbers presented in figure 2 are comparable in the sense that the total word 

counts for both advertisement categories were roughly the same, it should be kept in mind 

that dog advertisements, on average, were longer than cat advertisements, as described in 

detail in the previous section. As demonstrated by figure 2, transitions were, unsurprisingly, 

the most common interactive markers of metadiscourse in the material, with the number 

being somewhat higher in advertisements of cats rather than dogs. Frame markers were also 

quite common, and there were somewhat more frame markers in advertisements of dogs than 

in those of cats. The last three categories, endophoric markers, evidentials, and code glosses, 

in turn, were relatively uncommon in comparison with the first two categories. Their 

contribution to the persuasiveness of the advertisements should, however, not be ignored. In 

terms of their distribution between advertisements of cats and dogs, endophoric markers were 

only found in advertisements of dogs, evidentials were more common in advertisements of 

cats, and code glosses were slightly more common in those of dogs. 

Additionally, instead of only focusing on the number of occurrences of individual categories, 

it is important to consider them with regard to their context. A high number of transitions, for 

example, is expected of almost any text, and this study is more concerned with how 

transitions are used in this particular material, especially in relation to the other markers of 

metadiscourse. Before focusing primarily on how the different markers together contribute to 

the persuasiveness of the advertisements (section 4.3.) it is, however, necessary to take a look 

into each category individually. Starting with transitions, many coordinating and 

subordinating conjunctions, such as and, but, or, if, that, and so, help the reader interpret 

links between steps in the argument within the advertisements, as demonstrated by the 

following examples (1-3). 

 (1) If you're looking for a snuggly sofa sleeper, I might be the right dog for you. 

 (2) He will come cuddle with you while you are lying in bed and give you  

     kisses on your cheeks. 

(3) I am so friendly that sometimes I like to jump up on people, but I am gentle  

     about it. I am so smart that I already know "sit", and I like treats so basic  

     training should be no problem! 

Example (3) also clearly shows why, in terms of metadiscourse, it is absolutely necessary to 

consider each marker in their surrounding context and take into account which role each word 

plays in the sentence. If, for example, one would assume that the word “so” always functions 
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as a transition marker, the word “so” in phrases such as “so smart” would also incorrectly be 

classified as one, although in this context it is actually a booster (see section 4.2.1.), instead. 

This also applies, for example, to the word “like”, which commonly occurs as an attitude 

marker verb (see section 4.2.2.), but which in the following example (4) functions as a code 

gloss by providing an elaboration on what is meant. 

 (4) I also know some basic commands like "sit" and "down". 

Unlike code glosses, which seem not to be utilized much in the material, frame markers make 

up a category of interactive metadiscourse which is very frequently encountered in online pet 

adoption advertisements. The frame markers of the material mostly consist of different types 

of information labels, such as “age:” or “dream home:”, which aim to make the information 

included in the advertisement clearer for the reader by explicitly stating what will be 

described next. Although all advertisements in the material include such information labels, 

pointing to a characteristic feature of the subgenre, there are differences between the websites 

of each shelter. It does, however, seem like the advertisements are usually built on a 

structured template, although the structure conventions of the advertisements do differ 

depending upon the shelter and their website.  

Furthermore, an important notion to take from the use of information labels from an 

interpersonal perspective is the fact that they also serve as indications of what the author 

imagines the main points of information the reader is looking for will be. Additionally, as the 

advertisements are trying to help the reader to find the pet that is the best match for them, the 

structure created by the information labels also makes it easier for the reader to compare 

individual advertisements and through them the main differences between the pets. It should 

also be pointed out that one of the possible explanations for the difference in the number of 

information labels of individual advertisements of dogs and cats (see figure 2 above) may be 

related to the length of the advertisements. In the writer’s mind, shorter advertisements may 

not require as many frame markers to label the discourse, explaining the somewhat lower 

number of frame markers in advertisements of cats. 

The differences in writing conventions of the advertisements between the websites of each 

shelter probably also explain the rather surprising division of endophoric markers between 

advertisements of dogs and cats (see figure 2 above). This conclusion is based on the fact that 

upon closer inspection, out of the 40 endophoric markers found in the material, 37 were 

discovered to be included in the advertisements collected from the official website of the 
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Humane Society of Charlotte (HSC), which only included advertisements of dogs. The 

structured template utilized by the shelter includes a sentence in the form of example (5), in 

which the phrase below my profile acts as an endophoric marker as it refers to another part of 

the text within the advertisement, and thus guides the reader towards the aim of the 

advertisement’s persuasive strategy. 

 (5) If you are interested in adopting me, please select one of the scheduling  

     options below my profile to set up an appointment. 

Lastly, the category of interactive metadiscourse markers also includes instances of 

evidentials, which function to guide the interpretation of the reader by establishing an 

authorial command of the subject (Hyland, 2005a, p. 51). Examples (6-8) below demonstrate 

how the use of evidentials contributes to the weight and persuasiveness of the argument. 

They also highlight the importance of taking direct quotes into account for evidentials. 

(6) According to my previous shelter, I was friendly and non-reactive to other  

     dogs, good on car rides, housebroken, and loved hikes! 

 (7) His foster parents also say that everyone in their building loves him! 

(8) Wish was described by one of his caretakers as a “cuddly angel  

      sweetheart dollbaby,” and “marshmallow fluff” with the delightful  

      snuggly ways he has of melting into his favorite people. 

Examples (6) and (7) both include one evidential, whereas example (8) has three of them. As 

apparent, examples (6) and (7) do state who provided the information, but the use of an 

indirect quote makes them less personal. Example (8), however, includes the exact words in 

the form of direct quotes in addition to the source who uttered them. Although the use of even 

one evidential does contribute to highlighting the statement’s credibility, the addition of 

direct quotes can potentially call further attention to the persuasiveness of the argument by 

leaving less room for assumptions and vagueness. Next, let us take a look into the 

interactional markers of metadiscourse. 

