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Background 

Impersonality is widely recognised as a defining feature of scientific discourse and is commonly 

associated with the communication of objectivity, neutrality and epistemic authority (Halliday & Martin, 

1993; Salager-Meyer, 1994). In medical research writing, however, this rhetorical effect is not achieved 

through passive voice alone but through a wider repertoire of linguistic resources that shape how 

research is presented and how authors position themselves within the text (Hyland, 2018). 

Research on academic discourse has consequently broadened the description of impersonality 

beyond passive constructions and first-person avoidance to include nominalisations, abstract rhetors, 

existential there constructions and non-finite clauses (Biber & Gray, 2015; Hyland, 2018). At the same 

time, studies on writer identity have shown that authorial presence cannot be reduced to the use, or 

avoidance, of first-person pronouns, but is negotiated through a range of grammatical and rhetorical 

choices (Ivanič, 1998). Despite these advances, relatively little attention has been devoted to explaining 

how recurrent lexicogrammatical resources jointly contribute to the negotiation of (im)personality and 

authorial visibility across discourse. 

The present study addresses this gap by developing a discourse-oriented account of how these 

dimensions are negotiated in expert medical research writing. Beyond its contribution to medical 

discourse analysis, the proposed framework is also relevant to learner corpus research, where 

comparisons between expert and learner writing have long informed the study of writer visibility (Petch-

Tyson, 1998; Paquot et al., 2013) and authorial presence in academic writing (Hyland, 2018). 

Research Question 

The paper addresses the following research question: How do recurrent lexicogrammatical resources 

contribute to the construction of (im)personality and authorial visibility in expert medical research 

writing, and how can this relationship be represented within a discourse-analytic model? 

Data and Analytical Procedure 

The analysis draws on a purposively selected corpus of eight Randomised Controlled Trials 

published in The New England Journal of Medicine, The Lancet, The BMJ and JAMA. The dataset was 

selected to ensure genre homogeneity and analytical saturation and represents high-impact medical 

research. 

The study adopts a corpus-informed qualitative methodology. An initial quantitative overview based 

on normalised frequencies (per million words) identifies recurrent lexicogrammatical resources across 

the IMRaD structure. These observations subsequently inform a qualitative discourse analysis of their 

rhetorical functions in context. 

The analysis examines first-person active constructions, agentive and agentless passive 

constructions, abstract rhetors, nominalisations, existential there constructions, reduced relative clauses 

and other non-finite structures, focusing on how they contribute to the distribution of agency and the 

construction of (im)personality and authorial visibility. 

Analytical Framework 

The study proposes a two-dimensional discourse continuum in which grammatical voice is 

interpreted in relation to rhetorical purpose and discourse context (Figure 1). Instead of assigning fixed 

discourse values to individual forms, the continuum models impersonality as a graded discourse 
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phenomenon and authorial visibility as an emergent property arising from the configuration of multiple 

linguistic resources. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Two-dimensional discourse continuum of (im)personality and authorial visibility. 

Findings 

The analysis demonstrates that comparable grammatical resources fulfil different discourse functions 

depending on their rhetorical environment. While some configurations foreground procedures or 

evidence and minimise the relevance of the researcher, others project a more explicit authorial presence 

despite relying on similarly impersonal grammatical forms. These findings support the proposed 

continuum by showing that grammatical voice, (im)personality and authorial visibility are related yet 

analytically distinct discourse dimensions whose relationship is dynamically shaped by rhetorical 

purpose and discourse context. 

Implications 

The proposed continuum provides an interpretative, discourse-oriented framework for investigating 

how agency, (im)personality and authorial visibility are negotiated in specialised writing. For learner 

corpus research, it offers a theoretically grounded model for comparing expert and learner writing and 

for developing more nuanced descriptions of authorial presence in advanced learner writing, with clear 

implications for English for Academic Purposes. 

References 

Biber, D., & Gray, B. (2015). Grammatical complexity in academic English: Linguistic change in writing. 

Cambridge University Press.  

Halliday, M. A. K., & Martin, J. R. (1993). Writing science: Literacy and discursive power. Routledge. 

Hyland, K. (2018). Metadiscourse: Exploring interaction in writing (2nd ed.). Bloomsbury Academic. 

Ivanič, R. (1998). Writing and identity: The discoursal construction of identity in academic writing. John 

Benjamins Publishing Company.  

Paquot, M., Hasselgård, H., & Ebeling, S. O. (2013). Writer/reader visibility in learner writing across genres: A 

comparison of the French and Norwegian components of the ICLE and VESPA learner corpora. In S. Granger, 

G. Gilquin, & F. Meunier (Eds.), Twenty Years of Learner Corpus Research: Looking Back, Moving Ahead (pp. 

377–387). Presses universitaires de Louvain. 

Petch-Tyson, S. (1998). Writer/reader visibility in EFL written discourse. In S. Granger (Ed.), Learner English on 

Computer (pp. 107–118). London: Addison Wesley Longman. 

Salager-Meyer, F. (1994). Hedges and textual communicative function in medical English written discourse. 

English for Specific Purposes, 13(2), 149-170.  