 

4.2. Interactional metadiscourse 

 

In addition to the interactive markers of metadiscourse analyzed above, the interactional 

metadiscourse markers of stance and engagement also greatly contribute to the way in which 
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online pet adoption advertisements attempt to persuade readers to adopt pets by way of 

involving the reader in the argument. In order to create a comprehensive picture of the 

workings of the interactional metadiscourse markers present in the material, the analysis of 

the markers of stance and engagement have been divided into subsections of their own. 

 

4.2.1. Stance 

 

As established, interactional metadiscourse markers of stance can be perceived to comprise 

an attitudinal dimension and include features which refer to the ways of the writer to present 

themselves as well as the ways in which they convey their judgements, opinions, and 

commitments (Hyland, 2005b, p. 176). The absolute numbers of the interactional 

metadiscourse markers of stance found in the material are presented in figure 3 below. 

Figure 3. Interactional metadiscourse markers of stance 
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be noted that the much higher number of boosters in comparison to hedges seems to indicate 
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136

528

988

683

109

575

1069

203

0

500

1000

1500

2000

hedges boosters attitude markers self-mentions

dogs cats



22 

 

Additionally, hedges, boosters, and attitude markers seem to divide quite evenly between 

advertisements of dogs and cats, although hedges were a bit more common in those of dogs, 

and the number of boosters and attitude markers was somewhat more pronounced in those of 

cats. Surprisingly, the number of self-mentions was, however, significantly higher in 

advertisements of dogs in comparison to those of cats. As illustrated by table 4 below, this 

uneven division of self-mentions between the advertisements of dogs and cats can be 

attributed to the use of significantly higher use of first-person singular pronouns I, me, my 

and myself in dog advertisements than cat advertisements. The table also shows that while the 

first-person plural pronouns we, us, our and ourselves were, in turn, somewhat more common 

in advertisements of cats rather than in those of dogs, their overall use was much more 

moderate than the frequency of occurrence of first-person pronouns in advertisements of 

dogs. 

 

Table 4. First-person singular and plural pronouns in advertisements of dogs and cats. 

self-mention dogs cats both 

1st person singular 

(I, me, my, myself) 
598 88 686 

1st person plural 

(we, us, our, ourselves) 
85 115 200 

 

When it comes to the use of these pronouns as self-mentions, online pet adoption 

advertisements do it in a very unique way: while the use of first-person plural forms is mostly 

used to refer to the staff of the shelter as the writer of the advertisement, the first-person 

singular forms are almost exclusively used to refer to the pet looking for adoption in the 

advertisement, as if the pet themselves had written about their own thoughts and experiences. 

Although the pet naturally has not taken part in the actual writing of the advertisement’s 

contents, there is no doubt the use of first-person singular form works as a self-mention in 

this context, since this particular use of the pronouns is clearly a very conscious choice of the 

actual writer to portray a certain stance as a way of persuading the reader. 

(9) Hi, I'm Biggin! As my name suggests, I am a big boy! I am such a gentle  

     giant! I appear to be housebroken and I walk very well on a leash.  
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(10) I'm Honcho! I am so excited to meet anyone and everyone! I love to play  

      tug with rope toys and stuffed toys. I also am super active and enjoy  

      running for long periods of time until I tire myself out.  

(11) I need a patient adopter who lives in a quiet home and is excited to help  

        me continue coming out of my shell! 

As illustrated by examples (9-11) above, the use of the first-person singular pronoun helps to 

bring the pet emotionally closer to the reader by creating an image where the pet personally 

introduces themselves to the reader in the hopes of potentially being adopted by them. Instead 

of this more emotionally oriented approach, the choice of the writer to introduce the pet from 

the point of view of the staff of the shelter highlights the authority of the people who care for 

the pet, and as such are considered to know them well. The following examples (12-14) 

demonstrate how the personal viewpoint of the writer contributes towards the persuasive 

attempt. 

 (12) We fall more in love with her every day, and we know you will too!  

(13) It took some time for Lefty to settle into our shelter, but once she did, we  

        started to see a sweet, gentle girl. 

(14) This spunky young guy keeps us highly entertained! Now we’re ready to  

        share him with someone who’ll appreciate his humorous antics as much as  

        we have. 

In addition to self-mentions, the advertisements also include various instances of certain 

verbs, adjectives, and adverbs that function as attitude markers which refer to the affective, 

rather than epistemic, attitude of the writer towards their proposition (Hyland, 2005b, p. 180). 

When it comes to verbs, the most common attitude marker, by far, in the material is the word 

love, but the advertisements also include other verbs that function as attitude markers, such as 

like, prefer, hope, and appreciate. As apparent, these verbs are primarily used to convey 

positively toned affective attitudes. This trend is also present in the other attitude markers of 

the material in the form of adjectives, such as adorable, special, and silly, and adverbs, such 

as luckily, affectionately, and happily. The following examples (15-16) illustrate how attitude 

markers are utilized in the advertisements in a way that signals an assumption of a shared 

affective stance towards the proposition of the writer. 
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(15) Noble is a sweet and friendly boy. He enjoys walks on the Dogtown trails,  

     and he rides nicely in a car. […] He loves hanging out on the couch or bed,  

     and he prefers human company over toys or even treats. 

(16) Keith is a squishy, lovable boy who is shy at first, but quickly dissolves  

into contented purrs once you start scratching his adorable little face. He 

even lets you pet his extra floofy, extra cute tum tum!  

Although phrases such as extra floofy (a derivative of the word fluffy) or extra cute are seen 

to comprise a single attitude marker in these examples, the word extra, in this context, also 

functions as a booster, as it is used to emphasize the message of the writer. The category of 

boosters includes a variety of different words, such as very, so, extremely, absolutely, and 

every, which are often used to modify adjectives and verbs. In addition to such modifiers, the 

writers of the advertisements bring emphasis into their argument with superlative-form 

adjectives, such as the best, all-capitalization of words, such as he LOVES treats, and 

repetition of words, such as I like to go, go, go. Additionally, the online pet adoption 

advertisements of the material very frequently include exclamation marks, which also 

function as boosters. The examples (17-18) below demonstrate that it is very common for the 

advertisements to incorporate multiple boosters within the text either to emphasize or to 

signal the certainty of the writer towards a proposition. 

 (17) Zephyr LOVES playing with his dog friends–they help him burn some of  

    that endless energy. He is very playful and his absolute favorite game is tug! 

(18) Tiny Tina is a very lovely kitty. She loves to play and is very good at  

     sharing her toys. She loves attention and will even meow for more petting!  

     […] Tiny Tina's meow is a sweet little chirp that is absolutely adorable. […]  

     She is just the sweetest, gentlest soul. Any family would be lucky to have  

     Tiny Tina join them! 

Although the authors of online pet adoption advertisements seem to generally prefer 

emphasizing their propositions, the advertisements do also include the use of hedges in parts 

of text where it is more beneficial for the writer in terms of persuasion to downplay a certain 

element or to withhold showing their full commitment to a proposition. Common hedges in 

the material include words such as some, a little, and quite, that are used to modify adjectives 

and verbs much in the same manner as boosters, although they function in opposite ways. 
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Additionally, the modal verb may as well as adverbs such as probably and likely are used to 

signal a more careful and tentative attitude towards what is said. Lastly, words that often 

function as boosters can be turned into hedges by adding the word not in front of them, such 

as not really or not completely sure. The following examples (19-22) further demonstrate the 

typical use of hedges in the material. 

 (19) She's not really cut out for life in a shelter, but she is custom-designed to  

        fit in to your life, your love, and your home. 

(20) I play a little too rough for young kids but may do okay with older kids or  

        teens! 

(21) While I may get along with some calmer dogs, I probably would prefer  

        being the only dog in the household. 

(22) I am pretty shy when we first meet, but if you give me some time to sniff  

  around while I get my bearings, I will eventually warm up to you and want  

  to play. I may be on the smaller side, but I am one mighty girl! 

As can be seen by the examples (19-22) above, hedges are often followed by information that 

is trying to, in a way, assure the reader that a potentially unfavorable situation is nothing to 

worry about, and the following, usually positively toned argument is emphasized with the use 

of boosters. Such a way of incorporating multiple different stance markers into a text makes it 

possible for the writer to highlight the parts of the argument that they want the reader to focus 

on, and simultaneously leave some of the information more on the background. All in all, the 

interactional metadiscourse markers introduced in this subsection focus mostly on the 

viewpoint of the writer. In order to better understand how the reader is directly invited into 

the discourse in online pet adoption advertisements, the following subsection will focus on 

the interactional metadiscourse markers of engagement. 

 

4.2.2. Engagement 

 

In addition to the stance markers analyzed above, the interactional dimension of 

metadiscourse also includes markers of engagement which, in turn, can be viewed as an 

alignment dimension where writers recognize the presence of their readers, and as a result of 

this acknowledgement of the potential audience, pull them along with their argument, focus 
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their attention, take into account their uncertainties, include them as participants in the 

discourse, and guide them to interpretations (Hyland, 2005b, p. 176). The absolute numbers 

of the interactional metadiscourse markers of engagement present in the material are shown 

in figure 4 below. 

 

Figure 4. Interactional metadiscourse markers of engagement 

 

First, it is apparent on the basis of figure 4 that reader pronouns are the most common 

engagement marker in the online pet adoption advertisements of the material. They also seem 

to be somewhat more common in advertisements of cats rather than those of dogs. The 

advertisements also include quite a few directives, and there is not a big difference in the 

number of markers between dog and cat advertisements. A rather surprising finding of the 

material, however, is the relatively high number of personal asides, which definitely points to 

a feature specific to this particular subgenre. Additionally, the number of personal asides was 

a lot higher in advertisements of cats rather than in those of dogs. Further, there were only a 

few instances of appeals to shared knowledge present in the advertisements of the material, 

and they all occurred in advertisements of dogs. Lastly, the interactional markers of 

engagement also included questions, although they were more common in advertisements of 

cats. All in all, it can be noted that interactional markers of engagement are frequently 

incorporated as part of the structure of the material and, as such, engagement seems to be an 

important feature of online pet adoption advertisements in terms of persuasion. 
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On a more detailed note, reader pronouns can be seen as one of the most explicit ways of 

bringing the reader into the discourse (Hyland, 2005b, p. 182). In online pet adoption 

advertisements, the writer frequently acknowledges the reader’s presence by directly 

addressing them with the second-person pronouns you and your, as illustrated by the 

following examples (23-25). Such a way of direct address aims to engage the reader in a 

manner which encourages them to imagine how life would be with the pet, and hopefully 

persuades the reader to want to make that thought a reality. 

 (23) This adventurous, silly, compact dog is ready to be your ideal snuggle  

        buddy once he gets to know you! 

(24) Nyx is ready to light up your home and enliven your life. He cannot wait  

        to meet you! 

 (25) Can you open your heart for this special girl? 

In the last example (25), there is another rather explicit marker of engagement present, as the 

writer not only directly addresses the reader, but does that in the form of a question. 

Engagement markers in the form of questions are meant to lead the reader to the viewpoint of 

the writer by arousing interest and encouraging the reader to explore an unresolved issue with 

the writer, as if the reader and writer were equal participants in a conversation (Hyland, 

2005b, p. 185). This is, of course, only an illusion as the writer is not actually expecting a 

response. The questions presented are also often rhetorical, and such positioning is 

highlighted even further in cases where the writer simultaneously initiates and closes the 

dialogue by first posing a question and immediately providing the reader with the answer 

(Hyland, 2005b, p. 186). The following examples (26-28) further demonstrate this use of 

questions as a dialogic strategy in online pet adoption advertisements. 

(26) Love an affectionate, large, floofy lady? Bess is your girl! 

 (27) Looking for a cat to keep your bed warm? You’re in luck! 

 (28) This social butterfly is ready to meet you today, so what are you waiting  

        for? Come fall in love! 

As apparent, the reader of the advertisement is presented with a question to which, based on 

the following words of the writer, the expected answer in examples (26-28) is “yes”. Even if 

the reader is not, in fact, “looking for a cat to keep their bed warm”, the strategy used by the 

writer makes the reader feel like they are. While the reader is made to feel like they are taking 
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part in the dialogue, the writer is actually guiding the reader towards the intended goal of the 

advertisement: starting the adoption process. Example (28) even goes as far as to provide the 

reader with instructions, directing them to come meet the pet, and implying that they are 

going to “fall in love” with the pet while doing so. Examples (29-31) further illustrate the use 

of directives as a device of engagement in the advertisements. 

(29) If you would like to meet Joplin, please fill out an adoption application  

       today. 

(30) Dusty can't wait to meet you, so visit her today! 

(31) Lion does have diabetes—which our staff is happy to tell you more  

      about—but trust us, the little bit of extra work is worth it to be showered in  

      his love! 

In other words, directives either instruct the reader to perform an action (Hyland, 2005b, p. 

184), as in examples (29-30), or guide them to see the situation in a way determined by the 

writer (Hyland, 2005b, p. 184), as in example (31). Additionally, the last example (31) also 

includes another engagement marker in the form of a personal aside, which briefly cuts the 

argument in order to provide the reader with a comment on what was just said. Like in 

example (31), personal asides in online pet adoption advertisements are often signaled with 

the so-called em dash “—”, which can be used to replace, for instance, commas and colons in 

certain similar contexts. The main point of personal asides in terms of persuasion is the fact 

that through turning to the reader in the middle of the argument, the writer is able to initiate a 

brief dialogue by responding to an active audience (Hyland, 2005b, p. 183).  

(32) When I get excited to meet a new person, I get super wiggly and smiley— 

        it's super cute. 

(33) He can be shy when first meeting people, but if you play with him—and  

        have some tasty snacks on hand—he will warm up in time. 

(34) Attention is desired as well, of course, and she just loves to know you love  

        her. 

Instead of focusing on the propositional development of discourse, personal asides contribute 

towards building the relationship between the reader and the writer (Hyland, 2005b, p. 183), 

as the examples (32-34) above show. The personal aside in example (34) can also be 

classified as an appeal to shared knowledge, but it should be noted that, as a whole, appeals to 
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shared knowledge only occur a few times in the material. In other words, whereas personal 

asides are used as one of the key strategies of engaging the reader in online pet adoption 

advertisements, appeals to shared knowledge occur very rarely, and their contribution to the 

persuasive nature of the subgenre is thus very marginal in comparison to many of the other 

markers analyzed in this section. In order to build a comprehensive picture of the persuasive 

nature of online pet adoption advertisements, the following subsection will illustrate how the 

different markers of metadiscourse together contribute to the aim of the advertisements to 

make the reader to decide to adopt a pet. 

 

4.3. Selected examples with multiple markers of metadiscourse 

 

As demonstrated by the subsections 4.1. and 4.2. above, the persuasive features of online pet 

adoption advertisements can be viewed through a number of different categories of 

metadiscourse markers. Although each individual category does add to the interpersonal 

dimension of discourse in the advertisements, the construction of the persuasiveness of the 

advertisements can naturally only be comprehensively understood through examining how 

the markers together contribute to it. Whereas I have simultaneously focused only on one 

marker of metadiscourse in the examples of the previous subsections, I will now go through a 

few selected examples (35-40) from the material by bringing attention to multiple 

metadiscourse markers. By way of doing this, the present subsection also aims to 

comprehensively illustrate the main persuasive characteristics of the subgenre of online pet 

adoption advertisements. The main focus of each example is indicated through the bolded 

elements. 

(35) Staff favorite alert! Ella has won the hearts of everyone at our Adoption  

        Center and is sure to win yours, too. Described as “a wonderful dog,  

        very well behaved and very sweet and loving” by one of our volunteers,  

        they go on to tell us that, “Ella is great. Perfect. She’s very easy to love  

        and loves receiving love!” 

Example (35) above includes multiple markers of metadiscourse typical for online pet 

adoption advertisements. First, the interest of the reader is raised with an exclamation which 

also includes a positively toned attitude marker in the word “favorite”. Then, the reader is 
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brought further into the discourse by explaining how the pet has “won the hearts” (attitude 

marker) of “everyone” (booster) at “our” (self-mention) Adoption Center, and that the writer 

of the advertisement, member of the staff, is “sure” (booster) that the pet is going to win the 

reader’s heart as well, addressing the reader directly with the reader pronoun “yours”. Next, 

the advertisement brings in another typical metadiscourse marker category, evidentials, by 

attempting to make the reader believe the writer’s claims by referring to what someone, in 

this case one of the volunteers of the shelter, has said about the pet. The example actually has 

four evidentials: two direct quotes and two phrases (“described as” and “they go on to tell 

us”) accounting for who is responsible for the position of each utterance. The evidentials also 

include multiple accounts of positively toned attitude markers (“wonderful”, “well behaved”, 

“sweet”, “loving”, “great”, “perfect”, “easy to love” and “loves receiving love”), the tone of 

which is even further highlighted with the use of boosters (three accounts of “very” and the 

use of the exclamation mark). Additionally, the evidentials accounting for who is responsible 

for the position of the utterance include reader mentions (“our” and “us”), the use of which is 

meant to add to the reliability of the claim, as it is not just any volunteer, but instead one of 

our volunteers who has all these positive things to say about the pet. 

By utilizing self-mentions by referring to the staff of the shelter, example (35) also represents 

one of the two main approaches the advertisements of online pet adoption seem to take in 

terms of the stance adopted by the writer. The other approach, as noted in subsection 4.1.2., 

includes the use of first-person singular pronouns to introduce the pet from their own point of 

view as if it is the pet who is directly addressing the reader. Examples (36-37) below 

illustrate how this approach creates a more emotionally oriented stance as opposed to the first 

approach which, in turn, is more oriented towards highlighting the writer’s credibility. 

(36) Hi, I'm Mercury and I like to go, go, go! […] If you lead an active life and  

        need an adventure buddy, I'm the perfect companion for you. (Especially  

        since I walk pretty well on a leash!) While I may get along with some  

        calmer dogs, I probably would prefer being the only dog in the  

        household. Consider taking me on your next big adventure! 

(37) Howdy, I'm Red! […] I love to zoom around the yard and jump up for pets  

       and I will do just about anything you ask for Pup-Peroni. […] Come and  

       schedule an appointment to get to know me better! 
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In order to get the reader emotionally invested in the advertisement, the use of first-person 

singular pronoun as a self-mention is very often accompanied by directly addressing the 

reader with the reader pronoun you, as apparent in examples (36-37), too. In addition to the 

once again frequent use of boosters (repetition of “go”, exclamations, “especially”, 

“anything”), the examples (36-37) also include various instances of hedges (“pretty”, “may”, 

“some”, “probably”, “just about”), which soften the tone of the message by withholding the 

writer’s complete commitment to their claim, but guiding the reader towards a certain mental 

image regardless. Further, examples (36-37) include attitude markers (“like”, “perfect”, 

“well”, “prefer”), as well as a personal aside within parentheses. Then, the reader is even 

further engaged with directives (“consider”, “come”, “schedule”) which, paired with self-

mentions and reader pronouns, together give an assumption in which the pet personally 

invites the reader to come and visit them, the message even further emphasized by the use of 

the exclamation mark at the end of both examples. 

(38) Big fan of: Getting out and exploring! Kong loves being outside. […] He  

        loves a good butt scratch and will offer a solicitous head tilt that will melt  

        your heart. He will even get slinky at the mere sight of his favorite  

        people—did we mention that could be you? 

Example (38) begins with a very typical feature of online pet adoption advertisements, an 

endophoric marker that clearly states what the following part of advertisement is going to 

entail. It should be noted that while many endophoric markers are only followed by a word or 

a few, such as “Sex: Female”, the piece of text following the endophoric marker can very 

well be longer as well, as in example (38). Then, similarly to the previous examples, example 

(38) also frequently utilizes boosters (exclamations, “even”, “mere”), attitude markers 

(“loves”, “melt your heart”, “good”, “solicitous”, “favorite”), and reader pronouns (“your”, 

“you”). There is also one self-mention (“we”) present in the last sentence of the example 

(38), incorporated within a personal aside in the form of a question that directly addresses the 

reader. The hedge “could” in the question is used to make the proposition sound like a mere 

suggestion, gently guiding the reader towards the idea instead of being forceful. It is also very 

common for online pet adoption advertisements not only to propose questions, but to 

immediately provide the reader with the answer, too, as demonstrated by the following 

examples (39-40). 
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(39) Want to solve this Mystery? Come on in! […] We’re also told he loves,  

        loves, loves treats, so get your pantry ready. Mystery has been diagnosed  

        with allergies—but don’t worry! They’re currently well controlled and  

        we’re happy to tell you all about his current regimen. 

(40) Looking for a new best friend? Look no further than Freckle! This  

        handsome man can be a little shy at first—but let him take things at his  

        pace and Freckle will soon be the love of your life. With a slow, gentle  

        approach and a couple soft pets, Freckle melts into the loveliest cat.  

        Rubbing against your hands and leaning into your oh-so-good scratches  

        along his cheeks and body? Yes, please! 

The answers to the questions in examples (39-40) are provided in a typical manner as 

exclamations, highlighting the message. Furthermore, the typical features of online pet 

adoption advertisements, such as boosters (exclamations, repetition, etc.), hedges (“a little”, 

“a couple”), attitude markers (“happy”, “oh-so-good”, etc.), directives (“get ready”, “don’t 

worry”, etc.), self-mentions (“we”), reader pronouns (“you”, “yours”), and personal asides 

(signalled by the em dash “—”), are also present in examples (39-40). 

There is also an important notion to be made in relation to the use of transitions. Although 

transitions are utilized very frequently in these advertisements, as in arguably any coherent 

text, the way they are utilized to shift the attention from potentially negative points of the pet 

to provide assurance (“but don’t worry!”) and highlight the positive aspects again (“[t]hey’re 

currently well controlled”), is an important feature of the subgenre of online pet adoption 

advertisements, in particular. Whereas an advertisement solely focusing on selling a product 

could simply leave any potentially negative aspects out of the advertisement, online pet 

adoption advertisements are not only trying to get people to adopt pets, but they want the pet 

to go to a home that will be able to take care of them. Thus, online pet adoption 

advertisements do want to mention potentially challenging aspects of the pet’s care, but 

decide to typically frame the information in a way that makes the reader feel like they are not 

to worry about, and that whatever the challenges may be, the lovely pet waiting for them is 

going to be worth it. 
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4.4. Rhetoric 

 

As noted in section 2, the close link between metadiscourse and persuasion also means that 

the markers of metadiscourse can be realized from the point of view of the three appeals of 

persuasion known as logos, ethos, and pathos, originally introduced as part of Aristotle’s 

Rhetoric. As established, metadiscourse can be seen to project the rational appeals of logos 

when it explicitly links parts of the argument together, it conveys an ethos when it refers to 

the competence and authority of the writer, and it relates to pathos when it signals respect for 

the viewpoint of the reader (Hyland, 2005a, p. 65). In this subsection, I will illustrate the 

ways online pet adoption advertisements attempt to create these rational, credible, and 

affective appeals from the point of view of the metadiscourse markers analyzed in the 

subsections above. 

When it comes to creating the rational appeals of logos, online pet adoption advertisements 

utilize the interactive metadiscourse markers of transitions, endophoric markers, frame 

markers, evidentials, and code glosses to guide the reader through the text by pointing them 

towards the persuasive aim of the advertisements of starting the pet adoption process. The 

bolded elements in the examples (41-43) illustrate how interactive metadiscourse is used to 

draw logical connections between different parts of the text, and thus guide and persuade the 

reader with the rationality of the argument. 

(41) He’s “a very sweet cat,” according to our team, and we know you’d  

      think so, too. 

(42) Dream home: Wish would love a family that understands that going to a  

       new home can be scary so he may need some time to open up—but it’s  

       worth the wait! 

(43) We know that Elise has previously lived with other cats but we’re not sure  

        how they got along—so, if you’re considering Elise as a friend for your  

        current kitty our Matchmakers would be happy to provide instructions on  

        how to do proper cat-cat intros! 

As apparent, various other markers of metadiscourse can also be found to be present in the 

examples (41-43) above, more precisely in terms of interactional metadiscourse. This 

simultaneous contribution of multiple metadiscourse marker categories to the persuasiveness 
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of the advertisement is naturally linked to the fact that there are other appeals at play, as well, 

in addition to logos. In terms of ethos, the perceived credibility of the writer is highlighted 

with the utilization of the interactional metadiscourse markers of stance, as well as some of 

the markers of engagement. Additionally, the interactive metadiscourse markers of 

evidentials also contribute to the constitution of ethos in addition to logos, as referring to a 

source highlights the sense of reliability of the writer’s argument. The following examples 

(44-46) illustrate how boosters, hedges, attitude markers, self-mentions, directives, personal 

asides, and evidentials contribute to the credibility of the writer in the advertisements. 

 (44) It took some time for Lefty to settle into our shelter, but once she did, we  

                             started to see a sweet, gentle girl.  

(45) Lion does have diabetes—which our staff is happy to tell you more  

                             about—but trust us, the little bit of extra work is worth it to be showered  

                             in his love! He’s “friendly and affectionate” and “a gentle giant”  

                             according to those who know him best, and we know you’d agree. 

(46) In her older years, Daisy requires a special diet and medication to stay  

                              happy and healthy; we see her thriving in a home with some cat  

        experience. Otherwise, her foster parent says “Daisy is very easy to care  

        for.” 

When it comes to self-mentions in online pet adoption advertisements I do, however, argue 

that only the use of the first-person plural pronoun we to refer to the staff of the shelter 

appeals to the credibility of the writer and thus to ethos. The use of the first-person singular 

pronoun I as a self-mention is used to present a narrative through which it seems as if the pet 

had written the introduction about themselves. As the reader is not actually tried to get to 

believe this, but instead to have a feeling of closeness with the pet of the advertisement, the 

use of this particular metadiscourse marker is not a credibility appeal but an emotional one, 

thus appealing to the affective pathos. Such overlap can also happen in relation to any of the 

markers of metadiscourse since, depending on the context, it is possible for the individual 

metadiscourse markers to refer to different persuasion appeals, as well as simultaneously 

perform more than one function. In online pet adoption advertisements, there is a lot of 

variety and overlap particularly when it comes to the use of interactional metadiscourse 

markers and their relationship to the appeals of ethos and pathos. In the following examples 

(47-50), the metadiscourse elements appealing to pathos have been bolded. 
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 (47) Kuro is affectionate with his people, and once he gets to know you, he is  

        the biggest purrer and attention seeker! He will come cuddle with you  

        while you are lying in bed and give you kisses on your cheeks. 

(48) If you're looking for a teeny tiny lap dog that loves to be carried around  

        and loved on, I may be your perfect match. I love to wear sweaters,  

        snuggle up on warm beds, and be by your side all the time. I am quite  

        nervous here, but if you take some time to sit with me, I warm up quickly. 

(49) Meet Ninja! Ninja is friendly, playful and loves to snuggle. He is a  

       handsome boy with a beautiful sleek coat and unique short tail. Ninja is  

       the perfect companion kitty—he just wants to be wherever you are! 

(50) Affectionate, companionable, and gentle, Daisy is as sweet as her name  

       implies. Wherever you are, that’s where she wants to be. Sitting on the  

       couch? Leave enough room for Daisy to curl up next to you. Sitting at a  

       table or desk? Pull up another chair for your new best friend. 

As apparent, the appeals to pathos presented in the examples (47-50) above are made up of 

various metadiscourse markers. More precisely, the interactional markers of engagement 

classified as reader pronouns, directives, questions, and personal asides are particularly 

pronounced in terms of appealing to the emotions of the reader. Additionally, there are also 

multiple instances of interactional metadiscourse markers of stance as boosters, hedges, 

attitude markers, and self-mentions which, in terms of rhetoric, appeal to the affective pathos. 

Due to the complex overlapping of the metadiscourse marker categories and the three appeals 

of persuasion, counting the exact numbers of how many times each of the appeals is utilized 

in the advertisements of the material is extremely arduous. More importantly, such numbers 

are likely not to correctly represent the extent to which the persuasion of the advertisements 

could be accounted to each of the appeals, as longer stretches of text may be classified as 

only one appeal, and similarly a short stretch of text may include multiple accounts of 

markers of a different appeal. The main point to understand from the rhetoric of online pet 

adoption advertisements in terms of persuasion is the fact that all of the appeals do play a part 

in constructing the persuasion of the advertisements, and that there is a connection between 

them and the categories of metadiscourse markers. Nevertheless, it can also without doubt be 

concluded that, on the basis of all the examples presented in this section, the persuasion of 
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online pet adoption advertisements is strongly inclined to affect the emotions of the reader, 

thus pointing to a trend of the advertisements to be particularly abundant in appeals to pathos. 

 

5. Discussion 
 

This paper presents an account of the ways in which the persuasive elements of online pet 

adoption advertisements are constructed by identifying and analyzing a number of selected 

categories of metadiscourse markers. Additionally, the said metadiscourse markers of the 

advertisements are considered in relation to the three Aristotelean appeals of persuasion 

known as ethos, pathos, and logos. In this section I will clarify the answers to my research 

questions based on the results of my analysis (section 5.1.), as well as compare these results 

in relation to the results of previous studies conducted on similar topics (section 5.2.). 

Additionally, I will address the potential limitations of my study, and offer suggestions for 

the future development of studies focusing on the persuasion of online pet adoption 

advertisements (section 5.3.). 

 

5.1. Answers to research questions 

 

In the introduction section of this paper, I presented the research questions I aimed to answer 

in my study. The said research questions were as follows: 

• How is the persuasiveness of online pet adoption advertisements 

constructed through the use of metadiscourse? 

• How are the metadiscourse markers of online pet adoption advertisements 

linked to the three Aristotelean appeals of persuasion: ethos, pathos, and 

logos? 

Based on the results of my analysis, the research questions can now be answered. The answer 

to the first question is that the persuasiveness of online pet adoption advertisements is 

constructed in various ways through the use of metadiscourse, including the simultaneous 

utilization of the categories of interactive metadiscourse, aiming to guide the reader through 

the text, and interactional metadiscourse, involving the reader in the argument. Furthermore, 

the said interactional metadiscourse markers can be divided into markers of stance and 
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engagement. In terms of the interactional metadiscourse markers of stance, the defining 

features of the subgenre of online pet adoption advertisements include the very frequent use 

of various boosters to emphasize the positive aspects of the pet, the comparatively less 

frequent use of hedges to mitigate the less favorable aspects potentially included in the pet’s 

care, the use of primarily positively toned attitude markers such as the verb love, the adjective 

adorable, and the adverb happily, and the choice of using self-mentions to either present the 

advertisement from the point of view of the staff of the shelter with the use of the first-person 

plural pronoun we, or from the point of view of the pet with the use of the first-person 

singular pronoun I.  

Further, when it comes to the use of the interactional metadiscourse markers of engagement 

in online pet adoption advertisements, the defining features consist of addressing the reader 

directly with the reader pronoun you, giving the reader suggestions and instructions through 

directives, engaging the reader with the use of questions, and developing the writer-reader 

relationship by shortly interrupting the argument to provide comments on the dialogue 

through the use of personal asides. Lastly, the interactional markers of stance and 

engagement are used together with the interactive markers, in particular through guiding the 

opinions of the reader with transitions, clarifying the structure of the advertisement with the 

use of information labels functioning as frame markers, and providing information about the 

pet by referring to sources outside the text by utilizing evidentials. 

The answer to the second research question, in turn, is that the metadiscourse markers of 

online pet adoption advertisements are closely linked to the three Aristotelean appeals of 

persuasion. More precisely, the advertisements create the rational appeals of logos through 

the utilization of the interactive metadiscourse markers of transitions, endophoric markers, 

frame markers, evidentials, and code glosses to guide the reader through the text by pointing 

them towards the persuasive aim of the advertisements of starting the pet adoption process. 

Then, they create the credibility appeals of ethos through the use of the interactional 

metadiscourse markers of stance, including boosters, hedges, attitude markers and the use of 

the first-person plural pronoun we as a self-mention, markers of engagement, including 

directives and personal asides, as well as the interactive markers of evidentials, to highlight 

the credibility of the writer. And lastly, online pet adoption advertisements create the 

affectional appeals of pathos by utilizing the interactional markers of engagement classified 

as reader pronouns, directives, questions, and personal asides, as well as the interactional 

metadiscourse markers of stance functioning as boosters, hedges, attitude markers, and the 
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self-mentions in the form of the first-person singular pronoun I, to stir the emotions of the 

reader. 

Similar to metadiscourse, the rhetoric appeals of persuasion are also dependent on the 

surrounding context. Due to this fact as well as to the frequent overlap of the categories of 

metadiscourse markers in terms of their respective persuasive appeals, exact numeric 

presentations of their division are difficult to make. Nevertheless, it is clear from the analysis 

of the material that online pet adoption advertisements are strongly inclined to affect the 

emotions of the reader, which points to a trend of the advertisements to be particularly 

abundant in appeals to pathos. To summarize the main findings of this study, it can be said 

that the persuasion of online pet adoption advertisements is based on the utilization of a 

number of markers of metadiscourse which also share an intrinsic connection with the three 

rhetoric appeals of persuasion of ethos, pathos, and logos, out of which the particularly 

frequent appeals to the affective pathos point to a trend of the advertisements to attempt to 

persuade the reader to adopt the pet by appealing primarily to their emotions. 

 

5.2. Results in relation to previous studies 

 

The results of this research paper further demonstrate the connection that exists between the 

concepts of persuasion, rhetoric, and metadiscourse, as also noted by many previous studies 

(e.g., Hyland, 2005a; Ho, 2016; Liu & Zhang, 2021). As a result, the present study also 

further supports the idea that metadiscourse provides a suitable framework for the study of 

persuasion in the field of linguistics. It is, however, necessary to adapt the details related to 

the classification of the markers based on the purposes of each individual study. If one were 

to, for instance, only look for the frame markers included in Hyland’s (e.g., 2005a) examples, 

such as firstly and to conclude, which are based on his findings of the genre of academic 

writing, it would seem as if the genre of the present study, online pet adoption 

advertisements, included no instances of such metadiscourse markers. Upon closer 

inspection, however, it quickly becomes apparent that there are, in fact, multiple instances of 

information labels included in the advertisements that function precisely as Hyland’s (e.g., 

2005a) examples as frame markers that attempt to clarify the discourse by telling the reader 

what will be described next. 
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Looking back on the studies introduced as part of the background literature in section 2, it 

can be noted that there are both similarities and differences in the utilization of metadiscourse 

markers when it comes to other studies, and especially to other genres in relation to the 

present one. To illustrate, although reader pronouns, for instance, were found to be the most 

frequent engagement markers in both Hyland’s (2005b) study of academic discourse as well 

as in the advertisements of this study, instead of inclusive we, pet adoption advertisements 

were found to exclusively address the reader directly with the second-person pronoun you, 

thus relying on a slightly different strategy of building the writer-reader relationship. Further, 

in line with other studies focusing on the use of metadiscourse in advertising, such direct 

address of the reader does seem to be more common in promotional rather than academic 

texts. Fuertes-Olivera et al. (2001) and Xia (2020), for example, both mention the use of the 

pronoun you to address the reader as an important metadiscourse marker in advertising, while 

inclusive we is not mentioned at all. There were also more notable differences in the 

frequencies of entire categories, as boosters, for example, were more common than hedges in 

this study, but less common in Hyland’s (2005b) study. This observation, too, shall be 

attributed to differences in genre conventions. 

Furthermore, the results of this study in relation to the link between the rhetorical appeals of 

persuasion and metadiscourse are in line with other studies (e.g., Liu & Zhang, 2021; Hyland, 

2005a) regarding the notion that writers can refer to the appeals of ethos, pathos, and logos in 

their text with the aid of both interactive and interactional metadiscourse devices. This study 

also came to the same conclusion as Hyland (2005a, p. 84) by discovering that different 

metadiscourse markers can, depending on the context, simultaneously perform more than one 

function. Additionally, this study also matches another trend discovered by Hyland (2005a, p. 

84), according to which such overlap is especially prominent when it comes to the use of 

interactional metadiscourse markers to refer to both affective and credible appeals. 

Additionally, although prior studies focusing specifically on the subgenre of online pet 

adoption advertisements are scarce, some similarities can already be found. To demonstrate, 

the online pet adoption advertisements of this study were, for instance, found to frequently 

describe a pet’s actions and use future-focused language with words like “hope”, an attitude 

marker, and “may”, a hedge. These findings appear to align with the features that Markowitz 

(2019) discovered in the advertisements seemingly favored by the adopters. Regardless, these 

two studies should be viewed as complementary rather than competing. All in all, the present 

study does not only provide a new perspective to the virtually non-existent yet important 
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persuasion research topic of online pet adoption advertisements, but it contributes to the 

growing pool of research on metadiscourse and rhetoric, as well. 

 

5.3. Limitations of present study and suggestions for future studies 

 

Naturally, there are also some limitations involved in this study, related to aspects such as 

restrictions of space, representativeness of the material, and utilization of quantitative 

methods. In particular, it is important to note that the material used in this study is only 

representative of the advertisements collected from the websites of the six introduced animal 

welfare organizations during a particular period of time spanning a few months. The results 

of the analysis should thus not be regarded as fully representative of the whole subgenre or 

perhaps even of the organizations’ websites, as it is probable that their advertisements have 

evolved during the years and that they will continue to do so in the future. In other words, 

although the main trends regarding the use of the markers are likely to apply to other online 

pet adoption advertisements too, their exact utilization and division will probably vary 

depending upon the organization and the time of writing. 

Additionally, although the methods utilized as part of the analysis process did include 

quantitative approaches, for example the application of Python’s spaCy, the reliability of the 

results had to, in multiple cases, be manually checked in order to find out the specific 

function of each item in their particular linguistic context. This combination of qualitative 

and quantitative methodologies as part of the analysis was possible for the amount of material 

included in this study, but the exact same method would not be well suited for studying a 

much more extensive dataset. As such, further research including alternative methodologies 

should be undertaken, particularly in relation to the more automated gathering of context-

dependent data, which would enable the collection of a reliable and representative dataset in a 

more effortless and extensive manner. 

As explained, this study also solely focuses on the analysis of the linguistic elements included 

in the text of the advertisements. Although very important, the advertisements do also include 

multimodal elements such as images, videos, and hyperlinks. Due to space restrictions, it was 

not possible to include the multimodal aspects of the advertisements as part of the present 

study, but it is definitely an important element of the subgenre that should be researched 

more. Among a variety of other possibilities, future studies could also explore the writing 
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conventions of the adoption advertisements of other organizations in the United States, look 

at the shelters located in other countries, or even analyze the advertisements in languages 

other than English. Additionally, there is a need to develop more automated computational 

methods to help collecting both quantitative and qualitative data. It should also be 

remembered that persuasion is an interdisciplinary field, and thus the persuasion of online pet 

adoption advertisements will ideally be further examined from a perspective in which 

linguistic approaches are combined with the multitude of viewpoints that other fields have to 

offer to the research. 

 

6. Conclusion 
 

The aim of this paper has been to illustrate the linguistic persuasion strategies of online pet 

adoption advertisements by utilizing an interpersonal model of metadiscourse. Additionally, 

the discovered metadiscourse markers were examined in relation to the three Aristotelean 

appeals of persuasion referred to as ethos, pathos, and logos. Based on the results of the 

analysis, it can be concluded that the linguistic choices made by the writer contribute to the 

persuasiveness of the advertisements via interpersonal features which both help to guide the 

reader through the text and involve them in the writer’s argument. These features include, in 

particular, the frequent use of the interactional stance markers of boosters, attitude markers, 

and self-mentions, as well as the interactional engagement markers of reader pronouns, 

directives, personal asides, and questions. Further, in terms of the interactive markers, the 

defining features of the subgenre relate particularly to the use of transitions, frame markers, 

and evidentials. Finally, as the metadiscourse devices of the analysis are assessed in terms of 

their connection to the modes of persuasion appealing to ethos, pathos, and logos, it becomes 

apparent that while all of the appeals are utilized, a trend exists according to which online pet 

adoption advertisements primarily seem to utilize the affective appeal of pathos as a way of 

persuading the reader. 

Nevertheless, as a new emerging field of study with close to no previous research conducted 

on it, this paper is naturally only able to act as a starting point to understanding the 

phenomenon of persuasion in the advertising subgenre of online pet adoption advertisements. 

Among a variety of other possibilities, future studies could also explore the writing 

conventions of the adoption advertisements of other organizations and other languages, 
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develop automated computational methods to help in the collection of both quantitative and 

qualitative data, or take a multimodal approach that will take into account the persuasiveness 

of elements such as images, videos, and hyperlinks in addition to the text, in order to form a 

more comprehensive view of the subgenre. 

Ideally, persuasion of online pet adoption advertisements will be further examined from a 

perspective in which linguistic approaches are combined with the multitude of viewpoints 

that other fields have to offer to the research. By continuing to deepen the understanding of 

the persuasive features of online pet adoption advertisements through such an 

interdisciplinary approach will ensure that online pet adoption advertisements together with 

their distinctive persuasive elements will continue to develop and thus be able to help more 

and more homeless pets to find their perfect match—did I mention one of them could be you? 
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